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“SOME KIND OF SMART-SMART FOR TRUE”: 

EXAMINING  TRICKSTER HEROES IN FOUR NORTH AMERICAN 
FOLKLORE TRADITIONS

Rose Marz

Abstract

This thesis examines four distinct folklore traditions from across the North 

American continent —the African American, Franco-Canadian, Appalachian and Cajun

—by comparing the characteristics and stories of their prominent trickster heroes: Br’er 

Rabbit, Ti-Jean, Jack, and Lapin. The folk heroes I examine arose among the New World 

immigrants who were living in an unstable environment. These socially and 

geographically marginalized groups used folklore creation to strengthen their internal 

community and develop strategies of subversive resistance against the larger social 

hierarchy. I argue that these folklore heroes are representative of the cultural adaptations 

used by the groups to adjust to their new social and natural environment. To this end, I 

also compare these figures to the folktale heroes prevalent among the groups before they 

immigrated to the American continent, establishing the differences between the trickster 

heroes of the Old and New Worlds. While my primary methodology is close-reading, I 

also I draw on a background of literary and folkloric theory from the past century. 

The first chapter examines the figure of Br'er Rabbit in the African American 

tradition found in the Southern United States, establishing this trickster rabbit as a 

continuation of oral folklore traditions brought to the United States by African slaves and 

then demonstrating how Br’er Rabbit participates in the creation of subversive strategies 
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of resistance. The second chapter considers the paired figures of Jack, of the Appalachian 

Mountain tradition, and Ti-Jean, whose stories are told throughout the French Canadian 

provinces. The chapter explores the similarities inherent to the Jack and Ti-Jean 

traditions, as well as the differing concerns and motivations reflected both in the 

divergent European sources for the tales and their respective American folktale traditions. 

The third chapter highlights the effect of folklore diffusion on a tradition, using the Cajun 

folklore tradition as a case study. The chapter examines a selection of tales that feature 

Louisiana French manifestations of Ti-Jean and Br'er Rabbit, heroes added to the Cajun 

tradition by Acadian and African American tale tellers. The texts of some of the tales 

analyzed in the thesis are included in appendices. This thesis concludes by establishing 

these stories in the context of the larger American literary tradition. 

Advisor: Amy Reid

Division of Humanities
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Introduction

Trickster Traditions of the New World

 The idea for this thesis grew out of my research for an ISP project looking at the 

Ti-Jean, the young hero of the French-Canadian folklore tradition, and Jack, whose 

stories are told throughout the Appalachian Mountains. This was my first foray into the 

field of Folklore, and I was fascinated. There was something so fantastic about these 

stories. They were at once familiar and also strange; familiar because they shared many 

of the themes and narrative structures of the stories that I had read and listened to as a 

child, yet they were not my heroes,  they were heroes of another time and another group 

of people. These people were like me, American, and yet I was interested in the ways that 

we were different. They were new to this country, recent settlers who had just emerged 

from a traumatic journey. They were living in an unstable environment, geographically 

isolated, hoping to find something—be it the furs of Québec, land they could cultivate 

and call their own, or freedom from religious persecution—that would help them to 

succeed in their new lives. Folklore was one of their weapons and one of their comforts 

in the new and strange land; folklore creation and folklore adaptations would allow them 

to gain some level of security against the wild. The creation of these heroes, of Ti-Jean 

and Jack, or Br'er Rabbit and Lapin from the other traditions I examine, were a part of 

this process. 

This thesis is a continuation of the questions that I raised in my January 2011 ISP. 

Why were the heroes of the Québecois and Appalachian traditions (both tricksters who 

were small and ostentatiously weak, who used their wits to defeat the giants and other 

powerful villains of their stories) so popular? What was it about these two boys that 
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spoke to the settlers of Québec and the Appalachian mountains?  I knew that their 

trickster nature was part of it, and so I set out to discover other wily underdogs in the 

folklore of the North American continent. Bre'r Rabbit, the sly trickster hare whose tales 

were told among the African slaves and later African American citizens of the South, 

emerged as being similar to Jack and Ti-Jean in his underdog status and his tricky nature. 

My thesis examines the characteristics and stories of three different trickster 

heroes in four distinct folklore traditions across the North American continent. All four 

traditions, the French-Canadian, the Appalachian, the African American, and the Cajun, 

began as tales told by cultural groups that immigrated to a new environment on the North 

American continent. I compare these figures to the folktale heroes prevalent among the 

groups before they immigrated in order to examine the differences that define the 

characters after coming to their group's new home. In doing this, I hope to establish these 

folktale heroes as an indicator of how these cultural groups adapted to their new home. 

The figures that I will be looking at are Br'er Rabbit, of the African American tradition 

found in the Southern United States, Ti-Jean of the French-Canadian tradition, Jack of the 

Appalachian-English tradition, and finally the heroes of the Cajun folktale traditions 

which incorporate elements of both Ti-Jean and Br'er Rabbit (under the name of Lapin). 

Methodology

In my initial research into the way modern scholars look at folklore, I discovered a 

debate which has influenced the methodology I use to examine these stories. This debate 

is between those scholars interested in folklore who consider themselves to be 

anthropologists and those who consider themselves literary folklorists. This debate is 
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indicative of folklore's interdisciplinary nature; for while it is oral literature (a term 

coined by a literary folklorist), the study and recording of folklore has, for a long time, 

been one of the activities of anthropologists, who see folklore as reflective of a group's 

culture (Zumwalt 22).  The way literary folklorists frame a tradition is through the 

culture's written literature; they consider oral literature to be a continuation or progenitor 

(as the case may be) of written literature (Zumwalt 99). In describing the differences 

between the two groups' interests, Zumwalt writes, “the cycle of inquiry for the literary 

folklorist was ultimately for the elucidation of written literature; and the cycle of inquiry 

for the anthropological folklorist was to augment the understanding of a particular 

culture, and/or culture in the universal sense” (100). Their different goals led the two 

groups to develop different methodologies, such as the Historical-Geographic method 

and the tempered diffusion theory, all of which are essential to our current understanding 

of folklore traditions.

One of the most important methods of the literary folklorists is that of the 

Historical-Geographic method. This was an attempt to further the classification of 

folktales, where folklorists attempt to construct a “route of diffusion” for a given folktale, 

in hopes of tracing the folktale backwards and finding the Ur version of the tale 

(Zumwalt 107). The folklorist would first find all possible variations of a tale, and would 

then follow these tales chronologically and geographically in order to determine where 

(and when) the tale originates. There are some dangerous assumptions that are built into 

this theory, such as the assertion that a folktale has one point of origin and then spreads 

out. This idea was, according to Zumwalt, influenced by the Euro-centric attitudes of 

early literary-folklorists, who theorized that most of the Ur tales were Indo-European, 
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sometimes even in the face of evidence to the contrary (Zumwalt 107). Yet despite this 

bias, the Historical-Geographic method is useful to this study in part because it resulted 

in the many different motif and tale-type indexes that were created in hopes of tracing the 

tales back to their Ur form, indexes that I use to examine tales from the tale traditions 

before and after their migrations. This theory led into the work of Vladimir Propp, the 

Russian formalist who used the classification systems of the literary folklorists who came 

before him to map out the narrative form of a folktale. Propp believed that folktales 

should be classified based on narrative structure as well as chronologically and 

geographically (Propp xii). He strove to break away from the system that only cared for 

the “genetics” of a tale and instead focused on the morphology of individual tales in 

order to create a road map for the tradition of Indo-European folklore (Propp 26). As a 

formalist, Propp focused on the function of the elements in the tales, referring to the 

individual elements that made up a tale as the “functions of the dramatis personae” 

featured in the folklore (26). These elements comprise the narrative, beginning when the 

hero leaves his home and ending with his/her rewards.  

It is this sort of foundation of theoretical work upon which I create my own study. 

I rely upon the Historic-Geographic method in order to trace the North American tales 

back to Europe and Africa so that I can make comparisons between the heroes in both 

environments. I also am heavily reliant upon the text of the story, mostly literally as the 

tales that I examine have all been recorded in written volumes. Here I recognize my bias 

as a student of literature, and the restrictions of having to work off the collections of 

others in order to  obtain the “oldest versions” of the tales. But my goal is one that 

breaches the divide between the anthropological and literary folklorists. I am examining 
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these stories using the methods of the literary folklorists in order to derive meaning from 

them. This significance is reflective of the cultural groups to whom they belong, and in 

that way my goals are anthropological. These heroes are representative of these groups, 

and so it is rational to argue that the changes and adaptions evident in these heroes are 

also reflexive of the cultural adaptions of these groups.

Folklore as Oral Literature

Folklore, as Henry Louis Gates says, is the domain of the vernacular (Gates xx). It 

is “verbal art” in the words of Vladimir Propp, in the same way that literature is verbal art 

(Propp 6). Yet, unlike written literature, it is because oral literature is free from the 

constrictions of the page that it is so powerful. Every time a story is told, every time the 

history and knowledge is passed from one person to another, is an individual moment of 

oral literature. When we hear stories that come from an oral tradition, stories like those of 

Homer, the Greek poet whom we know to be comprised of many different tellers, we are 

not hearing just one person's work, but rather an entire tradition's work (Foley 6). Oral 

literature is important because it lacks a specific author. These stories do not simply 

express the worldview of one gifted person; they are indicative of the cultural expression 

of a group of people (Foley 8). The stories are passed down from generation to 

generation, and as they are dispersed, each person adds their piece of the story, 

contributing to the larger whole so that the story becomes the expression of group 

identity. There is even a kind of editing that happens over the course of a tradition; stories 

that no longer appeal to the tellers, or are no longer considered representative of the 

group's cultural identity are lost, while the stories that continue to represent the group, or 
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that can change as the group changes, continue to be told.

Oral histories are not authored, and there is their greatest power. They are not 

restricted by the page. Written words have power, the power to affect, to inspire ideas, 

but the one thing they lack is the power of performance,  the possibility of dynamic 

change. Every performance of oral literature is different; it serves a different function 

depending on who is telling and who is listening. Folklorists can collect oral histories and 

transcribe the different versions of the stories that they hear, yet once that story has been 

converted to a written text, it has lost some of its power. We can look at these stories, 

analyze them on the page, and yet we must never forget their oral nature. We must always 

remember that if we think of these stories without the context of oral literature, we are 

missing something vital and essential to their analysis. 

Functions of Folklore

But why do we study folklore? It's not simply because the stories exist; they do 

not exist solely for the joy of being. These tale have significant purposes and functions in 

their societies. William Bascom detailed four individual functions that he saw folklore 

fulfilling. An anthropological folklorist, Bascom believed that the first and foremost 

function of folklore was its ability to act as a mirror of the culture from which it 

originates. He writes that cultures create folklore to be reflective of themselves, and that 

there are two sides to this mirroring—folklore can sometimes illustrate meaning in a 

culture's rituals and customs, but it is also important to have an understanding of that 

culture in order to truly comprehend the significance of its folklore (Bascom, Functions 

338).  The second function of folklore is that of social amusement. The performance of a 
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folk tradition is an inherently social activity and event. This sort of activity passed the 

time, and it works to unite people and give them a social outlet that also contributes to the 

society they inhabit. 

Folklore also serves to justify and explain social conventions and laws. Bascom 

argues that folklore helps to “maintain conformity to the accepted patterns of behavior” 

(Functions 346).  Folklore is oftentimes explanatory, describing the reasons behind the 

mysteries of the natural world, as well as the social (Functions 346). This is a part of the 

third function of folklore—that of education. Oral literature, as already discussed, is a 

sophisticated way of passing information from one person to the next, and especially 

effective at passing information from one generation to the next. The stories are amusing, 

generally short, and contain strong moral and social lessons. The heroes of these stories 

are the heroes of that society. As John Roberts writes,

the heroes we create are figures who, from our vantage point on the world, 
appear to posses personal traits and/or perform actions that exemplify our 
conception of our ideal self, the self that our personal or group history, in 
the best of all possibly worlds, has prepared us to become. (Roberts 1)

Folklore teaches children the traditional knowledge of their societies, the keys to success, 

in large part by providing them with heroes who embody the traits and values that their 

society believes necessary for survival and success in their environment. This means that 

when that environment changes, the heroes change and adapt to fit. Generations of 

peoples from all over the globe have been taught this way, and indeed even in our 

modern age, it is often the lessons learned through the exploits of your favorite story-

book hero that are most fiercely remembered in adulthood.
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The Figure of the Trickster

This study focuses on the figure of the trickster in four different North American 

folklore traditions. The trickster first came into folklore scholarship with Paul Radin's 

work The Trickster (1956), which examined the trickster as a Jungian archetypal figure. 

Radin and the folklorists who followed him considered the trickster to be one of the 

universal figures of the collective unconscious, one who occupied a very specific place in 

the psyche of humankind (Hynes 4). For Radin, the trickster was the rebellious aspect of 

our unconscious; he is changeable and unpredictable; he inhabits the space of our minds 

governed more by self-preservation than by the impositions of our societies (Hynes 4). 

This idea of the trickster as an archetypal figure was largely contested in the later part of 

the twentieth century, and now folklorists prefer to categorize and analyze each trickster 

hero independently. This is an important step, for while all tricksters share similar 

characteristics and functions, they all  manifest in different ways that can be useful for 

discussing these figures. 

There have been many different attempts to characterize what exactly makes a 

trickster. One of the most constant traits of the trickster is their changeability, their 

“plurality, plurivocity, and ambiguity” (Hynes 9). They live on the margins, just outside 

society, and interact with the rules of their societies in such a way as to turn them 

completely on their head. Mythologist Joseph Campbell said it best when he described 

the trickster as “always breaking in, just as the unconscious does, to trip up a rational 

situation. He's both a fool and someone who's beyond the system... He doesn't respect the 

values you've set for yourself, he smashes them” (Campbell 39). In this way, the trickster 

also serves to represent a fresh start. His most basic attributes—cleverness, sneakiness, 
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and egocentrism—are all “the natural necessities of human intelligence” and survival 

(Hynes 8).  These tricksters often rest in the space between creativity and destruction, 

adding not only an element of change to their stories, but also balance. 

One of the most debated issues regarding trickster heroes are their functions in the 

story and in their societies. Many theories have been put forth. Some folklorists believe 

that trickster heroes function solely as a release valve for the storyteller, allowing them to 

rebel vicariously without actually taking action (Hynes 16). Radin wrote that the trickster 

serves as a shadow to a society, the “dark side of the person or culture that is usually 

projected onto the enemy or opponent” (Hynes 16). Others think of the trickster as the 

“exception that breaks the rule”; the ones who, through their actions and later their 

punishments, reaffirm the social laws they break by proving an example of what happens 

when someone goes against the rules (Vecsay 161). But the theory that I find the most 

interesting is that of John Roberts, who writes that there is a relationship between heroic 

creation and the formation of a cultural identity (Roberts 2). Roberts elaborates this idea 

by asserting that 

folk heroic creation occurs because groups, at critical moments in time, 
recognize in the actions of certain figures, which may already be known to 
them, qualities and behaviors that they have reason to believe would 
enhance culture building (that is their ability to protect the identities and 
values of the group in the face of a threat to them). (Roberts 5)

This is an important idea, especially when looking at the trickster heroes of the cultural 

groups I examine in this study. These heroes do not simply exist as a vicarious release of 

social tension (although they can and often do serve this role), they act as a mirror for the 

members of these cultures. These aren't just trickster figures, they're trickster heroes, and 

the four traditions represented in this study have found the methods of survival 
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demonstrated by these tricksters to be the most powerful and effective for life on the 

North American continent.

Thesis Overview

This thesis hopes to compare the American manifestations of these three folklore 

heroes to their known progenitors that were popular among these cultural groups before 

their immigration to the North American continent. I plan to use close reading to 

determine what the differences between them might be, drawing on a background of 

literary and folkloric theory from the past century.  I hope to use these differences to 

demonstrate how the groups used their folklore traditions to adapt to their new homes. 

In my first chapter, I examine the figure of Br'er Rabbit in the African American 

tradition found in the southern United States. I will first establish this trickster rabbit as a 

continuation of oral folklore traditions brought to the United States by African slaves. I 

will then demonstrate how Br'er Rabbit has evolved away from these traditions and 

become a figure of cultural identity for enslaved Africans and later African Americans, a 

figure who participates in the creation of subversive strategies of resistance that aided the 

African slaves in surviving their harsh lives in bondage.  

I move away from the South in my second chapter, which examines the paired 

figures of Jack of the Appalachian Mountain tradition, and Ti-Jean, whose stories are told 

throughout the French Canadian provinces. I will first establish that Jack and Ti-Jean are 

two sides of a coin, despite one originating in the English tradition and the other coming 

out of the Märchen tradition of Continental Europe. I will show the similarities inherent 

to the Jack and Ti-Jean traditions, as well as the differing concerns and motivations of the 



11

European and American folktale traditions. 

My third and final chapter follows the Acadians, a French-Canadian cultural 

group who were evicted from their homes in 1755, as they make their way from modern 

day Nova Scotia to Louisiana. I will first examine how the forced diaspora of the Grand 

Dérangement affected the Acadian people, allowing for the gradual transition from 

Acadian to Cajun.  I will then examine a selection of tales that feature Louisiana French 

manifestations of Ti-Jean and Br'er Rabbit, heroes brought to Louisiana by the Acadians 

and the African slaves, and who adapted and blended in such a way that their individual 

flavors and themes were not lost, but merely morphed to best embody the Cajun people.
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Chapter 1

Br'er Rabbit and African Folktale Heroes: 
A Tradition of Subversion among African slaves in the Southern United States

The first folklore tradition that I will examine is one developed by the African 

Americans of the Southern United States. This tradition comes from the stories told by 

African slaves on plantations and which were recorded beginning in the 1870s. The 

collection of stories that I will be using as my primary source of materials is the first 

collection of Br'er Rabbit stories to be published, Uncle Remus, His Songs and his  

Sayings. The stories were compiled by Joel Chandler Harris in 1881, and they were 

immediately popular. Harris continued to collect folklore from the African Americans 

around him, and published several further collections of the tradition. In this chapter I 

will be establishing first, that the Br'er Rabbit tradition is a continuation of oral folklore 

traditions that are found on the African continent, and which the Africans brought with 

them when they were transported to the New World. I suggest that Br'er Rabbit serves as 

a figure of cultural identity for enslaved Africans, a figure which has roots in African 

traditions but has evolved in such a way as to be separate from them; a figure of African 

American identity as opposed to simply African identity. I will then consider how the 

Br'er Rabbit folklore tradition transmits subversive strategies of resistance that African 

slaves found necessary to preserve their cultural identity and even their very humanity in 

the face of the violent oppression and horrors of American slavery in the eighteenth and 

nineteenth centuries. 
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African Roots of African American Folklore

The main debate that has been raging across the world of folklore studies for the 

past 120 years is that of the origins of African American folktales. The discussion has 

raged  between those who insist that African American folktales have traceable roots 

back to specific African folklore traditions, and their opposition, headed by folklorist 

Richard Dorson, who insisted that African American folktales draw from a European 

background which Africans arriving in the America's adopted from their European 

masters. While to our modern eyes the connection between African and African 

American folklore may seem obvious, this has not always been the case. The debate 

began in the late 1800s, when folklorists first began to collect and examine folklore both 

in the southern parts of the United States and in Africa. They noticed parallels between 

the folklore of the two continents. William Owens, one of the first scholars to examine 

African American folklore, wrote in 1877 that the animal trickster tales he was collecting 

were “as purely African as their faces, or their own plantation melodies” (Roberts 17) . 

A. Werner wrote an article in 1899 that, in the eyes of most early scholars, proved the 

African origins of the tales by showing textual similarities between the Tar-Baby story of 

Joel Chandler Harris' Uncle Remus stories and tales from three different African 

traditions (Werner 282). 

Joel Chandler Harris himself agreed with this opinion: “One thing is certain, they 

did not get [the stories] from the whites: they are probably of remote African origins” 

(Harris ix). Harris considered himself a strong advocate for the African origins camp, and 

frequently commented on the validity of this argument (Roberts 18). Other early scholars 
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quickly adopted this idea, because it correlates very well with the theories on the 

formation of folklore popular at the time, according to John Roberts, for example:

 the ideas surrounding the origins and functions of the tales were strongly 
influenced by the popular conception of folklore as a survival from the 
savage past of humankind which existed in the present as a kind of mental 
relic among those closest to this stage of cultural development. Even 
before this period of slavery, Europeans had begun to to propagate the idea 
that African cultures were arrested in a savage state of development by the 
innate inferiority of the African people. (Roberts 18)

These early folklorists believed that the “discipline of slavery” served to erase this 

savagery and left the displaced Africans docile and childlike as a result of their slavery, in 

a savage state of tabula-rasa (Roberts 18). It was difficult for them to conceptualize these 

tricksters as “a completely accurate reflection of black identity or behavior, actual or 

potential, in America” (Roberts 18). Thus it was the more “savage” aspects of the tales 

and the negative characteristics of their heroes that early folklorists attributed to a 

possible past on the supposedly culturally devoid continent.

 Octave Thanet, one of these early scholars, wrote that “Br'er Rabbit indeed 

personifies the obscure ideals of the negro race. He has a sort of futility in his 

“scheeminess” that is very African; so is the simple minded vanity that is always getting 

him into the snare” (Thanet 122).  Thanet also attributes the choice of the rabbit to an 

accordance between the low position of the rabbit on the food chain to an equally inferior 

position on the ladder of human society that is occupied by  African Americans. He 

concludes his discussion by declaring that  “ever since the world began, the weak have 

been trying to outwit the strong, Br'er Rabbit typifies the revolt of his race. His successes 

are just the kind of successes that his race have craved,” suggesting that the Br'er Rabbit 
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stories are simply expressions of revolt that are, in the end, futile (Thanet 122).  

This belief in the futility of the rabbit trickster and thus the African folkteller, 

characterizes the attitudes of the folklorists in the 1890s. These attitudes were, in a word, 

racist, based on what these folklorists believed to be the inherent savagery and inferiority 

of African peoples. The rabbit is futile; his tricks may succeed in the stories, but pit him 

against the wolf or the fox in the real world, and he will not find it so easy to wile his 

way out of their jaws. It would be much the same, they assumed, between an African or 

African American and a European—white slave owners were safe, and the stories were 

delusions that placated the Africans' innate desire for mischief, as there was little chance 

that Africans could ever truly defeat them at a game of wits (Roberts 19). According to 

this theory, the stories were simply expressions of vicarious freedoms and, in the words 

of John Roberts, “certainly did not offer African Americans a model of emulative 

behavior and certainly did not threaten the status quo” (Roberts 19). Still, one cannot 

discount the work that these early scholars put into forming connections between African 

and African American folktales, despite the prejudices that inspired such activity. They lit 

the way, collecting stories on both sides of the Atlantic and finding recurring tale types 

which indicated a clear path from the shores of West Africa into the Caribbean and the 

southern United States. 

Yet in the late 1950s an Oxford educated folklorist named Richard M Dorson, 

began asserting that the body of African American folktales he had collected in the South 

“does not come from Africa. It does not indeed come from any one place, but from a 

number of dispersal points, as the comparative notes make clear. Many of the fictions, 
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notably the animal tales, are from demonstrably European origins” (Dorson 15). He was 

not alone in this belief. Dorson used tale-type and motif analysis in order to assert that 

African American stories did not evolve from African traditions, but instead derived from 

the European traditions (Roberts 20). In her book on the history of American folklore 

scholarship, Rosemary Zumwalt discusses the “European orientation” of the folklorists 

who followed Dorson, and cites Alan Dundes as complaining about “their tendency to 

neglect African folklore” in their analysis of the American tales (Zumwalt 130). Dundes's 

opposition to the idea of European origins was shared by those who named themselves 

“Africanists” (including William Bascom, who would later go on to create a tale type 

index for African and African American folktales) and who argued that while it is 

possible to create connections between the African American tradition and those of 

Europe, this is in large part because there is a larger canon of tale type indexes available 

for European tales than African tales (Zumwalt 132). 

The Africanists were also quick to point out the possibly racist implications of a 

theory claiming that the African slaves did not retain any of the tales of their original 

continent--was it because “the inferior African culture gave way to the superior European 

culture?” (Zumwalt 132). Or perhaps they abandoned their folklore because “the 

uprooting of blacks was so brutal as to wipe out all cultural heritage,” leaving them in a 

state of tabula rasa, ready to accept the more civilized tales of European origins 

(Zumwalt 132). The assumption here is that Africans would abandon their cultural 

identity simply because they were no longer physically on the African continent, with 

their native people. Obviously the  implications of both these statements were incredibly 
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racist. The debate raged for quite some time, and in some circles continues today, but as 

the canon of stories collected from the African continent became larger and larger, more 

connections were formed between the stories being told in Africa and the stories 

collected in the US, even in Dorson's own canon of work.

Leuk and Anansi: The African Trickster Heroes

The first figure of African myth that is of importance to the study of the rabbit 

trickster in Afro-American folktales is that of Leuk, the hare trickster of the Wolof 

tradition, who is one of the main progenitors of the Br'er Rabbit trickster in America. The 

Wolof are a people who reside in the areas that now cover Senegal, the Gambia, and 

Mauritania (Magel 23). Wolof society relies heavily on a caste system, which divides the 

Wolof village into three major, hierarchical social groups and more specific categories 

within these larger groups (Magel 33). The most prestigious of the three social groups is 

that of the jambur, which describes the free-born individuals ranging from royalty to 

simple land-owner (Magel 77). The lowest group was that of the jaam, who were the 

descendents of slaves and thus were not freeborn like the jambur social group (Magel 

88). It is the middle group that is most interesting to the study of the trickster. This 

middle-ranking social caste is the nyenyoo, which is the social group that contains the 

occupationally-defined artisan castes, like the leather-workers and the gewels, or griots as 

there are known in other parts of Africa, who acted as oral historians and storytellers 

(Magel 78). The gewels were not freeborn, they had rich patrons, but they were 

responsible for preserving and perpetuatiing the oral tradition and history of the Wolof 
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people. They are the storytellers, and Leuk is their hero. 

Leuk is unlike other African tricksters in that he does not share in many of the 

negative aspects of the trickster figure. Other African tricksters like Anansi the Spider, 

who I will discuss later, balance the positive traits like cleverness, ingenuity, and verbal 

acuity with negative traits like greed, selfishness, and vanity. While Leuk is not a saint, 

he is rarely described in Wolof stories as having these negative characteristics ( Magel 

15). Magel argues that Leuk serves as a representative of the gewel caste, a folk hero for 

these storytellers who symbolizes honor, both the specific honor of the occupational caste 

and also the general concept of honorable behavior in Wolof society. Magels writes that 

Leuk “demonstrates that in verbal craftsmanship there is strength and power. It is a force 

that gewel have exercised to their advantage throughout Wolof history. Hare, being a 

gewel, relies on the tools of his trade and through their exercise he achieves success” 

(Magels 295). Leuk stands in contrast to his opponent Bouki, the hyena who acts as the 

outcast in the Wolof stories; the intelligence and social acumen of the rabbit opposes 

Bouki's stupidity and anti-social behavior. 

Amadou Koumba's story “The Calabashes of Kouss” reveals the nature of the 

opposition between Leuk and Bouki to wonderful effect.1 The story tells of how the two 

animals begin a search for jewels in order to beautify their wives. Bouki makes his wife 

some jewelry from clay, while Leuk searches and searches, until he finally finds a tree 

which, after being flattered, tells him how he can obtain the jewels hidden in its trunk. 

This leads Leuk to search out a young Kouss, or goblin, who gives him very specific 

1 See Appendix 1A for the full text of this tale.
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instructions about how to be a good guest. At the end of Leuk's stay with the Kouss 

family, he is granted a calabash that fills with jewels. Bouki learns how Leuk obtained 

these jewels by threatening the little rabbit, but does not listen to any advice given by 

Leuk or the young Kouss. As a result of his boorishness and ignorance, he chooses a 

calabash that does not fill with riches, but instead grows an arm and begins to beat Bouki.

 This story initially establishes Leuk as a protector of social conventions, because 

he does everything that the young Kouss tells him to; the rabbit is very polite and a 

wonderful guest, in contrast with Bouki, who, because of his poor manners, cruelty, and 

laziness, is punished. There is a clear dichotomy between Bouki and Leuk, with Leuk 

clearly standing as a symbol of how to act in society and Bouki displaying all of the anti-

social alternatives. We can see how Leuk is presented as much less of a predatory 

trickster, and in fact he does not play any tricks in the story at all. Instead it is Bouki who 

first deceives Leuk by tricking the rabbit into putting his hand in Bouki's mouth so he can 

extract information from the rabbit (a trick that plays with the source of Bouki's power as 

a predator and also demonstrates his cruelty to the listener). Bouki relies on Leuk's 

success and advice in order to obtain the desired jewels, and his negative behavior when 

he follows Leuk's path serves to highlight all of Leuk's positive qualities and behaviors. 

This is a story that empowers those who know, for knowledge is shown to be a positive 

source of power, in contrast to Bouki's power, which derives from his position on the 

food chain and his physical strength. Leuk knows how to get the jewels, and he is 

rewarded because he understands social customs. The story shows how the traits of the 

gewels, that is to say those of intelligence, knowledge, and a respect for social 
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convention, are valued in the Wolof tradition.

As stated before, the gewels are a professional caste, and are not freeborn. Their 

task was to preserve social convention, to validate the power of the jambur caste and to 

sing their praises (Magels 213). They were not permitted to dedicate stories to their own 

honor or social class in front of an audience of members of the jambur. Because of this, 

the gewels developed Leuk as a subversive hero, characterizing him as a member of their 

social class and making the tools of their profession his avenues to success so that 

through his accomplishments they might declare the honor of their caste (Magel 215). 

