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I BEGAN GATHERING, translating, and writing about tales concerned with “The Sorcerer’s Apprentice” six years ago, and as I was developing this project, it gradually became clear to me why I had become infatuated with these tales: they have given me some signs of hope when it seemed that we were living in hopeless times. The more I dug into the “Sorcerer’s Apprentice” tradition, the more I discovered examples of opposition and resistance to wicked sorcerers of all kinds, who exploit magic for their own gain, and of the ways magic can enlighten readers about oppressive conditions under which they live. It is this hope that has prompted me to publish the tales in this book.

Though many of the diverse tales about sorcerer’s apprentices are quite old, they still speak to contemporary problems of mentorship, child abuse, and exploitation as well as the misuse of cultural and political power. For example, during the past thirty years there has been a worldwide crisis that involves the maltreatment of young people by sorcerers, the degeneration of public education, slave labor, child abandonment, poverty, and violence. The renowned scholar Elisabeth Young-Bruehl, in her book Childism, has demonstrated how adults treat young people unconsciously and consciously as possessions and slaves, seeking to mold them in their image or in the normative image of accepted success and achievement in economic, cultural, and political institutions and networks.

If childism, as Young-Bruehl argues, spread throughout the world very early in history, and if magic played a prominent role in most societies as a positive force of supernaturalism, it makes sense that all sorts of magical tales would emerge—about conflicts between children and parents, apprentices and masters, troubled families and bureaucratic and hierarchical governments, and devout and humble followers of various religions and orthodox authoritarian leaders—and that these tales spread across borders and boundaries. Stories took shape from these conflicts before people knew how to write and read, preserved through oral traditions and gradually through modern technologies such as writing and printing. These tales of wish fulfillment and magical transformation articulated the human desire for social justice, autonomy, and knowledge—and still do.

No matter what the culture or society, magic represents “mana”—a supernatural sense of knowledge and impersonal spiritual power. According to the scholars Bernd-Christian Otto and Michael Stausberg,

“Magic” belongs to the conceptual legacy of fifth-century Greece (BCE). Etymologically the term is apparently derived from contact with the main political enemy of that period, the Persians, and “magic” has ever since served as a marker of alterity, dangerous, foreign, illicit, suspicious but potentially powerful things done by others (and/or done differently). From referring to concrete objects and practices, “magic” eventually turned into a rather abstract category . . .”magic” has been a term with an extremely versatile and ambivalent semantics: it is the art of the devil or a path to the gods, it is of natural or supernatural origin, a testimony to human folly or the crowning achievement of scientific audacity, a sin or a virtue, harmful or beneficent, overpowering or empowering, and an act of othering or of self-assertion.1

For a variety of reasons throughout the centuries, people have sought knowledge and power through magic. Tales about the desire for magic, which have evolved from words, fragments, and sentences, are not only wish-fulfillment tales but also blunt expressions of emotions that reveal what the people who tell, write, and listen to the tales lack, and what they want. Most people in the world believe in some kind of magic, whether religious or secular, and want to control “magic,” or “mana,” to escape enslavement and determine the path of their lives. According to the French sociologist Pierre Bourdieu, all people are stamped by what he calls our “habitus”—the beliefs, values, and customs that mark and shape our thoughts, values, and behavior from birth. To know ourselves and to free ourselves, Bourdieu writes, we must continually confront masters, who, if they do not learn from their slaves, will ultimately have to die in order for the slaves to gain release and freedom. Our knowledge of ourselves and the world is attained through experiencing “slavery” and knowing what being in slavery entails. This means that we are all involved in what the philosopher Georg Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel, in Phenomenology of Spirit, calls a dialectical bloody battle to death that underlies all types of the “Sorcerer’s Apprentice” tales.

In most of the oral tales and many of the literary tales about sorcerer’s apprentices, the narrative perspective is what I call the “slave’s perspective,” a voice and view from below, no matter who the collector, mediator, or publisher of the tale may have been. This view is what makes the tales so striking. Though it may be difficult to explore and explain how people, defined and treated as slaves, contributed to the formation of culture from below, it can be done, as Sara Forsdyke has demonstrated in her book Slaves Tell Tales and Other Episodes in the Politics of Popular Culture in Ancient Greece.2 Even before her study was published, the renowned American folklorist Richard Dorson drew important historical connections in his collection Negro Folktales in Michigan in dealing with American master-slave tales told by African Americans.

Seemingly these unified and highly localized Old Marster tales grew on Southern soil from American Negro experience, but actually they come from the ends of the earth. By the mysterious selective process of folklore, jousts between masters and servants recounted centuries ago in Europe or West Africa have found their way into slave traditions. . . . From India comes the wonderful tale of the Sorcerer’s Apprentice, with its magical transformation combat between the wizard and his pupil, to surface in Michigan in a unique text brilliantly adjusted to Negro slave life, with Old Marster out-hoodoing John at each successive step.3

The “Sorcerer’s Apprentice” tales do not provide a solution to the master-slave conflict; they are not prescriptions or formulas for ending this conflict. What I have tried to demonstrate through collecting tales from various periods, and from different European, Asian, African, and American countries, is how these stories play out essential conflicts whose resolutions determine the nature of what it is to be human and humane. As Ernst Bloch, the German philosopher of utopian thinking, once wrote, “The fairy tale narrates a wish-fulfillment that is not bound by its own time, and the apparel of its contents. In contrast to the legend, which is always tied to a particular locale, the fairy tale remains unbound. Not only does the fairy tale remain as fresh as longing and love, but the demonically evil, which is abundant in the fairy tale, is still seen at work here in the present, and the happiness of ‘once upon a time’ which is even more abundant, still affects our visions of the future.”4

In the introduction to this book I point to the contemporary relevance of the “Sorcerer’s Apprentice” tale type in the worldwide popularity of J. K. Rowling’s Harry Potter novels, which are part of this tale type’s long and varied tradition. In these novels and all the “Sorcerer’s Apprentice” tales, magic is essential for the fashioning of the self. I then argue that the tale type actually forms a hybrid, or what I call a “memeplex” of two major tale types, the “Humiliated Apprentice” and the “Rebellious Apprentice.” Tales often form pools of relevant information that become cultural replicators, or what I call “memes.” As they evolve and change, tale types act like memes with bits of significant information, which take hold historically in the cultural memory of a society. We spread them, and they spread themselves by latching onto our cultural memories. They are both optimistic and pernicious: I discuss why the “Humiliated Apprentice” tale type fosters authoritarianism and enslavement, while the “Rebellious Apprentice” tale type engenders notions of empowerment and self-awareness. The two “ancient” tale types still stand in opposition to one another today, and their endless conflict, which reflects different perspectives on childism and master-slave relations and conditions, is the reason the tales endure and continue to spread.

To illustrate this point, I study the evolution of a particular set of tales that arose in a specific region in Central Europe called Sorbia, or Lusatia, during the latter part of the eighteenth century. These “Krabat” tales, in which a poor, wandering young worker learns magic and overcomes a tyrannical sorcerer, have become intrinsically woven into Sorbian, and, to a certain extent, into German culture. Since technological advances throughout the world have altered the ways in which relevant tale types are diffused, I conclude the introduction by showing how films have dealt with Krabat and other tales of magical transformation, and analyze how the “Sorcerer’s Apprentice” tales have played a major role in the stories and novels disseminated and published in contemporary English-speaking countries.

Four premises guide my interpretations and analyses:



1. The belief in magic as “mana” has existed for thousands of years and continues to delineate religion and science while forging a crucial critique of secularization in the modern world. As Randall Styers, one of the foremost scholars of magic and religion, has remarked:

Magic and supernaturalism of all sorts pervade modernity, eagerly adapting modern modes of knowledge and technology and actively engaging the anxieties and discontents of the modern world. Indeed, modernity has depended on its own specific forms of mystification—commodification, mass entertainment, celebrity culture, and much more. The desire to suppress or expel magic has been such a formative component of efforts to produce the modern that it becomes impossible to grasp the nature of modernity without acknowledging the active magical undercurrents that pervade the contemporary world.5

2. While Styers and other scholars, such as Bernd-Christian Otto and Michael Stausberg,6 have thoroughly studied the immense research on the theoretical meaning of magic, they have overlooked the great number of tale types that reveal how deeply rooted the belief in magic is throughout the world. The “Sorcerer’s Apprentice” tales are highly significant because they present magic primarily as a stable value of transformation that allows for self-consciousness and self-fashioning. The “Sorcerer’s Apprentice” tales counter the defamation of magic by religion, science, and the state, and challenge the status quo through the interrogation of the master-slave dialectic.

