Quotes from Scholars of Myth, Folktales and the Hero 2

*BRUNVAND ~ On the universality of myth as a world-forming, value-shaping media*

As the folklorist Dell Hymes wrote, after years of studying Northwestern Indian myths and their counterparts elsewhere, “The shaping of deeply felt values into meaningful, apposite form, is present in all communities, and will find some means of expressions among all.” In other words, with regard to contemplating their relationship to a larger reality and expressing their beliefs in narrative “mythical” form, the world’s people, however advanced their cultures, are all “folk.”

Another aspect of modern folk thought that resembles mythmaking is what might be called “mythic traditions” in American history. 
Archetypal images found in our culture, such as the country bumpkin (Brother Jonathan in colonial times), the city slicker (for example, in “The Arkansas Traveler”), and our national symbols (like Uncle Sam, the Statue of Liberty, and even the flag) have become metaphors for concepts about our past. The same is true for the “myths” surrounding events, like the fall of the Alamo, Custer’s Last Stand, and the assassinations of presidents. Also mythic in this sense are the stereotyped plots of romance and legend—“from rags to riches” or “virtue is rewarded.” To a large extent, myth- and image-making of this kind underlie our sense of national identity, and even influence our social and political decisions.

~  DORSON ~  On the typical heroes in early American history _
~ The young republic chose for its folk heroes, not a general, a  president, a justice, a poet, an explorer, but a backwoods hunter [Davy Crocket], a Western boatman (Mike Fink], a hillside farmer [Sam Patch], a cotton spinner [Mose the Bowery b’hoy], and a volunteer fireman, [Yankee Jonathan] . . .. [Even though most are not remembered today, these] humorists, buffoons, and clowns also inspired admiration and awe at their daredevilry and  cocksureness . . .. All breathed the spirit of American destiny, in the name of demos … These characters received a good deal of criticism, scorn, and ridicule in their day as ruffians, fools, and windy show-offs ….
Yet] each embodied a generic class that had evolved in the young republic . . . hitherto unrecognized American types, anonymous democrats who had developed their own peculiar ways and talk.”. [Dorson later characterizes these heroes as 19^th century “ringtailed roarers.” He also discusses John Henry, Casey Jones, and Johnny Appleseed as representative “noble toiler” American heroes and Jesse James, Billy the Kid, and Sam Bass as “outlaw” American heroes – “American Robin Hoods,” as well as storytelling  heroes or “münchausens” and “20^th century comic demigods” like Paul Bunyan, Pecos Bill, etc.]  (Richard M. Dorson, America in Legend, 60-63, & Richard M. Dorson American Folklore, 1959, 199-243)  

~  KLUCKHOHN ~ On Comparing Heroes from Various Cultures _

~Literary scholars, psychiatrists, and behavioral scientists have, of course, long recognized that diverse geographical areas and historical epochs have exhibited striking parallels in the themes of myth and folklore. Father-seekers and father-slayers appear again and again. Mother-murder appears in explicit and in disguised form. Eliade has dealt with the myth of “the eternal return.” Marie Bonaparte has presented evidence that wars give rise to fantasies of patently similar content. 
Animal stories—at least in the Old World—show likenesses in many details of plot and embellishment: African tales and Reynard the Fox, the Aesop fables, the Panchatantra of India and the Jataka tales  of China and India. The Orpheus story has a sizable distribution in the New World.

    In considering various parallels, some elementary cautions must perforce be observed. First, levels of abstraction must be kept distinct. It is true, and it is relevant, to say that creation myths are universals or near universals. But this is a far more abstract statement than are generalizations about the frequency of the creation of human beings by mother earth and father sky or by an androgynous deity or from

vegetables. 
Second, mere comparisons on the basis of the presence or absence of a trait are tricky and may well be misleading. Although there are cases where I have as yet no positive evidence for the presence of the incest theme, there is no corpus of mythology that I have searched carefully where this motif does not turn up. Even if, however, incest could be demonstrated as a theme present in all mythologies, there would still be an important difference between mythologies preoccupied with

incest and those where it occurs only incidentally and infrequently . . 

Kluckhohn notes that Spencer’s analysis of Navaho mythology reveals these similarities with other world mythology:

1.       These are also hero stories: adventures and achievements of extra-ordinary kind (e.g., slaying monsters, overcoming death, controlling weather.).

2.       There is often something special about the birth of the hero (occasionally heroine).

3.       Help from animals is a frequent motif.

4.       A separation from one or both parents at an early age is  involved.

5.       There is antagonism and violence toward near kin, though  mainly toward siblings or father-in-law.


This hostility may be channeled in  one or both directions. It may be masked but is more often expressed in violent acts.

6.        There is eventual return and recognition with honor. The hero’s achievements are realized by his immediate family and redound in some way to their benefit and that of the larger group to which the family belongs.

Of constant tendencies in mythmaking, I shall merely remind you of four …
1.   Duplication, triplication, and quadruplication of elements. (Lévi-Strauss) suggests that the function


of this repetition is to make the structure of the myth apparent.)

2.   Reinterpretation of borrowed myths to fit pre-existing cultural emphases.

3.   Endless variations upon central themes.

4.  Involution-elaboration.

~  ZIPES ~ On the connection between myth and fairy tale and their persistence and function today 
 ~  Over the centuries we have transformed the ancient myths and folk tales and made them into the fabric of our lives. Consciously and unconsciously we weave the narratives of myth and folk tale into our daily existence. During one period in our history, the Enlightenment,  it

seemed that we people of reason were about to disenchant the world and get rid of all the old myths and religions that enfeebled our minds so that we could see clearly and act rationally to create a world of equality and liberty. … 

    The fairy tale is myth. That is, the classical fairy tale had undergone a process of mythicization. Any fairy tale in our society, if it seeks to become natural and eternal, must become myth. Only innovative fairy tales are antimythical . . .. Since the conditions of life change so rapidly, we need to hold on to what we know and like quickly before it vanishes. So we copy. We duplicate. We live in an age of mechanical reproduction where there are more copies of original art works than there are originals. We copy others in the way we dress, buy, and desire. We desire through the constant repetition of commercials that we copy whenever we shape ourselves and consume. To copy somebody else or something is to become a look-alike and make a coded statement.

      To copy a fairy tale is to duplicate its message and images, to produce a look-alike. To duplicate a classical fairy tale is to reproduce a set pattern of ideas and images that reinforce a traditional way of seeing, believing, and behaving. It does not take much imagination or skill to duplicate a classical fairy tale. Nor is it expensive for publishers to print duplicates . . .. The consumers-viewers want comfort and pleasure: they are not threatened, challenged, excited, or shocked by the duplications. A traditional and socially conservative worldview is confirmed. 
       Revisions of classical fairy tales are different . . .. Fairy tales were first told by gifted tellers and were based on rituals intended to endow meaning to the daily lives of members of a tribe. As oral folk tales, they were intended to explain natural occurrences such as the change of the seasons and shifts in the weather or to celebrate the rites of harvesting, hunting, marriage, and conquest. The emphasis in most folk tales was on communal harmony . . .. The tale came directly from common experiences and beliefs. Told in person, directly, fact to face, they were altered as the beliefs and behaviors the fairy tale in the 1980’s became nothing more than a decorative ornament, designed to titillate and distract readers and viewers, no matter how it was transformed as novel, poem, short story, Broadway play, film, cassette, or TV series. . . .

. . .  (Jack Zipes, Fairy Tale as Myth: Myth as Fairy Tale, 1994, 1-16 & 139-161). 
