Vladimir Propp: Morphology of the Folk-Tale 

Let us first of all attempt to formulate our task. As already stated in the foreword, this

work is dedicated to the study of fairy tales. The existence of fairy tales as a special class

is assumed as an essential working hypothesis. By "fairy tales" are meant at present those

tales classified by Aarne under numbers 300 to 749. This definition is artificial, but the

occasion will subsequently arise to give a more precise determination on the basis of

resultant conclusions. We are undertaking a comparison of the themes of these tales. For

the sake of comparison we shall separate the component parts of fairy tales by special

methods; and then, we shall make a comparison of tales according to their components.

The result will be a morphology (i.e., a description of the tale according to its component

parts and the relationship of these components to each other and to the whole).

What methods can achieve an accurate description of the tale? Let us compare the

following events:

1 A tsar gives an eagle to a hero. The eagle carries the hero away to another kingdom.

2 An old man gives Sucenko a horse. The horse carries Sucenko away to another

kingdom.

3 A sorcerer gives Ivan a little boat. The boat takes Ivan to another kingdom.

4 A princess gives Ivan a ring. Young men appearing from out of the ring carry Ivan

away into another kingdom, and so forth.

Both constants and variables are present in the preceding instances. The names of the

dramatis personae change (as well as the attributes of each), but neither their actions nor

functions change. From this we can draw the inference that a tale often attributes

identical actions to various personages. This makes possible the study of the tale

according to the functions of its dramatis personae.
We shall have to determine to what extent these functions actually represent recurrent

constants of the tale. The formulation of all other questions will depend upon the

solution of this primary question: how many functions are known to the tale?

Investigation will reveal that the recurrence of functions is astounding. Thus Baba

Jaga, Morozko, the bear, the forest spirit, and the mare's head test and reward the

stepdaughter. Going further, it is possible to establish that characters of a tale, however

varied they may be, often perform the same actions. The actual means of the realization

of functions can vary, and as such, it is a variable. Morozko behaves differently than

Baba Jaga. But the function, as such, is a constant. The question of what a tale's dramatis

personae do is an important one for the study of the tale, but the questions of who does it

and how it is done already fall within the province of accessory study. The functions of

characters are those components which could replace Veselovskij's "motifs," or Bedier's

"elements." We are aware of the fact that the repetition of functions by various characters

was long ago observed in myths and beliefs by historians of religion, but it was not

observed by historians of the tale (cf. Wundt and Negelein ). Just as the characteristics

and functions of deities are transferred from one to another, and, finally, are even carried

over to Christian saints, the functions of certain tale personages are likewise transferred to

other personages. Running ahead, one may say that the number of functions is extremely

small, whereas the number of personages is extremely large. This explains the twofold

quality of a tale: its amazing multiformity, picturesqueness, and color, and on the other

hand, its no less striking uniformity, its repetition.

Thus the functions of the dramatis personae are basic components of the tale, and we

must first of all extract them. In order to extract the functions we must define them.

Definition must proceed from two points of view. First of all, definition should in no case

depend on the personage who carries out the function. Definition of a function will most

often be given in the form of a noun expressing an action (interdiction, interrogation,

flight, etc.). Secondly, an action cannot be defined apart from its place in the course of

narration. The meaning which a given function has in the course of action must be

considered. For example, if Ivan marries a tsar's daughter, this is something entirely

different than the marriage of a father to a widow with two daughters. A second example:

if, in one instance, a hero receives money from his father in the form of 100 rubles and

subsequently buys a wise cat with this money, whereas in a second case, the hero is

rewarded with a sum of money for an accomplished act of bravery (at which point the

tale ends), we have before us two morphologically different elements - in spite of the

identical action (the transference of money) in both cases. Thus, identical acts can have

different meanings, and vice versa. Function is understood as an act of a character, defined

from the point of view of its significance for the course of the action.

The observations cited may be briefly formulated in the following manner:

1 Functions of characters serve as stable, constant elements in a tale, independent of how and

by whom they are fulfilled. They constitute the fundamental components of a tale.

2 The number of functions known to the fairy tale is liinited.

If functions are delineated, a second question arises: in what classification and in what

sequence are these functions encountered?

A word, first, about sequence. The opinion exists that this sequence is accidental.

Veselovskij writes, "The selection and order of tasks and encounters (examples of

motifs) already presupposes a certain freedom." Sklovskij stated this idea in even sharper

terms: "It is quite impossible to understand why, in the act of adoption, the accidental

sequence [Sklovskij's italics] of motifs must be retained. In the testimony of witnesses, it

is precisely the sequence of events which is distorted most of all." This reference to the

evidence of witnesses is unconvincing. If witnesses distort the sequence of events, their

narration is meaningless. The sequence of events has its own laws. The short story too

has similar laws, as do organic formations. Theft cannot take place before the door is

forced. Insofar as the tale is concerned, it has its own entirely particular and specific laws.