Leuk is then a figure of “signifyin'” as defined by Henry Louis Gates in his book The 

Signifying Monkey.  In The Signifying Monkey, Gates attempts to create a way to analyze 

African American texts by exploring the relationship between African American literary 

texts and the black vernacular. Gates describes signifyin' as a 

conscious articulation of language traditions aware of themselves as 
traditions, complete with a history, patterns of development and revision, 
and internal principles of patterning and organization. Theirs is a meta-
discourse, a discourse about itself. (Gates xxi) 

He goes on to discuss the double-voice of African American works, writing that 

“Signifyin' is black double voicedness; because it always entails formal revision and an 

intertextual relation” (Gates 51). Trickster characters are often considered to be figures of 

signifyin' because of the way they emulate the double nature of signifyin' texts. Tricksters 

interact with the rest of their world through the implicit, by writing and reading between 

the lines of the story.

 Leuk epitomizes this theory because he is never explicitly labeled as being a 
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gewel; rather his social caste is implied through his intelligence, his eloquence, and his 

position as a preserver of the “efficacy of the hierarchical order” of his society (Magels 

295). He is a hero to all members of Wolof society because he works to validate their 

social customs; yet it is the manner in which he does this that identifies him as a hero of 

the gewel class. While Leuk oftentimes does trick Bouki, these tricks all fall within the 

domain of the gewel, as in the story where Leuk acts as a messenger between Bouki and 

the king and uses double language to trick Bouki into admitting his crimes. Even Leuk's 

choice of opponents confirms that he is dedicated to the preservation of social norms. He 

attacks characters like Bouki, who stand outside society or act in ways that do not 

conform with their social class. When Leuk attacks those in positions of power in Wolof 

society, like kings or the lion, it is usually because they have abused their power (Magel 

72). An example of this type of action is seen in Amadou Koumba's version of “The 

Tricks of Leuk the Hare,” where Leuk impregnates a princess after her father has her 

locked in a hut for her entire life to see if “a woman who had never known a man could 

have a child” (Diop 78). This imprisonment is seen as an abuse of power, and Leuk acts 

to oppose it, impregnating the girl and making her father look like a fool. Normally it 

would be inappropriate for a small animal like Leuk to trick the king and there would be 

severe punishments for Leuk at the conclusion of the tale, yet because it is the king who 

is abusing his power, Leuk can succeed while still preserving the social hierarchy. 

The second figure that we turn to in our examination of the trickster figures whose 

stories are proven to be progenitors to those of Br'er Rabbit is Anansi, the spider trickster 

of the Ashanti people. Where Leuk plays the role of the honorable trickster who upholds 
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social rules, Anansi is a selfish trickster, manipulating the characters around him for his 

own gain. The Anansesem tradition (which translates to “stories of Anansi”) are told by 

the Ashanti people. Leuk is the trickster of the savanna, with the hyena, lion, and gazelles 

as his dupes, while Anansi travels the forests farther south along the Western coasts in the 

areas that are now covered by the countries of Sierra Leone, Côte d'Ivoire, Liberia and, of 

course, Ghana (Colardelle-Dirrassou 143). He, like Leuk, is characterized by his small 

size and his ability to pull the wool over the eyes of characters with far more physical, 

social, and supernatural power. Colardelle-Dirrassou describes the spider trickster as 

“laide et disproportionée,” (using the feminine adjectives because of the feminine gender 

of the French word araignée) with a fat black body and legs so skinny that they inspire 

little confidence in its ability to walk (Colardelle-Dirrassou 147). Anansi's body is 

“bossue,” “deformée,” and these deformations are in fact badges dedicated to his failures, 

for often, if one of Anansi's tricks fails, his physical body is the first thing that is 

punished, either by deformity or by death (Colardelle-Dirrassou 148). With his bloated 

torso and disproportionally skinny legs, Anansi's body resembles that of a starving child, 

an association that is particularly apt when we remember that a large percentage of the 

Anansesem begin with a famine or drought. 

Anansi's only defense is his web, which he occasionally uses to escape his 

enemies. This web is also symbolic of Anansi's intelligence; he is an artist, weaving 

deception with the same patterns and skill that he uses to create the webs that he calls his 

home. Anansi's web also reflects his verbal skills. It is customary for tale tellers to begin 

an Anansi tale with a disclaimer, or rather a statement. “This story is not true,” they 
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declare, and in doing so, the tale teller dedicates the tale to Anansi himself, the inventor 

of stories and lies alike (Vecsay 162). It is his command of the verbal arts that makes 

Anansi such a seducer in his stories, but also as a hero.

Anansi's ability to seduce both women and the audience with his words is vitally 

important to his heroic narrative, for Anansi is not a particularly appealing hero without 

this. He is small and ugly, a monstrous figure, sometimes pure spider, other times with a 

human face or head, residing somewhere in the boundary between animal and human, 

mortal and divine. Anansi's physical characteristics reflect his interior qualities. Where 

Leuk is compassionate and honorable, Anansi is deeply selfish and egotistical. Leuk uses 

his intelligence and wisdom to oppose the selfish and anti-social actions of Bouki, while 

Anansi's ruses result only in his own individual gain, and he is many times cruel in the 

execution of these ruses. Anansi does not share, and his greed is the strongest motivator 

of his wily plots. At one point he fakes his death so that he need not share the results of 

his harvest with his family (Vecsay 168).  His starving body complements this greed, for 

it reminds us that his selfishness comes out of a drive to survive the harsh conditions in 

which his stories take place.  But even during times of good fortune, Anansi's egotism 

and self-centeredness drive his actions, and the spider-trickster has his egotism to thank 

even for his verbal skills, for it was this quality that motivates him to challenge Nyame, 

the sky-god to the rights of holding the wisdom and stories (Vecsay 168).

Anansi's stories tend to follow simple schema: he either challenges those in power 

or he steals from the people around him. In both situations, the progression of events and 

situations is very similar. Colardelle-Dirrassou  recounts how Roland Colin maps out the 



24

typical narrative arc of an Anansi story in his examination of the West African tales:

Premier temps: l'Araignée est dans une mauvaise posture, ou se pose un 
problème; second temps: elle invente un stratagème et mène à bien ses 
projets; troisième temps: le système imaginé, grâce à une petite faille 
d'application, se retourne contre elle, et, finalement, elle se retrouve plus 
malheureuse qu'au départ. (Colardelle-Dirrassou 153) 

Anansi is first presented with a problem, generally hunger, either a physical hunger 

because of external influences such as famine, or an internal hunger, the desire for the 

power and privileges of the more powerful. He then thinks up a way to get what he 

wants, to the detriment of others. The final stage of the story is his comeuppance—there 

is a flaw in the implementation of his plan that causes his downfall, or the powerful 

characters deny the trickster what he wants, even when he fulfills the requirements of the 

tests they set before him (Bascom, African 40). In many cases, Anansi ends the ultimate 

victim of his own trick, more unfortunate than he was in the beginning of the tale. 

This reading of the Anansesm works very well with Christopher Vecsay's 

examination of Anansi as the character that is the “exception who proves the rule” 

(Vecsay 161). Vecsay argues that by constantly trying to trick figures of power like kings 

or Nyame, the all-knowing sky god, Anansi attacks the foundations of Akan religion and 

social life. The spider “subverts and re-validates the ultimate base of Akan life” by first 

challenging and then eventually failing to trick the figures who represent Akan society's 

power structures and religion, like kings and gods (Vecsay 163). Anansi subverts this 

power by challenging these figures and their power bases; his egotism allows him the 

belief that he should be as powerful as kings and gods. He usually fails to destroy their 

positions of power, but this is not the only way for him to subvert the structures that give 
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these figures their power. The tales, which we must remember ultimately belong to 

Anansi, also subvert the power of these figures by showing them at their worst (Vecsay 

167). The kings of these tales are portrayed in extremes—they are undeniably proud and 

noble, but mostly they are tyrants, greedy like Anansi and ungenerous. Thus Anansi is 

sometimes successful in his efforts against the kings and chieftains, powerful figures who 

are mortal and therefore targets for criticism.

 Vecsay explores how the spider-trickster is less successful in his attempts to take 

power away from Nyame and other celestial figures. Still, Nyame is sometimes shown as 

petty, as in a tale when he is obligated to give a pot of wisdom to Anansi in return for the 

spider killing a dangerous python (Vecsay 167). In a show of petty resentment, Nyame 

throws the pot at Anansi, almost crushing the small, defenseless spider (one of the many 

explanations for why the spider is thinner between its two segments). The tales humanize 

the all powerful sky-god, showing him to be a potential target of the spider's trickery, yet 

they also validate his power. Vecsay demonstrates how Anansi must first go to Nyame in 

order to gain any power, because Nyame is the one who holds the power. When Anansi is 

punished for his crimes, it is Nyame who does the punishing. Vecsay cites the tale in 

which Anansi receives dominion over storytelling as a perfect example of Anansi's 

dependance on the more powerful being. The Anansesm were originally the dominion of 

Nyame, but Anansi asked and won them from the more powerful being in order for the 

stories to tell only of Anansi's exploits. Anansi is successful, but not without the blessing 

of Nyame. The little spider may challenge the power of the hierarchy, but his exploits 

ultimately succeed in validating it.
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The obvious question is why the Akan (or Ashanti) return to these stories. Why is 

Anansi, this figure of greed, so fascinating? It is because the trickster stands as a figure of 

freedom from the highly rigid social boundaries of the Akan world, boundaries that in 

many ways define the identity of the Akan individual (Vecsay 167)? Vecsay writes that 

what the stories offer is an opportunity to mock the figures who sit at the top of the social 

ladder. There is a certain vicarious freedom that results from telling the tales, allowing 

the individual an unoffensive avenue to express resentment and experience social 

freedom through the exploits of the selfish spider. Yet this freedom is limited to the 

fantastic world of the Anansesem, for the tales are also very successful in demonstrating 

something other than the power belonging to those at the top of the social strata—

Anansi's punishments are warnings to the tellers and their audience as to the 

consequences waiting for those who break social conventions for their own gain (Vecsay 

167).

Br'er Rabbit: A Tradition of African American Subversion

Br'er Rabbit is the descendant of these African trickster figures, and he 

encapsulates many of their individual features in one body. He is a rabbit like Leuk, small 

and weak, yet quick, both in wits and physically; thus he is able to outpace the actions of 

the stronger, fiercer animals who are his dupes. Like Anansi he is a survivalist, a selfish 

animal who defies and manipulates the “natural order” of the animal world to his own 

benefit. He does not concentrate his actions upon one animal, but instead makes all 

members of the American wilderness his victims, even those animals like Cow who do 
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not pose a direct threat to him, but who instead have access to resources that he desires. 

He shares the African trickster's propensity towards word-craft and oration, and he, like 

his African brethren, uses these skills in order to manipulate those around him.

 Yet in other ways, he is very different from his African predecessors. The African 

tricksters work to validate the social conventions and order of their societies. Even when 

they act in ways that are in opposition to the social order, their actions eventually serve to 

confirm the traditional power structure of the society. This model is very effective at 

maintaining the social order in Africa, but those Africans who were ripped from their 

homes found it less and less applicable to their lives in America. The reason that the 

heroes of the African tales validated the social order is because the storytellers believed 

in the authority of such a strata, and thus could not allow their trickster heroes to destroy 

it. These conditions changed when the storytellers were brought to the Americas. On this 

new continent,  African slaves found themselves subjected to an inhumane and 

dehumanizing system. This is not to say that slavery itself that shocked them—slavery 

had long been part of many African societies. It was the brutality of American slavery, 

the cruelty of the white slave owners and the horrors of the Middle Passage that shocked 

them. An African slave in Africa was in many places not that different from a freed 

person. They lived in their master's compound and worked for them; there was not nearly 

as clear a delineation between slave and master as was seen in the New World (Schneider 

3). 
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Dorothy Schneider writes that African slavery was different from that which 

slaves faced in the Americas for several major reasons:

African slaves and their masters shared the same race. Their masters might 
consider them inferiors--but not by birth, only in that they had been 
outwitted and overpowered. Second, enslavement did not mean entering a 
completely alien world. Most slaves and captors looked much alike, spoke 
similar languages, practiced similar ceremonies, ate similar foods, and had 
similar traditions and customs. Third, many slaves in Africa were 
criminals or prisoners of war—though sometimes a tribe raided its 
neighbors to take slaves, and sometimes kidnappers stole children from 
other tribes to enslave them. Fourth, slaves often lived and worked under 
conditions quite like those of their captors, though they lacked status in the 
tribe...Many slaves were simply more dependent or lower class than other 
tribesmen. (Schneider 2)

This is not to say that slavery was gentle in Africa; in many places it was unspeakably 

brutal. Yet the majority of African slaves lived under a slavery that was closer to a social 

hierarchy or caste system, one which allowed them some freedoms and did not deny the 

humanity of the slaves.

It is impossible to argue that this statement could ever possibly apply to the 

system of slavery in the New World. Slaves there were dependent upon their white, alien 

masters for all of their basic needs, needs that were often ignored because of their “sub-

human” status in this new society. The Middle Passage was traumatizing not just on an 

individual level, but on a large-scale cultural level. No longer were they in a system that 

protected them from the scarcity of resources. On the plantation, slaves harvested food, 

cotton and tobacco every day, yet had strictly regulated (and sparse) access to these 

resources. Slaves faced the question of how to survive in a world where they found 

themselves at the bottom of a rigid social hierarchy, a position that caused them to face 



29

shortages of “basic material necessities” despite being the main producers of these 

necessities (Roberts 31).   At the same time that they desperately tried to cope with this 

problem of physical survival, their cultural identities were also under attack, with slavers 

pressuring the Africans to convert to Christianity and to abandon all of the traditions and 

customs of their former life.

It is in reaction to this utter oppression and under it that Br'er Rabbit was 

developed as a hero. Br'er Rabbit is the hero of the wrongfully, brutally oppressed, those 

who must rely on stories to reaffirm their self-worth and even their humanity because the 

society in which they live is constantly challenging it.  Br'er Rabbit teaches slaves to be 

like the tricksters they remember from their homelands: quick witted and carefully 

manipulative with their language in order to get the most out of any situation. Simon 

Brown, an ex-slave, once recounted how the Br'er Rabbit stories influenced him, saying 

“I was too smart to ever go hungry or get a whipping. I was too much like Br'er Rabbit. I 

used my head the same way he did. I outsmarted big old Br'er Bear time and again” 

(Rucker 201). This statement demonstrates how the lessons taught in the Br'er Rabbit 

stories positively influenced the lives of both African slaves in bondage and, later their 

descendents, by empowering them to use their intelligence to outsmart their masters and 

survive.

 It is for this reason that we see the development of the trickster figure from the 

“exception that proves the rule” type of figure, whose attempts at subversion ultimately 

re-affirm the existing social order, into the truly subversive character who undermines the 

validity of the society in which he lives. This can most easily be seen in the endings of 
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the Br'er Rabbit tales. It is very rare for Br'er Rabbit to suffer any consequences from his 

tricks; the trickster manipulates and tricks many members of the animal world, but rarely 

suffers any sort of comeuppance. This is the place where we see Br'er Rabbit take a real 

departure from Leuk, who stood as the symbol of honor, and Anansi, whose punishment 

re-validated the power dynamics of his society. He is like Anansi, who in his selfishness 

hurts those around him, but here in the New World the trickster is not being punished in 

the ways that Anansi was. Instead, Br'er Rabbit escapes, or blames someone else who 

then is severely punished in his stead. 

One example of how Br'er Rabbit avoids punishment is  “The Wonderful Tar-

Baby Story.”2  Br'er Fox, wanting revenge for an earlier episode where Br'er Rabbit 

escapes the fox's attempts to catch and eat him, manages to trick Br'er Rabbit with a Tar-

Baby, a figure made out of tar to which Br'er Rabbit becomes attached after hitting it for 

disrespecting him (Vecsay 168). This story originates in the Anansi tradition, but with a 

significant difference in the end. Br'er Fox has Br'er Rabbit in his clutches and is 

celebrating and contemplating how best to kill him. Br'er Rabbit begins to beg Br'er Fox 

not to throw him in the briar patch, saying that he doesn't care if Fox roasts, hangs, or 

drowns him, as long as he does not throw Br'er Rabbit in the briar patch. The next line of 

the tale is predictable--"Co'se Brer Fox wanter hurt Brer Rabbit bad ez he kin, so he 

cotch 'im by de behime legs en slung 'im right in de middle er de brier-patch” (See 

Appendix 1B). Br'er Rabbit survives, of course, singing "'Bred en bawn in a brier-patch, 

Brer Fox—bred en bawn in a brier-patch!'” as he escapes. Here we see how Br'er Rabbit 

differs from the Anansi stories. Anansi is killed after he is caught by the Tar-Baby to 
2 See Appendix 1B for full text of this tale.
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punish him for his selfish actions against society. Br'er Rabbit, on the other hand, 

manipulates Br'er Fox by playing off the fox's cruelty, his wish to kill Br'er Rabbit in the 

most painful way possible. The rabbit escapes because he is accustomed to the dangers 

and difficulties of the briar patch, and his final gloat not only reveals to Br'er Fox how he 

has been made into a dupe, but also reminds the audience that it is Br'er Rabbit's small 

size and agility and, of course, his mental acuity that allows the rabbit to escape. 

But the ending reveals more than just Br'er Rabbit's cleverness. It is important to 

remember that there is a storyteller behind the story, a trail of storytellers who have 

transformed the tale from the earlier Anansem version into that of Br'er Rabbit (Bascom, 

African 42). Br'er Rabbit does not escape simply because he is smart, he escapes because 

these storytellers did not believe that Br'er Fox should be the eventual winner. Instead of 

succeeding in punishing Br'er Rabbit, as would happen in the Anansem, Br'er Fox “falls 

victim to his own predatory needs and underestimation of the trickster's ingenuity,” much 

like the way slave owners were capable of being tricked by African slaves because of 

their attitudes about the limited “potential of enslaved Africans to act in their own best 

interest” (Roberts 39). By allowing Br'er Rabbit to survive unpunished, the storytellers 

are condoning his actions against Br'er Fox, declaring that his subversion of the 

traditional power dynamic is permitted. Br'er Rabbit succeeds against the predatory Br'er 

Fox, who wants to destroy him because of Br'er Rabbit's status as a symbol of the African 

oral tradition.

Br'er Rabbit also functions as a figure of survival, and more specifically, 

sometimes teaches that his own survival is imperative, even at the costs of others. He is 
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not afraid to let someone else take the fall for him in order to get out of a situation alive. 

Many times he uses his wiles to place the blame for his mischief elsewhere and thus 

manages to escape the revenge of stronger animals. Take “Mr. Rabbit Nibbles Up the 

Butter” as an example.3 In the story, Rabbit, Possum, and Fox are all working together. 

Fox has reserved a pot of butter for them to eat after the hard day is done, but Rabbit 

becomes hungry and keeps sneaking off to steal the butter. By the end of the day, the 

butter is gone, and Rabbit convinces Fox and Possum that during the night he can catch 

the criminal. He then frames Possum by covering his mouth with butter, and alerts Fox. 

Fox awakens Possum and accuses him of stealing the butter. Possum declares his 

innocence and demands a test by fire—those who jump over the fire without being 

burned are innocent. The final scene is that of the test. Br'er Rabbit jumps over the fire 

without incident and Possum fails to jump far enough, landing in the fire and burning to 

death. 

There are many different morals that can be ascertained from this tale. The first 

one is that in order to survive, it is necessary to put yourself first before all others. Br'er 

Rabbit is stealing, taking the butter that should belong to all three animals, because he is 

hungry and needs to alleviate that hunger. According to the accounts of ex-slaves like 

Frederick Douglass, stealing was very common on plantations, and also necessary in 

order to keep from starving to death (Douglass 422). The story shows stealing as being 

acceptable behavior as there are no consequences for Br'er Rabbit, as long as he is careful 

and does not get caught. The second moral comes from the fate of the possum, who is 

duped by the trickster. His unfortunate end teaches a moral, for the “animal trickster tales 
3 See Appendix 1C for the full text of this tale.
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served to remind enslaved Africans not only of the value of behaviors that they associated 

with the trickster, but also the consequences of acting like the dupe” (Roberts 38). But the 

most interesting moral of the story is that shown at the very end. When Possum proposes 

the test by fire, the audience believes that Br'er Rabbit will be at last punished for his 

anti-social actions, as Anansi is time after time. Yet that does not happen, and instead 

Possum dies, freeing Br'er Rabbit from any sort of blame. The rabbit is free, at the 

expense of Br'er Possum's life. The final lesson of the story even shifts the blame for 

Possum's death away from Br'er Rabbit. When his young charge protests that Br'er 

Possum was not responsible for the missing butter, Uncle Remus responds that "In dis 

worl', lots er fokes is gotter suffer fer udder fokes sins. Look like hit's mighty wrong; but 

hit's des dat away. Tribbalashun seem like she's a waitin' roun' de cornder fer ter ketch 

one en all un us, honey,” a moral statement that not only shifts the blame away from Br'er 

Rabbit and towards some immaterial concept of “Tribbalashun,” but also gives a 

potential answer to the question of how and why these slaves found themselves living 

under these oppressive circumstances.

It is exactly these oppressive circumstances that led the Br'er Rabbit tradition to be 

one of such subversion; it acts to subvert the dehumanizing institution of slavery. The 

rabbit trickster is a symbol, as well as a teacher, who expresses the characteristics that the 

African storytellers on plantations determined were necessary not just for the survival of 

the individual, but also for a larger survival of their specific African traditions.  The tales 

promote and continue the African tradition of the oral vernacular while masquerading as 

harmless syncretic stories in that they appeared to be passed down from the white slave 
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owners to their slaves. These slaves accepted the overlay of Christian and European 

animal tales in order to continue telling the tales of their own traditions, without being 

persecuted. This disguise was very successful, as evident by the fact that the white elite 

only began to question the true origins of the stories once they had collected and 

analyzed a large number of folktales from Africa. The slaves successfully disguised all of 

the African elements of the stories within a Western context, expressing their African 

nature through a language of reference and connotation that would have been lost on 

anyone who did not have an African background (Gates xxiii). The oral nature of the 

tradition is additionally subversive because it acts as a way for African slaves to subvert 

the intellectual oppression they faced. Texts are seen as dangerous to Europeans because 

they are one of the main ways Europeans communicate ideas, yet the irony of this is that 

the slave owners, in suppressing the slave's abilities to read and thus communicate 

through this western form, actually succeeded in encouraging them to turn to the oral 

vernacular developed over thousands of years (Gates xxii). Thus the slave owners failed 

in their original efforts to suppress the creation of a narrative that could communicate 

resistance among slaves while also ignoring the continuation of an important part of the 

cultural identity they were attempting to stamp out of the slaves.

The oral nature of the tales is also something that made them inherently dynamic, 

in contrast to the static nature of the Western written text. The stories are more than just 

words on a page, every telling of the Br'er Rabbit tales is its own individual performance, 

an interpersonal communication of narrative between the storyteller and their audience. 

Each performance is different, which made it very easy for these storytellers to constantly 
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change the canon of the tradition. In fact, it was this fluidity, which had long been a 

major part of the African tradition, that allowed the storytellers to adapt the tales of their 

homes to the conditions of slavery (Gates xxv). They were accustomed to changing the 

tales based on audience, changing the way they performed the tales and even which of 

the tales they told, based on the circumstances. In this way, the storytellers were able to 

signify, both in the sense of using a double voice in order to disguise the African elements 

of the story, but also as a way of creating an African American discourse (Gates xxv). 

This discourse is created through the revisions and repetitions of the tales and even of 

specific tale motifs, which allows it to speak to other stories in the black vernacular, as 

well as the traditions from the African continent. It is also through this discourse, and the 

repetition and revision of African themes throughout, that the we can see the true 

influence of the African and African American folktale vernacular on the works of 

African American authors, even to this day.
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Chapter Two

Jack and Jean:
 Adapting and Transplanting European Heroes in the American Colonies

Imagine the scene—an early colonial family curled up around their fire, with the 

grandfather telling a tale about a little boy who sets out to find his fortune. This scenario, 

found in homes ranging from the Great White North of Québec to the farm houses 

dotting the Appalachian mountain range, is not simply one of tranquil domesticity, but of 

survival. Stories about the little boy, named Jack in the south and Petit Jean or Ti-Jean in 

Québec, seem different at first glance, but once the language barrier is lifted, prove to be 

very much the same. 

The Jack and Ti-Jean traditions both originated in Europe. Jack is the direct 

descendant of the English Jack tale cycle, and his stories were brought over to the 

Appalachian territories by British settlers. These tales were performed and adapted for 

300 years before they were finally written down by folklorists in the beginning of the 

twentieth century. The Ti-Jean stories derive mainly from the continental Märchen, which 

were brought over to Canada by French settlers in the sixteenth and seventeenth 

centuries. It is possible that there is a Ti-Jean progenitor somewhere in the French canon 

of folktales, but this has yet to be proven through direct mention of his name. This 

northern cousin differs from the Appalachian Jack in that while he does fight giants from 

time to time, he is more often seen acting out the contes populaires of the European 

continent. Instead of giants, Ti-Jean struggles against a king, or a witch or other magical 

creatures. He is a character formed from an amalgamation of the everyman hero of the 
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continental European wonder tales and the Jack tale tradition gifted to French settlers by 

their English neighbors. Using the literary methods of close analysis of the tales, I will 

show the similarities inherent to the Jack and Ti-Jean traditions, as well as the differing 

concerns and motivations of the European and American folktale traditions. 

The fact that Ti-Jean and his stories exist in the parts of the French Empire 

(namely Québec and the French Antilles) where there was serious and prolonged 

interaction between the French and the English suggests the possibility that Ti-Jean and 

Jack are more than just similar characters, but are two different cultural incarnations of 

the same trickster figure. They are both represented as a small boy who relies upon his 

wits and his luck to help him survive and succeed in his quest for prosperity. Both heroes 

were born out of the necessity to teach lessons and impart values that would help further 

generations survive in the New World American wilderness, and inspire them to push 

against the frontier that forever threatened to swallow them. 

Introducing the European Märchen

In my examination of the continental European roots of the American Jack and Ti-

Jean traditions, I make heavy use of the Grimm collection of European folktales. The 

stories were collected by brothers Jacob and Wilhelm Grimm and published in 1815. The 

Grimm brothers sought to create an epic, a work that encompassed the spirit of the 

German people, yet the tales they collected include almost all of the tales types common 

to the areas surrounding Germany as well (McGrathery 98). The brothers took their tales 

from a variety of sources, some from previous collections and some from informants, 

whose social and economic status ranged from Hessian peasants to bourgeois 
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gentlewomen (Neumann 32). There is some debate among scholars as to the authenticity 

of some of the brothers' informants (who were mostly drawn from the middle classes 

despite the brothers' claims that their collection was mainly drawn from lower class 

informants), as well as about the brothers' contention that their collection spoke for the 

German people. Wilhelm admitted to taking stories from different informants and 

combining them to create what he felt was the most complete version of the tales 

(Neumann 32). The brothers also admitted to changing the diction of some of the stories, 

“polishing” the language in order to make the stories appeal to children, and thus 

allowing their work to be publishable. This was necessary because the collection was 

published in an era before folklore studies became popular, and the stories, like many 

other folk and fairy tale collections of the time, were intended for children as opposed to 

an academic audience (Alderson 60). Scholars today acknowledge that the stories 

collected by Jacob and Wilhelm are much more indicative of a larger Indo-European 

tradition of folktales rather than one which could be defined as strictly German 

(Neumann 34). 

In reference to France in particular, the geographical closeness of the two 

countries (not to mention their porous and constantly shifting border) accounts for a 

closely connected if not shared folklore tradition. There are now many scholars who are 

investigating the very strong connections between the classic French fairy tales recorded 

by Charles Perrault in the 17th century and those of the Grimm brothers. Many of them 

have found that the stories in the two collections share common analogues and ancestry 

(Barchilon 270). It is for this reason that I rely on this collection as representative of 

continental European Märchen. In this way, I acknowledge that  my methodology is more 
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literary than folklorist, for as Alan Dundes argues, there can be no defining text of 

European folklore, but rather texts (Dundes, Fairy Tales 261). Still, the Grimm stories, 

because of their encyclopedic variety, are a good place to start. 

Characteristics and Qualities of the Jack/Ti-Jean Hero

Let us now turn to the small yet clever farm boy of our American traditions and 

illustrate how he embodies the qualities necessary to survive life in the Americas. As a 

character, Jack/Ti-Jean has, through the generations, come to represent the hero of the 

new North American settlers—he is a small impoverished  farm boy, frequently abused at 

home, who sets out to make his fortune and succeeds in gaining prosperity by utilizing 

the resources at his disposal, namely his wits and luck. In these tales told by settlers and 

their later descendants, Jack stands in the role of the archetypal child-hero. When he 

battles against the much larger and stronger giants and kings of the tales, Jack represents 

the settler fighting to survive against the huge wilderness of the new continent. In his 

article, “Jack as Archetypal Hero,” Charles Thomas Davis III writes that in this role Jack 

“is a symbol of the preconscious, instinctual-animal impulses in the human personality” 

(Davis 139). This is not a hero who succeeds because he is the strongest, but because he 

is clever and capable of doing whatever necessary to survive, a trait which all of our 

tricksters have in common. Davis also associates this child hero with the qualities of 

“newness, youth, freshness, weakness, and promise,” qualities which can certainly be 

connected with these settlers who faced new and sometimes overwhelming obstacles 

everyday in their efforts to survive (Davis 139).  

One of the most distinct aspects that separates Ti-Jean/Jack from his European 
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counterparts is the shared narrative structure of the Jack/Ti-Jean tales. In her article “The 

Jack Tale: A Definition of a Folk Tale Sub-Genre,” Paige Gutierrez describes the overall 

narrative structure of the Jack tales as defined by a specific pattern where the story 

presents a lack of necessities (i.e poverty), which acts as the motivating force throughout 

the story (Gutierrez 91). The tales can only be resolved once this lack has been 

overcome, either through marriage (the most common means of liquidating lack in 

European Märchen) or by gaining riches (Gutierrez 93). Both the Ti-Jean stories and the 

Jack tales follow this pattern begun in European Märchen, but have significant deviations 

that firmly establish them as being a part of a New World tradition. 