3. Most people tend to believe that the ideal, if not definitive, version of “The Sorcerer’s Apprentice” is the Disney cinematic and literary tale produced as part of the film Fantasia in 1940. This is a misconception, and our unquestioning acceptance of the Disney version has ramifications for the abusive way children are treated throughout the world. In fact, the transformation of ancient “Humiliated Apprentice” tales into children’s tales is one of the ways in which mass-mediated and commodified children’s literature ideologically warps, if not perverts, folklore to induct children into authoritarian civilizing processes.

4. In contrast to a few misguided scholars who believe that common people were not imaginative and intelligent enough to create and retain their own stories, I believe that the oral traditions of anonymous storytelling serve as the basis for literary tales. This does not mean that oral tales are pivotal in the evolution of every tale type. In fact, literature often spawns oral storytelling. What it means is that, given the hundreds of thousands of years in which printing did not exist, tales were told and sung by all sorts of people, remembered, and altered as social and cultural conditions changed. The recollection of similar tale types enabled later-day writers to conceive literary tales. As R. G. Collingwood has convincingly noted in his short essay on “The Authorship of Fairy Tales”:

To distinguish the folktale as a traditional narrative, passively transmitted by a process from which creative imagination is absent, from the literary as the creation of an individual artist, is therefore to deal in shadows, and to frustrate in advance any attempt to construct a rational theory of fairy tales. The folktale and the literary fairy tale are in this respect on the same footing. Each of them uses traditional themes and handles them by traditional methods; in each, the teller or writer modifies both the themes and the methods in the course of his work, sometimes for the better, sometimes for the worse; in neither case does he leave them exactly as he found them.7

Clearly, it is foolish to conceive of the evolution of fairy tales in such dichotomies as oral versus literary. Stories, storytellers, and writers look for the most fitting and artistic way to articulate views about life and the world. In the formation of what I call a memetic tradition of folk-tale types and fairy tales, a communal expression of themes formed tales remembered for their relevance. Many of the themes are connected to beliefs in magic and magical transformation. Indeed, the pursuit of magic often underlies the patterns of folk and fairy tales. In this regard, the themes found in folk and fairy tales are organically connected with the customs and beliefs of people who engendered them, and they form never-ending cultural traditions. As Collingwood writes, “tradition is a creative process, in which the transmitter is more than a medium through which the story conserves itself (or, if it be a distorting medium, fails to conserve itself and suffers degradation); he is a sharer in the work of invention. This is the only conception of tradition which will fit the known facts of human history; if the science of folklore has failed to attain it, that may be partly serve to explain why the science of folklore occupies so unsatisfactory a place among the historical sciences.”8

In this regard, I have framed this anthology of “Sorcerer’s Apprentice” tales to represent the two major strains of the “Sorcerer’s Apprentice” tradition and their historical development. It begins with tales of the “Humiliated Apprentice,” followed by the “Rebellious Apprentice” stories and “Krabat” tales. The majority of the tales I collected stem from the “Rebellious Apprentice” tale type. This larger number, compared to the smaller quantity of the “Humiliated Apprentice” tale type, does not reflect my prejudices but simply the fact that I did not find as many “Humiliated Apprentice” tales in my vast research as I did “Rebellious Apprentice” tales. The disparity speaks for itself.

It is only fitting, I think, to end this preface with a magical tale that reveals the reverence that magic demands not only in the tales that I have selected for this anthology, but also in our lives, which we are always seeking to transform. This tale was collected around 1070 from an oral tradition, adapted, and written down in Sanskrit by the Hindu poet Somadeva in his superb Kathāsaritsagāra, usually translated into English as The Ocean of Story. It is called “The Youth Who Went through the Proper Ceremonies. Why Did He Fail to Win the Magic Spell?” The renowned Sanskrit scholar Arthur Ryder included it in his book Twenty-two Goblins (1917), which is a part of The Ocean of Story and set in a frame narrative about the brave king Vikram. This king is mysteriously honored by a sham monk, who gives him gifts of fruit with jewels inside, and consequently, the king promises to assist the monk in completing a magic ritual. The monk, who is actually a sorcerer, tells the king that he will gain more than earthly riches if he goes some distance to a sissoo, or fig tree, cuts down a dead body hanging from it, and brings the body to him. However, inside the corpse is a vetāla, a ghost or goblin, and the king is not to speak to this creature, otherwise, the corpse will return to the tree. Since the king is curious and compassionate, the ghost/goblin manages to divert him with stories and questions so that he is never able to fulfill his task. The king instead learns, through the ghost/goblin and his twenty-two tales,9 how much magic matters, and how he can improve himself by answering riddles. Here is one of the goblin’s most important stories that sheds light on the significance of magic in the “Sorcerer’s Apprentice” tales.

There is a city called Ujjain, whose people delight in noble happiness, and feel no longing for heaven. In that city there is real darkness at night, real intelligence in poetry, real madness in elephants, real coolness in pearls, sandal, and moonlight.

There lived a king named Moonshine. He had as counsellor a famous Brahman named Heaven-lord, rich in money, rich in piety, rich in learning. And the counsellor had a son named Moon-lord.

This son went one day to a great resort of gamblers to play. There the dice, beautiful as the eyes of gazelles, were being thrown constantly. And Calamity seemed to be looking on, thinking: “Whom shall I embrace?” And the loud shouts of angry gamblers seemed to suggest the question: “Who is there that would not be fleeced here, were he the god of wealth himself?”

This hall the youth entered, and played with dice. He staked his clothes and everything else, and the gamblers won it all. Then he wagered money he did not have, and lost that. And when they asked him to pay, he could not. So the gambling-master caught him and beat him with clubs.

When he was bruised all over by the clubs, the Brahman youth became motionless like a stone, and pretended to be dead, and waited. After he had lain thus for two or three days, the heartless gambling-master said to the gamblers: “He lies like a stone. Take him somewhere and throw him into a blind well. I will pay you the money he owes.”

So the gamblers picked Moon-lord up and went far into the forest, looking for a well. Then one old gambler said to the others: “He is as good as dead. What is the use of throwing him into a well now? We will leave him here and go back and say we have left him in a well.” And all the rest agreed, and left him there, and went back.

When they were gone, Moon-lord rose and entered a deserted temple to Shiva. When he had rested a little there, he thought in great anguish: “Ah, I trusted the rascally gamblers, and they cheated me. Where shall I go now, naked and dusty as I am? What would my father say if he saw me now, or any relative, or any friend? I will stay here for the present, and at night I will go out and try to find food somehow to appease my hunger.”

While he reflected in weariness and nakedness, the sun grew less hot and disappeared. Then a terrible hermit named Stake came there, and he had smeared his body with ashes. When he had seen Moon-lord and asked who he was and heard his story, he said, as the youth bent low before him: “Sir, you have come to my hermitage, a guest fainting with hunger. Rise, bathe, and partake of the meal I have gained by begging.”

Then Moon-lord said to him: “Holy sir, I am a Brahman. How can I partake of such a meal?”

Then the hermit-magician went into his hut and out of tenderness to his guest he thought of a magic spell which grants all desires. And the spell appeared in bodily form, and said: “What shall I do?” And the hermit said: “Treat that man as an honoured guest.”

Then Moon-lord was astonished to see a golden palace rise before him and a grove with women in it. They came to him from the palace and said: “Sir, rise, come, bathe, eat, and meet our mistress.” So they led him in and gave him a chance to bathe and anoint himself and dress. Then they led him to another room.

There the youth saw a woman of wonderful beauty, whom the Creator must have made to see what he could do. She rose and offered him half of her seat. And he ate heavenly food and various fruits and chewed betel leaves and sat happily with her on the couch.

In the morning he awoke and saw the temple to Shiva, but the heavenly creature was gone, and the palace, and the women in it. So he went out in distress, and the hermit in his hut smiled and asked him how he had spent the night. And he said: “Holy sir, through your kindness I spent a happy night, but I shall die without that heavenly creature.”

Then the hermit laughed and said: “Stay here. You shall have the same happiness again to-night.” So Moon-lord enjoyed those delights every night through the favour of the hermit.

