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ABSTRACT
This paper is an attempt to study combinations of tale types using a networks 
approach and calculating the centrality index of each type (degree, betweenness, 
eigenvector centrality). The network of tale types seems to take the form of a ‘small 
world’ with a few types serving as bridges between highly connected sets of tale 
types. The centrality of each type also seems to depend more on its age than on 
how widespread it is.

KEYWORDS : tales of magic • tale types • combinations • network • centrality

I N T R O D U C T I O N

A tale type is a particular narrative schema in which episodes and narrative motifs are 
organised in a sufficiently stable way. It is above all a tool for classifying and study-
ing oral transmission stories, i.e. in the Aarne–Thompson–Uther (ATU) classification. 
The tale type system is very useful for thinking about folk tales in general because 
it allows structure where diversity would otherwise only be apparent. Yet folk tales 
are rarely pure and rarely belong to a clearly determined type. The folklorist François-
Marie Luzel (1887: 418) said: 

I have reproduced these [i.e. the stories] exactly as I have collected them, in order 
to give an idea of the way certain storytellers, believing to increase the interest of 
their tales, modify and mix them, to please the listeners. The more a tale is long and 
filled with marvels and tests, and the more it has of success, usually, to the public of 
the winter evenings. The longer the tale and the more it is filled with marvels and 
tests, the more successful it usually is at the audience of winter evenings. 

* The author thanks the reviewers for their constructive comments which greatly contributed 
to improving this paper, as well as the editorial team of the Journal of Ethnology and Folkloristics 
for their invaluable work during the editing process.
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According to Lutz Röhrich (1976: 291), “contamination is the essence of popular 
poetry”. For Vladimir Propp (1928: 14–15), “fairy tales have one particularity: the parts 
of a story can be transported without any change in another story”. The importance of 
contamination in the transmission of tales has been widely studied, and the curious 
reader can be referred to various articles in the Enzyklopädie des Märchens, including 
“Affinität” (Voigt 1977), “Assoziation” (Fisher and Lüthi 1977) and “Kontamination” 
(Shojaei Kawan 1996). So it could be useful to analyse the importance that each instance 
of storytelling has in the construction of other instances, and how folk tales interact 
with each other.

Many questions arise: is the interaction between these folk tales random? Are there 
any rules governing of the networks thus formed? If rules exist, can they be expressed 
mathematically? And if so, what do they tell us about the establishment of our oral 
folklore? Although this word is the basis of our analysis, it is difficult to precisely define 
the notion of combinations of folk tales and so we will use Hans-Jörg Uther’s definition 
(2011: 12–13): under the rubric “Combinations”, he lists “the most important of the tales 
that belong to narrative cycles, or form combinations and contaminations”. The repre-
sentation of such combinations can take the form of a collection of tale types potentially 
interacting as a system; these types would be the vertices of the network and would be 
linked into a whole web by undirected edges that would be combinations of interact-
ing folk tales. The network approach to studying human phenomena is not new, for 
example the study of social networks, including among characters in narratives (for 
example Mac Carron and Kenna 2012) or the study of the evolution of particular folk 
tale networks (Karsdorp and van den Bosch 2016; d’Huy 2018). 

The ATU classification system has been used to identify folk narratives through tale 
type numbers and their combinations. In what follows I use a category of folk tales 
named ‘tales of magic’ (Uther 2011; ATU 300–794A) to construct a network; such tales 
are plotted by beings and/or objects with supernatural power. 

M A T E R I A L

The most frequent combinations of each tale type with others have been obtained 
empirically using the work of Uther, who only listed combinations that occur in at least 
three examples, those with at least eight examples being listed first. This makes it pos-
sible to minimise the risks associated with categorising versions: for instance, a version 
C misclassified as a tale type A combined with a tale type B is not enough to bias the 
connection between A, B and C for the entire tale type. It should be noted that non-
European traditions are severely under-represented in this database (as Uther himself 
acknowledges) and that our results are only completely valid in Western Eurasia.

To avoid sample bias, high (eight examples at least) and low levels (less than eight 
examples) of combination between two types have been analysed together and all 
nodes have been treated as identical: indeed, the boundary between seven and eight 
combinations depends on factors too random to be valid. Only tale types with interac-
tions were selected. In the final dataset, each tale type was linked to an average of 4.0613 
other tale types.
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M E T H O D  A N D  R E S U L T S

Network Construction

The matrix of connected tale types was analysed using Social Network Visualizer v.2.3. 
(Kalamaras 2017; matrix: adjacency). Many centrality measures (Degree Centrality; 
Eigenvector Centrality; Betweeness Centrality) were used to address the question, 
“what is the most central ATU tale type in the studied network?” and to quantify the 
‘importance’ or ‘influence’ of each ATU tale type. Each measure is based on different 
assumptions, rather than the classical two-dimensional presentation of the database. In 
order to make the results readable as widely as possible, two graphical representations 
showing the same results were always used. The ATU tale types corresponding to the 
numbers are given in Appendix 1.

The Degree of Centrality (DC) is the sum of edges attached to a node, i.e. in the cur-
rent paper the number of direct relations of a tale type with others. DC is a standardised 
index (0 ≤ DC ≤ 1). An ATU tale type with a high score is often a node highly connected 
in the network, yet a large number of the relations could be with low level entities 
(Table 1; Figures 1a and 1b). The mean DC is 0.042 (variance = 0.001) with 23 classes. 
This measure is the most objectively representative of the database.

Table 1. ATU tale types with highest Degree of Centrality.