Another important quality that the tellers of this narrative tradition have bestowed 

upon Jack and Ti-Jean is independence. Our heroes face their problems directly and, 

more importantly, often alone. They use their quick wits to defeat their enemies, more 

often than not using only words to deceive or intimidate the giant or king into giving 

Jack/ Ti-Jean his opportunity to succeed. For example, in the commonly told tale “Jack 

and the Varmints,” Jack intimidates his opponent (which in some versions takes the form 

of a giant, and in others is simply a strongman who rivals him for the princess's 

affections) into doing all of the tasks set before Jack because the opponent is afraid that 

Jack's strength is so much larger than his own (Chase 58). Here, the teller shows that a 

settler's wits were a much stronger commodity than brute strength when looking to 

overcome obstacles; Jack's work gets done and while the opponent is just as successful 

(if not more) in completing the tasks, it is Jack who in the end wins prosperity and the 

hand of the princess, again through an act of cleverness. 

The natural extension of this stubborn independence that Jack displays throughout 
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his adventures is his defiance of established societal conventions. The Jack narratives 

often begin by describing Jack's family situation—mother, father, and two older brothers, 

poor and rural. It is important to mention that in the Southern Appalachian tradition, 

Jack's older brothers are called Bill and Tom and they act as foils to the young hero. They 

are often described as opposites to Jack; where he is small and young, they are large and 

older; where he is most loved by his mother, the narrator often takes the time to designate 

one of them as less or even least favored. As Jack's foils, they also stand as a direct 

representation of what Paige Gutierrez calls “the ordinary life of [Jack's] society” 

(Gutierrez 87).  Because they and their actions act as foils to the choices and 

characteristics of Jack, his own actions are elevated beyond that of the ordinary, in such a 

way that he “does not refuse to participate in the ordinary life of his society; he simply... 

refuses to accept conventionality as the only approach to life” (Gutierrez 87). 

This refusal to accept the ordinary later results in Jack succeeding beyond the 

achievements of his brothers. To take another example from the Jack tale “Cat n' Mouse,” 

Jack is beaten and abandoned in the woods by his brothers for not using money given to 

them by their father to buy new clothes as his brothers have done, in hopes of impressing 

future employers.4  Jack tries to follow his brothers after this beating, but comes upon a 

fork in the woods, with one path that is well traveled and the other covered in leaves and 

brush. Jack throws his cap in the air, allowing chance to dictate which path he follows. 

The hat lands on the rougher path, which leads him to a palace where he succeeds in 

winning the hand of the princess and a large fortune. He returns to his home and sees that 

he has far surpassed his brothers, who took the other path and achieved an ordinary and 

4 Cat N Mouse, See Appendix 2A
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comfortable amount of success. The clear message of this tale to the child listening is that 

because Jack followed a less-popular path (i.e made unconventional life choices), he was 

met with extraordinary success, indicating the importance of creative thinking and risk 

taking to the recently displaced settlers. 

One of the most important aspects of Jack's independence and unconventionality 

is that they are limited by certain social situations. Jack may be unconventional in 

making the large decisions that grow to shape his story, but this does not mean that he 

defies the day to day conventions and behaviors of his society, or that because he 

generally fights independently that he does not accept help when it is offered. Jack 

regularly follows the social rules of the rural society in which he resides, especially the 

unspoken conventions  governing hospitality, with the marked exceptions of situations 

where Jack's host is identified as a malevolent force like a witch or a giant. The very 

harsh environment of the American wilderness made such social laws, and the adherence 

to them, vitally important to all members of American society (Gutierrez 89). Travelers 

could expect to find shelter when they needed it, and hosts could expect these travelers to 

be respectful of their space, and perhaps to share something with the host, a relationship 

that can be seen in the Jack tradition again and again, as Jack is “a polite and helpful 

guest and is friendly and fair in personal relationships” (Gutierrez 89).

 In the Ti-Jean story “La Bête à Sept Têtes,” Ti-Jean finds refuge with a kind old 

woman (kind being the important characteristic separating his host from a witch, whom 

Ti-Jean could cheat without fear of social repercussion) only because he is capable of 

following the restrictions she demands.5 Their initial  interaction is brief. After Ti-Jean 

5 La Bête à Sept Têtes, See Appendix 2B
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asks for shelter, she tells him “Je suis pas capable de loger personne, j'ai quasiment rien à 

manger et seulement un lit pour moi,” to which he humbly replies “Madame, je mangerai 

comme vous, et je me coucherai à côté du poêle, sur ma blouse.”6 Her restrictions having 

been met, the old woman has a social obligation to lodge the travel-weary young man, 

while Jack has an equal obligation not to put any unreasonable burden on his host. This 

sort of relationship between strangers spoke of the importance that community, even 

beyond that of an individual's home village, played in the early North American colonies. 

Another interesting character trait that separates Jack and Ti-Jean from their 

fellows is their luck. The hero of the Märchen is typically lucky: he receives help from 

the supernatural (often in the form of an assistant, or perhaps a magical object), he picks 

the path that leads him to future greatness (Propp xxii). Yet in the American tales, it 

quickly becomes apparent that there is more to the concept of Jack's luck than meets the 

eye. The tale tellers often directly associate Jack with luck, saying that “Jack is a lucky 

name,” and deeming his achievements lucky (Gutierrez 86). Gutierrez notes that there are 

several types of luck involved in the Jack tales, including chance, luck based on Jack's 

virtue, and luck of opportunity (Gutierrez 87). There is also a sort of “preordained Luck” 

present is certain stories, where Jack is helped by someone who has been waiting to give 

him the keys to success. However, Gutierrez notes that this is the least common form of 

luck seen in the stories, and that “Jack more often relies on chance and his own virtue and 

hard work” (Gutierrez 86). The stories are much more concerned with Jack's self-

dependence rather than the benevolence of others. 

 The most interesting aspect of Jack/Ti-Jean's good luck is the effect of luck 

6 La Bete à Sept Tetes, See Appendix 2B
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through opportunity and chance upon the protagonist, as well as how the narrators 

present this luck. As stated before, life in the colonial Americas was harsh, and therefore 

it was important to take advantage of any opportunity that presented itself. In the tales, 

Jack is regularly offered the opportunity to complete a task with the prize of riches or the 

princess's hand, and in many cases both. The luck here is in the opportunity, yet he is not 

so gifted by the storyteller that he automatically succeeds, he is only given the chance to 

try his best. It is only after the application of either hard work or creative problem solving 

(and sometimes deception) that Jack is able to win his prize. From an educational 

standpoint, this makes sense. The storyteller is trying to impart lessons that will aid the 

child audience in succeeding like Jack, and therefore forces his hero to take full 

advantage of every opportunity before finally granting him prosperity. 

British Jack vs. Appalachian Jack

In the British Jack cycle, Jack is the name given to two different types of heroes. 

The first hero is Jack, the young boy from “Jack and the Beanstalk” who kills a Giant 

through the indirect action of cutting the beanstalk. The other personality is Jack the 

Giant Killer, who is a different hero entirely. Jack the Giant Killer is battle hardened 

killer, the son of a wealthy farmer who was said to have lived during the time of King 

Arthur, and who, over the course of his story cycle, eventually becomes the servant to 

King Arthur's son (Weiss 126). This version of Jack differs wildly from the naive boy 

who climbs the Beanstalk, and his stories share many of the tricks that the American Jack 

uses to defeat his opponents. His story is not about adolescence or finding one's path in 

the world; rather it is the story of a man moving up through the social strata, beginning 
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his life as the son of a farmer and ending it by settling down in King Arthur's court and 

marrying a duchess (Weiss 127).

The younger version of Jack is more interesting to me, simply because it is his 

personality that we see in the American Jack hero, although the motivations for his 

actions and thus the didactic message of his story are very different. Beanstalk Jack 

initially shares a common motivation, beginning his adventures because of that common 

lack—poverty leading to hunger. When Milky-White, the cow whose milk was the 

family's only source of food and financial gain, goes dry,  Jack's tale begins. But where 

the American Jack would set out on his own to make his fortune, Beanstalk Jack does not 

because, as his mother says, “We've tried that before, and nobody would take you.”7 

Beanstalk Jack cannot therefore go out to seek his fortune, and so he stays home. This 

Jack is an only child, fatherless, and the welfare of his mother is as much a motivation for 

his actions as his own. Because of this, everything the young hero does takes on a 

different tone than the American stories. He is grounded in his society, and instead of the 

independence and self-sufficiency that American Jack revels in, Beanstalk Jack has 

responsibilities towards others. We see this very strongly when, after having traded 

Milky-White for the five magic beans, Beanstalk Jack returns home to his mother, who 

then scolds him severely for making what seems to be a horrible bargain. She infantalizes 

him in her exasperation, saying, 

have you been such a fool, such a dolt, such an idiot, as to give away my 
Milky-White, the best milker in the parish, and prime beef to boot for a set 
of paltry beans... And now off with you to bed. Not a sup shall you drink, 
and not a bit shall you swallow this very night. (See Appendix 2D)
 

7 For full text, see “Jack and the Beanstalk 1,” Appendix 2D
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This is a child's punishment, being sent to bed without dinner, and the tale is very much 

focused on Beanstalk Jack's progression from childhood into adolescence.

 The presence of the mother is that of the adult figure who guides the child's 

behavior, a figure who is absent in the American cycle. American Jack makes bargains 

and deals that are seemingly equally foolish, yet he is on his own, and he therefore bears 

the responsibility for his choices. He then deals with the consequences and possible 

rewards of such a risk independently, thus embodying the image of the self-made man, 

who succeeds because he is not afraid to take risks and seizes opportunity when it strikes 

him. Beanstalk Jack moves into manhood through a different path, by being able to 

provide for his mother and therefor becoming the head of the family.  The focus of the 

American stories is on expansion and independence, the need to go out and make a life 

for one's self, whereas the English tradition concentrates on maturation through assuming 

responsibility and taking one's place as the provider in adult society. These different paths 

reflect the societal conditions under which the stories were born. What we see working in 

the American cycle is a (very early) example of the beliefs that would later become 

known as manifest destiny at work-- the drive to explore and control more and more of 

the New World continent. 

Moving Farther In—The “Americanization” of the Tales

In the European Märchen, the most popular narrative structure follows the hero's 

move from contentment to a lack of contentment, with the end of the story bringing a 

restoration of the peace found at the beginning (Gutierrez 91). The “lack” is often the 
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work of a recognizable villain that the hero then must face in order to return to his 

previously happy life, thus resolving the story. This pattern makes the villain the 

motivating factor in the narrative, and the story is all about the hero looking to restore his 

previous state. This is almost never seen in the American versions. Jack and Ti-Jean are 

almost exclusively motivated by an initial lack, generally poverty, but occasionally 

manifested as a lack of a wife. The tales begin in a state of lack, and so do not need to 

follow the cycle of the European Märchen, which forces the hero to return home in order 

to finish the story. Most often Jack and Ti-Jean do not return to their families once setting 

off, and if they do it is often temporary as in the Jack Tale “Cat n' Mouse,” (See 

Appendix 2A) where Jack returns home only to show his brothers his exorbitant wealth 

before again departing. Here we see the emphasis on independence; Jack does not return 

home because he has completed his quest  to find his fortune and is now prospering on 

his own. 

We can see the process of this evolution if we look at tales from different parts of 

French Canada. In 1965, Jean-Claude Dupont recorded a version of “La Bete à Sept 

Tetes” told by Isaïe Jolin  as a part of a collection of traditional stories told in the 

bûcheron camps of the Frontenac and Mégantic areas. Another version of this tale can be 

found in Melvin Gallant's book Ti-Jean: Contes Acadiens.  Because the Acadian tradition 

in the Maritime colonies was for so long so isolated from the other parts of the country, 

this version of the tale more strongly resembles the European ancestor, collected by the 

brothers Grimm and entitled “The Two Brothers” (Gallant ix). This difference allows us 

to see how the stories evolved in the New World, as the older Acadian tale has a narrative 

structure that incorporates most of the traditional characteristics, while hinting at the 
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evolution to come, whereas we see this evolution fully developed in the Québécois 

version.

The Acadian story begins by informing the readers that “La vieille sorcière du 

village n'aimait pas les parents de Ti-Jean,” establishing a clear villain from the very 

beginning of the story.8 She curses Ti-Jean saying that “à l'âge de vingt-et-un ans et un 

jour, il sera dévoré par une bete à sept têtes.” This prophecy forces Ti-Jean to leave his 

village in the hope that his family will be safe from the beast if Ti-Jean is far away from 

his home when he encounters it. At this point in the tale, the story more closely follows 

the narrative pattern of the Old World Märchen. Dupont's tale on the other hand has Ti-

Jean and his sister decide to leave their home because they are mistreated by their step-

mother and they want to go seek their fortune, echoing Hansel and Gretel. But there is a 

very important distinction between the New World and Old World tales—Ti-Jean and his 

sister leave on their own initiative, not abandoned in the wood by their parents, but 

exiting the abusive situation in hopes for something better.9 Already we can see the shift 

in priorities—Gallant's Ti-Jean leaves for the sake of his family and not his own ambition 

or livelihood. Dupont's tale is much more optimistic, with the children leaving their 

impoverished home in hopes of finding a happier and more prosperous life somewhere 

else. The Acadian tale is more concerned with teaching the importance of self-sacrifice 

and respect for parents (and through them the past) while Dupont's more Americanized 

tale concerns itself with the future of the children and leaving an unhappy past behind, 

much as the settlers hoped to do when crossing over the Atlantic. 

8 For Mellant's version of  « La Bête à Sept Têtes », see Appendix 2C
9 For Dupont's version of « La Bête à Sept Têtes » see Appendix 2B
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The stories begin with different patterns, but end the same. Both of the Canadian 

versions of the tale end with Ti-Jean winning the hand of the princess and becoming the 

new king because he can prove that it was he who killed the beast. In both stories he 

stays with the princess, presumably until the end of his days. He does not return home, 

not even in the Acadian version of the tale where, although he does tell the king that he 

misses his parents, he is easily convinced to stay and marry the princess. This 

demonstrates a break from the European pattern of returning home once the adventure is 

done, which makes sense. The settlers are like Dupont's Ti-Jean—they ventured over the 

Atlantic in hopes of finding their fortune and they are not going to return home. By 

granting Ti-Jean his happy ending in which he does not return home, they are in fact 

wishing a similar situation on themselves and, through Ti-Jean, teaching their children 

the attitude of the American frontier.

Compassion versus Intelligence—Differences in the American and European cycles 

Both of the Ti-Jean and Grimm collections have at their core the educational 

purpose of folktales, yet what they teach are profoundly different sets of life skills. This 

difference is particularity pronounced when comparing two different versions of the tale 

type 550, “the Golden Bird.” The Grimm story, entitled, “The Golden Bird,” favors 

compassion and humility while the French Canadian tale entitled “The Golden Phoenix” 

rewards Ti-Jean for his cleverness and self-confident risk-taking behaviors. The story 

begins with a king, father to three princes (the youngest prince of the Canadian story is 

Ti-Jean), who has a tree that bears golden fruit. Every day, the fruit mysteriously 

disappears. The two older siblings both try to investigate why this occurs, but they both 
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fall asleep and when they wake up, the fruit is missing. It then becomes Ti-Jean and/or 

the youngest prince's turn to stay awake. Here is where the stories begin to go in different 

paths. When Ti-Jean and the European prince attempt to capture the thief of the golden 

fruit, they do so in very different ways, both of which set them apart from their older 

brothers. The prince simply wards off sleep, because he “resolved that sleep should not 

be master,” he succeeds in staying awake to watch a golden  bird pluck the fruit off the 

tree.10 The prince shoots the bird and manages to get one of its feathers to show to his 

father. 

Ti-Jean, on the other hand, begins to tire before the stroke of midnight, like his 

brothers. He differs from them by evaluating his situation critically and coming up with a 

clever plan that will allow him to complete his task despite needing to go to sleep. Ti-

Jean plucks the fruit off the tree and hides it in his coat, figuring that  no one would be 

able to steal it without waking him. This plan is a success, and Ti-Jean is able to grab 

some of the feathers off the bird as it wrestles the fruit away from him. Here we see the 

difference between a passive and an active hero. The prince in the Grimm stories simply 

stays awake, waiting for the thief while Ti-Jean takes active steps to prevent the theft 

from happening. The ways they manage to get the feathers also reflects this difference. 

The prince shoots the bird, a glancing blow that results in a single feather floating down 

to earth. Ti-Jean, on the other hand, first lures the bird into coming in very close contact 

with him and then physically wrestles with the bird. This trap would have succeeded in 

apprehending the thief except for the fact that the bird is the Golden Phoenix and, as the 

10 For the Grimm story of « The Golden Bird, » See Appendix 2E
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King explains to Ti-Jean, “No man can hold him against his will.”11 Here we see the 

different messages the traditions are teaching—the Grimm story shows the prince's 

dedication and diligence to be the key to success, but the Canadian tale places much more 

value on Ti-Jean's intellect and proactive measures to solve the riddle. 

The later parts of “The Golden Bird” show how the Grimms' stories favor not only 

diligence but also compassion as the most important traits for success. The prince's two 

older brothers both set out to try and find the golden bird, and both fail at their quests 

because they are rude to a magical fox. This fox gives them advice, but they both rudely 

shrug it off, resulting in them being trapped at a tavern for the duration of the story. The 

youngest brother, when he is finally allowed to go search for the bird, is kind to the fox 

and initially follows his advice, resulting in the fox becoming his magical helper (in 

accordance with the 14th of Propp's functions, the receipt of a magical agent) (Propp 26). 

Later in the story, however, the prince fails to follow further advice given to him by the 

fox, yet the fox continues to help him, showing that it is the compassion of the young 

prince (as well as that of the fox) that allows him to succeed and not his ability to follow 

instructions or take the initiative himself. This is a rather common phenomenon in the 

Grimm stories; Maria Tatar discusses it in her article on the heroes of this continental 

tradition, stating that compassion is the strongest character trait shown in the tales, and is 

the marker for success in the fairy tale world:

Even before the simpleton embarkes on a journey to foreign kingdoms or 
undertakes various tasks to liberate a princess, he must prove himself 
worthy of assistance from nature or from supernatural powers by 
displaying compassion. Of the various tests, tasks, and trials imposed on 
the hero, this first test figures as the most important for it establishes the 

11  For Marius Barbeau's French Canadian version of « The Golden Phoenix » see appendix 2F
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privileged status of the young simpleton. Once he exhibits the virtue of 
compassion—with its logical concomitant of humility—he can do 
virtually no wrong, even when he violates interdictions, disregards 
warnings, and ignores instructions. (Tatar 98)  

This observation serves very well to explain how the prince is able to succeed in this tale, 

despite repeatedly disregarding the instructions of the fox, to the point that the fox says 

“You do not deserve that I should help you.” Yet help him he does, despite the deep and 

repeated ineptitude on the part of the prince, because the story is not focusing on the 

prince's intellect or obedience, but on his compassion. His compassion earns him the 

magical helper who, as in countless other Grimm stories, is the one who actually does all 

the work. The prince fills the passive role of waiting for the fox to come up with the plan 

and then (tries to) execute it.

This passivity is completely lacking in the Ti-Jean version of the tale. It is not 

compassion that leads Ti-Jean to succeed, but cleverness, luck, and a certain civility. Ti-

Jean sets out with his brothers and the king to find the bird, but ends up finishing the 

quest alone because of certain obstacles that only Ti-Jean can overcome. They search and 

discover that the bird comes from a kingdom hidden in a mountain. Ti-Jean uses his 

clever eyes to find a trap door into the mountain, and when the king asks for a volunteer 

to go down into the trap door, only Ti-Jean is brave enough to take on the challenge, 

saying, “Then it's my adventure. Wish me luck, father.” Here the story shows that Ti-Jean 

is brave, willing to take risks. He scales down the trap door and discovers a kingdom 

ruled by a Sultan who owns the golden phoenix.

Like the prince in the European version of the story, Ti-Jean's kindness earns him 

a helper, although non-magical, in the form of the Sultan's daughter. Unlike the prince, 



53

Ti-Jean listens carefully as the princess tells him that her father will challenge him to a 

game of hide and seek, but that it is more difficult than he suspects because the Sultan is 

able to change his shape. Armed with this information, Ti-Jean succeeds at the game 

because the Sultan forgets to get rid of his mustache when he turns himself into a fish. Ti-

Jean is intelligent enough not only to see the merit of the princess's warning, but also to 

use that warning and employ his own skills of observation in order to beat the Sultan at 

his own game. He continues to play against the Sultan, winning his life, the princess's 

hand, and finally the Golden Phoenix itself because Ti-Jean is able to find the Sultan each 

time he hides, although the hero is modest enough to admit that luck plays as much a part 

in his success as any sort of ability to identify the Sultan. The story rewards Ti-Jean's 

proactive risk-taking. Because he was not afraid and took the initiative in trying to obtain 

the bird, as opposed to simply waiting for someone else to come up with a plan, Ti-Jean 

is able to leave the Sultan's kingdom with not only the bird, whose presence grants 

immortality, but also a kind and intelligent wife with whom he can spend his eternal life.

Concluding Thoughts

Ti-Jean and Jack belong to the same tradition of American folklore because of 

their congruous heroes and their shared narrative structures. But it is the small hero that 

imparts a true American flavor to the tales. John Roberts writes in the introduction to his 

book examining African American folk heroes, “the heroes we create are figures who, 

from our vantage point on the world, appear to possess personal traits and/or perform 

actions that exemplify our conception of our ideal self, the self that our personal or group 

history, in the best of all possible worlds, has prepared us to become” (Roberts 1). Jack 
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and Ti-Jean  are both created out of a need for a hero that embodies the qualities 

necessary for survival and success in the New World. In both the Appalachian and French 

Canadian variations, the trickster hero embodies all the qualities needed to succeed in his 

transplanted environment. Jack starts off as the everyman Märchen hero, but is quickly 

adapted to fit his American surroundings. These young boys are just two of the many 

different manifestations of the trickster found in the Americas, and it appears that the 

qualities of a trickster—quick thinking, deception, resourcefulness, cleverness—are 

many of the qualities necessary to succeed in the New World, and in any extreme 

survival scenario.  As a species, we have relied on our nimble fingers and clever minds to 

survive, and so when a population is abandoned in new surroundings, these are the traits 

that they must fall back on. The settlers did not need heroes like the knight in white 

armor, they needed a trickster to teach their children what was necessary to survive.
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Chapter 3

                                            The Cajuns: Where Our Heroes Meet

Now that I have established the processes that created American heroes like Jack, 

Ti-Jean and Br'er Rabbit, I would like to focus my study on what happened when these 

now Americanized traditions meet. To this end, I turn my attention to the folk traditions 

coming from the Cajuns in Louisiana. I will first start out by examining the history of the 

Cajuns, their origins in the Canadian Maritimes with the Acadians, and the later cultural 

melding with other ethnic groups which resulted in folklore diffusion. This melding and 

diffusion led to the creation of the Cajun identity as a new and independent cultural 

group. I will then examine a selection of tales that feature some of the heroes I discuss in 

earlier chapters, heroes brought to Louisiana by their own groups who adapted and 

blended in such a way that their individual flavors and themes were not lost, but merely 

adapted to best embody the Cajun people.

The term Cajun originally refers to displaced Acadians who came to Louisiana 

after the Grand Dérangement, when they were evicted from their colonial homes in what 

is now referred to as Nova Scotia by the British in 1755. This term has now grown to 

accommodate other ethnic groups who have embraced the rural traditions of the 

Acadians, and have added their own cultural histories to the Cajun stew. These ethnic 

groups include Native Americans, Africans, Spaniards, Anglo-Saxons, Lebanese, 

Philipinos, and even Yugoslavs (Rushton 10). There is a folk saying that corresponds 

with this remarkable diversity, claiming that there are three ways to become a Cajun: “by 

the blood, by the ring, and by the back door” (Rushton 10). This saying shows us the 

flexibility of the Cajun culture, as it shows an awareness and acceptance of the cultural 
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melding and diffusion that is inevitable in any group and which the Cajuns encouraged. 

This is the true strength of the Cajun folklore canon; it grew out of the interactions and 

overlap of many different cultures. This study, however for the sake of brevity, will 

concentrate on the two major groups that contributed to the Cajun folktale tradition—the 

Acadians and African Americans. But the story of how this group became as adaptable 

and welcoming begins well before the Acadians settled in the Louisiana Bayou.

Introducing the Acadians

The Acadians inhabited the isles around the Bay of Fundy for over 300 years 

before they were summarily forced out by the British. This forced emigration, known as 

the Grand Dérangement was one of many markers of the process in which France 

eventually lost all of its footholds in the American continent. The first settlers of Acadia 

were fur trappers who traded with the Native Americans and lived in an under-manned 

post in Port Royal (Brasseaux, French 43). This changed rather suddenly in the mid-

seventeenth century, when a large group of French peasant families from the Poitou 

province were convinced to make the Trans-Atlantic voyage to the colony. The peasants 

were leaving behind intense combat caused by the religious wars between Protestants and 

Catholics that were ravaging Poitou during this time. So, hoping to escape “the violence 

that had disrupted their lives and destroyed in a matter of years the modest wealth 

accumulated over generations,” many families from this area traveled across the sea and 

established the Acadian colony (Brasseaux, French 47). These families were part of the 

land-owning lower class called laboureurs, and who were “ described by a contemporary 

writer as being “très sédentaire parce que physiquement attaché au sol natal” (Brasseaux, 



57

French 47). The willingness of the future Acadians to abandon their homes and their land 

indicates that they were desperate for a new way of life, even if it meant giving up 

everything that they held dear.

Because large numbers of the Acadian settlers (76% according to Brasseaux) 

shared this economic background back on the European continent, the settlers were far 

more socially congruous than those in other regions of the New World Colonies. The land 

they were granted by the French government was a rocky, salty peninsula, at best harsh 

and at worst inhospitable. Because of this geographical isolation and also because of the 

neglect of the colony by France, the Acadians had to turn inward to their own community 

in order to survive in their new home. Brasseaux writes that in response to the 

inhospitable nature of Acadie, the settlers “found strength in their remarkably cohesive 

families to overcome new challenges” (Brasseaux, French 49). These families soon grew 

to include complex and far reaching kinship connections throughout the community, 

which made the Acadians stronger and more resistant to outside control (Brasseaux, 

French 49). 

These strong community ties were essential not only to surviving the climate and 

terrain but also in defending Acadian interests against the succession of French and 

English governments who tried to control them. The settlers presented a strong united 

front against any sort of outside demands.   The Acadians utilized their experience with 

passive resistance against the governments that tried to oppress them by blaming harsh 

weather for their failed crop quotas while “surreptitiously exporting significant crop 

surpluses” (Brasseaux, French 50). The constant threat of domination forced the 

Acadians together, and forged the beginnings of what would become one of the first 
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colonies to develop a distinctive North American identity.

We can follow the development of this identity through the following century, an 

identity based on the Acadian dedication to the creation of an independent, cohesive 

community. It is interesting to mark the differences between the development of the 

Acadian and Québécois identities. Both groups valued similar traits such as 

“individualism, adaptability, pragmatism, industriousness,” as well as “egalitarian 

principles and the ability to close ranks in the face of a general threat” (Brasseaux, New 

Acadia 2). Yet the Acadian community was much more closely linked, group-oriented 

and community-focused than the continental colonists. This is in large part because of the 

“extended kinship system, distinctive language and speech patterns, more unified 

socioeconomic background, and far greater degree of social equality” that were present 

among the Acadians (Braseaux, New Acadia 3). These characteristics permitted, almost 

demanded, a strong and quickly formed cultural identity, which was the Acadian's main 

advantage in the face of the tragedy they would soon encounter.

This tragedy started small, a disagreement with their new European overlords. The 

Acadians had successfully maintained a policy of neutrality throughout the years of 

conflict between the French and the English during the Seventeenth and into the 

Eighteenth Centuries following the end of Queen Ann's War in 1713 . In 1713 the British 

acquired the Acadian territory in the Treaty of Utrecht, and this proved to be the last time 

the land changed hands between the two parties. The British colonial powers were soon 

pressing the Acadians to swear an oath of loyalty to the British crown. When the 

Acadians insisted on their neutrality, the British took action. They attempted to assimilate 

the Acadians, whom they saw as “potentially subversive, French-speaking Catholics” 
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(Brasseaux,  French 53). This led to thirty years of negotiations and conflict between the 

Acadians and the English governors and colonial officers until 1755, when colonial 

governor Charles Lawrence had the Acadians deported from their homes. 

Somewhere between 12,000 and 18,000 Acadians left the Maritimes within the 

next ten years, perhaps half of whom died in the horrors of the diaspora (Brasseaux, 

French 58). These people—families, friends and neighbors were systematically dispersed 

all over the Eastern seaboard, with some even finding themselves sailing back across the 

Atlantic to England and France (Brasseaux,  French 58). Brasseaux writes that during 

this forced exile, the Acadians “endured conditions similar to those of the Middle 

Passage. [They were] crammed into dank, dark holds of their small British transport 

vessels, given substandard food and water, and denied knowledge of their destination” 

(Brasseaux, French 58).12 This event was incredibly traumatic, and like the African slaves 

brought to the Americas, their horror did not end when they arrived at their destination. 

These desperate exiles found themselves unwelcome everywhere they landed. The 

unfortunate refugees who took the long journey back across Atlantic to England and 

France received hostile receptions and demands for their return to the role of the peasant 

toiling under the watchful eye of the upper classes (Brasseaux,  French 59). As for their 

fellows on the European coast of the Atlantic, they hopped from colony to colony, 

constantly turned away because of the size of their community and their refusal to 

assimilate into the English way of life. It was during this time of horrific separation that a 

12 This sort of collective trauma has been long lived and enduring in the minds of the Acadians. This is 
evident in their literature, which tends to focus on this event. One work in particular, Pélagie la 
Charrette by Antoine Maillet is famous for not only for taking on this traumatic cultural memory as its 
subject, but also for winning the Prix Goncourt in 1979. Maillet was the first non-European to win the 
prize, and the success of the book speaks to not only its importance, but to the impact of Le Grand 
Dérangement on the collective memory of the Acadians. 
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group of Acadians being held in a detention center in Halifax requested permission to 

join their French-speaking brothers in Québec. The request was denied, and this group 

found itself sailing to New Orleans, from which they planned on traveling to Québec on 

foot (Brasseaux,  French 62).  Once they arrived in New Orleans, however, the plan 

changed. The Halifax group accepted a grant from the nearly bankrupt colonial 

government of Louisiana and established themselves along Bayou Teche (Brasseaux, 

French 68).  They then sent out invitations to every Acadian group they could find, 

encouraging their friends and family to join them in creating a Nouvelle Acadie in the 

backwater lands of the frontier. Between the years of 1757 and 1770, somewhere around 

one thousand Acadians journeyed to Louisiana, trying to recreate what it was they left in 

Acadie. 