Finally Moon-lord came to see what a mighty spell that was. So, driven on by his fate, he respectfully begged the hermit: “Holy sir, if you really feel pity for a poor suppliant like me, teach me that spell which has such power.”

And when he insisted, the hermit said: “You could never win the spell. One has to stand in the water to win it. And it weaves a net of magic to bewilder the man who is repeating the words, so that he cannot win it. For as he mumbles it, he seems to lead another life, first a baby, then a boy, then a youth, then a husband, then a father. And he falsely imagines that such and such people are his friends, such and such his enemies. He forgets his real life and his desire to win the spell. But if a man mumbles it constantly for twenty-four years, and remembers his own life, and is not deceived by the network of magic, and then at the end burns himself alive, he comes out of the water, and has real magic power. It comes only to a good pupil, and if a teacher tries to teach it to a bad pupil, the teacher loses it too. Now you have the real benefit through my magic power. Why insist on more? If I lost my powers, then your happiness would go too.”

But Moon-lord said: “I can do anything. Do not fear, holy sir.” And the hermit promised to teach him the spell. What will holy men not do out of regard to those who seek aid?

So the hermit went to the river bank, and said: “My son, mumble the words of the spell. And while you are leading an imaginary life, you will at last be awakened by my magic. Then plunge into the magic fire which you will see. I will stand here on the bank while you mumble it.”

So he purified himself and purified Moon-lord and made him sip water, and then he taught him the magic spell. And Moon-lord bowed to his teacher on the bank, and plunged into the river.

And as he mumbled the words of the spell in the water, he was bewildered by its magic. He forgot all about his past life, and went through another life. He was born in another city as the son of a Brahman. Then he grew up, was consecrated, and went to school. Then he took a wife, and after many experiences half pleasant, half painful, he found himself the father of a family. Then he lived for some years with his parents and his relatives, devoted to wife and children, and interested in many things.

While he was experiencing all these labours of another life, the hermit took pity on him and repeated magic words to enlighten him. And Moon-lord was enlightened in the midst of his new life. He remembered himself and his teacher, and saw that the other life was a network of magic. So he prepared to enter the fire in order to win magic power.

But older people and reliable people and his parents and his relatives tried to prevent him. In spite of them he hankered after heavenly pleasures, and went to the bank of a river where a funeral pile had been made ready. And his relatives went with him. But when he got there he saw that his old parents and his wife and his little children were weeping.

And he was perplexed, and thought: “Alas! If I enter the fire, all these my own people will die. And I do not know whether my teacher’s promise will come true or not. Shall I go into the fire, or go home? No, no. How could a teacher with such powers promise falsely? Indeed, I must enter the fire.” And he did.

And he was astonished to feel the fire as cool as snow, and lost his fear of it. Then he came out of the water of the river, and found himself on the bank. He saw his teacher standing there, and fell at his feet, and told him the whole story, ending with the blazing funeral pile.

Then his teacher said: “My son, I think you must have made some mistake. Otherwise, why did the fire seem cool to you? That never happens in the winning of this magic spell.”

And Moon-lord said: “Holy sir, I do not remember making any mistake.” Then his teacher was eager to know about it, so he tried to remember the spell himself. But it would not come to him or to his pupil. So they went away sad, having lost their magic.

When the goblin had told this story, he asked the king: “O King, explain the matter to me. Why did they lose their magic, when everything had been done according to precept?”

Then the king said: “O magic creature, I see that you are only trying to waste my time. Still, I will tell you. Magic powers do not come to a man because he does things that are hard, but because he does things with a pure heart. The Brahman youth was defective at that point. He hesitated even when his mind was enlightened. Therefore he failed to win the magic. And the teacher lost his magic because he taught it to an unworthy pupil.”

Then the goblin went back to his home. And the king ran to find him, never hesitating.10
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My goal in collecting the stories about the “Sorcerer’s Apprentice” in this book was to include a large selection of the variants stemming from the tale types ATU 325 and ATU 325*, which have become popular in different cultures and have been disseminated throughout the world. Many of the other texts I have chosen are from nineteenth- and early twentieth-century English translations. The style and language of these works can sound somewhat quaint, but I believe that these unusual tales will provide readers with a sense of how the different tales were read, perceived, and transmitted in the course of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. I have lightly edited the tales to correct errors, avoid antiquated grammar, provide clarity, and create smooth transitions. I have not made any substantial changes.

During my research I became aware that there are hundreds, if not thousands, of tales linked to the humiliated and rebellious sorcerer’s apprentice. To avoid redundancy and repetition, I selected narratives that best represent the different memetic strains, or that are most unusual in shedding light on the master-slave conflict. I have also included a selected and chronological list of “Sorcerer’s Apprentice” tales, many of which are not in this anthology, so that readers can see how widespread the tale types are and why I have referred to them as memes. All the slight changes and adaptations in the telling and printing of the “Sorcerer’s Apprentice” tales are fascinating, and they need further study so that their particularity in the sociohistorical context in which they appeared can be appreciated. My hope is that other scholars and critics will use my research to continue to explore the “magic” not only in the “Sorcerer’s Apprentice” tales but also in tale types that are rooted in our cultural memories.


THE SORCERER’S APPRENTICE
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INTRODUCTION

The Sorcerer’s Apprentice, 
Harry Potter, 
and Why Magic Matters

It is now widely admitted by anthropologists that magic is based on power. A rite which has efficacy in se is exactly analogous to a word of power. It is by his power or mana that the sorcerer or medicine-man works his will. But it is important to notice in the lower culture the sorcerer’s power differs not so much in kind as in degree from that of the ordinary man. Everyone has some power, some personality.

—W. R. HALLIDAY, “THE FORCE OF INITIATIVE IN MAGICAL CONFLICT”1

The central problem, for anyone who wishes to use fairy tales as historical material, lies here. The common characteristic of such tales is their magical character. To understand them means understanding magic: understanding why people behaved in the ways for which we use magic as a general term. Now, if magical behaviour is irrational behaviour, this cannot be done. . . . In order to understand fairy tales, therefore, we must give an account of magic which will show that in its essence it is a thing familiar to ourselves, not as a spectacle, but as an experience: something which we habitually do, something which plays a part in our social and personal life, not as a mere survival of savagery, but as an essential feature of civilisation. If we can do this, we shall have reached a point of view from which, in principle at least, the magical elements in fairy tales become comprehensible; and we can go on to the strictly historical question of which of them can be understood, not only abstractly and in principle, but in detail, as manifestations of a particular historical stage of human development.

—R. G. COLLINGWOOD, THE PHILOSOPHY OF ENCHANTMENT2

FOR THE PAST FIFTEEN YEARS, I have wondered why a conventional series of fantasy novels such as the Harry Potter books has had such phenomenal success. I had tentatively proposed an answer to my own puzzlement in 2000, when I published Sticks and Stones: The Troublesome Success of Children’s Literature from Slovenly Peter to Harry Potter. I claimed that

there is something wonderfully paradoxical about the phenomena surrounding the phenomenon of the Harry Potter books. For anything to become a phenomenon in Western society, it must first be recognized as unusual, extraordinary, remarkable, and outstanding. In other words, it must be popularly accepted, praised, or condemned, worthy of everyone’s attention; it must conform to the standards of exception set by the mass media and promoted by the culture industry in general. To be phenomenal means that a person or commodity must conform to the tastes of hegemonic groups that determine what makes for a phenomenon. In short, it is impossible to be phenomenal without conforming to conventionality.3

I am not about to recant this critique. In fact, I could even elaborate and deepen it by discussing how the network of publicity and promotion forms and determines meanings in contemporary cultures throughout the world, and by demonstrating that the Harry Potter novels do not have an inherent meaning, but meaning bestowed on them by a massive web of fanzines, mass-mediated publicity, merchandising, films, and the creation of “myths” about the author, J. K. Rowling, and the origin of her novels, which are, to be sure, well-written and readily accessible to the common reader. But Rowling complies, and has had to comply, with the conventions of the culture industry. After all, popular culture is no longer made popular by the popolo, or the common people, but by forces that influence and manipulate how the popolo will receive and react to commodified forms of culture. The popolo is to be enchanted by the magic of commodification.