The sequence of elements, as we shall see later on, is strictly uniform. Freedom within

this sequence is restricted by very narrow limits which can be exactly formulated. We

thus obtain the third basic thesis of this work, subject to further development and

verification:

3 The sequence of functions is always identical...

4 All fairy tales are of one type in regard to their structure...

The Functions of Dramatis Personae

[W]e shall enumerate the functions of the dramatis personae in the order dictated by the

tale itself...

A tale usually begins with some sort of initial situation...

After the initial situation there follow functions:

I ONE OF THE MEMBERS OF A FAMILY ABSENTS HIMSELF FROM HOME. (Def

inition: absentation. Designation: B.)

Usual forms of absentation: going to work, to the forest, to trade, to war, "on

business."

¨

II AN INTERDICTION is ADDRESSED TO THE HERO. (Definition: interdiction.

Designation: y.)

1 (yl) "You dare not look into this closet" (159). "Take care of your little brother, do

not venture forth from the courtyard" (113). "If Baba Jaga comes, don't you say anything,

be silent" (106). "Often did the prince try to persuade her and command her not to leave

the lofty tower," etc. (265)...

III THE INTERDICTION IS VIOLATED. (Definition: violation. Designation: a.)

The forms of violation correspond to the forms of interdiction... (the tsar's

daughters go into the garden [B3]; they are late in returning home)...

At this point a new personage, who can be termed the villain, enters the tale. His role

is to disturb the peace of a happy family, to cause some form of misfortune, damage, or

harm. The villain(s) may be a dragon, a devil, bandits, a witch, or a stepmother, etc....

IV THE VILLAIN MAKES AN ATTEMPT AT RECONNAISSANCE. (Definition: recon

naissance. Designation: E.)

1 The reconnaissance has the aim of finding out the location of children, or sometimes of

precious objects, etc. (El). A bear says: "Who will tell me what has become of the tsar's children?

Where did they disappear to?" (201); a clerk: "Where do you get these precious stones?" ...

V THE VILLAIN RECEIVES INFORMATION ABOUT HIS VICTIM. (Definition: de

livery. Designation: t.)

1 The villain directly receives an answer to his question (41). The chisel answers the

bear: "Take me out into the courtyard and throw me to the ground; where I stick,

there's the hive." To the clerk's question about the precious stones, the merchant's

wife replies: "Oh, the hen lays them for us," etc ---------------

VI THE VILLAIN ATTEMPTS TO DECEIVE HIS VICTIM IN ORDER TO TAKE POS

SESSION OF HIM OR OF HIS BELONGINGS. (Definition: trickery. Designation: n.)

The villain, first of all, assumes a disguise. A dragon turns into a golden goat (nl) or a handsome youth (204); a witch pretends to be a "sweet old lady" (2G5) and imitates a mother's voice (108); a priest dresses himself in a goat's hide (258); a thief pretends to be a beggarwoman (189); then follows the function itself.

1 The villain uses persuasion (nl). A witch tries to have a ring accepted (114); a godmother

suggests the taking of a steam bath (187); a witch suggests the removal of clothes (264) and

bathing in a pond (265); a beggar seeks alms (189).

Notes

The rest of Propp's functions are: (7) The victim unknowingly helps the villain by being

deceived or influenced by the villain. (8) The villain harms a member of the family or a

member of the family lacks or desires something. (9) This lack or misfortune is made known;

the hero is given a request or a command, and he goes or is sent on a mission/quest. (10) The

seeker (often the hero) plans action against the villain. (11) The hero leaves home. (12) The hero is tested, attacked, interrogated, and receives either a magical agent or a helper. (13) The hero reacts to the actions of the future donor. (14) The hero uses the magical agent. (15) The hero is transferred to the general location of the object of his mission/quest. (16) The hero and villain join in direct combat. (17) The hero is branded. (18) The villain is defeated. (19) The initial misfortune or lack is set right. (20) The hero returns home. (21) The hero is pursued. (22) The hero is rescued from pursuit. (23) The hero arrives home or elsewhere and is not recognized. (24) A false hero makes false claims. (25) A difficult task is set for the hero. (26) The task is accomplished. (27) The hero is recognized. (28) The false hero/villain is exposed. (29) The false hero is transformed. (30) The villain is punished. (31) The hero is married and crowned.