But the Acadians soon found it impossible to recreate their home, and so turned 

their eyes not to reliving the past, but to adapting for their future in the Louisiana bayou. 

This turn is heavily reflected in the folklore of the Cajuns. In Acadia, the tales told by 

grandparents as people gathered around the hearth were very similar versions of the 

stories that were being told back in France. As I noted in my previous chapter concerning 

Ti-Jean, the Acadian tales were much more similar in motifs and themes to the European 

versions than the same tales told in Québec. This was in large part because of the 

geographical and social isolation of the peninsula, which discouraged “muddling” of the 

tales (Brasseaux,  French 67). But the Acadian exile was a major traumatic event, one 

which affected all aspects of the Acadian culture, including their folklore. 

One tale that demonstrates the changes that are found between the old Acadian 

folktales and the Cajun tales is one familiar to us from the Ti-Jean canon called the “The 
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Seven Headed Animal or Fearless John.” This version of the tale was collected by 

Corinne Saucier in 1949. Her informant, as she refers to him, was Victor Gaspard, who 

was at the time living just outside what is considered the heart of Acadiana. This tale is a 

version of “La Bete à Sept Têtes,” which, as earlier discussed, hearkens back to the 

Grimm tale of “The Two Brothers,” although the seven headed beast as a opponent has 

been traced as far back as the Book of Revelations where the beast of the Apocalypse is 

shown to have seven heads (Gallant 30). The story here is simplified and far shorter than 

the other stories that we have encountered. It begins by establishing Fearless John as a 

foundling, taking the first lines of the tale to explain that “Once upon a time a man and a 

woman, although married for twenty years, had no children. One morning upon arising, 

they found an infant well wrapped near the well. He was a beautiful child.”13 Our hero's 

familial status is very important, and here we see him presented as an orphan. This is 

quite common in Cajun tales, and there are many instances where we see Ti-Jean or 

another hero, who in the north would have been placed in the role of the beloved 

youngest son, now having no blood connection to his family. 

There is, perhaps, a connection between John's orphan status and the orphaned 

status of the Acadians. They were first abandoned by France and then mistreated and 

rejected by the English before they found an adopted “parent” in the Louisiana 

government, which, after an initial period of conflict, was willing if not nurture, then at 

least to ignore them. Here, in the very first lines of the story, we see an acceptance of 

John's separation from his familial roots and we also see, in the line “he was a beautiful 

child,” the storyteller placing value on the abandoned child, something that would have 

13 The Seven-Headed Animal or Fearless John, for full tale see Appendix 3A
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been intended perhaps also to validate the Acadians themselves, an abandoned people 

who passed through a horrific event of collective trauma.

 Fearless John sets out on the road because he “must find out what fear is.” Here 

we see the first deviation from the tale that has survived in the Maritimes. In Melvin 

Gallant's tale, Ti-Jean sets out as a reaction to the actions of the “vieille sorcière du 

village,” who had cursed him at birth. In Acadie, Ti-Jean does not set out on any type of 

adventure, he leaves home because he believes that he can protect his parents and village 

from the beast by leading it away from them. This Cajun version of the tale is more 

similar to the more Americanized French-Canadian version collected by Jean-Claude 

Dupont where Ti-Jean and his sister set out because they are dissatisfied with their 

treatment at home. John's quest to find fear fits with tale type motif 326 ( Aarne-

Thompson tale index), The Search for Fear. In the Cajun version,  John asserts his 

independence not because he is searching for a better life, like the children from Québec, 

but because he is questing for the unknown. Even when his adventure seems finished, 

with the princess saved and monster defeated, John turns away from his reward, telling 

his newly promised fiancee, “I have to find fear. I will return in a year and a day, and will 

marry you then.” This search for the unknown places Jack in the position of full control 

and independence, for he is not leaving home due to unfortunate circumstances, as in the 

other versions, but solely by his own desire for adulthood. 

On the road, John tries to find fear, looking in an old Baptist church at night 

(perhaps a subtle dig against the Baptist by the undoubtedly Catholic storyteller). He fails 

to find fear in the church, and so continues walking, searching for something that will 

make him afraid. He meets a group of wild animals feasting on a body. Still unafraid,  he 
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divides the body for them into fair portions, thus earning the aid of his animal helpers.14 

He then continues on until he reaches the town being terrorized by the Seven-Headed 

beast. Here it is important to note the vocabulary used by the different tales. The Grimm 

story uses the term “drache” meaning dragon, the two Canadian stories call it “la Bête,” 

and this Cajun story refers to it as “the seven-headed animal,” showing us how these 

different isolated groups conceived of the grand villain of the story. Dragon is too far 

removed from the American surroundings; and so the term dragon becomes beast or 

animal, villains that are be far easier for the American children to conceptualize as a 

threat.

By the Back Door: Folklore Diffusion and the Cajuns

The century after the Acadians settled in Louisiana was one of transformation. 

They adapted to the climate slowly, and for decades their geographical isolation was 

enough to protect them from cultural assimilation, bolstering and re-stabilizing their own 

cultural identity. But by the time the Acadians (whose name had now been shortened and 

Anglicized to Cajuns) were in their second and third generation of bayou living, they 

began to feel the pressure to emulate the rich, white, plantation owning Creole gentry 

who surrounded the smaller Cajun farms (Brasseaux,  French 68). 

14 It is interesting to note that John gains the help of his animal companions through an act of goodwill, 
and even more interesting that it is an act of sharing, of community. At first glance this appears to be a 
move very similar to the European Märchen where the compassion of the hero grants them access to 
help from magical or animal aids who then complete their quest for them. Here, John acts not 
compassionately, but fairly; dividing the meat in order to resolve a conflict between the different parties, 
which speaks much more to an emphasis on the importance of community than compassion as a 
personal character trait. 
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These children of the Acadian refugees

increasingly modeled their existence upon that of the white Creole planter 
class, purchasing large numbers of slaves, engaging in a large-scale staple 
crop production, building ostentatious homes, dabbling in thoroughbred 
horse racing, and educating their children in distant boarding schools. 
(Brasseaux,  French 68)

This move away from the traditionally austere and pastoral Acadian way of life resulted 

in rifts forming between the poorer Cajuns and their richer, pseudo-Creole brethren. 

This transformation was gradual, occasionally accelerated by events of 

overarching social upheaval, as Brasseaux points out, but overall a slow process ( French 

71). The Acadian settlers' position on the bayous off of the Mississippi river gave them a 

unique position of geographic isolation, in small communities living in the swamplands, 

while at the same time giving them access to the trade and interaction with other groups 

(Ancelet xxv). These new refugees were “by far the largest group of immigrants to come 

to Louisiana” and they quickly “recreated the cohesive society they had known in Acadia 

and then became the area's dominant cultural and ethnic group” (Ancelet xx). The 

strength and stability of the Acadian identity quickly attracted other ethnic groups and, as 

Ancelet writes,

Creoles, Spaniards, Germans, Scotch and Irish, West Indians and Anglo-
Americans eventually adopted the traditions and language of the Acadians, 
who in term adopted certain traits of their new neighbors. This cultural 
and linguistic blend produced a new Louisiana-based ethnic community 
called the Cajuns. (Ancelet xx)

 This is the true moment of transformation, where we see the development of a new 

ethnic identity, one that includes the traditions of not just one immigrant group, but many. 

It is in the mixing of these different traditions that we see the creation of an independent 
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and uniquely American folklore tradition.

This process of mutual assimilation speaks to that old saying of how an individual 

can become Cajun. It is not just through the mixing of blood through birth or marriage, 

but also through a process of cultural blending that took place in the bayous (the so called 

back-door method). One of the largest groups with whom the Acadians combined to 

create the Cajun tradition were the former slaves and Creoles of color who were their 

neighbors out in the backwaters. As David Julien Hodges writes in his dissertation on the 

fusion of black African and Acadian culture traits:

Among the several peoples who once inhabited Acadiana [so named 
because it was the region of Louisiana where the Acadians settled in the 
largest numbers], the only two groups to establish a relatively enduring 
domicile were the Acadians and the Blacks. Each was forced into 
[Louisiana], and each saw its security threatened by the prospect of 
continued oppression by a third party if discovered. In this respect, both 
Blacks and Acadians saw themselves as refugees. In each case families 
were separated, immediate links to former cultures were severed and 
hazardous, perilous voyages were undergone. (Hodges, 57)

These people of African descent were at first what were called Creoles of Color, free 

blacks living in the rural parts of the colonies. The Creoles of Color were  drawn to the 

Acadian way of life soon after their landing in Louisiana and added many African 

influences to the Cajun stew, including African vocabulary to the Cajun French and 

African spices to the traditionally bland Acadian cuisine (Hodges 57). 

The outbreak of war between the North and the South  served to further this 

erosion of Acadian life, yet in some ways also strengthened and broadened the limits of 

what “Cajun” encompassed. At the start of the war, many Acadian men found themselves 

separated from their livelihoods and their families as they became reluctant conscripts in 
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the Confederate army. Their wives and children left at home were further afflicted by the 

fighting when their lands became battle grounds and their livestock was “donated” to the 

appetites of soldiers on both sides of the conflict (Brasseaux, French 69). Yet the 

Acadians survived this traumatic event.  The post war reconstruction resulted in 

“significant social and economic changes that accelerated the transformation of the 

transplanted Acadians into the indigenous Louisiana Cajun culture” (Brasseaux 72). The 

war forced the Acadians to reconstruct their community in a way that led to an increased 

level of interaction with the different groups around them, and to develop a new Cajun 

culture. This Black Cajun population was heavily augmented after the civil war, when 

freed slaves gained their freedom from the plantations and were able to own land on their 

own. Hodges notes that the areas that the Cajuns inhabited have a much higher incidence 

of interracial marriages between whites and non-whites and that this trend is not new 

(meaning not just isolated to the 20th century), but that there has been a long history of 

“mixing” in Cajun country (Hodges 105).

This mixing was not just of people and blood, but also traditions, and more 

specific to this study, folklore. The Acadians brought their traditions of European 

Märchen and Catholic superstitions to the Cajun folklore canon, while the African 

Americans contributed their animal tales and the African traditions that had survived the 

Middle Passage and generations of slavery in the Americas. This blending can be seen all 

over the Cajun canon, whether it is in an animal story that combines the rivalry between 

Lapin and Bouki or a Ti-Jean tale that also manages to incorporate both of our beloved 

trickster heroes.  

One story in particular demonstrates how these different traditions came together. 
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The tale “Jean Malin and the Bull-Man” is a wonderful example of a cross-discipline 

tale. It has elements of animal tales and magical tales, and incorporates both Ti-Jean (here 

called Jean Malin or Tricky John) and Lapin. The tale begins with the storyteller 

describing the hero, Jean Malin, declaring that “Jean Malin was the trickiest boy in 

Louisiana. He was some kind of smart-smart for true.”15 This introduction to the tale 

accomplishes two things. First, it establishes a connection not just between Jean Malin 

and Ti-Jean of Canadian fame. This is continued later in the story when the storyteller 

reveals that “Jean Malin wasn't only clever—he was also very lucky,” with cleverness 

and luck being two of the major characterizations of the young boy trickster hero, as I 

discussed in chapter two.. Jean's story continues in a manner very similar to the tale of the 

seven-headed animal, with Jean Malin being orphaned at a young age and later charming 

a rich widow into fostering him. As I said earlier, this change from the protagonist-

trickster being the youngest of a family to being a foundling perhaps reflects the sense of 

abandonment felt by the Acadians towards their motherland. Jean quickly grows to love 

his new adopted mother, as the Acadians and Africans grew to love their new home, and 

feels responsible for protecting her interests. The storyteller explains that Jean “thought 

of himself as the man of the house, and did his best to look out for his belle-mère.” Here 

we see the Acadian focus on family coming through the story; Jean Malin does not trick 

others for his own interests, but to protect his new family. He does this by paying close 

attention to his adopted mother's suitor, realizing something is wrong and acting on his 

suspicions.

 Jean Malin soon discovers that the handsome suitor is actually Monsieur Taureau, 

15 Jean-Malin and the Bull-Man, see Appendix 3B for full text. 
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the bull, in disguise.16 Jean tricks the bull into revealing himself, thus saving his belle-

mère from marrying him and being killed. But the story doesn't end here. Monsieur 

Taureau, angry that Jean Malin stopped him from marrying belle-mère and stealing all 

her riches, swears his revenge. Seeking help, Jean Malin turns to the only person in the 

Cajun tradition who is possibly trickier than himself—Lapin, a hero who has his own 

collection of trickster stories in the Cajun tradition thanks to interactions with Black 

Creoles. Renneaux writes, “One day Jean Malin met up with Lapin the rabbit. 'M'su 

Lapin,' says the boy, 'they say you're the smartest critter around. I'm in big trouble with 

M'su Taureau. Can you help me?'” Lapin, with a cheerful laugh, agrees to aid the boy, 

creating a charm that Jean eventually uses to defeat the bull (in a different version of the 

story collected by Alcée Fortier, Lapin's magic is referred to as gris-gris, a type of 

voodoo charm that can be traced back to Ghana).17 The storyteller finishes the tale by 

again alluding to this connection between the two heroes, writing that “M'su Taureau the 

bull never did bother Mamselle or Jean Malin again. That boy was just too blame smart. 

And besides, ol' Bull-Man figured out that Jean Malin had powerful friends in low places

—like rabbit holes.”18 Here we see the conteur make a direct reference to the fact that 

these two heroes not only know each other, but work together in order to use their 

combined knowledge and trickery to defeat threats towards themselves and their families.

This type of balanced blending of stories is not common in the Cajun tradition; 

16 Br'er Bull is a reference to the Br'er Rabbit tradition, where he often finds himself a dupe to the clever 
rabbit's tricks. There are also more subtle references here alluding to such classical stories as the story 
of the Minotaur, and even Bluebeard, who charms women before revealing his monstrous nature. 

17 It should also be noted that there is an alternate version of this story collected by Katherine Pyle and 
published in 1919 has Jean going to “a black man he knew who dealt in magic,” showing that the 
reference to Lapin is solidly symbolic of the blending of the European/Acadian and African elements of 
the Cajun story (Pyle, Tales of Folk and Fairies).

18 See Appendix 3B
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more often stories attributed to a specific tradition would be assimilated into the larger 

Cajun canon, adapted slightly to fit their unique situation. One particularity strong 

example of this assimilation of a folktale canon comes from the collection of tales 

revolving around Lapin and his dupe Bouki. There was a very strong Lapin and Bouki 

tradition within the Cajun canon, brought in by interactions with Black Creoles and with 

other African groups. We see immediately that Leuk, our West African hero, has been 

transplanted and renamed in the same way that the Br'er Rabbit tradition places him in 

the English tradition. This is an easy transition, as there were rabbits in both Africa and 

America, but it is Bouki's situation that is more interesting. Here he retains his African 

name, yet loses his true identity as a hyena because there are no hyenas in the Americas. 

In the Br'er Rabbit tradition he disappears, his role being taken over by the wolf or some 

other physically threatening animal, and the same is partially true here. In the years 

before folklorists began to connect African stories with their New World analogs, there 

was wild speculation as to what the name Bouki represented. Most storytellers gave 

vague answers when asked what kind of animal Bouki was; as Calvin Claudel writes in 

1943, “Conteurs in Louisiana, Missouri, and the West Indies have generally no 

explanation to offer beyond the vague suggestion that it is the name of some greedy and 

stupid animal” (Claudel 37). One storyteller consulted by Edward A McIlhenny 

conceived of Bouki as a kind of deer, saying 

Ole man Bookie, wuz de name dey calls Mister Deer 'count uv de 'bookie' 
horns he wears, top uv he haid wid de pints uv which he books any uv de 
beasts wut don' du wut he say, which dey mos'ly does, and dey all gives 
him 'Good mornin,' 'en dey pass to de side wen dey sees him cummin' 
down de road, 'cause de temper wut Mister Bookie carry is mos'ly short, en 
his horn is sharp. (Claudel 38)
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It should be noted, however, that even in this form of a deer, Bouki retains his cross 

manner and threat of potential physical violence, thus justifying Lapin's constant trickery 

towards him. 

The implication of this change is of course a change in the relationship between 

Lapin and Bouki. As a hyena on the African savannah, Bouki is very clearly marked as a 

predator, and so the relationship between Bouki and Leuk is one of starkly defined power 

dynamics, with Bouki holding the physical dominance and Leuk holding the intellectual 

dominance. In Louisiana this is not entirely the case.  Bouki's identity is no longer 

defined by his status as a predator and therefore by his brute strength, but is much more 

strongly identified by his anti-social nature, his greed, and his stupidity. This alteration in 

the power dynamics of Lapin and Bouki is an interesting one, for it softens the subversive 

power of Lapin's victories over Bouki. Even in circumstances when Bouki is cast in the 

role of a predator like a fox or a wolf, he is not described as being particularly predatory. 

For example in J.J. Reneaux's tale “The Theft of Honey,” Bouki is described as “a sneaky, 

skinny ol' fox, nervy as a gnat and all the time worrying and whining” (Reneaux 26). 

While this description does bring to mind the behaviors of a hyena, it does not inspire the 

listener to view Bouki as a physical threat, which devalues Lapin's eventual victory over 

him. Instead of being a strong symbol of subversive power, Lapin is transformed into a 

more moral hero. He is no longer duping Bouki because of Bouki's status as a symbol of 

oppression over him, rather he tricks his dupe as a way of teaching the audience to avoid 

the traits that Bouki symbolizes—greed, stupidity, and general antisociality. 
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Final Thoughts

It is here that we move away from the idea of the American immigrant and closer 

to a realization of an American identity that is farther removed from the Old World. 

Lapin and Jean Malin are not the trickster heroes of displaced Africans or Europeans. 

Yes, there are still elements from those earlier traditions that remain in the folktales, but 

their underlying teachings have changed. These stories from the Cajun tradition teach 

cooperation and community, survival strategies meant to inspire their children to continue 

the Cajun way of life. They tell children to be tricky, yes, but in such a way that the 

dupe's unattractive traits are as important a lesson as the trickster's positive ones. In this 

way, we can see our New World trickster heroes morph, following these groups as they 

survive, thrive, and finally meet in the American melting pot. The tales of Lapin and 

Fearless John cannot simply be considered a continuation of an already existing folklore 

tradition; they are heroes of their own traditions, traditions and heroes who are 

independent, strong, surviving, and in a word, American. 
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Conclusion: Recognizing our Roots

This thesis examined the characteristics and stories of three different trickster 

heroes in four distinct folklore traditions across the North American continent. All four 

traditions—the French-Canadian, Appalachian,  African American, and Cajun—began as 

tales told by cultural groups that immigrated to a new environment on the North 

American continent. I compared these New World folk figures to the folktale heroes 

prevalent among the groups before they immigrated in order to examine the evolution of 

the characters in their new environment. In doing this, I hope to have established these 

folktale heroes as an indicator of how these cultural groups adapted to their new home.

These folklore traditions, and the stories incorporated in them, form the backbone 

of our literary history. While it is true that the tradition of passing these tales orally 

between generations has diminished in the last century, these stories and their heroes are 

by no means forgotten. They do not survive solely in the ever-growing discipline of 

folklore studies, where they are carefully recorded and preserved on shelves and audio 

tapes. These figures have been absorbed into the cultural background of these groups, 

histories that contribute to the larger American landscape. After all, what is more 

American than rooting for the little guy, the underdog? Hearing and experiencing these 

stories in our continued national childhood has affected us in exactly the way in which 

they were intended. 

Here, upon reaching the conclusion of the project, I see many paths to future 

research. These tales and traditions are not trapped in the past; they are a living history as 

opposed to a static one. The influence of the black vernacular on modern African 
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American authors and poets is well documented, but the other heroes we have examined 

in this thesis are not so lucky.  One expansion upon the work done in this project would 

be to explore the relationship between the other branches of folklore I have discussed and 

the works of literature created by people coming out of these folklore traditions. Another 

way to build upon the hypotheses of this thesis would also be to broaden the scope of the 

study and examine the folklore heroes of other cultural groups that have immigrated to 

the United States, as well as the interactions between these initially foreign traditions and 

the Native American folklores in the areas where the newcomers settle.

These so called little guys—Br'er Rabbit, Jack, Ti-Jean, Lapin—all are still deeply 

rooted not just in or hearts, but in our literature. In his discussion of the relationship 

between the black vernacular and the African American literary tradition, Henry Louis 

Gates writes that “A vernacular tradition's relationship to a formal literary tradition is that 

of a parallel discursive universe... black writers, both explicitly and implicitly turn to the 

vernacular in various formal ways to inform their creation of written fictions” (Gates 

xxii). This is true not just for the African American tradition, but for all of the traditions 

that we examine. It was with the full history of the oral vernacular behind her that Toni 

Morrison wrote Tar Baby, a work that reflected her feelings of African American identity, 

and more specifically, the even more marginalized identity of African American women. 

Morrison takes the “Tar Baby” story and, in what is a continuation of the same kind of 

folkloric adaptation we've seen in this study, applies the themes and lessons of the story 

to a construction of the twentieth century African American identity. She creates a new 

narrative and a new purpose for the story by, as Gates says, turning to her background of 

African American folklore in order to create her own work.
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  Another modern work that turns to the oral vernacular is American Gods by Neil 

Gaiman. His novel examines the idea that immigrants brought more than just material 

goods to the New World, they also brought their gods, who take physical form in the 

novel. These gods lose power over the years as they are forgotten and their followers turn 

to the new gods of technology or media in their place. Gaiman's work concludes with the 

idea that “this is not a good country for gods” (Gaiman 512). While this may hold true for 

the mythological characters in his novel, the novel itself, and the fact that there is 

someone talking about these ideas, proves that this statement does not hold true for the 

traditions and stories from which the characters originate. Here we see a modern work 

that not only addresses the power of folklore traditions, but also manages to incorporate 

the folklore of countless cultural groups inside its own narrative, and even to build upon 

them. Even better, the novel succeeds in presenting a conception of American identity 

that can only emerge when seen through the lenses of these traditions. These traditions, 

and the heroes like Ti-Jean, Jack, and Br'er Rabbit are not dead, nor dying. Instead  they 

live on, not only in the retelling of their own tales, but in the imagination and literary 

tradition of our entire continent. 
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Appendices

Appendix 1: African and African American Folktales

1A. The Calabashes of Kouss

Koumba, Amadou. "The Calabashes of Kouss." Comp. Birago Diop. Tales of Amadou 

Koumba;. London: Oxford UP, 1966. 68-74. Print. 

The man who hangs his goods in a tree hates anyone who glances upwards.

When people talked about beauty they were not alluding personally to the wife of Bouki-

the-Hyena nor of Leuk-the-Hare; nevertheless these ladies thought that people were being rude to 

them whenever they heard an ugly woman mentioned. And when they were unable to bear this 

any longer, they asked their husbands to find them necklaces, bracelets and girdles with which to 

beautify themselves. So, good husbands that they were, Bouki and Leuk went off in search of 

jewels. At the first marigot they came to Bouki stopped, took some wet clay, kneaded it, made it 

into little pellets of different size which he pierced with a hole, and put to dry in the sun. When 

evening came, he threaded several strings of these and brought them back to his wife, saying:

“Here you are. Here is your necklace. These are your girdles. Put these on your wrists, and these 

on your ankles.”

Meanwhile Leuk had been beating the bush and searching the savannah. Tied of running 

backwards and forwards from morning to night for seven whole days, Leuk lay down at the foot 

of the Baobab tree, while the sun beat down mercilessly. 

“How cool and pleasant is the shade of this tree!” he said as he stretched himself after a good 

nap. 

“If you tasted my leaves you would see that they are still better,” said the baobab tree. Leuk 
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gathered three leaves, ate them, and remarked approvingly,

“They are indeed delicious!” 

“My fruit is still more delicious,” said the baobab.

Leuk climbed up and picked one of the club-shaped cobs with the slender stalk which encloses 

the sweet, floury fruit known as 'Monkeys' Break', for up till then, only Golo-the-Monkey had 

learned to pick and appreciate them—taking care, selfish animal that he is, not to offer them to 

anyone else. Leuk cracked open the shell and tasted the delicious powdery fruit. 

“If only I could get hold of a lot of these, I could sell them and grow rich,” he said. 

“So it's riches you are looking for?” said the baobab. “just look inside my trunk.”

Leuk poked his nose inside and saw gold, jewels, boubous, and pagnes, which shown like the sun 

and the stars. He stretched out his paw toward all this wealth, more than he had ever dared to 

dream of. 

“Wait!” said the baobab. “These things do not belong to me, so I can't give them to you. But in 

the gombo fields you will find someone who can get them for you.”

Hare hurried off to the gombo field, where he found a Kouss. The goblin was still young, for 

although his hair reached to his thighs, as yet he had no beard; and only a very young goblin 

would venture into a field of gombos in broad daylight. 

“Kouss,” said Leuk, after greeting the little goblin who was rather frightened, “Kouss, I was sent 

to greet you by Gouye-the-Baobab...”

“I know why,” interrupted the goblin, reassured by Leuk's pleasant voice. “Come with me 

through the hole in this tamarind tree, but be careful not to laugh at anything that you see in my 

home. When my father comes home this evening he will try to place his club against the fence, 

but it will be the club that takes a hold of him and puts him down next to the straw enclosure. 

When my mother comes home with a bundle of sticks on her head, she will want to throw the 

sticks on the ground, but the sticks will lift up my mother and throw her on the ground. My 

mother will kill a chicken in your honor, but she will give you roasted feathers to eat instead of 

the meat, which she will throw away. You must eat the feathers without saying anything, or 

showing any surprise.”

Leuk promised to follow the Kouss's advice, and he was shown the way down into the hollow 
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trunk of the tamarind tree. In the goblins' home everything happened as the little Kouss had 

predicted; and Hare, astonished at nothing he saw or heard, stayed there three days. On the fourth 

day the little goblin said to him:

“When my father comes home this evening he will offer you two calabashes; you must take the 

smaller one.”

The old goblin returned, called Leuk and offered him two calabashes, one large, and one small. 

Leuk too the smaller one, and the old goblin said to him,

“Now return home. When you are alone in your hut you must say to the calabash, 'Keul, keep 

your promise! Go now, and may your path be smooth.”

Leuk thanked the goblins, big and small, bade them a polite farewell and returned home. 

Once he was back in his hut he said,

“Keul, keep your promise!”

The calabash filled up with jewels of all kinds, necklaces, bracelets, bead-girdles, 

boubous dyed in all shades of indigo from blue-black to sky-blue, pagnes from N'galam, all of 

which he gave to his wife. 

When Leuk's wife appeared at the well the next day, covered in jewels that shown in the 

sun, the wife of Bouki-the-Hyena nearly died of jealousy; her eyes and her mouth opened wide, 

and she fell into a faint, crushing the girdles necklaces, and bracelets made of dried clay. When 

she came to, drenched to the skin by the water that had been thrown over her to bring her round, 

she ran to her hut and roughly shook her husband, who was just yawning and stretching himself 

as he awoke from his second sleep.

“N'er-do-well, good-for-nothing!” she screamed full of rage. “Leuk's wife is covered in jewels, 

she's adorned with gold and pearls, and you found nothing better than dried clay for me. If you 

don't give me jewels like her's I'm going back to my father!”

Bouki searched all day to try and find some jewels. At dusk he thought he had found a 

way. He filled his left cheek with raw monkey-nuts that he had chewed into a pulp, and went in 

search of Leuk-the-hare.

“Uncle Hare,” he groaned,” I've a tooth that is giving me the most terrible pain. Take it out for 

me, for the love of Heaven,”
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“And suppose you bite me?” inquired Hare.

“Bite you? When I can't even swallow my own saliva?” 

“H'm! Anyway, open your mouth. Which one is it? This one?” asked Leuk touching a canine.

“N-no! Further back.”

“This one then?”

“N-no! Further back still.”

And when Leuk had got his paw deep in Bouki's jaws, the latter closed his mouth and bit hard. 

“Vouye yayo!” (Oh! Mother! Mother!) cried Leuk.

“I won't let you go till you have told me where you found all that wealth.”

“Let me go. I'll take you there at first cock's crow.”

“Do you swear?” asked Bouki between his teeth and his victim's paw.

“I swear on the girdle of my father!” promised Leuk.

The earth was not yet cold when Bouki, who had not closed an eye since sunset, got up, beat his 

cock, and then came to Hare, saying,

“The cock has crowed!”

“That may be so,” said Leuk, “but the old folk have not yet started coughing.”

The next minute, off Bouki when to squeeze the throat of his old mother, who began to cough. He 

came back, saying,

“The old folk have started coughing.”

“All right,” said Leuk, who was not really taken in, but who thought it would be better to get it 

over with before dawn and be rid of this impossible neighbor, who would still be after him at 

sunset if he did not get any satisfaction.

So they set off. On the way, Leuk gave Bouki the necessary advice and explained to him what to 

do and say, and what not to do and not to say. He left him at the foot of the baobab tree and went 

back home to finish his nap. Bouki sat down for a moment, lay down briefly then got up and said 

to the tree,

“It appears that your shade is cool, your leaves are good, and your fruit is delicious, but I am not 
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hungry and I've not got time to wait here till the sun gets hot. Just show me where to find the 

person who will give me riches like the ones in your trunk, and which you say are not yours.”