That said, something significant escaped my attention when I first tried to explain why the Harry Potter novels had such a mammoth success, and I want to attempt now to take a much different approach that has, I believe, ramifications for understanding the deep roots of fairy tales, magic, children’s literature, and popular culture. The Harry Potter novels hark back to stories about magicians and their apprentices, told and written down during and before the Common Era in Europe, Asia, and the Middle East. Such great dissemination was noted already in the nineteenth century by the great British folklorist, William Alexander Clouston, when he wrote:

The stem of what Mr. Baring-Gould terms the “Magical Conflict Root” has spread its branches far and wide in the shape of popular fictions in which two or more persons possessing nearly equal powers of changing themselves into whatever forms they please, engage in a life-or-death struggle. It seems to me that popular belief in men capable of acquiring such powers should sufficiently account for the universal prevalence of stories of this class, without seeking for their origin in primitive conceptions of the phenomena of physical nature, such as sunrise, sunset, clouds, lightning, and so forth.4

Indeed, these tales were widely disseminated over centuries by word of mouth and script until they became memetic, forming a memeplex, a pool of similar tale types, in Western cultural memory, expressing and touching upon core human dispositions and desires for self-knowledge, knowledge, and power that are related to the adaptation and survival of the human species. Underlying my thesis is the notion that “black” and “white” magic are opposite sides of erudite supernatural knowledge gained from an intense scientific study of the material universe. The “knowers” of the basic elements of our world—the magicians, sorcerers, wizards, witches, inventors, shamans, scientists, medicine men, priests/priestesses, gurus, generals, and politicians—use “black” and “white” magic to transform themselves and their environments in ways that most people cannot. In seeking omniscience and immortality sorcerers reveal that their success depends ethically on whether they will share their magic (knowledge or mana) to benefit the majority of the people or whether they will use their magic (knowledge or mana) to dominate the people of the world. These sorcerers are omnipotent shape-shifters, and they represent what we all want but cannot obtain unless we live in the wish-fulfillment of fairy tales that we project. The appeal and significance of magic in fairy tales stems from the manner in which it is contested. Magic is differentiated in the hundreds of tales about sorcerers and their apprentices, but one thing is clear: none of the protagonists and antagonists doubt the existence of magic, and they all realize that this mana can be used for good or evil purposes.

So to understand how and why we use magic in life-and-death struggles recorded as fairy tales, I want to first focus on the Harry Potter novels as a fairy tale,5 for in doing so we can see their relationship to the tale type “The Magician and His Pupil,” as classified by Hans-Jörg Uther in The Types of International Folktales,6 a catalogue that enables researchers to trace the origins and dissemination of tales with similar plots. Then I shall discuss how deeply the tale type of “The Magician and His Pupil” is historically rooted and how widely it spread in Asian, Middle Eastern, European, and American folklore since at least the fourth century BCE, and how it became a staple of children’s literature much later—during the late nineteenth century, thanks to the transformation of the Grimms’ tales as stories for children, and during the twentieth century, thanks to Disney’s 1940 film Fantasia and book version of The Sorcerer’s Apprentice. Then I shall discuss how Georg Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel’s notions of “The Master-Slave Dialectic” in Phenomenology of the Spirit (1807) are crucial for understanding the conflicts in the “Sorcerer’s Apprentice” tales. This discussion is followed by a brief analysis of why and how the tale type of the “Sorcerer’s Apprentice” as meme is so deeply rooted and disseminated in all cultural memories throughout the world, from transformations of cultural legends into magical fairy tales, as in the Krabat tales of Central Europe, to contemporary cinematic and narrative adaptations of sorcerer’s apprentice tales in English-speaking countries.

We can only manage to know ourselves in life-and-death struggles played out metaphorically in tales we tell and write. The “Sorcerer’s Apprentice” tales concern not only past magical conflicts related to problematic apprenticeships but also contemporary ways society teaches and “civilizes” young people either to conform to contradictory values and norms that expose hypocrisies, or to question and reform them so that magical knowledge can benefit the common good. It is precisely because the “Sorcerer’s Apprentice” tales deal with problems of attaining awareness of the self and of the world that they have obtained great relevance and have become memetic in various forms. A “childist” world7 hinders most children from gaining critical knowledge of their societies and environments, or denies them the freedom to express themselves and develop talents that will enable them to make decisions about knowledge and power. Whatever magic they may attain is used for self-survival, but the question remains: Is self-survival enough to guarantee the transformation of the world into a haven where children can flourish and develop their talents through peaceful cooperation? Is self-survival enough, then, to guarantee the survival of the world?

THE HARRY POTTER NOVELS AS FAIRY TALE

Critics have proposed various theories about Harry Potter as a male Cinderella or Little Tom Thumb, the odd little fellow who uses his wits to outsmart ogres and predators.8 He is the little guy who always triumphs despite the odds against him. To my knowledge, however, no one has associated these novels with the tale type ATU 325, “The Magician and His Pupil,” which is the classification number and title used by Hans-Jörg Uther in The Types of International Folktales (2004)9 to identify narratives in which a young man seeks to obtain magic against the wishes of a sorcerer. If we were to undertake this task—to make a compact fairy tale out of the seven novels associated with ATU 325, “The Magician and His Pupil”—here is a summary of how they would read:

Once upon a time there was an eleven-year-old boy named Harry Potter. He was an orphan and lived in a boring town with his philistine relatives, the crude commoners known as the Dursleys, who treated him badly. They were insensitive Muggles, and Harry wanted to escape them and the town. One day he received a visit from the half-giant Hagrid, who informed him that he was a wizard and had been chosen to study magic at Hogwarts School, an enchanted place, a short train ride from London. When Harry traveled to Hogwarts, he made friends with Ron Weasley and Hermione Granger, who helped him in various struggles for survival. Indeed, Harry, anointed as “the boy who lived” after the murder of his parents by Lord Voldemort, the most evil and powerful wizard in dark history, had many battles with Voldemort in seven long years at Hogwarts. So he needed all the helpers he could find, such as the owl Hedwig and the wise Professor Dumbledore. In one of his first trials he learned to use the cloak of invisibility to protect the philosopher’s stone of immortality from Voldemort. Numerous friends and foes were shape-shifters, and part of Harry’s learning at Hogwarts demanded that he distinguish between true professors of the Defense against the Dark Arts and those who supported the evil of Voldemort. However, despite Harry’s ability to use white magic, Voldemort’s power kept mounting, and Harry was left to his own resources when Professor Dumbledore, his spiritual guide, was killed. By the time Harry turned eighteen, he developed into an adroit, powerful, and cunning wizard, and in a grand gesture of sacrifice, he allowed Voldemort to kill him because Harry contained a horcrux within him that was a fragment of Voldemort’s evil soul. However, Harry learned from the spirit of Dumbledore in limbo that Voldemort himself had accidentally already killed the horcrux in him with a killing curse so that Harry could return to life and slay Voldemort with a disarming charm. In the happy ending Harry marries well and sends his children off to study magic at the exclusive boarding school at Hogwarts, just as many well-to-do British and American families send their children to elite private schools today.

In short the structure of Rowling’s fairy tale resembles the folklore tale type ATU 325, which has the following plot functions: (1) A poor father apprentices his son to a magician/sorcerer to study magic for one or three years at a mysterious place/school. The son as pupil can be released only after he spends the designated time in the magician’s school and only if his father or mother recognizes him in a transformed condition, usually as a bird (dove, raven). Important here is that the sorcerer more or less enslaves the boy and wants to keep him as slave. (2) The son secretly flies home and indicates to his father/mother how he or she can recognize him, or the father and mother are helped by a mysterious stranger who advises them on how to recognize their son. (3) Once liberated, the son, who has learned and gained just as much knowledge of magic as his master, can shape-shift, and he uses this magic power to transform himself into an animal so that his father can sell him for a good deal of money as an ox, a cow, a dog (often a greyhound), or a horse at country markets or fairs. Then, after he is sold, the son returns to his human form and escapes the buyer. The son can only return to his human form if the father keeps the leash/bridle/halter that binds him. Son and father become wealthy. (4) The magician seeks revenge at a fair/market, buys his former apprentice when transformed into a horse, and manages to keep the bridle/halter. (5) The magician imprisons the pupil as horse and punishes him through torture and with the intention to kill him. (6) The pupil uses his cunning and knowledge of magic to escape, and the magician pursues him in a battle of shape-shifting. They transform themselves into birds, fish, rabbits, rings, apples, precious stones, and grains of corn or barley. In one final major battle the magician becomes a rooster/hen, and the pupil becomes a fox and bites off his head or devours him. There is always a bloody battle to death. (7) Sometimes the pupil returns to his father; sometimes he marries a princess or maiden who has helped him. There is no indication how he will use his magic power in the future. There is no apparent reason for him to use it for malevolent purposes, because his life is no longer in danger and he does not seek to exploit other people.

In my opinion, the Harry Potter novels owe their popularity to the rich worldwide tradition of “Sorcerer’s Apprentice” tales, which are ever-present as memetic stories in cultural memories. It is not necessary to trace just how the novels have stemmed from a particular literary or oral tradition. What matters is that they evince a deep belief in the power of magic/mana as a supernatural means to “fashion” or “create” one’s life as one personally desires and to triumph over nefarious forces that seek to hinder self-development. What matters is that we recognize how the “Sorcerer’s Apprentice” tales inform our lives more than we realize. They are historically and culturally prominent in our cultural memories. They make us aware that magic matters, no matter what its substance may be, no matter what form it takes.

To understand just how informed and formed we are by the “Sorcerer’s Apprentice” tales, we must also consider an important variant of tale type ATU 325, among some other hundreds if not thousands of minor offshoots. This other tale type, ATU 325*—often called “The Apprentice and the Ghosts” or, misleadingly, “The Sorcerer’s Apprentice”—involves a foolish apprentice who reads a forbidden book of magic. This occurs when the master magician leaves the house of magic. Sometimes, the curious and ambitious apprentice does not read a book but instead overhears the magician pronouncing spells, and tries to imitate the magician. In short, the apprentice wants to use magic to gain recognition and become the magician’s equal. Since he does not fully grasp the power of the magic, the apprentice calls forth demons or ghosts, who cause chaos until the magician returns and brings everything back to order. In the end the apprentice learns a lesson about not using language and knowledge until he is capable and mature enough to control what he conjures. The magician reprimands, scolds, or punishes the apprentice and then vanishes. Sometimes the magician brings about the apprentice’s death. In more recent stories or books for children, the apprentice is generally portrayed as a “blockhead” or bumbling ignoramus.

By studying the complex or memeplex of tale type ATU 325 (the major tale type, “The Magician and His Pupil”) and ATU 325* (“The Apprentice and the Ghosts”), we can see how relevant the “Sorcerer’s Apprentice” tales are in contemporary cultures throughout the world. In the development of a tale type as meme—and not all fairy tales become memes—one basic text or tale type becomes stable and more fit to survive under all social and cultural conditions than other memetic tales as it is adapted or adapts itself through diverse modalities. In the process it spawns variant memes that surround the stable type to form a memeplex.10 The variants stand in dialogue with one another or are in opposition to one another. Though they have different plots and patterns, they are part of a whole—that is, part of the memeplex. Clearly, the tale type of “The Apprentice and the Ghosts,” in which a young man is humiliated, is an oppositional version of “The Magician and His Pupil,” in which a young man defeats a tyrannical and demonic master by using the magician’s own magic.

Both tale types have roots in ancient India, Mongolia, Egypt, Siberia, Turkey, Greece, and Italy, and may share the same sources. Since the stories in these two oral and literary traditions listed as the same tale type are often referred to by the same title, “The Sorcerer’s Apprentice,” which can cause confusion, I will categorize the tales in “The Magician and His Pupil” tradition as part of the tale type “The Sorcerer’s Rebellious Apprentice,” and the tales in “The Apprentice and the Ghosts” tradition as part of “The Sorcerer’s Humiliated Apprentice.” Indeed, I am doing this because many catalogue designations in The Types of International Folktales are confusing or too general, and the titles and tales are not sufficiently distinguished from one another. This ambivalence is especially the case in “The Magician and His Pupil,” which does not tell us anything about two distinct tale types that are in an antagonistic relationship with one another. Ideologically speaking, the one tale type, which I shall simply call “The Rebellious Apprentice Tale,” challenges the basic assumptions of the other tale type, which I shall call “The Humiliated Apprentice Tale.” Their antagonistic differences continue to play out historically and culturally in contemporary societies throughout the world, with diverse consequences. So we must return to the past to grasp why apprentices rebel against or comply with the holders of supernatural magical knowledge and power.

With this crucial distinction in mind I shall discuss the evolution of the conservative and conventional tale type, the “Humiliated Apprentice,” and its more radical tale type, the “Rebellious Apprentice,” with regard to the master-slave conflict, which is at the center of the memeplex. But before I do this, I want to mention that there are some significant variants from other genres that also contribute to the memeplex. One of the most significant tale types, “The Magic Flight,” ATU 313, forms the basis of European folk ballads that can be traced back to many songs of the late medieval period. In his pioneer study The English and Scottish Popular Ballads (5 volumes, 1882–98), Francis James Child indicates in his analysis of “The Two Magicians” that there were and are hundreds of European ballads related to the tale type of the “Sorcerer’s Apprentice.”11 One of them demonstrates a clear connection:

About a Godless Sorcerer and the Miraculous Redemption of His Innocent Children (Von einem gottlosen Zauberer und seiner unschuldigen Kindlein wunderbarer Erlösung)








	Once there were two innocent children

	Es waren zwei zarte Kindlein,




	a boy and girl without care or sin.

	Ein Knabe und ein Mädchen;




	But their father was a godless rake,

	Ihr Vater war ein gottloser Bub’.




	Who swore to the devil they were his to take.

	Er schwor die Kinder dem Teufel zu




	Oh, praise be the Lord in Heaven!

	O höchster Gott im Himmelreich!




	

	




	The children lived in a foreign land

	In einer Höhlen unbekannt,




	in an unknown cave filled with sand.

	Da lebten die Kinder im fremden Land.




	The sorcerer had a magic book

	Der Zauberer hatt’ ein Zauberbuch




	which pleased him with each look he took.

	Daran er groß Gefallen trug.




	

	




	The boy, too, liked to read this book,

	Der Knabe las in dem Buch so gern,




	Whenever the sorcerer was away.

	Wenn oft der böse Zauberer fern.




	He cleverly learned magic from this book,

	Lernt’ zaubern wohl aus dieser Schrift.




	And just how one made magic work.

	Und wie man einen Zauber trifft.




	

	




	“Sister, the wicked one’s wandering about.

	O Schwesterlein, der Böse ist aus,




	Let’s go now into the world! We must set out!”

	Wir wollen nun in die Welt hinaus!




	So the two rushed off as fast as they could

	Die zwei, sie eilten den lieben Tag,




	and wandered as far as they possibly could.

	So viel nur einer wandern mag.




	

	




	And when it soon became late at night,

	Und als es war am Abend spät,




	The evil spirit came all too near.

	Der böse Geist hinter ihnen naht:




	“Oh, brother, we are lost and can’t stay here,

	O Bruder, jetzt sind wir verloren hier.




	For the wicked spirit is very near.”

	Der böse Geist ist nahe schier!




	

	




	The young man uttered a powerful spell

	Der Jüngling sprach einen argen Spruch




	Learned from the book he had studied so well.

	Den er gelernt aus dem Buch.




	So his sister became a pond which he wished,

	Das Mägdlein ward ein großer Teich.




	While he changed himself right into a fish.

	Der Jüngling einem Fische gleich.




	

	




	The wicked man walked around the water,

	Der böse gieng um das Wasser rund,




	But he couldn’t catch the fish he sought.

	Den Fisch er da nicht fangen konnt’,




	So he ran back to his cave in a rage,

	Da lief er zornig nach seiner Höhl’.




	To see if he could fetch some nets and a cage.

	Ob er sich Netze holen könnt’.




	

	




	The two rushed off as fast as they could

	Die zwei, die eilten einen Tag,




	And wandered as far as they possibly could.

	So viel nur einer wandern mag;




	“Oh, brother we are lost and can’t stay here.

	O Bruder, jetzt sind wir verloren hier,




	For the wicked one is very near.”

	Der böse Geist ist nahe schier!




	

	




	The young boy now uttered a powerful spell,

	Der Jüngling sprach einen argen Spruch,




	Learned from the book he had studied so well.

	Den er gelernt aus dem Buch.




	So the girl was turned into a holy chapel,

	Das Mädchen ward da eine Kapell’,




	Her brother became an image on the altar.

	Der Knab’ ein Bild auf dem Altar.




	

	




	The wicked man walked around the church,

	Der Böse ging um das Kirchlein rund,




	But failed to snatch the image as he lurked.