The baobab showed him the field of gombos. He went there and waited till mid-day for the little 

goblin. When he appeared Bouki caught him and began to knock him about. The little Kouss led 

him through the hole in the tamarind tree, after advising him not to laugh or show his 

astonishment at anything he might see in his parents' home. During the three days that Bouki 

stayed with the goblins, he made fun of everything, declaring that he had never seen anyone 

throw away meat and eat feathers. 

“My word! Fancy that! He exclaimed in astonishment every minute. “In my whole life I've never 

seen or heard of anything like this!” 

So the little Kouss, who had not forgotten the blows he had received in the gombo field, took 

good care not to tell this ill-bred boor which of the calabashes he must choose. Besides, even if 

he had told him, Bouki would certainly not have taken any notice; he considered himself less 

stupid than Leuk, so why should he take the smaller calabash (as Hare had advised him to do) 

when, with the big one, according to all logic, he would have many more riches? He would not be 

such a fool!

When on the fourth day the old goblin offered him the two calabashes, telling him to take on, 

Bouki grabbed the bigger one and said that he wanted to go home.

“When you get home,” said the old goblin, “you must say to the calabash: “Keul, keep your 

promise!”

Bouki scarcely said “Thank you”; without a word of courtesy he was off.

As soon as he was home, he closed the gate of his enclosure and placed a huge tree-trunk against 

the gate. He went into his hut and told his wife who was pounding millet, and his children to pile 

pestles, mortars, cooking-pots, and everything they could find against the door.

“I don't want to be disturbed for any reason whatsoever!” he shouted at through the heavily 

barricaded door, and placing the calabash on the ground he said,

“Keul, keep your promise!”

From the calabash emerged a huge cudgel, three cubits long and as thick as an arm, which began 

to beat him vigorously. Bouki began to run, screaming and stumbling as he looked for the door, 
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while the cudgel beat down mercilessly on his back. The door of the hut gave way at last, 

upsetting pestles, mortars, and cooking pots, Bouki hurled himself against the gate of the sakhett, 

toppling over his wife and children, while the cudgel rained down its merciless blows without 

respite. Finally he managed to move the heavy tree-trunk, to break don the gate of the enclosure, 

and to run into the bush.

Since that day, Bouki-the-Hyena has not bothered about jewels, or even about boubous.

1B. The Wonderful Tar-Baby Story 

Harris, Joel Chandler,. “The Wonderful Tar-Baby Story.” The Complete Tales of Uncle  

Remus. Project Gutenberg, 2000. Project Gutenberg. Oct 2011. Web

One day atter Brer Rabbit fool 'im wid dat calamus root, Brer Fox went ter wuk en got 'im 

some tar, en mix it wid some turkentime, en fix up a contrapshun w'at he call a Tar-Baby, en he 

tuck dish yer Tar-Baby en he sot 'er in de big road, en den he lay off in de bushes fer to see what 

de news wuz gwine ter be. En he didn't hatter wait long, nudder, kaze bimeby here come Brer 

Rabbit pacin' down de road—lippity-clippity, clippity-lippity—dez ez sassy ez a jay-bird. Brer 

Fox, he lay low. Brer Rabbit come prancin' 'long twel he spy de Tar-Baby, en den he fotch up on 

his behime legs like he wuz 'stonished. De Tar Baby, she sot dar, she did, en Brer Fox, he lay low.

"'Mawnin'!' sez Brer Rabbit, sezee—'nice wedder dis mawnin',' sezee.

"Tar-Baby ain't sayin' nuthin', en Brer Fox he lay low.

"'How duz yo' sym'tums seem ter segashuate?' sez Brer Rabbit, sezee.

"Brer Fox, he wink his eye slow, en lay low, en de Tar-Baby, she ain't sayin' nuthin'.

"'How you come on, den? Is you deaf?' sez Brer Rabbit, sezee.

'Kaze if you is, I kin holler louder,' sezee.

"Tar-Baby stay still, en Brer Fox, he lay low.
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"'You er stuck up, dat's w'at you is,' says Brer Rabbit, sezee, 'en I'm gwine ter kyore you, dat's 

w'at I'm a gwine ter do,' sezee.

"Brer Fox, he sorter chuckle in his stummick, he did, but Tar-

Baby ain't sayin' nothin'.

"'I'm gwine ter larn you how ter talk ter 'spectubble folks ef hit's de las' ack,' sez Brer Rabbit, 

sezee. 'Ef you don't take off dat hat en tell me howdy, I'm gwine ter bus' you wide open,' sezee.

"Tar-Baby stay still, en Brer Fox, he lay low.

"Brer Rabbit keep on axin' 'im, en de Tar-Baby, she keep on sayin' nothin', twel present'y Brer 

Rabbit draw back wid his fis', he did, en blip he tuck 'er side er de head. Right dar's whar he 

broke his merlasses jug. His fis' stuck, en he can't pull loose. De tar hilt 'im. But Tar-Baby, she 

stay still, en Brer Fox, he lay low.

"'Ef you don't lemme loose, I'll knock you agin,' sez Brer Rabbit, sezee, en wid dat he fotch 'er a 

wipe wid de udder han', en dat stuck. Tar-Baby, she ain't sayin' nuthin', en Brer Fox, he lay low.

"'Tu'n me loose, fo' I kick de natchul stuffin' outen you,' sez Brer Rabbit, sezee, but de Tar-Baby, 

she ain't sayin' nuthin'. She des hilt on, en de Brer Rabbit lose de use er his feet in de same way. 

Brer Fox, he lay low. Den Brer Rabbit squall out dat ef de Tar-Baby don't tu'n 'im loose he butt 'er 

cranksided. En den he butted, en his head got stuck. Den Brer Fox, he sa'ntered fort', lookin' dez 

ez innercent ez wunner yo' mammy's mockin'- birds.

"Howdy, Brer Rabbit,' sez Brer Fox, sezee. 'You look sorter stuck up dis mawnin',' sezee, en den 

he rolled on de groun', en laft en laft twel he couldn't laff no mo'. 'I speck you'll take dinner wid 

me dis time, Brer Rabbit. I done laid in some calamus root, en I ain't gwineter take no skuse,' sez 

Brer Fox, sezee."

Here Uncle Remus paused, and drew a two-pound yam out of the ashes.

"Did the fox eat the rabbit?" asked the little boy to whom the story had been told.

"Dat's all de fur de tale goes," replied the old man. "He mout, an den agin he moutent. Some say 

Judge B'ar come 'long en loosed 'im—some say he didn't. I hear Miss Sally callin'. You better run 

'long."

…................................................................
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"UNCLE REMUS," said the little boy one evening, when he had found the old man with little or 

nothing to do, "did the fox kill and eat the rabbit when he caught him with the Tar-Baby?"

"Law, honey, ain't I tell you 'bout dat?" replied the old darkey, chuckling slyly. "I 'clar ter grashus 

I ought er tole you dat, but old man Nod wuz ridin' on my eyeleds 'twel a leetle mo'n I'd a 

dis'member'd my own name, en den on to dat here come yo mammy hollerin' atter you.

"W'at I tell you w'en I fus' begin? I tole you Brer Rabbit wuz a monstus soon creetur; leas'ways 

dat's w'at I laid out fer ter tell you. Well, den, honey, don't you go en make no udder calkalashuns, 

kaze in dem days Brer Rabbit en his fambly wuz at de head er de gang w'en enny racket wuz on 

han', en dar dey stayed. 'Fo' you begins fer ter wipe yo' eyes 'bout Brer Rabbit, you wait en see 

whar'bouts Brer Rabbit gwineter fetch up at. But dat's needer yer ner dar.

"W'en Brer Fox fine Brer Rabbit mixt up wid de Tar-Baby, he feel mighty good, en he roll on de 

groun' en laff. Bimeby he up'n say, sezee:

"'Well, I speck I got you dis time, Brer Rabbit, sezee; 'maybe I ain't, but I speck I is. You been 

runnin' roun' here sassin' atter me a mighty long time, but I speck you done come ter de een' er de 

row. You bin cuttin' up yo' capers en bouncin''roun' in dis neighberhood ontwel you come ter 

b'leeve yo'se'f de boss er de whole gang. En den you er allers somers whar you got no bizness,' 

sez Brer Fox, sezee. 'Who ax you fer ter come en strike up a 'quaintance wid dish yer Tar-Baby? 

En who stuck you up dar whar you iz? Nobody in de roun' worl'. You des tuck en jam yo'se'f on 

dat Tar-Baby widout waitin' fer enny invite,' sez Brer Fox, sezee, en dar you is, en dar you'll stay 

twel I fixes up a bresh-pile and fires her up, kaze I'm gwineter bobby-cue you dis day, sho,' sez 

Brer Fox, sezee.

"Den Brer Rabbit talk mighty 'umble.

"'I don't keer w'at you do wid me, Brer Fox,' sezee, 'so you don't fling me in dat brier-patch. Roas' 

me, Brer Fox' sezee, 'but don't fling me in dat brierpatch,' sezee.

"'Hit's so much trouble fer ter kindle a fier,' sez Brer Fox, sezee, 'dat I speck I'll hatter hang you,' 

sezee.

"'Hang me des ez high as you please, Brer Fox,' sez Brer Rabbit, sezee, 'but do fer de Lord's sake 

don't fling me in dat brier- patch,' sezee.

"'I ain't got no string,' sez Brer Fox, sezee, 'en now I speck

I'll hatter drown you,' sezee.
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"'Drown me des ez deep ez you please, Brer Fox,' sez Brer Rabbit, sezee, 'but do don't fling me in 

dat brier-patch,' sezee.

"'Dey ain't no water nigh,' sez Brer Fox, sezee, 'en now I speck

I'll hatter skin you,' sezee.

"'Skin me, Brer Fox,' sez Brer Rabbit, sezee, 'snatch out my eyeballs, t'ar out my years by de 

roots, en cut off my legs,' sezee, 'but do please, Brer Fox, don't fling me in dat brier- patch,' sezee.

"Co'se Brer Fox wanter hurt Brer Rabbit bad ez he kin, so he cotch 'im by de behime legs en 

slung 'im right in de middle er de brier-patch. Dar wuz a considerbul flutter whar Brer Rabbit 

struck de bushes, en Brer Fox sorter hang 'roun' fer ter see w'at wuz gwineter happen. Bimeby he 

hear somebody call 'im, en way up de hill he see Brer Rabbit settin' crosslegged on a chinkapin 

log koamin' de pitch outen his har wid a chip. Den Brer Fox know dat he bin swop off mighty 

bad. Brer Rabbit wuz bleedzed fer ter fling back some er his sass, en he holler out:

"'Bred en bawn in a brier-patch, Brer Fox—bred en bawn in a brier-patch!' en wid dat he skip out 

des ez lively ez a cricket in de embers."

1C: Mr. Rabbit Nibbles Up the Butter

Harris, Joel Chandler,. “Mr. Rabbit Nibbles Up the Butter.” The Complete Tales of Uncle  

Remus. Project Gutenberg, 2000. Project Gutenberg. Oct 2011. Web

'"DE animils en de creeturs," said Uncle Remus, shaking his coffee around in the bottom 

of his tin-cup, in order to gather up all the sugar, 'dey kep' on gittin' mo' en mo' familious wid 

wunner nudder, twel bimeby, 'twan't long 'fo' Brer Rabbit, en Brer Fox, en Brer Possum got ter 

sorter bunchin' der perwishuns tergedder in de same shanty. Atter w'ile de roof sorter 'gun ter leak, 

en one day Brer Rabbit, en Brer Fox, en Brer Possum, 'semble fer ter see ef dey can't kinder patch 

her up. Dey had a big day's work in front un um, en dey fotch der dinner wid um. Dey lump de 

vittles up in one pile, en de butter w'at Brer Fox brung, dey goes en puts in de spring-'ouse fer ter 
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keep cool, en den dey went ter wuk, en 'twan't long 'fo' Brer Rabbit's stummuck 'gun ter sorter 

growl en pester 'im. Dat butter er Brer Fox sot heavy on his mine, en his mouf water eve'y time he 

'member 'bout it. Present'y he say ter hisse'f dat he bleedzd ter have a nip at dat butter, en den he 

lay his plans, he did. Fus' news you know, w'ile dey wuz all wukkin' long, Brer Rabbit raise his 

head quick en fling his years forerd en holler out:

"'Here I is. W'at you want wid me?' en off he put like sump'n wuz atter 'im.

"He sallied 'roun', ole Brer Rabbit did, en atter he make sho dat nobody ain't foller'n un 'im, inter 

de spring-'ouse he bounces, en dar he stays twel he git a bait er butter. Den he santer on back en 

go to wuk.

"'Whar you bin?' sez Brer Fox, sezee.

"'I hear my chilluns callin' me,' sez Brer Rabbit, sezee, 'en I hatter go see w'at dey want. My ole 

'oman done gone en tuck mighty sick,' sezee.

"Dey wuk on twel bimeby de butter tas'e so good dat ole Brer Rabbit want some mo'. Den he 

raise up his head, he did, en holler out:

"'Heyo! Hol' on! I'm a comin'!' en off he put.

"Dis time he stay right smart w'ile, en w'en he git back Brer Fox ax him whar he bin.

"'I been ter see my ole 'oman, en she's a sinkin',' sezee.

"Dreckly Brer Rabbit hear um callin' 'im ag'in en off he goes, en dis time, bless yo' soul, he gits 

de butter out so clean dat he kin see hisse'f in de bottom er de bucket. He scrape it clean en lick it 

dry, en den he go back ter wuk lookin' mo' samer dan a nigger w'at de patter-rollers bin had holt 

un.

"'How's yo' ole 'oman dis time?' sez Brer Fox, sezee.

"'I'm oblije ter you, Brer Fox,' sez Brer Rabbit, sezee, 'but I'm fear'd she's done gone by now,' en 

dat sorter make Brer Fox en Brer Possum feel in mo'nin' wid Brer Rabbit.

"Bimeby, w'en dinner-time come, dey all got out der vittles, but Brer Rabbit keep on lookin' 

lonesome, en Brer Fox en Brer Possum dey sorter rustle roun' fer ter see ef dey can't make Brer 

Rabbit feel sorter splimmy."

"What is that, Uncle Remus?" asked the little boy.
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"Sorter splimmy-splammy, honey—sorter like he in a crowd—sorter like his ole 'oman ain't dead 

ez she mout be. You know how fokes duz w'en dey gits whar people's a moanin'."

The little boy didn't know, fortunately for him, and Uncle Remus went on:

"Brer Fox en Brer Possum rustle roun', dey did, gittin out de vittles, en bimeby Brer Fox, he say, 

sezee:

"'Brer Possum, you run down ter de spring en fetch de butter, en

I'll sail 'roun' yer en set de table,' sezee.

"Brer Possum, he lope off atter de butter, en dreckly here he come lopin' back wid his years a 

trimblin' en his tongue a hangin' out. Brer Fox, he holler out:

"'W'at de matter now, Brer Possum?' sezee.

"'You all better run yer, fokes,' sez Brer Possum, sezee. 'De las' drap er dat butter done gone!'

"'Whar she gone?' sez Brer Fox, sezee.

"'Look like she dry up,' sez Brer Possum, sezee.

"Den Brer Rabbit, he look sorter sollum, he did, en he up'n say, sezee.

"'I speck dat butter melt in somebody mouf,' sezee. Den dey went down ter de spring wid Brer 

Possum, en sho nuff de butter done gone. W'iles dey wuz sputin' over de wunderment, Brer 

Rabbit say he see tracks all 'roun' dar, en he p'int out dat ef dey'll all go ter sleep, he kin ketch de 

chap w'at stole de butter. Den dey all lie down en Brer Fox en Brer Possum dey soon drapt off ter 

sleep, but Brer Rabbit he stay 'wake, en w'en de time come he raise up easy en smear Brer 

Possum mouf wid de butter on his paws, en den he run off en nibble up de bes' er de dinner w'at 

dey lef' layin' out, en den he come back en wake up Brer Fox, en show 'im de butter on Brer 

Possum mouf. Den dey wake up Brer Possum, en tell 'im 'bout it, but c'ose Brer Possum 'ny it ter 

de las'. Brer Fox, dough, he's a kinder lawyer, en he argafy dis way—dat Brer Possum wuz de fus 

one at de butter, en de fus one fer ter miss it, en mo'n dat, dar hang de signs on his mouf. Brer 

Possum see dat dey got 'im jammed up in a cornder, en den he up en say dat de way fer ter ketch 

de man w'at stole de butter is ter b'il' a big bresh-heap en set her afier, en all han's try ter jump 

over, en de one w'at fall in, den he de chap w'at stole de butter. Brer Rabbit en Brer Fox dey is 

bofe 'gree, dey did, en dey whirl in en b'il' de breshheap, en dey b'il' her high en dey b'il' her wide, 

en den dey totch her off. W'en she got ter blazin' up good, Brer Rabbit, he tuck de fus turn. He 
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sorter step back, en look 'roun' en giggle, en over he went mo' samer dan a bird flyin'. Den come 

Brer Fox. He got back little fudder, en spit on his han's, en lit out en made de jump, en he come 

so nigh gittin' in dat de een' er his tail kotch afier. Ain't you never see no fox, honey?" inquired 

Uncle Remus, in a tone that implied both conciliation and information.

The little boy thought probably he had, but he wouldn't commit himself.

"Well, den," continued the old man, "nex' time you see one un um, you look right close en see ef 

de een' er his tail ain't w'ite. Hit's des like I tell you. Dey b'ars de skyar er dat bresh-heap down ter 

dis day. Dey er marked—dat's w'at dey is—dey er marked."

"And what about Brother Possum?" asked the little boy.

"Ole Brer Possum, he tuck a runnin' start, he did, en he come lumberin' 'long, en he lit—kerblam!

—right in de middle er de fier, en dat wuz de las' er ole Brer Possum."

"But, Uncle Remus, Brother Possum didn't steal the butter after all," said the little boy, who was 

not at all satisfied with such summary injustice.

"Dat w'at make I say w'at I duz, honey. In dis worl', lots er fokes is gotter suffer fer udder fokes 

sins. Look like hit's mighty wrong; but hit's des dat away. Tribbalashun seem like she's a waitin' 

roun' de cornder fer ter ketch one en all un us, honey."
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Appendix  2: French-Canadian, Appalachian, and European Folktales

2A: Cat N' Mouse

Chase, Richard. "Cat N' Mouse." The Jack Tales. Houghton Mifflin, 1971. 127-134. Print. 

One time the boys’ daddy decided he'd give ‘em a hundred dollars a-piece and let ‘em go 

out by themselves to see what would they do with it. Told ‘em to be gone one year and then to 

come back so he could see which one of ‘em made the best out of his money.

Well the three of ‘em set out together down the big road. Then Will says, “Now, when we 

come down to where the road forks 3 ways, we’ll separate. There ain't no use in us goin’ 

altogether.”

So when they came to crossroad, they stopped and talked a while, and directly Will called 

Tom off to one side and they went to whisperin’, then they both came over to Jack and throwed 

him down and took every cent of his money, divided it, and left Jack a-layin’ there. Will took one 

side-road and Tom took the other’n. Jack got his senses back pretty soon and set there a little 

while tryin’ to study what to do. Then he decided he'd go on and see what luck he might have, so 

he walked out of the middle the crossroads and throwed his hat up in the air. Whichever road it 

landed in, he was goin’ to go that way. Well, his hat landed in the road straight ahead, so he took it 

and on he went. 

Hit [sic] was an old road, not traveled much, and pretty soon Jack landed ‘way out in a 

lonesome wilder-ness of a place. Went on, went on; the road pretty nearly covered up with grass 

and briars, and directly he came to a fine-lookin’ white house out there. Jack could see signs of 

somebody livin’ there and he had to have someplace to stay the night. He hated to holler ‘cause he 

was so ragged and dirty, but he ‘lowed there wasn’t nothing like tryin’, so he hollered hello and 

waited awhile. Nobody came out, so he went to the door and pulled the doorbell. The door opened 

and a big cat came out. Jack didn't know what to think of that. The cat sat there lookin’ at him and 

there didn't no person come to the door, so Jack hollered again, “Who keeps house?”

"Cat 'n the mouse," says the cat.

"Law me!" says Jack. “I’ve done got to a country where cats can talk.”
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“Yes,” the cat told him, “there's an old witch out here. She got all my family but me and 

my sister. She witched her into a cat, then to a mouse, and me into a cat. She’ll try to witch me 

into a mouse tonight.”

Then Jack looked and saw a mouse creep out one side the door, says, “Well, is there 

anything I can do to keep the old witch from botherin’ ye?”

“Probably might be,” says the cat. “You can help me, but my sister, she’ll stay a mouse. 

There can't nothin' be done for ye, once she gets you into a mouse. You stay here by the door 

tonight and kill any kind of big varmints you see and it'll keep the witch off.”

Well, Jack got him a big club and got before the door, and when it got plumb dark all sorts of 

bears and painters and big wild animals came up the steps and Jack ‘uld knock ‘em and beat ‘em 

with his club, keep on fightin’ all night. Next mornin’ that cat came out and it was a little bigger, 

looked a little bit like a girl.

“Now tonight,” she says, “the old witch’ll send middle-sized varmints. You see can you 

keep them off, too.”

Jack picked around that day and got what berries and such he could find to eat, cut him a 

middle-size club and when it commenced getting dark he got by the door again. Then all kinds of 

pizen snakes and wildcats and weasels and boomers and groundhogs came and tried to get in. 

Jack hit at ‘em with his club and knocked ‘em off the porch and kept on a-givin’ it to ‘em till 

daylight. Then the door opened and that girl came out. She was pretty near the right size that time, 

but she still had some signs of a cat's claws and whiskers and ears.

She says to Jack, “You done fine last night, Jack. Now tonight she’ll send all sorts of little 

varmints. You'll have a time of it, I expect.”

So Jack eat a few blackberries and huckleberries that day and whittled him out some 

paddles and swatters and took his stand by the door when night came; and all sorts of pizen 

scorpions and insects and spiders and hornets and big ants came up and tried to cross the door all, 

but Jack went to work with his spotters and it was a sight in the world how he went after ‘em. He 

thought there'd be a pile of dead things there when it got daylight, but when it got light enough for 

him to see, there wasn’t a thing there on the porch.

Then the door opened and there stood the prettiest girl you ever looked at.

“You did real well, Jack,” she says. “You come on in the house now and I'll fix ye 

something to eat.”
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She baked Jack some cornbread and fix him some coffee, and while he was eatin’, she 

says to him, “Now, you won't have nothin’ to contend with tonight but the old witch herself. You 

got shet of all the plagues she had. Now, when she comes in you be sure and not let her do 

anything in the world for ye. I’ll hide, and you and the old witch can go to it. You remember now, 

if you let her do one thing for ye, she’ll witch us both into cats.”

So that night that girl went and hid somewhere, and Jack he found him a needle and some 

thread, pulled up ‘fore the fire and went to patchin’ his old raggedy coat. It wasn't long till a little 

ugly old wrinkled-up woman came hobblin’ in the door, looked like she was about a hundred 

years old. Her nose and her chin was so long they hung down a wobblin’. She got a chair and 

pulled up close to Jack, says, “Howdy do, Jack.”

“Howdy do, ma'm.”

“Let me do that for you, Jack. It looks so awkward seein’ a man try to patch.”

The old witch looked sort of out-done, but Jack kept right on, and directly he got up to fix 

him a little supper. Got some meal and a pan and started mixin’ bread.

“Let me do that for ye, Jack. I never did like to see a man try to make bread. “

“No,” says Jack, “I can fix bread all right.”

Then he went to the fire, raked him out some coals and set the skillet over ‘em. Then he 

cuts of meat and started it to fryin’.

"Let me ‘tend the meat for ye, Jack. I never saw anything so awkward as a man tryin' to 

cook."

No, thank you, ma'm," says Jack, "I don't want you messin' with my meat. I'll 'tend it 

myself."

Well, when Jack turned around to get his bread that old witch got a hold of the knife and 

went to turn Jack's meat over. There was an old flesh a-hangin’ there, big old fork they used to 

cook meat on. Jack grabbed that up and ran at the old woman with it, hooked her and rammed her 

right on in the fire. He held her down between the backlog and the forestick and such a crackin’ 

and a poppin’ and a fryin’ and a singein’ you never heard. Jack kept her there till she burned up.

Then there stood that girl just a-laughin’, says, “You sure got her then, Jack. There'll not be no 

more witchery done around here.”

So she fixed Jack a nice supper and the next mornin’ when they went out that place was 

just full of fine livestock – chickens and hogs and sheep and cattle and horses – and the road was 

cleared out and the crops all standin’ in the fields.
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That girl says to Jack, “Ever’thing here belongs to you now, Jack, for killin’ that witch.”

“You too?” says Jack.

“Well,” she says, “yes; if you say so.”

“I'll sure say so,” says Jack; “you're the main part of the property.”

So they went and got to my horses and finish them up to the surrey, and went to the store 

and got Jack a new suit of clothes and then found ‘em a preacher and got married. Jack he went to 

work about the place tendin’ to his crops and his livestock, and that young woman she cooked and 

did the washin’ and the milkin’ and the churnin’ and all; and then Jack got to studyin’ how the 

year was about up. So he told the girl about how he and Will and Tom had started out, and said 

they’d better fix up pretty soon to go back and see his daddy.

So they got ready and pulled out with the team and buggy one morning. Jack had got his 

old clothes and throwed ‘em in under the seat. That girl had a pet fox and they took it along too.

They came in sight of Jack’s house and he said to her, “You wait here a minute. I want to 

see what all’s done happened while I been gone, see if Will and Tom got back yet.” 

Then he put on his raggedy old clothes, put that fox under his arm and went on to the 

house.

His father saw him comin’ and came out of the gate, says, “Hello, Jack. Glad to see ye. 

You look like you must not ‘a had any luck; I see you got the same suit of clothes.”

“Will and Tom come?” Jack asked him.

“Yes, they got in early this mornin’. They got new clothes and both of them married nice-

lookin’ women. You wait here, Jack, and let me go get you one of my suits of clothes so that 

you'll have something better to wear when you come in.”

“No,” Jack told him, “I'll just go ahead like I am.”

So he went in the house, and when Will and Tom saw him in his same ragged overhalls 

and coat, they com-menced laughin’ and makin’ fun of him; and their wives they slipped around 

and pinned dishrags to his coat-tails. Jack didn't pay no mind. He talked to his daddy and his 

mother a while. Ever’ now and then he'd squeeze down on that fox and it ‘uld say,

“Gold enough, But none for you.”

Will and Tom they couldn’t understand that. Then directly Jack went on back where he’d 

left his wife. He got his good news suit of clothes on again and then him and his wife drove the 

surrey on down to the gate. Hitched the horse and Jack took the pet fox under his arm.

Will looked out and saw ‘em, says, “Who's that?”
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Tom came and looked. “Ain't nobody we know. It's rich folks. What you reckon they 

want?”

Their wives, they came in and peeked around the door. And about that time Jack's mother 

looked out the window, says, “That's Jack.”

“No!” says Will. “Why, that can't be Jack.”

"Yes, it is, too," says Tom. "It is Jack, and look what a pretty fine-dressed woman he's 

got.”

“Law me!” Says Will’s Wife, “Hit’ll not do for her to see the way I am.” And she ran and 

hid under the bed.

Then Tom gave his wife a shove, says, “You run hide somewhere quick. Don't let her see 

you in that old cotton dress.” And she jumped off the porch and crawled in under the house.

Jack brought his wife on in and made her known to his daddy and his mother, and Will 

and Tom just stood around.

Fin’ly Jack's wife said to ‘em, “I thought Jack told me you boys was married. Where's 

your wives at?”

“Mine’s under the bed,” says Will. “She can come out if she wants to.”

She crawled out from under the bed, had feathers and dust in her hair. Then Jack’s woman 

asked if the other’n was home, and Tom's wife she scrambled out from under the floor with her 

hair full of trash and dirt all over her. Jack’s wife spoke nice to ‘em and they all talked on awhile. 

Jack squeezed down on that fox directly and it said,

“Gold enough, But none for you.”

And by that time Will and Tom knew what it meant.

Well, Jack took his daddy and his mother on back with him and his wife, and they was all 

independent rich. Will and Tom never did do much good. And Jack and his wife and his folks they 

lived happy.
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2B : La bête a sept têtes (Québécois Version)

Dupont, Jean-Claude. "La Bête à Sept Têtes." Contes De Bûcherons. Québec: Éditions 

Nota Bene, 2002. 22-35. Print. 

Une bonne fois, je vais vous conter, vous raconter, tant de vérités, tant de mentries, plus 

je mens, plus je veux mentir. C'était un homme qui était veuf, puis il s'est remarié. Il avait deux 

enfants, et la belle-mère battait les enfants et les maganait. Un bon jour, tandis que le bonhomme 

travaillait dans le bois, les deux enfants ont dit: 

On va aller demander notre héritage à notre père et on va s'en aller. Ils partent et vont le trouver. 

Leur père était tout surpris de les voir arriver, parce qu'ils avaient jamais été là auparavant. 

-Qu'est-ce que vous venez faire aujourd'hui? -Bien, on s'est fait battre encore toute la journée 

pour rien, on vient vous demander notre héritage, et on s'en va. -Qu'est-ce que vous voulez que je 

vous donne, j'ai rien qui m'appartient, on vaut pas grand 'chose. 

-Je vous demanderai pas grand'chose, seulement votre vieux fusil. -Eh! bien ça tu vas l'avoir. 

Ça fait que toujours le bonhomme part avec eux autres, et dit à la bonne femme: -Fais-leur 

chacun un sac de galettes, ils veulent s'en aller demain matin. 

Ah! maudit! elle tombe dans la farine, puis leur fait chacun un sac de galettes. 

Ça fait que le lendemain matin, ils partent vers neuf heures. Qu'est-ce qu'ils font rencontres? 

Trois hommes avec trois chiens. Les deux enfants avaient peur, ils se jettent à côté du chemin, 

puis ils ont salué les trois hommes du mieux qu'ils ont pu, et aussi poliment qu'ils ont pu. Les 

trois hommes en ont pas fait de cas. Puis après avoir fait un petit bout, il y en a un qui dit à 

l'autre:

Sais-tu qu'on a été grossier tantôt! 