	Das Bild er da nicht kriegen kunnt’’,




	So he went back to his cave in a rage

	Da lief er zornig nach seiner Höhl’,




	To see if he could fetch some fire or a cage.

	Ob er sich Feuer holen möcht.




	

	




	On the third day they fled, as fast as they could,

	Die zwei, die eilten den dritten Tag,




	And wandered as far as they possibly could.

	So viel nur einer wandern mag;




	“Oh, brother, we are lost and can’t stay here,

	O Bruder, jetzt sind wir verloren hier,




	For the wicked spirit is very near.”

	Der böse Geist ist hinter dir!




	

	




	The young boy now uttered a powerful spell,

	Der Knabe sprach einen argen Spruch,




	Learned from the book he had studied so well.

	Den er gelernt aus dem Buch:




	The girl became a barnyard floor.

	Das Mägdlein ward eine Tenne fest,




	The boy changed into barley corn.

	Der Knab’ lag drauf, ein Körnlein Gerst’.




	

	




	The wicked man walked around the floor.

	Der Böse gieng wohl um die Tenn’,




	He uttered a spell and became a hen.

	Er sprach ein Wort, er ward eine Henn’,




	He wanted to swallow the corn on the floor.

	Er wollte schlingen die Gerste hinein.




	Oh, the boy’s lost and won’t live much more.

	Der Knab’ sollt’ schon verloren sein




	

	




	But the boy now uttered a powerful spell.

	Der Knabe sprach einen argen Spruch,




	Learned from the book he had studied so well.

	Den er gelernt aus dem Buch;




	And taking his time he became a fox,

	Er ward ein Fuchs da wiederum,




	That twisted the hen’s neck until it was dead.

	Und drehte der Henne, den Hals herum.




	Oh, praise be the Lord in Heaven!

	O höchster Gott im Himmelreich!12






Child writes: “There can be little doubt that these ballads are derived, or take their hint, from popular tales, in which (1) a youth and maid, pursued by a sorcerer, fiend, giant, ogre, are transformed by the magical powers of one or the other into such shapes as enable them to elude, and finally to escape, apprehension; or (2) a young fellow, who has been apprenticed to a sorcerer, fiend, etc., and has acquired the black art by surreptitious reading in his master’s books, being pursued as before, assumes a variety of forms, and his master others, adapted to the destruction of his intended victim, until the tables are turned by the fugitive’s taking on the stronger figure and dispatching his adversary.”13

“The Godless Sorcerer,” collected and published in 1843 by Guido Görres, includes key motifs of the “Sorcerer’s Apprentice” tradition such as the magic book, the clever boy who learns how to use magic better than the magician, transformation of humans into animals, barley corn, and a fox that kills a chicken or rooster. So, it is in other genres and art forms that the “Rebellious Apprentice” and the “Humiliated Apprentice” tales were disseminated and took hold of people of all classes. These tales had to mean something; they had to be relevant for so many variants to have been spread in many different societies for over four thousand years. They began with bits and pieces in stories and were cobbled together by anonymous storytellers and singers. The only reason we absorb them today is that they still speak to us more than ever.

THE HUMILIATED APPRENTICE

In two excellent studies, Graham Anderson’s Fairytale in the Ancient World (2000) and William Hansen’s Ariadne’s Thread (2002), the authors both cite Lucian’s comic Philopseudes (The Lover of Lies, ca. 150 CE) as one of the main sources of “The Humiliated Apprentice,” which they believe has much older variants and stems from an oral tradition. Anderson summarizes the tale as follows:

A young Greek called Eucrates is touring Egypt and in the course of a trip on the Nile encounters Pancrates, an amazing magician, to whom he is apprenticed; the latter does not require any domestic servant, but instead enchants household objects, a broom and a pestle, to undertake domestic tasks on their own. Eucrates overhears the spell and in the sorcerer’s absence is able to activate the magical servant. Unfortunately he is also unable to stop its activities once started, having only overheard the first half of the spell; splitting the animated pestle with an axe only divides it into two servants instead of one. Only the returned sorcerer can put a stop to the now three magical servants, and having done so he disappears. Eucrates still knows his half of the spell, but dare not use it for fear of the consequences. Thereafter, he travels on to Memphis, and the great stone colossi of Memnon delivers him an oracle.14

It is impossible to determine how this short satirical tale spread over the next several centuries either through oral tradition or print.15 But spread it did. In fact, several similar Greek and Egyptian tales were circulating before and about the same time that Lucian wrote his version. In his important book In Search of the Sorcerer’s Apprentice, Daniel Ogden outlines a schema of the motif-set of this tale type, which I have summarized here and which can be readily discerned in the other Greek and Egyptian tales and in most of the “Humiliated Apprentice” tales up through the twenty-first century:

1.An Egyptian setting. (The setting changes after the Hellenistic period according to the country in which the tale is told or printed.)

2.A keen and studious but prematurely ambitious young man apprenticed to a priest-magician.

3.A desperate desire to master a technology, but despite the young man’s best efforts, he is unable to discover the knowledge that is key to the control of that technology.

4.A magical book or books supporting the technology that the young man tries to use or steal.

5.A venerable priest-magician who is the young man’s master.

6.The young man’s gradual working of his way into the confidence and friendship of the priest-magician.

7.The young man’s beseeching of the priest-magician for an all-important specific revelation.

8.Failure of the young man’s endeavors to use and control magic.

9.Revelation of or initiation into the key and essential knowledge in an underground cavern or crypt and/or punishment of the young man for overreaching.16

In discussing the history of both the “Humiliated Apprentice” and the “Rebellious Apprentice” tales during the Hellenistic period, we must bear in mind what Fritz Graf has to say about magic:

The practice of magic was omnipresent in classical antiquity. The contemporaries of Plato and Socrates placed voodoo dolls on graves and thresholds (some of these dolls can be found in modern museums). Cicero smiled upon a colleague who said that he had lost his memory under the influence of a spell, and the Elder Pliny declared that everybody was afraid to fall victim to binding spells. The citizens of classical Teos cursed with spells whoever attacked the city; the Twelve Tables legislated against magical transfers of crops from one field to another; and the imperial law books contain extensive sanctions against all sorts of magical procedures—with the sole exception of love spells and weather magic. . . . Ancient magic lived on: Greek spells from Egyptian papyrus books reappear in Latin Guise in astrological manuscripts at the time of Christopher Columbus; the story of the sorcerer’s apprentice, told in Lucian, is famous in European literature and music, and the image of the modern witch is unthinkable without Greek and Roman antecedents. Magic, in a certain sense, belongs to antiquity and its heritage, like temples, hexameters, and marble statues.17

An example of one of the more interesting tales that indicates the prevalence of magic and the tale type of the “Humiliated Apprentice,” discussed and summarized by Ogden, is the Demotic Egyptian romance, Setne, which was probably composed during the reign of Ptolemy Philadelphus (283–246 BCE). Here a wise man and scribe named Naneferkapah wanders through the desert of Memphis and encounters a priest, who tells him that he is wasting his time reading inscriptions on tombs. Instead, the priest directs him to a magical book written by the god Thoth that will teach him to understand the language of all the world’s creatures and other things as well. Naneferkapah pays him and finds the book concealed within multiple chests and guarded by six miles of snakes and scorpions in the waters of Coptos. After he takes the book, Thoth is angry and obtains permission from the god Pre to destroy Naneferkapah and his family. After Thoth drowns Naneferkapah’s son and wife, he buries them in Coptos. Then he drowns Naneferkapah in the Nile and buries him in Memphis along with his magical book. Now Prince Setne sneaks into Naneferkapah’s tomb and steals the book despite the warnings of the ghosts of Naneferkapah and his wife, who then torture him with hallucinations until he returns the book. In the end Prince Setne is compelled to bring about the reunion of the bodies of Naneferkapah, his wife, and son. The chief of police builds a house over their resting place in Memphis.18

Lucian may or may not have known this and other similar tales. What is important is that numerous stories about magic and magicians were told and written down during the Hellenistic period and assumed cultural relevance.19 Ogden even argues that Apuleius’s The Golden Ass bears resemblance to the tale type of the “Humiliated Apprentice” tales. Interestingly, the Greek version of The Lover of Lies was not translated into Latin until approximately the fifteenth century, and it was not translated into European vernacular languages until the late eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. It does not seem to have been very popular, but some indication that it was being disseminated and told can be seen in Franz Anton von Schiefner’s “The Magician’s Pupil” from the Kangyur (ca. 13th century) and from François Pétis de la Croix’s “The Story of the Brahmin Padmanaba and the Young Hassan” (1707). In von Schiefner’s tale the pupil is deprived of magic power, while Hassan, his father, and stepmother are all killed by monsters because they betray the Brahmin Padmanaba.