-Quoi grossier? -Oui, les enfants avaient peur, ils se sont jetés à côté du chemin, ils nous ont 

salués aussi poliment qu'ils pouvaient, et on les a même pas regardés. Si vous voulez dire comme 

moi, on va leur faire un cadeau. -Qu'est-ce que tu veux leur faire, on a rien que nos  chiens. -On 

leur baillera nos trois chiens. -Fais comme tu voudras. 

Toujours, ils appellent Tit-Jean. Ils avaient peur, mais les trois 

hommes disent: -Ayez pas peur, on vous fera pas mal. On a été grossier tantôt envers vous autres, 

on voyait que vous aviez peur parce que vous vous êtes jetés à côté du chemin. Puis vous nous 
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avez salués poliment, et nous autres, on vous a seulement pas regardés. On a pas grand'chose à 

vous donner, on a seulement que nos trois chiens. 

Tit-Jean dit: -Je suis pas capable de faire vivre trois chiens et puis nous autres. -Qu'est-ce que tu 

dis là, toi? C'est pas toi qui va faire vivre les trois chiens, 

ce sont les chiens qui vont vous faire vivre. -Ils voudront pas nous suivre. -Appelle.les Fort, Vite, 

et Défends·ton-Maître, et ils vont te suivre. 

Ça fait que là, ils remercient les trois hommes du mieux qu'ils ont pu, et aussi poliment que 

possible, et Tit-Jean dit: -Fort, Vite, et Défends-tan-Maître, revirez avec nous autres. 

Les trois chiens revirent. 

Ça fait qu'ils ont marché jusqu'au soir. Là, ils arrivent à une belle butte, sur une belle côte, où ils 

voyaient loin dans le bois et il dit à sa petite soeur: -On va se bâtir ici.

Ç'a pas pris de temps qu'ils ont couché dans la bâtisse. Le lendemain matin, Tit-Jean dit: -Tu vas 

faire le tour de la montagne pour trouver de l'eau et des fruits pour faire de la soupe. -Oui, je vais 

y aller. -Moi, je vais prendre mes trois chiens et je vais aller chasser. 

La petite fille se met à faire le tour de la montagne, elle trouve des fruits pour faire de la soupe,  

mais pas d'eau. Elle part d'un autre bord, et de loin, elle voit une belle source; et elle était grande, 

et se dit: -Je vais toujours bien avoir de la belle eau ici. 

Comme elle va pour tremper de l'eau, il en sort une bête à sept têtes qui dit: -Depuis le temps que 

j'ai pas mangé, je vais toujours bien avoir une fille à manger ce matin. 

Elle se défend sur son petit frère: -C'est mon petit frère qui m'a envoyée ici, je suis pas capable  

moi. -Si tu veux le faire mourir, je vais te laisser tranquille, mais il faut que tu me l'amènes. -Oui, 

je vais te l'amener, certain. -Tiens, je te donne ce poison-là pour mettre dans sa soupe ce midi. Ça 

fait que toujours, elle part, contente de s'en aller avec de l'eau, mais pas contente du reste. Là, Tit-

Jean arrive avec sa chasse, il dit: -As-tu fait de la soupe? -Oui, viens voir comme j'ai de la belle  

soupe. -Oui, tu as de la première belle soupe. Ils s'étaient fait des assiettes et des cuillères en bois. 

Elle lui trempe une assiette de soupe, puis elle met du poison dedans. Comme il va pour prendre 

une cuillerée de soupe, son chien Fort arrive, et lui maudit un coup de patte. Sa cuillère revole. -Il 

y a quelque chose ici, ma petite soeur. -Non, il y a rien. Ça fait qu'il part pour prendre une autre 

cuillerée de soupe, le chien Défends-ton-Maître arrive, puis lui maudit aussi un coup de patte, ça 

revole encore. -Ah! bien c'est signe qu'il y a quelque chose ici! Ma petite soeur, mes chiens me 

feraient pas ça. -Non, il y a rien. 

Là, il va chercher la cuillère, et se dépêche pour prendre une cuillère de soupe; son chien qui était 



94

Vite lui maudit encore un coup de patte. La cuillère revole et se casse. -Il y a quelque chose ici, tu 

vas parler, oui ou non? -Oui, il y a quelque chose. -Qu'est-ce qu'il y a? -J'ai fait le tour de la 

montagne par là, j'ai trouvé des fruits tant que j'ai voulu pour faire de la soupe, mais j'avais pas 

trouvé d'eau. J'ai retourné sur l'autre bord, j'ai vu une source bien belle, un peu loin. Là, j'étais 

contente; comme j'étais à remplir ma petite chaudière dans l'eau, il m'a ressoud une bête à sept 

têtes en me disant: "Depuis si longtemps que j'ai pas mangé, j'ai une fille à manger ce matin", Je 

me suis défendue sur toi. Elle voulait que je te fasse mourir. Je lui ai dit que j'étais pas capable de 

te faire mourir, que tu étais plus fort que moi. Elle m'a donné du poison pour mettre dans ta 

soupe. C'est ça qui arrive. -Tu l'as mis dans ma soupe? -Oui. -Tu vas venir me montrer cette bête 

à sept têtes-là.

-Ah! non j'y vais pas. On va se faire dévorer. -Tu vas venir me la montrer. 

Il la poigne par le chignon du cou, et puis marche. Comme il arrive à la source, la bête à sept têtes 

qui sort. Elle dit: -Depuis si longtemps que j'ai pas mangé, j'en ai cinq à manger ce matin (deux 

personnes et trois chiens). 

Tit-Jean dit: -Avant que tu en manges cinq, tu vas toujours bien manger une maudite soupe 

chaude. Fort, Vite et Défends-ton-Maître, faites-moi·la mourir au plus vite. 

Chaque coup de dents que les chiens donnaient, les têtes revolaient entre les gros merisiers. Après 

qu'elle fut morte, il dit: -Regarde, ma petite soeur, tu as voulu me faire mourir, hein, tu vas 

prendre ton bord et moi le mien. -Non. -T'as pas pu me faire mourir ce coup-là, un autre coup tu 

me feras mourir. -Ah! non, je ferai plus ça. -Prends ton bord puis moi le mien. 

Il part, puis elle veut le suivre par derrière. Ti-Jean, lui maudit une volée, et elle tombe sans 

connaissance. Il s'en va, puis prend le bois et la laisse là. 

Là, il marche un an et un jour, et il arrive dans une ville qui était tout en noir, tout en deuil. Il s'en 

va se réfugier chez le voisin du roi; c'était une vieille grand'mère. Il demande à loger. -Je suis pas 

capable de loger personne, j'ai quasiment rien à manger et seulement un lit pour moi. -Madame, 

je mangerai comme vous, et je me coucherai à côté du poêle, sur ma blouse. Ça fait un an et un 

jour que je marche, je suis bien fatigué.

-Dans ce cas-là, je vais te garder. 

En soupant, il dit: -Bonne grand'mère, vous allez me dire une chose! -Si je le sais, je vais te le 

dire. -Qu'est-ce que ça veut dire, je suis sorti du bois tantôt, et le village est tout en noir, tout en 

deuil. -Ça, je le sais certain, demain matin, c'est la dernière fille qui se fera dévorer par la bête à 

sept têtes. C'est la princesse du roi qui va se faire dévorer. -Oui, vous pouvez me montrer ça! 

-Couchez-vous, puis demain matin après déjeuner je vous montrerai. -C'est bon. 
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Ça fait qu'ils se couchent. Le lendemain matin, la bonnefemme chauffe son poêle. Après 

déjeuner, il dit: -Bonne grand'mère, vous allez me dire quel bord prendre pour aller trouver cette 

bête à sept têtes-là? 

Elle dit: -Vous voyez les têtes d'arbres qu'il y a là, eh! bien c'est le bon chemin. 

Il veut partir. -Il y a pas de presse, elle va passer vers huit heures et demie, neuf heures. 

Il attend à huit heures et demie, puis il part et prend le chemin. Ça faisait une secousse qu'il 

marchait, puis il trouve un petit corps mort, et il s'assoit dessus en attendant la princesse. La 

princesse le voit de loin un peu, elle avait peur que ce fut la bête, elle reculait, puis avançait. 

-Belle princesse, venez, ayez pas peur, je suis pas dangereux. 

Elle arrive près de lui. -Voulez-vous me dire pourquoi une belle princesse comme vous, vous 

prenez un chemin de bois?

-Vous savez pas ça? -Non, je suis arrivée d'hier, et puis je prenais un autre chemin là pour m'en 

aller, puis je savais pas où j'allais. -Bien ici, il y a une bête à sept têtes qui dévore une fille tous 

les matins, et ce matin, c'est moi qui suis la dernière fille du pays, et quand elle m'aura dévorée je 

sais pas comment ça ira dans le pays. -Voulez-vous que j'aille avec vous? -Non, vous allez vous 

faire dévorer pareil comme moi. -Moi, votre vie ou bien ma vie, laquelle est la meilleure? Elles 

sont pas meilleures l'une que l'autre. Je m'en foute bien de ma vie. -Si vous vous foutez bien de 

mourir, venez si vous voulez. -C'est bon. 

Il part avec la princesse et toujours ils arrivent sur le champ de bataille. La bête à sept têtes qui 

était rien que sur les deux pattes de derrière et puis qui dansait, disait: -Depuis tant de temps que 

j'ai rien qu'une fille à manger à tous les matins, j'en ai cinq là. 

Tit-Jean dit: -Avant que tu en manges cinq, tu vas toujours manger une maudite soupe chaude.  

Fort, Vite, et Défends-ton-Maître, faites-moi-Ia mourir au plus vite! 

En disant ça, les chiens se dardent; à chaque coup de dents qu'ils donnaient, les têtes revolaient 

auprès les merisiers. Après qu'elle fut morte, il dit: -A qui vous devez votre vie, belle princesse? 

-Pas à d'autres qu'à vous. -Donnez-moi vos mouchoirs puis vos joncs. 

Elle prend ses mouchoirs et ses joncs puis lui donne. -Là, moi je m'en vais pas tout de suite. Il 

faut que je parte pour un an et un jour. Dans un an et un jour, je serai ici et je vous marierai. 

Maintenant vous pouvez vous en aller. 

Lui, il part, puis il va chercher les sept langues qu'il y avait dans les sept têtes, et il met ça dans 

ses poches. 

Elle, elle avait son cavalier qui était venu la reconduire jusqu'au bord du bois, il avait entendu ces 

bordas-là. Ça fait qu'en arrivant près de lui, il lui présente un revolver dans la face et dit: -Si tu 
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fais pas serment que c'est moi qui a tué la bête à sept têtes, je te tue tout droit ici. 

Elle fait serment que c'était lui qui avait tué la bête à sept têtes, et là il part et va chercher les sept 

têtes. 

Ça fait que toujours, elle s'en va à la maison du roi. Le roi bien surpris de voir revenir sa fille: 

-Comment ça se fait que tu reviens? -Charbonnier a tué la bête àsept têtes. -Ah! il a tué la bête à 

sept têtes! 

Le roi s'informe pas pour savoir comment il s'y est pris. Charbonnier voulait se marier, mais elle 

le retardait toujours de trois mois en trois mois. Au bout d'un an, le roi dit: 

-Si c'est lui qui a tué la bête àsept têtes, paroles de roi, tu vas le marier. 

Sous la voix du roi, il faut passer par là. Ils se marient le matin et Tit-Jean arrive le soir. Il va 

encore se réfugier chez la vieille grand'mère qui le garde. -Bonne grand'mère, vous allez me dire 

une chose encore ce soir. -Qu'est-ce que c'est? Si je le sais, tu vas le savoir. 

-Qu'est-ce que cela veut dire, en arrivant au bord du bois tantôt, la ville est toute illuminée, je 

comprends pas ça. -C'est pas malaisé à dire, c'est la princesse qui s'est mariée ce matin. -La 

princesse s'est mariée ce matin! -Oui. 

Bien, il était après souper, et dit: -Bonne grand'mère, si on avait un beau pain blanc savez-vous 

que ce serait bon à manger! -Oui, mais on l'a pas. -On va l'avoir. Fort, viens ici. Es-tu capable 

d'aller me chercher un beau pain blanc sur la table de la mariée? 

Ti-Jean fait signe que oui. -En arrivant à la porte, tu passeras ta patte sur la clenche de la porte, tu 

entreras, tu feras le tour de la table, et tu iras trouver la mariée, puis caresse-la un peu. 

Ça fait que le chien part. La bonne femme commence à gronder, elle avait peur. 

Là, il arrive à la porte, pose la patte sur la clenche puis entre, il voit la mariée et il va la trouver. 

La mariée reconnaît le chien, elle se dit en elle même: "Tit-Jean est arrivé". Toujours que le chien 

caressait la mariée, puis elle flattait le chien, puis il aimait ça se faire flatter par la mariée. Ça fait 

que toujours, il pose la patte sur un pain blanc, et puis prend la porte. Le roi s'en aperçoit: 

-Comment ça, les chiens qui viennent chercher à manger sur la table ce soir! 

Le chien s'en va à la maison et Tit-Jean dit: -Tiens, bonne grand'mère, un beau pain blanc. Ça va 

être bon, hein! Maintenant, si on avait un beau rôti qu'il y a sur la table de la mariée, ce serait 

encore bien meilleur! -Oui, mais on l'a pas. -On va l'avoir bonne grand'mère.

-Faites pas ça, on va se faire pendre. -Bonne grand'mère c'est pas vous qui va être la pire, c'est 

moi. Défends-ton-Maître, viens ici un peu. Es-tu capable d'aller me chercher un beau rôti qu'il y a 

sur la table de la mariée? 

Il fait signe que oui. -Tu feras comme l'autre, tu poseras la patte sur la clenche de la porte, et tu 
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entreras. Va trouver la mariée puis caresse-la plus longtemps cette fois. 

Le chien part, arrive à la porte, et pose la patte sur la clenche de la porte, puis entre. La mariée 

reconnaît le deuxième chien. Elle se dit "Tit-Jean est arrivé". Il la caresse longtemps, et quand il a 

été tanné, il pose la patte sur un rôti, puis prend la porte. Le roi s'en aperçoit! -Comment! s'il 

revient un autre chien pour prendre à manger sur la table, il va se faire poursuivre. 

Le chien arrive à la maison et Tit-Jean dit: -Tiens, bonne grand'mère, regardez un beau pain 

blanc, un bon rôti. Que ça va être bon à manger! Si on avait une belle bouteille de vin, bonne 

grand'mère ce serait encore meilleur! -Oui, mais là on va se faire prendre. -Dites rien, bonne 

grand'mère. Vite, viens ici toi. Es-tu capable d'aller me chercher une belle bouteille de vin sur la 

table de la mariée? 

Il fait signe que oui. -Tu feras comme les autres, tu poseras la patte sur la clenche de la porte, puis 

tu iras trouver la mariée. Tu la caresseras encore plus longtemps que les autres fois. 

Le chien part, arrive au château, pose la patte sur la clenche, puis entre. La princesse se dit en 

elle-même: "Ah! les trois chiens qui ont détruit la bête à sept têtes"; mais elle était pas capable de 

parler. Le chien arrive près d'elle, se met à le· caresser pareil comme s'il avait vécu bien 

longtemps avec elle. Quand il a été tanné, il pose la patte sur la bouteille de vin et sort. Le roi s'en 

aperçoit: -Vite, les soldats, faut suivre ce chien-là. 

Toujours que le chien s'en allait tranquillement, puis les soldats le suivaient. Ils arrivent chez la 

bonne grand'mère, puis disent à Tit-Jean: -C'est à vous ces chiens-là? -Oui, c'est à moi ces chiens-

là. -Vous êtes prisonniers avec la bonne grand'mère. 

La bonne grand'mère sautait et disputait; pas de sautage puis de disputage, ils les embarquent,  

puis en bas à la prison. 

La princesse entend dire ça, que la grand'mère et Ti-Jean étaient en prison. Voilà la peine qui la 

prend, et elle se met à pleurer. Pleure et puis pleure, toujours ils vont dire ça au roi: -Vous êtes 

assez de monde pour la consoler. -On essaie, mais on est pas capable. -Allez-y, puis essayez de la 

reconsoler. 

Ils y retournent encore, ils essayaient de la reconsoler; pas de reconsolage, ils la rempiraient. Ils 

vont dire ça au roi: -Dites-lui qu'elle vienne ici. 

Ils vont lui dire: -Le roi vous fait demander d'aller là, toute seule. 

Elle part et y va. -As-tu fait un faux serment? -Oui, j'ai fait un faux serment. -Va-t'en, prends du 

plaisir, je vais arranger cela, moi. 

Là, il fait atteler ses quatre plus beaux chevaux sur le plus beau carosse, puis il fait apporter des 

habits de prince et de reine et dit: -Allez les chercher, Ti-Jean et la grand'mère
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Ça fait qu'il vont chercher Tit-Jean puis la grand'mère. Il fallait prendre un repas ensuite. Ils 

prennent le repas au château, toutes les purtes étaient barrées. Il y avait des officiers dans toutes 

les portes et tous les châssis pour que personne sorte. Ça fait que toujours au souper,  

Charbonnier, le marié, dit qu'il voulait aller à l'eau. Le roi dit: -Va dans les pots, il y en a dans 

toutes les chambres, personne doit sortir. 

Après souper, fallait conter une histoire. Le roi call Tit-Jean qui dit: -Ce serait pas à moi de conter 

l'histoire le premier, ce serait à vous, le roi, ce serait plus poli. 

Le roi conte son histoire, il avait une belle histoire. Il demande encore Tit-Jean. -Ce serait pas à 

moi à conter mon histoire, ce serait au marié. 

Le marié, Charbonnier, conte son histoire, comment il s'y était pris pour tuer la bête à sept têtes; 

mais ça minait pas et dit: -Et pour preuve, j'ai les sept têtes. 

Il prend les sept têtes, puis les jette sur la table. Le roi dit: -Ah! oui, c'est bien probable que c'est 

vous qui a tué la bête à sept têtes. Puis il recall Tit-Jean. -Bien moi, mon histoire, c'est pas tout à 

fait pareil à ça. 

(Là, il raconte son histoire, comment il avait tué la bête à sept têtes avec ses chiens, et il finit en 

disant:) . -Regardez dans les sept têtes, voir si les sept langues y sont. Tiens, regardez, ie les jette 

sur la table. Belle princesse, est-ce vos mouchoirs et puis vos joncs? 

-Oui. 

Alors le roi dit à ses valets: -Allez me faire une cage de bois pas mal haute. 

Quand cela a été prêt, Tit-Jean s'est marié, puis ils ont mis Charbonnier dans la cage de bois, puis 

ils ont mis le feu en dessous, et ils m'ont renvoyé vous conter ça.
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2C :La Bête à Sept Têtes (Acadian Version)

Gallant, Melvin. "La Bête à Sept Têtes." Ti-Jean: Contes Acadiens. Moncton, N.-B.: 

Éditions D'Acadie, 1984. Print.

La vieille sorcière du village n’aimait pas les parents de Ti-Jean. Ainsi, lorsqu’il vint au 

monde, elle lui jeta un sort. “Votre fils est un bien beau garçon,” avait-elle dit, “mais à l’âge de 

vingt-et-un ans et un jour, il sera dévoré par une bête à sept têtes.” Le père et la mère du pauvre 

Ti-Jean en étaient désespérés. Ils devenaient tristes chaque fois qu’ils apercevaient leur fils car ils 

savaient qu’il allait mourir jeune. C’est alors qu’ils se demandèrent s’ils ne feraient pas mieux 

l’avertir de son sort.

Lorsqu’il arriva à l’âge de vingt ans, le problème devint plus pressant. Si on lui dit, 

pensèrent-ils, il sera découragé; et si on ne lui dit pas, à l’âge de vingt ans et un jour la bête à sept 

têtes va venir ici même le dévorer sous nos yeux et nous aurons encore plus de peine. Ils 

décidèrent de prendre un moyen détourné pour le lui dire. Ils allèrent trouver le curé, son parrain, 

elle lui demandèrent d’écrire une lettre à son fils pour lui annoncer la mauvaise nouvelle. Le curé 

consentit et écrivit la lettre. Lorsque Ti-Jean la reçut, il était tout bouleversé. Il arriva en vitesse 

demander à ses parents si ce qu’écrivait son parrain était vrai. Cette fois son père et sa mère 

furent bien obligés de lui dire la vérité, et ils lui racontèrent l’histoire du sort jeté par la vieille 

sorcière.

Malgré sa tristesse, Ti-Jean ne perdit pas courage. Il coulut épargner à son pére et à sa mere la 

malheur de le voir dévoré par une bête. Un bon jour il leur dit:

–Je vais m’en aller d’ici. Puisque la bête à sept têtes doit me dévorer dans un an, qu’elle le fasse 

loin de chez moi.

Ti-Jean fit ses bagages et partit en disant:

–Je ne sais pas où j’irai, mais qu’importe. Je vais marcher jusqu’a mon dernier jour.

Il marcha pendant plusieurs jours sur la grande route, puis décida de prendre à travers le bois en 

direction du sommet de la montagne. Plusieurs bêtes sauvages habitaient le bois, mais Ti-Jean 

n’avait pas peur. Puisqu’il devait de toute façon mourir, qui ce soit maintenant ou plus tard, 

quelle importance, pensait-il. Il marcha encore pendant des jours et des jours, se nourrisant des 
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fruits qu’il trouvait sur son passage. Au bout de quatre mois, il aperçut une petite cabane danse 

une clairière. Ti-Jean frappa à le porte de la maison. Elle était habitée par un vieil homme à 

longue barbe âgé de plus de cent ans.

–Qu’est-ce que tu cherches? Lui dit l’homme.

–Oh moi, je ne cherche rien! dit Ti-Jean. Je vais seulement au-devant de ma mort.

Et il lui raconta l’histoire de la vieille sorcière et de la bête à sept têtes. Le viex eut pitié de lui. Il 

le fit entrer, lui donna à maner et le garda à coucher. Le lendemain matin Ti-Jean allait partir 

lorsque le vieux s’approcha de lui, tenant un petit chien à la main.

–Je voudrais te faire un cadeau, dit-il. Ce petit chien s’appelle Court-Vite. Il n’y a pas un chien au 

monde qui peut courir plus vite que lui. Peut-être pourra-t-il te rendre service un jour. Je te le 

donne.

Ti-Jean remercia le vieil homme et continua son chemin en direction de la montagne. Après trois 

mois de marche, il rencontra une petite cabane habitée par un vieux. Celui-ci paraisait encore plus 

âgé que le premier.

–Où vas-tu? Demanda le vieillard.

–Moi, je marche au-devant de ma mort! Je dois être dévoré par une bête à sept têtes à l’âge de 

vingt et un ans et un jour, et il ne me reste plus que cinq mois.

–Mais où as-tu pris ce petit chien? Lui demanda-t-il encore.

Ti-Jean lui expliqua qu'il l'avait reçu en cadeau d'un homme âgé de plus de cent ans qui habitait 

assez loin, en direction de la vallée.

–C’est de un mes frères, reprit le vieil homme. Nos sommes trois frères dans cette région. Il y en 

a un autre encore plus vieux que nous qui habite plus haut dans la montagne.

Le vieux invita Ti-Jean à manger puis lui offrit une vieille paillasse pour passer la nuit. Le 

lendemain matin, il vint réveiller Jean avec un petit chien.

–Ce chien s’appelle Entend-Clair, lui dit-il. Il peut entendre tout ce qui se passe à cinq milles à la 

ronde. Je te le donne.

Ti-Jean remercia le vieux puis reprit sa route avec ses deux chiens. Au bout de deux mois, il vit 

une autre petite maison dans une grande clairière. Il se dit en lui-même: “C’est certainement la 
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cabane du dernier des trois frères.” Il frappa à la porte, et un vieillard de presque deux cents ans 

vint ouvrir.

–Comment as-tu pu te rendre ici? dit le vieux. Il y a cent ans que j’habite ce bois et je n’ai encore 

jamais vu la face d’un homme depuis que je suis ici.

–Moi, je marche au-devant de ma mort, répondit Ti-Jean. Dans trois mois je serai dévoré par une 

bête à sept têtes. Alors je vais n’importe où en attendant.

Le vieillard le garda à manger et à coucher. Le lendemain, il lui dit:

–Je sais que tu veux t’en aller, mais avant de partir, je voudrais te faire un petit cadeau. Je devine 

que tu as eu ces chiens de mes frères.

–Oui, c’est vrai, répondit Ti-Jean.

–Et bien, reprit le vieillard, s’ils ont pu te donner un chien, moi aussi je peux t’en donner un. 

Voici le cadeau que je voulais te faire. Ce chien s’appelle Brise-Fer. Il est doué d’une force 

extraordinaire. Il n’y a rien qu’il ne puisse pas défaire. Peut-être te sera-t-il utile un jour.

Ti-Jean remercia le vieillard et partit ave ses trois chiens. Il marcha encore pendant trois ou 

quatre semaines avant d’atteindre le faîte de la montagne. Il faisant déjà nuit lorsqu’il arriva au 

sommet. Ti-Jean se coucha à côté de ses trois chiens et ils s’endormirent tous. Le lendemain 

matin, Ti-Jean aperçut une immense maison un peu plus bas de l’autre côté de la montagne. 

Jamais de sa vie il n’avait encore vu une bâtisse aussi grande. Il se mit à marcher dans cette 

direction. Au bout de quelques jous il aboutit dans un grand champ d’où on pouvait voir la 

maison. C’était un château. Ti-Jean était fasciné par tant de richesses. Il se dit en lui-même: “Il 

me reste encore deux mois à vivre, pourquoi n’essayerais-je pas de trouver de l’ouvrage ici. De 

cette façon, je pourrais profiter un peu de toutes ces beautés.” Puis il s’en alla frapper à la porte 

du château. Un garde ouvrit.

–Je cherche du travail, dit-il. Vous n’auriez pas quelque chose à faire pour moi?

Le gardien le fit entrer voir le roi.

–Que sais-tu faire, jeune homme? Lui dit le roi.

–Oh moi je peux faire à peu près n’importe quoi, dit Ti-Jean; garder les anumaux, travailler aux 

champs, faire le ménage, tout ce que vous vourdez.

–C’est bon, dit le roi, je vais te prendre pour garder les poules et les cochons.
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Et dès le lendemain matin, Ti-Jean commença à travailler. Le roi était content de l’ouvrage qu’il 

faisait. Les poules pondaient plus que d’habitude et les cochons étaient devenus gras en quelques 

semaines.

Le roi aimait tellement Ti-Jean qu’il l’amenait avec lui dans ses parties de chasse. Ti-Jean était un 

chasseur adroit. Même si souvent il prenait plus de gibier que son maître, celui-ci aimait quand 

même qu’il vienne avec lui.

Le roi avait une fille que Ti-Jean ne détestait pas. Souvent les soirs, il s’arrêtait dans le salon pour 

parler avec elle. Mais il n’osa jamais lui dire qu’il serait bientôt dévoré par une bête à sept têtes.

Un vieux baron du voisinage qui venait souvent au château voyait cela d’un très mauvais oeil. Il 

voulait avoir la princesse en mariage, et avait peur que Ti-Jean finisse par la lui enlever. Il 

trouvait que la seule façon d’éviter cela c’était de le faire disparaître. Il s’en alla voir la veille 

sorcière qui habitait dans le bois non loin du château, et il lui raconta son plan. La sorcière était la 

soeur de celle qui avait jeté le sort sur Ti-Jean, mais le baron ne le savait pas.

–N’ayez pas d’inquiétudes lui dit la vieille femme. Cet homme va mourir dans quelques jours. Il 

sera dévoré à vingt et un ans et un jour par une bête à sept têtes.

Le baron était content d’apprendre cette nouvelle. Mais il avait de la misère à croire ce que la 

sorcière venait de lui dire.

Ti-Jean avait gardé ses chiens près de lui au château. Le roi lui avait donné un petite pièce dans la 

grange où il les enfermait la nuit et pendant le jour lorsqu’il était aux champs. Ti-Jean était 

devenu tellement passionné de la chasse qu’il avait oublié le jour de son anniversaire. Le 

lendemain, alors qu’il était en route pour aller chasser avec le roi, il pensa soudainement: “C’est 

aujourd’hui le jour de ma mort!” Comme il était parti de chez lui pour que ses parents ne le 

voient pas se faire dévorer par la bête, de même il voulut épargner au roi ce pénible spectacle. 

Arrivé à un endroit où le chemin faisait une fourche pour se partager en deux, Ti-Jean dit à son 

maître:

–Depuis que l’on chasse ensemble on a toujours pris le même chemin. Aujourd’hui on va prendre 

chacun un chemin différent et on verra ce soir qui aura pris le plus de gibier.

Et ils partirent chacun de son côté. Ti-Jean n’alla cependant pas loin. Il se dit en lui-même: “A 

quoi cela sert de s’épuiser; aussi bien que je l’attende ici.” Et il s’assit sur une souche.

Pendant ce temps, les chiens n’étaient pas tranquilles dans la grange. Tout à coup, Entend-Clair 

sursauta, il venait d’entendre la bête à sept têtes. Il dit à Brise-Fer: “Ecoute, j’entends la bête qui 
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vient avec l’intention de dévorer notre maître, et nous, nous sommes pris ici sans pouvoir aller à 

son aide.” Brise-Fer dit aux deux autres: “Calmez-vous! Je vais défoncer cette porte-là, ça ne sera 

pas long!” Il s’élança de toutes ses forces et la grand porte de bois vola en mille morceaux. Les 

trois chiens prirent le bois à toute allure. Ils arrivèrent au lieu où se trouvait leur maître en même 

temps que la bête à sept têtes. En voyant arriver ses chiens, Ti-Jean reprit courage et sauta debout, 

un gros bâton à la main. Il dit aux chiens:

–On va l’attaquer des quatre côtés en même temps de sorte qu’elle ne saura plus qui repousser.

La bataille commença. Les chiens réussirent à la mordre si fort que Ti-Jean finit par lui défoncer 

une tête avec son bâton. Mais la bête ne s’arrêta pas pour autant. Au contraire, elle semblait 

maintenant bien enragée et prête à dévorer même les chiens, s’il le fallait, pour avoir Ti-Jean. 