By the time some version of Lucian’s “Eucrates and Pancrates” had reached the great German writer Johann Wolfgang von Goethe, he decided to write a brief poem called “Der Zauberlehrling” (“The Sorcerer’s Apprentice,” 1797), which is a simplistic imitation of Lucian’s more comical story. Here the apprentice is the speaker of the poem, which deals with his desperation and frustration when he calls forth ghosts who flood the sorcerer’s house while the sorcerer is absent. Once the sorcerer returns, he calmly banishes the ghosts. This poem, which is not particularly interesting, was translated into English a few times in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries and was somewhat popular in Germany and the rest of Europe, where other similar prose versions were disseminated.20 Such “popularity” can only be attributed to the fame of Goethe.

During the nineteenth century few oral folk or literary fairy tales were based on the plot of the “Humiliated Apprentice” tale type. However, mention should be made of a short ballad by the famous romantic poet Robert Southey. His “Cornelius Agrippa’s Bloody Book” (1801) is a devastating depiction of what happens to a young man when his curiosity gets the better of him. Other notable short variants include tales by Sir Walter Scott (“The Last Exorciser,” 1838); Bernhard Baader (“Magic Book,” 1851); Sabine Baring-Gould (“The Master and His Pupil,” 1866); John Naaké (“The Book of Magic,” 1874); Alfred Fryer (“The Master and His Pupil,” 1884); Sheykh-Zāda (“The Lady’s Fifth Story,” 1886); and Edith Hodgetts (“The Blacksmith and the Devil,” 1890). In all these tales from Europe and Egypt the apprentice never achieves his goal even when, in one instance, the young pupil seeks to kill his master. Moreover, the sorcerers, even when they are the devil, are not depicted as evil. Rather they are powerful holders of magical knowledge. Indeed, throughout history, sorcerers or holders of power are to be venerated. They inspire awe.

In 1896–97, Goethe’s short work was transformed into a symphonic poem by the French composer Paul Dukas with the title The Sorcerer’s Apprentice and the subtitle “Scherzo Based on a Ballad by Goethe.” This adaptation was highly significant because Walt Disney used Dukas’s music in his animated version of “The Sorcerer’s Apprentice” in 1940. (Incidentally, Disney and his collaborators seemingly copied many incidents and motifs from a 1930 film directed by Sidney Levee and produced by William Carmen Menzies. They were the first to make use of Dukas’s music to accompany their remarkable narrative, which is much more interesting than Disney’s version.)21 Disney included “The Sorcerer’s Apprentice” in the film Fantasia as part of an effort to resurrect the popularity of Mickey Mouse, whose “fame” had declined during the 1930s. Mickey had always been drawn as scrawny and mawkish. In this film, which soon became a popular picture book in the 1940s, Mickey is portrayed with softer, more cuddly features and speaks in a little boy’s sweet voice. As a servant to a powerful wizard he must do menial tasks like sweeping floors, chopping wood, and carrying water from the well to scrub the floors. When the sorcerer has to leave the house Mickey takes his wizard’s cone cap and puts it on his head. He soon begins to command the broom to do all his chores. At one point he rests, falls asleep, and dreams that he is the greatest sorcerer in the world; meanwhile, the broom keeps carrying water from the well and floods the house. In desperation Mickey tries to stop the broom by chopping it with an axe. However, he only creates more brooms and a huge flood. When the sorcerer returns, he immediately restores everything with one command. Angrily he swats Mickey with the broom and sends him off to work. In the Disney picture book, the ending is slightly different; the magician frowns and says, “Don’t start what you can’t finish.” Then Mickey trudges off to work like a slave.

The Disney film and book are significant in the oral and written tradition of the “Humiliated Apprentice” because they “infantilize” the tale type. By this I mean the original storytelling, which had been primarily intended for adults, including Goethe’s poem, was transformed into a children’s warning story about power and a young person’s place in the world. The ideological message, already apparent in Lucian’s story, is reinforced by Disney’s version: young people are to obey omnipotent people, and if they try to use the knowledge and power of their mentors before they have been fully formed by these magicians, they will bring demons into the world and create chaos. From this point onward in Western culture, the meme of the “Humiliated Apprentice” assumes an importance and relevance that may be due to its response to the times. When the film was produced, dictators ruled Germany, Italy, Russia, and Japan, and the early years of World War II demanded strong leaders in allied countries. It is not by chance that a memetic tale type expands and rises in response to changing social and political conditions. The leader who can work magic, or who uses magic to entrance people, continues to have an appeal through all forms of mass-mediated culture. Magical charisma is necessary for any world leader to attain and retain power.

The favorable presentation of the omnipotent sorcerer in children’s literature that followed the Disney film and Disney picture books in 1940 can be seen in three banal picture books for young readers: Richard Rostron’s The Sorcerer’s Apprentice (1941), illustrated by Frank Lieberman; Marianna Mayer’s The Sorcerer’s Apprentice: A Greek Fable (1989), illustrated by David Wiesner; and Nancy Willard’s The Sorcerer’s Apprentice (1993), illustrated by Leo and Diane Dillon. Moreover, in numerous other books such as Nicholas Stuart Gray’s The Sorcerer’s Apprentices and Barbara Hazen’s The Sorcerer’s Apprentice (1969), illustrated by Tomi Ungerer,22 we find the same demeaning message for children who seek knowledge of magic and want to experiment with it: young boys need to be taught a lesson of obedience if they want to learn anything. In Rostron’s version, evidently capitalizing on the popularity of the Disney film, the author sets the predictable action in Switzerland, and a bumbling apprentice named Fritzl causes chaos that has to be brought under control by the sorcerer, who screams at Fritzl in rage: “Get out of my sight, you blockhead! I’ve reached the end of my patience! Go on, get out! Go back where you came from!”23 In Mayer’s medieval tale, a boy by the name of Alec must learn that a little bit of knowledge can be a dangerous thing. Willard’s version introduces a girl named Sylvia as the apprentice, and the author’s rhymes describe how the red-headed girl upsets everything in the house of the great magician Tottibo while he is napping. At the end of the poem, when Tottibo comes to the rescue, he tells Sylvia with “a sneer” and a “tone and manner most severe” that she must learn to cast a spell and practice until she does it well.

While there is common sense in almost all the oral and written versions of this tale type, what is disturbing and questionable is the portrayal of the sorcerer as godlike, the possessor of absolute knowledge that only he possesses and knows how to use. Most of the tales depict male wizards, who “own” total knowledge of magic and whose power is unquestionable. They are to be obeyed without question, while the apprentices, mainly boys, are humiliated if they try to learn by themselves. (The tale type tends to be gender-specific.) The struggle between master and pupil is always won by the master in this tale type, but let us turn now to the other more prevalent tale type, the “Rebellious Apprentice,” before we explore the ramifications of the two tale types and why they are so pertinent today.

THE REBELLIOUS APPRENTICE

The insightful scholar Donald Beecher has made some very astute comments about this tale type that can help us understand its historical significance. He cites Stith Thompson, one of the foremost American folklorists in the twentieth century, who found that “The Rebellious Apprentice” was known

not only throughout Europe with a particular density of occurrences in the Balkans, but also in Turkey, Egypt, Siberia, India, North Africa, the Dutch East Indies, the Philippines, and even Missouri, where it was carried by the early French settlers. Clearly, as a narrative “meme” the story has invaded consciousnesses around the world on a competitive basis and has confirmed its survival in forms differing less from one another than is usually the case with orally transmitted materials. It has three parts that have remained firmly associated, namely, the circumstances leading to an apprenticeship, the boy’s return home, where he shows his father how he can be sold for profit by transmitting himself into various costly animals, and the metamorphosis contest that arises as the master seeks to destroy his pupil.24

Though it is not entirely clear whether we can ever know the exact origin of this tale type and whether the Asian and Middle Eastern versions influenced the Western tales or vice versa, folklorists and scholars of classical Greek, Roman, Egyptian, and Asian literature have found and studied similar motifs in Hesiod’s Catalogue of Women, Ovid’s Metamorphoses, the ancient Mongolian Siddhi-Kür, the Turkish History of the Forty Vezirs, “The Second Kalendar’s Story” in The Arabian Nights, and in Indian and Asian folklore of the early medieval period.25

The transformations in and of the sources and tales about sorcerer’s apprentices are fascinating, for the major shape-shifters at the beginning of recorded tales seem to have been women, and the plots of the early Greek stories concern their desire to establish their own identity rather than to be married against their will, or raped. In addition, the tales reflect the social relations of their times and are somewhat influenced by religious rites and magic. Shape-shifting is possible among both males and females, particularly the gods, but women are always suspect in their ability to shape-shift, while men are rarely questioned when they transform themselves. In either case, shape-shifting was common for humans and mortals. As Elaine Fatham points out,

Shapeshifters feature in the mythologies of many nations, but as Forbes Irving has argued in his recent study of Greek mythology, their capacity to move swiftly through a baffling series of transformations distinguishes them from either gods or mortals, who can merely transform or disguise themselves on occasions. What seems to have attracted Ovid to choose those figures for his narrative was the autonomy of the self-transformer, whose powers enabled him or her to shape his or her own tale.26

Much earlier than Ovid’s Metamorphoses, Hesiod’s version27 of the Erysichthon and Mestra tale is a case in point. In this tale Erysichthon, who is king of Thessaly, is cursed with an insatiable appetite because he had offended the god Demeter. In order to obtain food, Erysichthon exhausts his wealth and then makes a plan to satisfy his hunger with the help of his daughter Mestra, whom Poseidon has given the power to transform herself into whatever she wishes. The clever Mestra allows herself to be sold repeatedly to various rich men, and each time, after she receives the money, Mestra transforms herself into some kind of animal and returns to her father, leaving the buyer perplexed. One of the first to be duped is Sisyphus, who wants his son Glaucus to marry Mestra. Sisyphus and Erysichthon quarrel, and the goddess Athena settles the dispute in Erysichthon’s favor. Meanwhile, Poseidon takes Mestra away from her father to the island of Cos, where she gives birth to Eurypylus in her union with Poseidon. Eventually, Mestra returns to Athens to take care of her father. Indeed, she is her own woman.

The significance of this somewhat farcical tale, recorded sometime in the sixth century BCE, concerns its subversive and rebellious quality, which appears in a later version by Ovid and also in “The Second Kalendar’s Story” (ca. 9th–14th century) in The Arabian Nights. In the latter, tragic tale a king’s daughter, who has the ability to metamorphose as she wishes, engages an ifrit, or genie, in a vicious battle. She defeats the genie, but she also dies saving the life of a prince who had been transformed into an ape. Though there is no sorcerer-apprentice or master-slave conflict in this tale or in Hesiod’s “Erysichthon and Mestra,” the shape-shifting Mestra successfully rebels against a Greek god and retains her independence. In a superb scholarly study of the Erysichthon and Mestra tale, which places it in its sociocultural context, Kirk Ormand writes:

The story of Mestra belongs to a set of myths about female shape-shifters, and like them, represents certain wide-ranging anxieties about women’s sexual power in ancient Greece. Shape-shifting myths seem to be keyed to gender. Shape-shifting for males is not linked to a single moment or phase of their lives; for them it is a constant attribute, one that is present throughout their narratives, and it does not seem to be linked to any particular social structures. Female characters, by contrast, have and lose the ability in specific circumstances. Women have the ability to shape-shift only before marriage, and the stories about their shape-shifting always take place in the context of trying to avoid marriage. . . . The form of the Mestra narrative and her reasons for shape-shifting are different from other versions of this particular tale and from myths of other female shape-shifters. The trope of female instability is used in this story to reflect concerns about women’s social mobility that are tied to the specific social milieu of archaic Athens and, in particular, to Athenian marriage laws.28

Of course, it is possible to study all the Mestra tales from other perspectives. For instance, Noel Robertson studies the ritual background of begging with regard to the Erysichthon and Mestra tales and similar stories.29 But the themes of autonomy and self-consciousness tend to be prevalent in most. Other tales focus on the initiation of young men. Certainly, many of the “Rebellious Apprentice” tales that originated in other societies during the early medieval period adapt the motif of shape-shifting, change the gender of the tales’ central character, and reveal a ritualistic background and pursuit of magic.30

In the introduction to the Mongolian Siddhi-Kür, for instance, which was derived from earlier Indian Sanskrit versions of the first century CE or even before,31 a short, fascinating “ritualistic” tale serves as the frame for eleven other stories. It concerns the son of a khan, who steals the key to magic from seven magicians. His older brother had been sent to learn magic from the seven magicians, but he is not very good at it. When the young brother visits him with food, he peers into the house of magic and is able to learn all about the magic of the seven magicians almost instantly. Then he and his older brother depart, and he asks his jealous older brother to sell him as a horse in the country of the magicians and to return home with the money. He intends to change himself back into a human after his brother completes the sale. However, due to a mistake and jealousy, the brother sells him to the magicians, who want to slay him. Consequently, the young son of the khan changes himself into a fish, then a dove, and finally—with the help of Nâgârg’una, a wise Buddhist—into a bead, each time evading the seven magicians. Finally, when the seven magicians transform themselves into fowls to eat the beads that had become worms, the khan’s son assumes his human form with a sword in his hand and chops off the heads of the fowls. In light of the fact that the khan’s son has murdered the seven magicians, Nâgârg’una sends the khan’s son to do penance on a quest to find and bring him the Siddhi-Kür (the enchanted corpse). The khan’s son does this, and on his way back to Nâgârg’una, the Siddhi-Kür tells him eleven stories and then escapes.32

Here it is important to note that, according to Rachel Busk, “Nâgârg’una was the 15th Patriarch in the Buddhist succession, born in South India, and educated a Brahmin; he wrote a treatise in 100 chapters on the Wisdom of the Buddhist Theology, and died BC 212.”33 After his conversion to Buddhism, his school of thought played a major role in the conflict between Brahminism and Buddhism, and for many years after his death, Buddhist moral values were disseminated in tales and collections of tales such as the Siddhi Kür. Raffaella Riva maintains:

Buddhism represents in fact the main factor of propaganda and transformation of the Tales of the Bewitched Corpse. The main direction of the migration has been northward, following the diffusion of Buddhism in Tibet, probably around the VII century A.D. . . . It is also important to stress the fact that tales easily circulate orally and the stories of the vetãla represented no exception. They travelled along with merchants caravans, with missionary monks or pilgrims crossing the Himalayan range. In this way they were taken over by Tibetan story-tellers and constituted the basis for the manifold written versions still circulating in Tibet.34

Throughout the Middle Ages and the early Renaissance in Europe there are signs that motifs of the tale type of the “Rebellious Apprentice” spread, took root, and defined the basic features that would make the tale more easily memorable and memetic. In his brilliant essay on the origins and history of this tale type,35 Emmanuel Cosquin summarizes the numerous components of “The Rebellious Apprentice” that have been used and cultivated by storytellers, writers, and artists during the past two thousand years: (1) The hero is entrusted to a magician by his father or mother at a very young age; (2) father and son encounter a magician named Oh! or Ah! (or some other name) when either one of them breathes deeply and utters a sound that summons the magician; (3) sometimes the young man is promised to the sorcerer before his birth; (4) the young man alone searches for work and finds a position with the magician by himself; (5) during his time in the magician’s mysterious or haunted house, the apprentice is helped or given advice by friends or by a young woman; (6) there are many different transformations of the master and the apprentice that take place inside the house in which the magician displays his powers by changing the young man into a bird, cow, snake, and so on; (7) there are also numerous transformations in the combat between magician and apprentice, both using magic to metamorphose themselves into diverse animals, fish, and fowls; (8) inevitably the apprentice who learns all he needs to know about magic frees himself from the sorcerer, and sometimes he steals the sorcerer’s magic book; (9) the sorcerer seeks revenge and wants to kill the apprentice; and (10) kill or be killed, the apprentice uses his skill of transformation to defeat the sorcerer.

Cosquin makes it clear that there is no single source of the tale type of the “Rebellious Apprentice,” and he took issue with his professor, Theodor Benfey, who asserted that the “Sorcerer’s Apprentice” tales originated in India out of conflicts between Brahmins and Buddhists.
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