Cependant, elle n’avait même pas de temps de penser à en attraper un, qu’Entend-Clair 

comprenait ce qu’elle voulait faire et il avertissait les autres. Court-Vite faisait exprès pour 

l’agacer en s’approchant d’elle et en décollant à toute vitesse dès qu’elle venait vers lui. Pendant 

ce temps, Brise-Fer lui donnait des coups si durs qu’elle tombait parfois par terre. Ti-Jean n’avait 

plus qu’à surveiller sa chance de lui donner un bon coup de bâton au bon endroit. Au bout d’une 

demi-heure de lutte, il la frappa d’un grand coup alors qu’elle venait de tomber et une autre tête 

roula par terre.

Cette fois la rage la prit pour de bon. Elle s’avança vers Ti-Jean, les têtes en l’air, comme pour 

dire: “Vous croyez m’avoir, mais avec cinq têtes, je suis encore plus forte que vous tous 

ensemble!” Les chiens réussirent si bien à la confondre que Ti-Jean n’eut pas beaucoup de 

difficulté à lui couper une autre tête. Lorsque la quatrième tête sauta, Ti-Jean sentit qu’il allait 

gagner la bataille. La bête perdit peu à peu de ses forces. En un rien de temps il réussit à lui 

défoncer les trois autres têtes. Les chiens la mirent alors en mille morceaux et la dévorèrent.

La bataille terminée, Ti-Jean eut encore le temps d’aller chasser et de tuer presque autant de 

gibier que le roi.

Lorsque le baron vit Ti-Jean arriver le soir, il n’était point content. il courut voir la sorcière pour 

lui raconter que les chiens avaient défoncé leur porte pendant la journée et que sans doute ils 

étaient allés aider leur maître à combattre la bête. La sorcière pensa: “Si le sort de ma soeur n’a 

pas pu se réaliser, je me chargerai moi-même de faire le travail.” Elle dit au baron:

–Je le ferai disparaître votre beau rival. Je vais aller chez la reine qui me fait confiance et me 

laisse entrer partout, et lorsque le vin sera servi, je mettrai un peu de poison dans la verre de Ti-

Jean et je m’en irai.
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Le lendemain soir, comme d’habitude, tout le monde mangeait à le grande table. Les chiens de 

Ti-Jean étaient dans un coin et attendaient pour manger les restes de la table. Lorsque le vin de 

Ti-Jean fut déposé devant lui, Entend-Clair s’approcha, sauta sur les genoux de son maître et 

renversa le verre de vin avec sa patte. On mit d’autre vin dans son verre, mais cette fois la 

sorcière n’était plus là.

Le lendemain matin, le baron retournait chez la sorcière pour lui dire que son plan n’avait pas 

marché et qu’il commençait à perdre confiance en elle.

–Un peu de patience, baron, dit la sorcière. Je l’aurai bien un jour. J’aimerais trouver maintenant 

l’endroit où ils ont tué la bête à sept têtes. Cette bête ensorcelée devait bien avoir des ergots 

capables de tuer un homme.

La sorcière se mit à parcourir le bois et finit par trouver la place où la bête à sept têtes avait été 

tuée. Mais il ne restait plus rien d’elle; les chiens avaient tout dévoré. On voyait cependant encore 

quelques bouts d’ossement. En fouillant, elle finit par découvrir un ergot. Cet ergot avait le 

pouvoir de bouger et de s’enfoncer dans la peau comme un poil de porc-épic. La sorcière le plaça 

sous l'oreiller de Ti-Jean. Pendant la nuit, l’ergot pénétra dans sa gorge et l’étouffa. Le lendemain 

matin, les serviteurs frappèrent à la porte de Ti-Jean mais il n’y avait pas de réponse. Inquiets, ils 

défoncèrent la port et le trouvèrent mort. Personne comprenait ce qui lui était arrivé. On 

l’examina partout et on ne trouva rien; mais il n’y avait plus un souffle que sortait de lui. On 

décida donc de le mettre dans un cercueil et de l’enterrer.

Juste au moment où commençait à recouvrir la tombe, Entend-Clair dit aux autres: “J’entends que 

l’on est en train de prier sur la tombe de notre maître. Tout le monde pense qu’il est mort, mais il 

n’est pas mort; il a seulement été étouffé par un ergot que la vieille sorcière a placé dans son lit. 

Si on pouvait sortir d’ici on pourrait essayer de le lui enlever.” Brise-Fer, qui avait tout entendu, 

dit simplement: “Enlevez-vous de mon chemin et je défoncerai cette porte, ça ne sera pas long.” 

Et il fit encore voler la porte en morceaux. Les trois chiens prirent la route du cimetière. Court-

Vite menait l’expédition. Il était loin devant les autres et levait une nuée de poussière derrière lui 

sur la grande route, tant il courait vite. En arrivant, ils commencèrent à gratter la terre sans qu’on 

puisse les arrêter. En un rien de temps ils avaient découvert le cercueil. Brise-Fer le défonça et les 

trois ensemble arrivèrent à sortir Ti-Jean au-dessus de la terre. Ils se mirent à le secouer, tant et si 

bien qu’il finit par recracher l’ergot. Les chiens sautèrent de joie. Ti-Jean reprit vie puis se leva 

doucement. Tout le monde débordait de contentement; ils prirent ensemble le chemin du retour.

Sur la route, on vit venir la sorcière. Elle allait voir si son plan cette fois avait bien réussi. 

Entend-Clair et Court-Vite la reconnurent et dirent: “La voilà, la vielle sorcière; c’est elle qui 
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voulait détruire notre maître. On va lui montrer ce qu’on notre maître. On va lui montrer ce qu’on 

peut faire, ça ne sera pas long!” Les trois chiens foncèrent sur elle avec rage et la mirent en mille 

charpies.

Ti-Jean n’avait maintenant plus rien à craindre: la bête à sept têtes était morte, la vieille sorcière 

aussi, et il avait plus de vingt et un ans et un jour. Le roi voulait le garder près de lui, mais Ti-Jean 

avait la nostalgie de son pays.

2D : Jack and the Beanstalk

"Jack and the Beanstalk." English Fairy Tales. Comp. Joseph Jacobs. Project Gutenberg, 

2005. Project Gutenberg. Feb. 2005. Web. 

There was once upon a time a poor widow who had an only son named Jack, and a cow 

named Milky-white. And all they had to live on was the milk the cow gave every morning which 

they carried to the market and sold. But one morning Milky-white gave no milk and they didn't 

know what to do.

"What shall we do, what shall we do?" said the widow, wringing her hands.

"Cheer up, mother, I'll go and get work somewhere," said Jack.

"We've tried that before, and nobody would take you," said his mother; "we must sell Milky-

white and with the money do something, start shop, or something."

"All right, mother," says Jack; "it's market-day today, and I'll soon sell Milky-white, and then 

we'll see what we can do."

So he took the cow's halter in his hand, and off he starts. He hadn't gone far when he met a funny-

looking old man who said to him: "Good morning, Jack."

"Good morning to you," said Jack, and wondered how he knew his name.

"Well, Jack, and where are you off to?" said the man.

"I'm going to market to sell our cow here."
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"Oh, you look the proper sort of chap to sell cows," said the man; "I wonder if you know how 

many beans make five."

"Two in each hand and one in your mouth," says Jack, as sharp as a needle.

"Right you are," said the man, "and here they are the very beans themselves," he went on pulling 

out of his pocket a number of strange- looking beans. "As you are so sharp," says he, "I don't 

mind doing a swap with you—your cow for these beans."

"Walker!" says Jack; "wouldn't you like it?"

"Ah! you don't know what these beans are," said the man; "if you plant them over-night, by 

morning they grow right up to the sky."

"Really?" says Jack; "you don't say so."

"Yes, that is so, and if it doesn't turn out to be true you can have your cow back."

"Right," says Jack, and hands him over Milky-white's halter and pockets the beans.

Back goes Jack home, and as he hadn't gone very far it wasn't dusk by the time he got to his door.

"What back, Jack?" said his mother; "I see you haven't got Milky- white, so you've sold her. How 

much did you get for her?"

"You'll never guess, mother," says Jack.

"No, you don't say so. Good boy! Five pounds, ten, fifteen, no, it can't be twenty."

"I told you you couldn't guess, what do you say to these beans; they're magical, plant them over-

night and——"

"What!" says Jack's mother, "have you been such a fool, such a dolt, such an idiot, as to give 

away my Milky-white, the best milker in the parish, and prime beef to boot, for a set of paltry 

beans. Take that! Take that! Take that! And as for your precious beans here they go out of the 

window. And now off with you to bed. Not a sup shall you drink, and not a bit shall you swallow 

this very night."

So Jack went upstairs to his little room in the attic, and sad and sorry he was, to be sure, as much 

for his mother's sake, as for the loss of his supper.

At last he dropped off to sleep.
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When he woke up, the room looked so funny. The sun was shining into part of it, and yet all the 

rest was quite dark and shady. So Jack jumped up and dressed himself and went to the window. 

And what do you think he saw? why, the beans his mother had thrown out of the window into the 

garden, had sprung up into a big beanstalk which went up and up and up till it reached the sky. So 

the man spoke truth after all.

The beanstalk grew up quite close past Jack's window, so all he had to do was to open it and give 

a jump on to the beanstalk which was made like a big plaited ladder. So Jack climbed and he 

climbed and he climbed and he climbed and he climbed and he climbed and he climbed till at last 

he reached the sky. And when he got there he found a long broad road going as straight as a dart. 

So he walked along and he walked along and he walked along till he came to a great big tall 

house, and on the doorstep there was a great big tall woman.

"Good morning, mum," says Jack, quite polite-like. "Could you be so kind as to give me some 

breakfast." For he hadn't had anything to eat, you know, the night before and was as hungry as a 

hunter.

"It's breakfast you want, is it?" says the great big tall woman, "it's breakfast you'll be if you don't 

move off from here. My man is an ogre and there's nothing he likes better than boys broiled on 

toast. You'd better be moving on or he'll soon be coming."

"Oh! please mum, do give me something to eat, mum. I've had nothing to eat since yesterday 

morning, really and truly, mum," says Jack. "I may as well be broiled, as die of hunger."

Well, the ogre's wife wasn't such a bad sort, after all. So she took Jack into the kitchen, and gave 

him a junk of bread and cheese and a jug of milk. But Jack hadn't half finished these when 

thump! thump! thump! the whole house began to tremble with the noise of someone coming.

"Goodness gracious me! It's my old man," said the ogre's wife, "what on earth shall I do? Here, 

come quick and jump in here." And she bundled Jack into the oven just as the ogre came in.

He was a big one, to be sure. At his belt he had three calves strung up by the heels, and he 

unhooked them and threw them down on the table and said: "Here, wife, broil me a couple of 

these for breakfast. Ah what's this I smell?

  Fee-fi-fo-fum,

  I smell the blood of an Englishman,
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  Be he alive, or be he dead

  I'll have his bones to grind my bread."

"Nonsense, dear," said his wife, "you're dreaming. Or perhaps you smell the scraps of that little 

boy you liked so much for yesterday's dinner. Here, go you and have a wash and tidy up, and by 

the time you come back your breakfast'll be ready for you."

So the ogre went off, and Jack was just going to jump out of the oven and run off when the 

woman told him not. "Wait till he's asleep," says she; "he always has a snooze after breakfast."

Well, the ogre had his breakfast, and after that he goes to a big chest and takes out of it a couple 

of bags of gold and sits down counting them till at last his head began to nod and he began to 

snore till the whole house shook again.

Then Jack crept out on tiptoe from his oven, and as he was passing the ogre he took one of the 

bags of gold under his arm, and off he pelters till he came to the beanstalk, and then he threw 

down the bag of gold which of course fell in to his mother's garden, and then he climbed down 

and climbed down till at last he got home and told his mother and showed her the gold and said: 

"Well, mother, wasn't I right about the beans. They are really magical, you see."

So they lived on the bag of gold for some time, but at last they came to the end of that so Jack 

made up his mind to try his luck once more up at the top of the beanstalk. So one fine morning he 

got up early, and got on to the beanstalk, and he climbed and he climbed and he climbed and he 

climbed and he climbed and he climbed till at last he got on the road again and came to the great 

big tall house he had been to before. There, sure enough, was the great big tall woman a-standing 

on the door-step.

"Good morning, mum," says Jack, as bold as brass, "could you be so good as to give me 

something to eat?"

"Go away, my boy," said the big, tall woman, "or else my man will eat you up for breakfast. But 

aren't you the youngster who came here once before? Do you know, that very day, my man 

missed one of his bags of gold."

"That's strange, mum," says Jack, "I dare say I could tell you something about that but I'm so 

hungry I can't speak till I've had something to eat."
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Well the big tall woman was that curious that she took him in and gave him something to eat. But 

he had scarcely begun munching it as slowly as he could when thump! thump! thump! they heard 

the giant's footstep, and his wife hid Jack away in the oven.

All happened as it did before. In came the ogre as he did before, said: "Fee-fi-fo-fum," and had 

his breakfast off three broiled oxen. Then he said: "Wife, bring me the hen that lays the golden 

eggs." So she brought it, and the ogre said: "Lay," and it laid an egg all of gold. And then the ogre 

began to nod his head, and to snore till the house shook.

Then Jack crept out of the oven on tiptoe and caught hold of the golden hen, and was off before 

you could say "Jack Robinson." But this time the hen gave a cackle which woke the ogre, and 

just as Jack got out of the house he heard him calling: "Wife, wife, what have you done with my 

golden hen?"

And the wife said: "Why, my dear?"

But that was all Jack heard, for he rushed off to the beanstalk and climbed down like a house on 

fire. And when he got home he showed his mother the wonderful hen and said "Lay," to it; and it 

laid a golden egg every time he said "Lay."

Well, Jack was not content, and it wasn't very long before he determined to have another try at his 

luck up there at the top of the beanstalk. So one fine morning, he got up early, and went on to the 

beanstalk, and he climbed and he climbed and he climbed and he climbed till he got to the top. 

But this time he knew better than to go straight to the ogre's house. And when he got near it he 

waited behind a bush till he saw the ogre's wife come out with a pail to get some water, and then 

he crept into the house and got into the copper. He hadn't been there long when he heard thump! 

thump! thump! as before, and in come the ogre and his wife.

"Fee-fi-fo-fum, I smell the blood of an Englishman," cried out the ogre; "I smell him, wife, I 

smell him."

"Do you, my dearie?" says the ogre's wife. "Then if it's that little rogue that stole your gold and 

the hen that laid the golden eggs he's sure to have got into the oven." And they both rushed to the 

oven. But Jack wasn't there, luckily, and the ogre's wife said: "There you are again with your fee-

fi-fo-fum. Why of course it's the laddie you caught last night that I've broiled for your breakfast. 

How forgetful I am, and how careless you are not to tell the difference between a live un and a 

dead un."
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So the ogre sat down to the breakfast and ate it, but every now and then he would mutter: "Well, I 

could have sworn——" and he'd get up and search the larder and the cupboards, and everything, 

only luckily he didn't think of the copper.

After breakfast was over, the ogre called out: "Wife, wife, bring me my golden harp." So she 

brought it and put it on the table before him. Then he said: "Sing!" and the golden harp sang most 

beautifully. And it went on singing till the ogre fell asleep, and commenced to snore like thunder.

Then Jack lifted up the copper-lid very quietly and got down like a mouse and crept on hands and 

knees till he got to the table when he got up and caught hold of the golden harp and dashed with it 

towards the door. But the harp called out quite loud: "Master! Master!" and the ogre woke up just 

in time to see Jack running off with his harp.

Jack ran as fast as he could, and the ogre came rushing after, and would soon have caught him 

only Jack had a start and dodged him a bit and knew where he was going. When he got to the 

beanstalk the ogre was not more than twenty yards away when suddenly he saw Jack disappear 

like, and when he got up to the end of the road he saw Jack underneath climbing down for dear 

life. Well, the ogre didn't like trusting himself to such a ladder, and he stood and waited, so Jack 

got another start. But just then the harp cried out: "Master! master!" and the ogre swung himself 

down on to the beanstalk which shook with his weight. Down climbs Jack, and after him climbed 

the ogre. By this time Jack had climbed down and climbed down and climbed down till he was 

very nearly home. So he called out: "Mother! mother! bring me an axe, bring me an axe." And his 

mother came rushing out with the axe in her hand, but when she came to the beanstalk she stood 

stock still with fright for there she saw the ogre just coming down below the clouds.

But Jack jumped down and got hold of the axe and gave a chop at the beanstalk which cut it half 

in two. The ogre felt the beanstalk shake and quiver so he stopped to see what was the matter. 

Then Jack gave another chop with the axe, and the beanstalk was cut in two and began to topple 

over. Then the ogre fell down and broke his crown, and the beanstalk came toppling after.

Then Jack showed his mother his golden harp, and what with showing that and selling the golden 

eggs, Jack and his mother became very rich, and he married a great princess, and they lived 

happy ever after.
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2E:The Golden Bird (German Version)

Grimm, Jacob, and Wilhelm Grimm. "The Golden Bird." Fairy Tales by the Brothers  

Grimm;. Trans. Edgar Taylor and Marian Edwards. Winnetka, CA: Norilana . 

2008. Project Gutenberg. Web. 12 March 2012.

A certain king had a beautiful garden, and in the garden stood a tree which bore golden 

apples. These apples were always counted, and about the time when they began to grow ripe it 

was found that every night one of them was gone. The king became very angry at this, and 

ordered the gardener to keep watch all night under the tree. The gardener set his eldest son to 

watch; but about twelve o'clock he fell asleep, and in the morning another of the apples was 

missing. Then the second son was ordered to watch; and at midnight he too fell asleep, and in the 

morning another apple was gone. Then the third son offered to keep watch; but the gardener at 

first would not let him, for fear some harm should come to him: however, at last he consented, 

and the young man laid himself under the tree to watch. As the clock struck twelve he heard a 

rustling noise in the air, and a bird came flying that was of pure gold; and as it was snapping at 

one of the apples with its beak, the gardener's son jumped up and shot an arrow at it. But the 

arrow did the bird no harm; only it dropped a golden feather from its tail, and then flew away. 

The golden feather was brought to the king in the morning, and all the council was called 

together. Everyone agreed that it was worth more than all the wealth of the kingdom: but the king 

said, 'One feather is of no use to me, I must have the whole bird.'

Then the gardener's eldest son set out and thought to find the golden bird very easily; and 

when he had gone but a little way, he came to a wood, and by the side of the wood he saw a fox 

sitting; so he took his bow and made ready to shoot at it. Then the fox said, 'Do not shoot me, for  

I will give you good counsel; I know what your business is, and that you want to find the golden 

bird. You will  reach a village in the evening; and when you get there, you will see two inns  

opposite to each other, one of which is very pleasant and beautiful to look at: go not in there, but 
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rest for the night in the other, though it may appear to you to be very poor and mean.' But the son  

thought to himself, 'What can such a beast as this know about the matter?' So he shot his arrow at 

the fox; but he missed it, and it set up its tail above its back and ran into the wood. Then he went 

his way, and in the evening came to the village where the two inns were; and in one of these were 

people singing, and dancing, and feasting; but the other looked very dirty, and poor. 'I should be  

very silly,' said he, 'if I went to that shabby house, and left this charming place'; so he went into  

the smart house, and ate and drank at his ease, and forgot the bird, and his country too.

Time passed on; and as the eldest son did not come back, and no tidings were heard of  

him, the second son set out, and the same thing happened to him. He met the fox, who gave him 

the good advice: but when he came to the two inns, his eldest brother was standing at the window 

where the merrymaking was,  and called to  him to come in;  and he could not  withstand the  

temptation, but went in, and forgot the golden bird and his country in the same manner.

Time passed on again, and the youngest son too wished to set out into the wide world to 

seek for the golden bird; but his father would not listen to it for a long while, for he was very  

fond of his son, and was afraid that some ill luck might happen to him also, and prevent his 

coming back. However, at last it was agreed he should go, for he would not rest at home; and as  

he came to the wood, he met the fox, and heard the same good counsel. But he was thankful to  

the fox, and did not attempt his life as his brothers had done; so the fox said, 'Sit upon my tail, 

and you will travel faster.' So he sat down, and the fox began to run, and away they went over 

stock and stone so quick that their hair whistled in the wind.

When they came to the village, the son followed the fox's counsel, and without looking 

about him went to the shabby inn and rested there all night at his ease. In the morning came the  

fox again and met him as he was beginning his journey, and said, 'Go straight forward, till you 

come to a castle, before which lie a whole troop of soldiers fast asleep and snoring: take no notice  

of them, but go into the castle and pass on and on till you come to a room, where the golden bird  

sits in a wooden cage; close by it stands a beautiful golden cage; but do not try to take the bird  

out of the shabby cage and put it into the handsome one, otherwise you will repent it.' Then the  

fox stretched out his tail again, and the young man sat himself down, and away they went over 

stock and stone till their hair whistled in the wind.

Before the castle gate all  was as the fox had said:  so the son went in and found the  

chamber where the golden bird hung in a wooden cage, and below stood the golden cage, and the  
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three golden apples that had been lost were lying close by it. Then thought he to himself, 'It will  

be a very droll thing to bring away such a fine bird in this shabby cage'; so he opened the door  

and took hold of it and put it into the golden cage. But the bird set up such a loud scream that all  

the  soldiers  awoke,  and  they took  him prisoner  and  carried  him before  the  king.  The  next  

morning the court sat to judge him; and when all was heard, it sentenced him to die, unless he  

should bring the king the golden horse which could run as swiftly as the wind; and if he did this,  

he was to have the golden bird given him for his own.

So he set out once more on his journey, sighing, and in great despair, when on a sudden 

his friend the fox met him, and said, 'You see now what has happened on account of your not  

listening to my counsel. I will still, however, tell you how to find the golden horse, if you will do 

as I bid you. You must go straight on till you come to the castle where the horse stands in his  

stall: by his side will lie the groom fast asleep and snoring: take away the horse quietly, but be 

sure to put the old leather saddle upon him, and not the golden one that is close by it.' Then the  

son sat down on the fox's tail, and away they went over stock and stone till their hair whistled in  

the wind.

All went right, and the groom lay snoring with his hand upon the golden saddle. But when 

the son looked at the horse, he thought it a great pity to put the leathern saddle upon it. 'I will give  

him the good one,' said he; 'I am sure he deserves it.' As he took up the golden saddle the groom 

awoke and cried out so loud, that all the guards ran in and took him prisoner, and in the morning  

he was again brought before the court to be judged, and was sentenced to die. But it was agreed, 

that, if he could bring thither the beautiful princess, he should live, and have the bird and the  

horse given him for his own.

Then he went his way very sorrowful; but the old fox came and said, 'Why did not you 

listen to me? If you had, you would have carried away both the bird and the horse; yet will I once  

more give you counsel. Go straight on, and in the evening you will arrive at a castle. At twelve 

o'clock at night the princess goes to the bathing-house: go up to her and give her a kiss, and she  

will let you lead her away; but take care you do not suffer her to go and take leave of her father 

and mother.' Then the fox stretched out his tail, and so away they went over stock and stone till  

their hair whistled again.

As they came to the castle, all was as the fox had said, and at twelve o'clock the young 

man met the princess going to the bath and gave her the kiss, and she agreed to run away with 
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him, but begged with many tears that he would let her take leave of her father. At first he refused, 

but she wept still more and more, and fell at his feet, till at last he consented; but the moment she 

came to her father's house the guards awoke and he was taken prisoner again.

Then  he  was  brought  before  the  king,  and  the  king  said,  'You shall  never  have  my 

daughter unless in eight days you dig away the hill that stops the view from my window.' Now 

this hill was so big that the whole world could not take it away: and when he had worked for 

seven days, and had done very little, the fox came and said. 'Lie down and go to sleep; I will 

work for you.' And in the morning he awoke and the hill was gone; so he went merrily to the 

king, and told him that now that it was removed he must give him the princess.

Then the king was obliged to keep his word, and away went the young man and the 

princess; and the fox came and said to him, 'We will have all three, the princess, the horse, and  

the bird.' 'Ah!' said the young man, 'that would be a great thing, but how can you contrive it?'

' If you will only listen,' said the fox, 'it can be done. When you come to the king, and he 

asks for the beautiful princess, you must say, "Here she is!" Then he will be very joyful; and you 

will mount the golden horse that they are to give you, and put out your hand to take leave of  

them; but shake hands with the princess last. Then lift her quickly on to the horse behind you;  

clap your spurs to his side, and gallop away as fast as you can.'

All went right: then the fox said, 'When you come to the castle where the bird is, I will 

stay with the princess at the door, and you will ride in and speak to the king; and when he sees  

that it is the right horse, he will bring out the bird; but you must sit still, and say that you want to 

look at it, to see whether it is the true golden bird; and when you get it into your hand, ride away.'

This, too, happened as the fox said; they carried off the bird, the princess mounted again, 

and they rode on to a great wood. Then the fox came, and said, 'Pray kill me, and cut off my head  

and my feet.' But the young man refused to do it: so the fox said, 'I will at any rate give you good 

counsel: beware of two things; ransom no one from the gallows, and sit down by the side of no 

river.'  Then away he went.  'Well,'  thought  the  young man,  'it  is  no hard matter  to keep that  

advice.'

He rode on with the princess, till at last he came to the village where he had left his two 

brothers. And there he heard a great noise and uproar; and when he asked what was the matter, 

the people said, 'Two men are going to be hanged.' As he came nearer, he saw that the two men 

were his brothers, who had turned robbers; so he said, 'Cannot they in any way be saved?' But the 
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people said 'No,' unless he would bestow all his money upon the rascals and buy their liberty.  

Then he did not stay to think about the matter, but paid what was asked, and his brothers were 

given up, and went on with him towards their home.

And as they came to the wood where the fox first met them, it was so cool and pleasant  

that the two brothers said, 'Let us sit down by the side of the river, and rest a while, to eat and 

drink.' So he said, 'Yes,' and forgot the fox's counsel, and sat down on the side of the river; and 

while  he suspected nothing,  they came behind,  and threw him down the bank,  and took the 

princess, the horse, and the bird, and went home to the king their master, and said. 'All this have  

we won by our labour.' Then there was great rejoicing made; but the horse would not eat, the bird 

would not sing, and the princess wept.

The youngest son fell to the bottom of the river's bed: luckily it was nearly dry, but his 

bones were almost broken, and the bank was so steep that he could find no way to get out. Then 

the old fox came once more, and scolded him for not following his advice; otherwise no evil  

would have befallen him: 'Yet,' said he, 'I cannot leave you here, so lay hold of my tail and hold 

fast.' Then he pulled him out of the river, and said to him, as he got upon the bank, 'Your brothers  

have set watch to kill you, if they find you in the kingdom.' So he dressed himself as a poor man,  

and came secretly to the king's court, and was scarcely within the doors when the horse began to 

eat, and the bird to sing, and princess left off weeping. Then he went to the king, and told him all 

his brothers' roguery; and they were seized and punished, and he had the princess given to him 

again; and after the king's death he was heir to his kingdom.

A long while after, he went to walk one day in the wood, and the old fox met him, and 

besought him with tears in his eyes to kill him, and cut off his head and feet. And at last he did so, 

and in a moment the fox was changed into a man, and turned out to be the brother of the princess,  

who had been lost a great many many years.
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2F: The Golden Phoenix (French-Canadian Version)

Barbeau, Marius, and Michael Hornyansky. "The Golden Phoenix." The Golden Phoenix:  

And Other French-Canadian Fairy Tales, by Marius Barbeau. Retold by Michael  

Hornyansky. Illustrated by Arthur Price. Toronto: Oxford UP, 1958. 7-25. Print. 

There was once a King renowned for his wisdom. And how did he come to be so wise? 

Well, in his garden there grew a magic tree; and every night that tree bore one silver apple-the 

apple of wisdom. Each morning the King would take it from the tree and eat it while the trumpets 

blew. As a result he governed wisely and well, and all his people lived happily. 

Then a strange thing happened. One morning, when the King came to pick the apple, it 

was gone. No one saw it go; and no one admitted to taking it. 

"Someone has stolen the silver apple," said the King grimly. 

The next night he set his royal guards about the tree to keep watch. But to no avail. In the 

evening the silver apple was there, ripening on its branch; in the morning it had gone. The guards 

swore that no one had passed them during the night. The King called his three sons to him. 

"This is a serious matter," he said. "Someone is stealing the silver apple during the night, and not 

even my royal guards can catch him. My sons, I put the task in your hands. Whichever one of you 

succeeds in catching the thief will be rewarded with my crown and my kingdom."

 "I will stand guard tonight," promised the eldest prince. 

That evening he went into the garden and prepared to spend the night at the foot of the 

tree. He took a bottle of wine to keep himself company. From time to time he poured himself a 

cupful and gulped it down. Then as mid. night drew near, he began to yawn. 

"1 must not fall asleep," he told himself. And he got up and marched around the tree. He could 

see the silver apple gleaming in the moonlight. But soon he was too tired to go on walking. Surely 

it would do no harm to sit down for a moment? He sat down, Pop! He fell asleep. 

When he woke, the damage was done. The silver apple had vanished.
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 "Well," he said, "good-bye to the crown!" 

Next morning the King asked for news of the thief, and of course there was no news. The eldest  

prince had gone to sleep at his post. 

"Leave it to me, Father," said the second prince. "I'll catch your thief." 

The King shook his head doubtfully. But next evening the second prince went into the 

garden and prepared to spend the night at the foot of the tree. He took a platter of food to keep 

himself company. He felt sure that cold chicken and potato salad would keep him awake. But as  

midnight drew near he began to yawn. 

"No one is going to bewitch me into falling asleep," he told himself. And he got up and marched 

around the tree. The apple was still there, gleaming in the moonlight. 

But  soon he was too tired to  go on walking.  Surely it  would do no harm to sit  down for a  

moment? He sat down. Pop! He fell asleep. 

When he woke an hour later he jumped to his feet. But the damage was done. The silver apple  

had vanished. 

"Well, that's that," he said. "1 too have lost the crown," 

Next morning the King asked if he had had better luck than his brother. 

"No, Father," said the second prince, ashamed. "I stayed awake till midnight. But when midnight 

struck, I was sleeping like a badger," 

Petit Jean, the youngest prince, burst out laughing. "A fine pair of sentries you are!"

"It's easy for you to talk," said his brother crossly. "You were sound asleep in your bed." 

"All the same, if the King my father sends me to stand guard, I will bring back news of how the 

apple disappears." 

"My dear son," said the King. "This is no ordinary thief. How can you be so sure you'll do better 

than your brothers?" 

"Well," said Petit Jean, "I'm sure I can do no worse." 

And so next evening he went into the garden and prepared to spend the night there. He looked up 

at the silver apple, gleaming by the light of the moon. Then he sat down to wait. When he felt 

himself growing sleepy, he got up and marched around the tree. But as midnight drew near, he 

began to yawn. 

"This will never do," he told himself. "If I fall asleep, the apple will disappear as usual-and how 

my brothers will laugh!" 

He climbed up into the tree and settled himself in a forked branch near the magic fruit. Then he  

put out his hand to the apple. It was as smooth as ivory, and cool as the night. 
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"Suppose I  picked it  now,"  he thought.  "Then no one  would be  able  to  steal  it  without  my 

noticing." 

He plucked the apple from the branch and put it inside his shirt. Then he tucked in his 

shirt and buttoned it right up to the neck. Not a moment too soon. Pop!' His eyes closed and he  

fell sound asleep. 

But  he was waked almost  at  once by something  pulling at  his  shirt.  Seeing a  bright 

shadow in front of him, he reached out to grapple with the thief. He hung on with all his strength,  

but the thief broke free, leaving his hands full of shining feathers. He felt in his shirt. The apple  

was gone.

"Oh, well," he said, "at least I have some evidence." 

He tucked the feathers in his shirt and went to bed. 

Next morning, when the King asked for news of the thief, Petit Jean spread the feathers 

on the table.

 "I couldn't hold him," he said. "But he left these behind in my hands." 

"A fine thing," sneered his brothers, who were jealous of his success. "To have the thief in your 

hands and let him go!" 

"Hush!" said the King, staring at the bright feathers. "I know this bird-it is the Golden Phoenix. 

No man can hold him against his will. Petit Jean, do you know in which direction he flew?"

 "He left a fiery trail behind him, like a shooting star," said Petit Jean. "I saw him go over the top 

of the Glass Mountain."

 "Good," said the King. "We shall be able to follow his trail."

 And they all set off toward the Glass Mountain. Along the path from time to time they 

found a shining feather. But at the top of the Glass Mountain they stopped. They could see the 

shining feathers leading down into the Great Sultan's country. But they could not follow, for on 

this side the mountain fell away in a sheer cliff, a thousand feet straight down. 

"We can go no farther," said the King. 

"Father, look," said Petit Jean. "I've found a trap-door." 

"A trap-door in a mountain?" scoffed his brothers. "Ridiculous." 

"Please, Father, come and see," repeated Petit Jean. "Perhaps it leads down into the Great Sultan's 

country." 
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The King came over to see the trap-door and decided it was worth looking into. All of 

them heaved together, and at last they managed to pull it open. Underneath they found a well 

going down into darkness. 

"The sides are as smooth as ice," said the elder princes. "There is no way to climb down." 

"We need a good long rope," said the King, "and a stout basket on the end of it." 

These things were brought from the castle. To the end of the rope the princes tied a basket big  

enough for a man to sit in. On the King's advice they also attached a string to the basket, fastened  

at the other end to a bell. 

"So if there is danger," he explained, "whoever is in the basket can signal us here at the top. Now, 

who is going down?" 

The eldest prince turned white. "Not I” he said. "I can't stand heights"  

The second prince turned green. "Not I," he said. "I don't like the dark." 

Petit Jean laughed. "Then it's my adventure” he said. "Wish me luck, Father....”

"Good luck, my boy," said the King. "And take with you this sword. Use it well, and it will keep 

you from harm. We shall keep watch here. When you come back and ring the bell, we will pull 

you up."

Petit Jean said goodbye and climbed into the basket. Down, down, down he went, with 

the sword in one hand and the bell-rope in the other. For a long time he heard nothing and saw 

nothing. Then at last the basket stopped with a bump. He climbed out and gave two quick tugs on 

the bell-rope. Then he groped his way along a tunnel towards a faint light. 

"Just as I thought," he said. "It leads into the Great Sultan's country." 

The light grew stronger, and the tunnel widened into a cavern. But here Petit Jean found  

his way barred. In the middle of the cavern stood a fierce beast with one long horn in the middle  

of its forehead. When it saw him it bellowed. 

"I am the Unicorn of the Cave," it said. "You may not pass!"

 "But I must pass," said the prince. "I am on my way to see the Sultan." 

"Then prepare for combat!" said the Unicorn. 

And without another word it charged at him, the long sharp horn pointing straight at his  

heart. Petit Jean had no time to use his sword. At the last moment he dodged to one side, and the 

Unicorn thundered past. There was a terrific crash. The Unicorn had stuck fast in the wall of the 

cavern. 

"Now may I pass?" asked Petit Jean.
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"Yes, as far as I'm concerned," grunted the Unicorn as it tried to work its horn free. But Petit Jean 

could not pass. This time his way was barred by a great Lion, waving his tail menacingly.

 "I am the Lion of the Cave," he roared. "Prepare for combat!" 

And without another word he sprang straight at Petit Jean. The prince stood firm, and at 

the last moment swung his sword. Snick! He shaved the whiskers off the Lion's left cheek. With a 

fierce roar the Lion sprang again. Petit Jean swung his sword on the other side -snick! -and shaved 

the whiskers off the Lion's right cheek. 

At this the Lion gave a deafening roar. He gathered himself for one more leap, and came 

down on Petit  Jean with his  paws  out  and his  mouth  open.  This  time  the prince judged his  

moment very carefully. Snick, snack! And the Lion's head tumbled to the ground. 

"Ouch!" said the Lion. Petit Jean was amazed to see him pick up his head with, his front paws and 

set it on his neck again, as good as new. 

"Now may I pass?" asked Petit Jean. "Or must I do it again?" 

"Oh, no," said the Lion wearily. "Once is enough for me."  

But Petit Jean still could not pass. The cavern was suddenly filled with a slithery hissing 

noise, and he found his way barred by a terrible beast with seven heads. 

"I am the Serpent of the Cave," hissed the beast. "Prepare for combat!" 

Petit  Jean took a deep breath. This one looked very dangerous indeed. But it  did not 

spring at him. It just waited in his path. Wherever he tried to strike with his sword, he found a 

head snapping at him with fierce jaws and a forked tongue. Then the young prince had a bright 

idea. He began running around the Serpent, striking with his sword; and the seven heads began to  

twist round each other trying to keep up with him. When the seven necks were twisted tight as a  

rope, he took a wide swing with his sword and snick-he cut off all the seven heads at once. There 

was a roar of applause from the Unicorn and the Lion. 

"Now may I pass?" asked Petit Jean again. "You may pass," sighed the Serpent, trying to find its 

seven heads and get them back on the right necks. 

And so Petit Jean walked out into the realm of the Great Sultan. Just outside the cavern he  

found a glittering feather, so he knew he was still on the trail of the Golden Phoenix. 

Before he had gone very far he was met by the Sultan himself riding on a white elephant.  

The Sultan had a long black mustache, and he stroked it as he looked down at his visitor. 

"Who are you that have passed the Glass Mountain?" he asked. "And what do you seek in my 

realm?" 
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"I am the son of your neighbor, the wise King," replied Petit Jean. "And I am looking for a bird 

that has been raiding our apple tree." 

The Sultan nodded thoughtfully.  He invited Petit  Jean to climb up on to the elephant 

behind him, and they rode back to the Sultan's palace. All along the road the prince kept his eyes 

open for the feathers that the Golden Phoenix had dropped in its flight. 

When they reached the palace,  the  Sultan invited Petit  Jean to  dine with him in the  

garden. They were joined at table by the Sultan's daughter,  who was more beautiful than the 

moon and stars combined. Petit Jean could hardly take his eyes off her. 

They sat down beneath a jasmine tree, and as they began the feast a bird sang above their  

heads filling the evening air with beautiful music. Petit Jean caught a glimpse of gold among the 

leaves. 

"May I ask what bird is singing, your highness?" he said. 

The Sultan stroked his mustache. "There are many birds in my realm," he, said. "This one is 

probably a nightingale." 

Petit  Jean thought it  was probably something else;  but  he said rid more about  it.  He 

complimented the Sultan on the food, which was delicious, and on his daughter, who looked more  

beautiful every moment. 

When they had finished the Sultan spoke to him again. 

"It is the custom of this country," he said, "that every stranger passing through must play a game  

of hide-and seek with me. Tomorrow morning it will be your turn. If you should win, you shall 

have the hand of my daughter in marriage. How does that appeal to you?" "It appeals to me more 

than anything else in the world," said Petit Jean. "But what if I should lose?" 

The Sultan stroked his long black mustache and smiled. "Ah," he said. "Then you will lose the  

dearest thing you own." 

"I see," said Petit Jean. "But I am a stranger here. How can I be expected to play hide-and-seek in 

a place I do not know?" 

The Sultan nodded. "This evening my daughter will show you round the garden. Take care to  

notice all the places where I might hide, for tomorrow morning you must find me three times. 

And now I shall wish you good night." 

When the Sultan had gone, the Princess began showing Petit  Jean round the garden. But she 

noticed that he was not really paying attention. 

"I think you do not wish to win my hand," she said sadly, "for you are not looking at anything I 
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show you." 

"Dear Princess," said Petit Jean, "I would much rather look at you." 

The Princess could not help smiling. But suddenly she looked so sad that Petit Jean asked her 

what was the matter. 

"I am thinking of what must happen to you tomorrow," she said. "I will tell you the truth: no 

matter how well you knew this garden, you would not be able to find my father. For he has the 

power to change his shape so that not even I can recognize him. So you see, nobody can win his 

game of hide-and-seek."

 "Then only luck can save me," said Petit Jean cheerfully. "Well, let us have no more sad talk. 

Tell me of yourself, Princess, and of the bird that sings over your banquet table." 

"The bird?" said the Princess. "Oh, that is the Golden Phoenix. Whoever lives within the sound of 

its voice will never grow old."

 "A very useful bird," said Petit Jean. "And how do you make sure it doesn't flyaway?" 

The Princess told him that the Phoenix did fly free during the night. But at sunrise he always 

came back to his golden cage. So whoever owned the cage could be sure of owning the Golden 

Phoenix. 

They walked in the garden, talking of many things, until the moon rose. Then Petit Jean went to 

bed and slept soundly till morning. . 

Next day the Sultan was very cheerful, for he expected to win his game of hide-and-seek. He 

could hardly wait for Petit Jean to finish his breakfast. 

"Nowhere are the rules of the game," he said. "I shall hide three times in the gm-den, and you 

must find me. And just to prove I am a fair man, 1 will offer you three prizes. If you find me 

once, you shall escape with your life. If you find me twice, you shall have your life and my 

daughter. If you find me three times, you shall have your life, my daughter, and whatever you 

choose as a dowry.' 

"Agreed," said Petit Jean. 

The Sultan rushed off to hide, and Petit Jean invited the Princess to walk in the garden  

with him. She grew very pale and nervous, because he seemed to be making no effort to find her 

father. At the Sultan's fish-pond they stopped and looked down. There were fishes of all colors  

and sizes swimming in it. Petit Jean looked at them closely and burst out laughing. One of the  

fishes had a long black mustache. 

"Princess," he said, "I should like to borrow a net." 

"A net?" said the Princess. "How can you think: of fishing at a time like this?" 
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But she went and found him a net. Petit Jean leaned down and scooped out the fish with 

the mustache. There was a puff of white smoke, and the fish vanished. In its place was the Sultan,  

breathing hard. 

"Humph!" growled the Sultan, climbing out of the net. "And how did you happen to find me, 

young man?" 

"Beginner's luck," said Petit Jean. "Well, have I earned my life?"

 "Yes," said the Sultan angrily. "Do you want to stop there, or go on with the game?" Petit Jean 

looked at the Princess. "Oh," he said, "I shall go on." 

The Sultan rushed off to hide again. Petit Jean took the Princess's arm and they walked 

round the garden together. When she asked him where he would look this time, he shook his 

head.

 "I don't know," he said. "I don't think your father will forget about his mustache again." 

They looked everywhere, but found nothing that turned out to be the Sultan. At last Petit Jean 

stopped beside a rose-bush and sighed. 

"Well," he said, "if I am never to see you again, I would like to give you something to remember  

me by." 

And he leaned down to pluck the reddest rose on the bush. Pop! The rose disappeared in a puff of 

red smoke, and in its place stood the Sultan, red with anger. 

"Oh!" exclaimed Petit Jean. "I thought you were a rose." 

"You are too lucky for words," snarled the Sultan. "Well, you've won your life and my daughter. I  

suppose you want to stop there?" 

"Oh, no," said Petit Jean. "That wouldn't be fair to you. I shall try my luck once more." 

And so the Sultan rushed off  to hide for the last  time.  The Princess and Petit  Jean went on  

walking in the garden, wondering where he might be. No matter where they tried, they could not  

find him. 

At last Petit Jean stopped beneath a pear-tree. 

"All this exercise is making me hungry," he said. And reaching up, he plucked the ripest, roundest 

pear he could see. 

Bang! There was a puff of black smoke, and, in place of the pear stood the Sultan, black with  

fury. 

"Oh," said Petit Jean. "I thought you were a pear."

 "You are too lucky to live!" roared the Sultan. 
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"But I have already won my life," Petit Jean reminded him. "And now I have won my choice of 

dowry."

The Sultan grumbled, but finally asked what dowry Petit Jean would choose.

 "A little thing which you'll hardly miss," said Petit Jean. "I choose the old gold cage which hangs 

in your daughter's chamber." 

The Sultan leaped into the air. "The old gold cage!" he shouted. 

Then he pretended to be calm. "Oh, you wouldn't want that old thing," he said. "Let me offer you 

three chests of treasure instead."

"I couldn't possibly take your treasure," said Petit Jean. "The cage is quite enough." 

The Sultan turned purple with rage. But at last he agreed that Petit Jean had won the cage 

fair and square. He even promised to give them an escort as far as the Glass Mountain next day.  

Meanwhile there was a banquet to celebrate Petit Jean's success, and above their heads the 

Golden Phoenix sang in the jasmine tree. But all through the meal the Sultan kept pulling his 

mustache and glancing angrily at Petit Jean. It was easy to see that he was not at all happy. The 

Princess noticed her father's mood, and as she had by now fallen in love with Petit Jean, she felt 

nervous. When they were alone together she told him her fears.

 "I do not believe my father will keep his word," she said. "He is so angry at losing the Golden 

Phoenix that he will try to kill you while you sleep:' 

"Then we had better leave during the night," said Petit Jean. 

The Princess  agreed.  "Bring two horses  from the stable,  and muffle  their  hooves,"  she said.  

"Meanwhile I will fetch my traveling cloak and the golden cage." 

Petit Jean tiptoed to the stable and chose two horses. He tied pieces of blanket around 

their hooves and led them back to the kitchen door. There he met the Princess, wearing her cloak  

and carrying the cage. 

"My father is suspicious," she said. "But as long as he hears voices talking he will not stir from 

his room." 

She put two beans into a frying-pan on the stove. As soon as they felt the heat the beans 

began to croak. One of them said "Nevertheless" in a high voice; the other said "Notwithstanding" 

in a deep voice. When they were both croaking they sounded just like a man and woman talking 

together. 

Petit  Jean  and  the  Princess  mounted  their  horses  and  rode  softly  away,  carrying  the 

golden  cage,  while  upstairs  the  Sultan listened to  the  conversation in  the  kitchen.  He  had  a 

sleepless night, for; the two beans went on saying "Nevertheless-notwithstanding" until morning.  
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And by the time he found out what had happened, Petit Jean and the Princess had reached the 

Glass Mountain. 

The Unicorn, the Lion, and the Serpent were there in the cavern, but they did not bar the 

way. Petit Jean placed his Princess in the basket and pulled on the bell-rope. His father and 

brothers were waiting at the top, and when they heard the bell they pulled the basket up the well. 

They were astonished to see the Princess. The two princes would have stopped and gazed 

at her, but she told them to: let down the basket again before it was too late. Presently they pulled 

up Petit Jean with the golden cage in his arms. 

"Welcome home, my boy," said the King. "And welcome  to your lady, too. But where is the bird 

you set off to find?  This cage is empty." 

Petit Jean pointed to the Great Sultan's country, and they saw a dazzling radiance moving 

toward them through the sky, with a beating of golden wings: for it was near daybreak, and the  

Phoenix was looking for his cage. And after him on the road below came the Sultan himself,  

riding his white elephant and shaking his fist at the sky. The three princes rolled a big stone over  

the trap-door so that the Sultan could never follow them. Then, with the Golden Phoenix safe in  

his cage, they set off homewards. 

Petit Jean and his Princess were married, and the King gave them his crown and kingdom 

as he had promised. And with the Golden Phoenix singing every night in the tree where the silver  

apple of wisdom grew, they lived wisely and happily ever afterward.
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Appendix 3: Cajun Folktales

3A: The Seven-Headed Animal or Fearless John

Saucier, Corinne L. “The Seven-Headed Animal, or Fearless John.” Folk Tales from 

French Louisiana. New York: Exposition Press, 1962. 29-37. Print 

Once upon a time a man and a woman, although married for twenty years, had no children. One 

morning upon arising, they found an infant well wrapped near the well. He was a very beautiful 

child. The man was very proud of this foundling. After a few years he noticed the boy was not 

afraid of anything. He said to his lady: “We shall call him Fearless John.” When the boy was 

eighteen years old, he asked his father what fear was. The father said: “It is a terrible feeling that 

paralyzes one's movements.” “Well,” said the boy, “I must find out what fear is. I'm going away.”

So he left and on his way he met an old Baptist minister. John asked him to explain fear to him. 

The old minister told him to go into the old church nearby that night and listen to the noise there. 

He would then experience the emotion of fear.

John did as he was told and heard the noise, but he chased it outside into the cemetery. The next 

morning, he went to the old priest’s home and asked for his spade. He wanted to dig into the 

graves of those who had tried to frighten him the night before. The old priest said: “Leave them 

alone. I shall give you ten dollars to let them alone and leave the place.”

So John left and walked on until he came to a wooded area. There he saw a bear, a lion, and a 

tiger eating a man. John was carrying a sword with which he cut the corpse into three parts, 

giving each animal his share. He walked on, and after a while he turned around and noticed the 

animals were following him. He said to them: “So you are not satisfied with one body, you want 

another.” “Well.” they answered, “you helped us out once; we wish to return the good deed if the 

occasion arises.” “Fine,” said John, “let's go.”

He continued his quest for fear. One day he went to the edge of town and noticed it was decorated 
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in white. He asked why so much white. He was told that every year the seven-headed animal 

devoured a fifteen-year-old maiden. This year, the king's daughter had been chosen and he had 

ordered the white decoration.

“Well,” he cried, “I want to go see this affair.” “Oh,” they replied, “do not go near the gallows. 

The seven-headed beast will eat you too.” He had taken very good care of his three animals. They 

were strong and fat. He went to the stand and sat down with the animals by him. The young lady 

was seated nearby in a beautiful chair, ready for the sacrifice. After a while he heard a terrible 

noise. He looked up and saw the seven-headed beast coming to devour the young lady. He said to 

his animals: “Leave me.”He drew his sword while his animals held the beast and bit as hard as 

they could. He then slew the beast by cutting off the seven heads thus saving the girl's life. She 

said to him: “I will never marry another man but you. You have saved my life.” “Well,” he 

answered, “I have to find fear. I will return in a year and a day and will marry you then.”

The next morning a man named Grand Vizier passed by and saw that the beast had been killed. 

He was riding in a wagon. He picked up the seven heads and went to the king's palace, telling the 

king that he had killed it and that he wanted to marry his daughter. The king gave him permission 

to do so, but the princess said she did not wish to marry before year and a day.

So after a year and a day, preparations for the wedding were begun. Fearless John arrived and 

stationed himself on the edge of the town, where he learned that the Grand Vizier was planning to 

marry the princess. John wrote a note to the princess, hung it around the bear’s neck and told him 

to go to the princess with the note for a bottle of wine and a capon for a meal. The bear went. 

Watchmen wanted to kill him but the king said that the day was an exceptional one and the 

animal’s life would be spared. The bear went to the princess and rubbed against her knees. She 

saw a note around his neck, read it, placed the articles asked for in a large towel, and the bear 

went back to John.

Then he told his lion to go get him the best suit of clothes in town. The lion went to the palace 

carrying around his neck small card. He rubbed against the girl’s knees and she saw the card, read 

it and send the best suit in town. the lion went back to Fearless John.

He dressed and went to the palace where the wedding was taking place. He said to the king: 
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“Who do you believe killed the seven-headed animal—he who can show you the seven heads, or 

he who can show you the seven tongues in a handkerchief here in your home? “Oh,” replied the 

king, “the one with the handkerchief.” “Well here it is,” he said. He had taken the seven tongues. 

He pulled out the handkerchief as proof, and also showed pearls hung around his animal’s necks 

at the gallows. The princess got up at this moment and said they had killed the beast and that she 

would marry no one else but Fearless John. So they were married and the Grand Vizier was 

hanged.

3B. Jean Malin and the Bull-Man

Reneaux, J. J. "Jean Malin and the Bull-man." Cajun Folktales. Little Rock: August 

House, 1992. 66-72. Print. 

I come from a family that rates fishing as a near holy activity. When I brought my husband-to-be  

home to meet my parents, their first question was, “Do ya like to fish?” Like everyone in my  

family, I fish whenever and wherever I can. Once in Louisiana I saw some folks fishing in a bayou  

and I stopped to join them. I sat down by an elderly Creole lady and she started to talk. I didn’t  

catch any fish that day, but I sure hooked some good stories from Miss Fontenot, my fishing  

partner. She told this story and a few others. She was known as a healer (traiteur) and shared 

some of he remedies (though not her special healing prayers, which always remain secret) with  

me.

Jean Malin was the trickiest boy in Louisiana. He was some kind of smart-smart for true! It’s a 

good thing, too, for Jean Malin was only a child when his parents passed. He was left alone in the 

wide-wide world to look after himself. At first the boy didn’t know what to do. But Jean Malin 

wasn’t only clever—he was also very lucky. It wasn’t long before the boy’s curiosity brought him 

good fortune.

One day a lady passed by in a fancy carriage. Jean had never seen anything like it. He ran beside 

it, curious to have a look. The lady saw the boy and admired his bright eyes and clever manner. 

She halted the carriage and inquired of the boy his name and age.
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“They call me Jean Malin,” says the boy. “I don’t know how old I am, but my poor maman told 

me I was born in a year when snow fell and the peach trees bloomed.” When the lady heard that 

Jean Malin was all alone, she asked him to come live with her.

“Well,” says Jean Malin to himself, “I could do a lot worse for a stepmother!” So he climbed into 

the carriage and off they went to the lady’s fine home.

Jean Malin worked as a servant in the fancy house. He came to love his stepmother as his own 

maman. He thought of himself as the man of the house and did his best to look out for his belle-

mère. She was kind and rich, easy pickin’s for a shrewd man with a greedy heart.

One day a handsome gentleman came to call. The man was just nice as pie, but Jean Malin didn’t 

trust him at all. There was something suspicious about him. The boy kept his eyes and ears open, 

waiting for the stranger to slip up and show his true self.

Before long Jean Malin became aware of a great black bull out on the prairie. Each evening the 

boy saw the bull, but in the daytime it disappeared. When the stranger left, the bull appeared once 

again. Jean Malin decided to follow the stranger one day. The boy was sly and trailed after the 

man like a silent shadow; the man had no idea the boy was behind him.

The stranger walks out into the prairie, looks all around, then bends down on his knees and sings:

Bonheur, Mamselle, bon, bon, bon!

Bonheur, Mamselle! C’est bon, bon, bon!

Quick as a wink, shoom! The man was changed into a big black bull.

Jean Malin couldn’t believe his eyes. “Ah, so that is his secret!” the boy thinks. He snuck back 

home, taking care not to be seen by the bull. The next morning, he crept back to the prairie and 

hid himself, waiting to see what would happen. He watched the bull bend down and heard it sing:

Bonheur, Mamselle, bon, bon, bon!
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Bonheur, Mamselle! C’est bon, bon, bon!

Boom! The bull changes back into the handsome gentleman. Jean Malin was afraid for Belle-

Mère. The kind lady was in danger! The bull-man surely meant to marry Mamselle, kill her, and 

make off with her fortune!

The boy followed the stranger to his stepmother’s house. “I’ve gotta warn her,” he thinks, “before 

ol’ Bull-Man tricks her into marriage.” When he got to the house he found the bull-man sitting 

with his stepmother, eating breakfast. The boy commenced serving them, but he was so scared 

that he kept dropping things and confusing orders. When the lady asked for a fork, he gave her a 

plate, and he spilled or broke everything he touched.

When the gentleman left, Belle-Mere fussed at the boy. “What is the matter with you? Why don’t 

you like my caller? You had better get used to him because I might just marry him. If you don’t 

behave yourself, I’ll send you away!”

Jean Malin was trembling with fear. “I will tell you, Mamselle, but I’m afraid,” he says. “If you’d 

seen what I saw, you’d be afraid too. You’d never let that man in your house again.”

The boy’s stepmother was really mad now. “Tell me what you know at once. Vite-vite! Out with it, 

boy, before I whip you and hang you on the fence for tasso!”

“All right then,” says Jean Malin, “here it is. Your caller is up to some evil trick. Each evenin’ he 

says some magic words and changes into a big black bull. Then, in the morning, he says the 

words again and changes back into a man before he comes to court you. I swear it is the truth! I 

will prove it when he calls on you again. If I am lying, Mamselle, you can punish me any way 

you want or send me away forever.”

“I think you are a mean, spiteful thing,” says the lady, “just jealous of my gentleman. But I love 

you like my own son, so I’m gonna give you a chance to prove yourself.”

The next day Bull-Man shows up in his handsome gentleman disguise. He sits down and flashes 

his charming smile. As the boy pours wine into their glasses, the gentleman asks Mamselle to 
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marry him. But before she can say a word, Jean Malin shouts out the bull-man’s magic words:

Bonheur, Mamselle, bon, bon, bon!

Bonheur, Mamselle! C’est bon, bon, bon!

And shoom! All of a sudden a bull is sitting at the table! The animal starts bellowing and kicking 

everything in sight, breaking the dishes and shattering the crystal. At last the mad bull smashes 

through the window and escapes.

Belle-Mère was grateful to her stepson. He had surely saved her life. Jean Malin and Mamselle 

thought they would have some peace at last, but soon the word reached them: M’su Taureau, the 

bull, had sworn revenge on Jean Malin. The bull wouldn’t be satisfied until he had killed the boy.

One day Jean Malin met up with Lapin the rabbit. “M’su Lapin,” says the boy, “they say you’re 

the smartest critter around. I’m in big trouble with M’su Taureau. That mean ol’ bull swears he’s 

gonna kill me! Can you help me?”

Lapin just laughs and says, “Oohwhee, I can help you fix that ol’ bull for good! He won’t bother 

you no more. Here’s whatcha gotta do. Today is Friday. Go into the woods and find Owl’s nest. 

Wait till sunset and get three eggs, then bring them to me. I’m gonna lay such a gris-gris on’m 

that M’su Taureau will wish he never messed with you!”

Jean Malin got the eggs and Lapin put the charm on them. Then that rascal rabbit whispered into 

the boy’s ear. “Bonne chance, mon padnat!” says Lapin.  “You just tell M’su Taureau you got 

powerful friends like ol’ Lapin!” That critter just cracked up laughing and jumped back down his 

rabbit hole.

Jean Malin hurried home. Sure enough, there was M’su Taureau, bellowing and kicking up dust. 

“Now I’m gonna kill you, boy,” he sorts. “You think you’re so smart. How you gonna save your 

scrawny neck this time? Huh?”

The bull charges at the boy, trying to gore him with those sharp horns, but Jean Malin is too fast. 

He scrambles up a tree like a squirrel and hangs on to the top branch.
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Well, ol’ Bull is so mad he’s about to bust. He kneels down, sings his magic song, and shoom! 

He’s a man. He gets an axe an starts chopping on the tree. Gip, gop, gip, gop! Bull-Man hollers, 

“You can’t outsmart me this time, Jean Malin. I’m gonna chop you up just like I’m choppin’ this 

tree down!”

All of a sudden, the boy pulls something out of his pocket. It’s an owl egg. He takes aim and 

throws the magic egg at Bull-Man. The egg explodes against his shoulder. Boom! Bull-Man’s 

right arm drops off.

Bull-Man starts chopping like crazy with his left arm. Gip, gop, gip, gop! But Jean Malin takes 

the second egg and sends it flying at him. The egg hits Bull-Man on the other shoulder. Boom! 

His left arm falls off. Bull-Man is so mad he picks up the axe in his teeth and starts chopping 

faster and faster. Gip, gop, gip, gop, gip, gop!

“Now to finish you off!” says Jean Malin. The boy takes the third egg and hurls it at Bull-Man. It 

hits Bull-Man right between the eyes. Boom! His head falls off. 

Then Jean Malin starts singing the magic song:

Bonheur, Mamselle, bon, bon, bon!

Bonheur, Mamselle! C’est bon, bon, bon!

Right away, Bull-Man’s arms and head go to wigglin’ like worms on a hook. Shoom! The body 

parts turn into a bull again. “Now get on outta here,” hollers Jean Malin, “before I do worse to 

ya!” The bull bellows with fear and off he gallops.

M’su Taureau the bull never did both Mamselle or Jean Malin again. That boy was just too blame 

smart. And besides, ol’ Bull-Man figured that Jean Malin had powerful friends in low places—

like rabbit holes.
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