Node Label DC DC’
16 ATU 313 The Magic Flight 32.000 0.198

17 ATU 314 Goldener (previously The Youth Transformed into a 
Horse) 31.000 0.191

1 ATU 300 The Dragon Slayer 30.000 0.185
47 ATU 400 The Man on a Quest for His Lost Wife 28.000 0.173
4 ATU 302 The Ogre’s (Devil’s) Heart in the Egg 27.000 0.167

103
ATU 531 The Clever Horse (previously Ferdinand the True and 
Ferdinand the False). This miscellaneous type comprises various 
tales dealing with a clever horse.

24.000 0.148

3 ATU 301 The Three Stolen Princesses 21.000 0.130
111 ATU 554 The Grateful Animals 21.000 0.130

108 ATU 550 Bird, Horse and Princess (previously Search for the 
Golden Bird) 19.000 0.117

57 ATU 425 The Search for the Lost Husband. This type refers to a 
cycle of related tales. 19.000 0.117
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Figures 1a and 1b. Radial (a) and on levels (b) by Degree of Centrality. In order to make the results read-
able as widely as possible, two graphical representations showing the same results were always used. The 
meaning of both representations is exactly the same.1
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The Eigenvector Centrality or EVC (see Bonacich 1972; standardised index: 0 ≤ EVC’’ 
< 1) is an extension of the simpler DC because it assigns a score proportional to the 
scores of its neighbours to all nodes. As for the DC method, EVC takes account the 
number of connections that every tale type has. With this method, high scoring nodes 
contribute more to the score than equal connections to low scoring nodes (Table 2; Fig-
ures 2a and 2b). The mean EVC is 0.046 (variance = 0.004). By comparing DC and EVC 
one can make a diff erence between tale type properties of a) combinations only (DC) 
and b) combinations with tale types which themselves have higher numbers of combi-
nations (EVC). EVC makes it possible to highlight the most central of the most central 
tale types.

Table 2. ATU tale types with highest Eigenvector Centrality.

 Node  Label  EVC  EVC’  EVC’’
1 ATU 300 The Dragon Slayer 0.307 1.000 0.040

17 ATU 314 Goldener (previously The Youth Transformed 
into a Horse) 0.299 0.973 0.039

16 ATU 313 The Magic Flight 0.272 0.886 0.036
4 ATU 302 The Ogre’s (Devil’s) Heart in the Egg 0.266 0.866 0.035
47 ATU 400 The Man on a Quest for His Lost Wife 0.262 0.852 0.035

103
ATU 531 The Clever Horse (previously Ferdinand the 
True and Ferdinand the False). This miscellaneous 
type comprises various tales dealing with a clever 
horse. 

0.236 0.770 0.031

3 ATU 301 The Three Stolen Princesses 0.226 0.738 0.030

108 ATU 550 Bird, Horse and Princess (previously Search 
for the Golden Bird) 0.218 0.710 0.029

7 ATU 303 The Twins or Blood  Brothers 0.195 0.635 0.026
111 ATU 554 The Grateful Animals 0.181 0.590 0.024
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Figures 2a and 2b. Radial (a) and on levels (b) by Eigenvector Centrality.
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The Betweenness Centrality (BC) index of a node identifies its centrality on a graph 
based on the shortest path, i.e. the number of times a node acts as a bridge on the short-
est path between two other nodes, and also represents the importance of a tale type in 
combination with other tale types. This measure allows us to test the hypothesis of a 
situation in which information travels through the whole network of ATU tale types 
along the shortest path identifying the most central narratives.

Table 3. ATU tale types with highest Betweenness Centrality scores.

Node Label BC BC’
47 ATU 400 The Man on a Quest for His Lost Wife 1982.898 0.152
16 ATU 313 The Magic Flight 1974.593 0.151

17 ATU 314 Goldener (previously The Youth Transformed into a 
Horse) 1278.007 0.098

57 ATU 425 The Search for the Lost Husband. This type refers to a 
cycle of related tales. 1153.732 0.088

4 ATU 302 The Ogre’s (Devil’s) Heart in the Egg 1016.993 0.078
1 ATU 300 The Dragon Slayer 986.798 0.076
111 ATU 554 The Grateful Animals 941.974 0.072

153 ATU 707 The Three Golden Children (previously The Three Golden 
Sons) 869.193 0.067

27 ATU 326 The Youth Who Wanted to Learn What Fear Is 772.982 0.059

103
ATU 531 The Clever Horse (previously Ferdinand the True and 
Ferdinand the False). This miscellaneous type comprises various 
tales dealing with a clever horse. 

747.930 0.057
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Figures 3a and 3b. Radial (a) and on levels (b) by Betweenness Centrality.
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The synthesis of the results is summarised in Table 4 and will be discussed below.

Table 4. Synthesis: ATU tale types with highest Centrality scores.

Node Label DC EVC BC
1 ATU 300 The Dragon Slayer X X X
4 ATU 302 The Ogre’s (Devil’s) Heart in the Egg X X X

17 ATU 314 Goldener (previously The Youth 
Transformed into a Horse) X X X

16 ATU 313 The Magic Flight X X X
47 ATU 400 The Man on a Quest for His Lost Wife X X X

103
ATU 531 The Clever Horse (previously Ferdinand the 
True and Ferdinand the False). This miscellaneous 
type comprises various tales dealing with a clever 
horse. 

X X X

111 ATU 554 The Grateful Animals X X X
3 ATU 301 The Three Stolen Princesses X X

57 ATU 425 The Search for the Lost Husband. This type 
refers to a cycle of related tales. X X

108 ATU 550 Bird, Horse and Princess (previously Search 
for the Golden Bird) X X

7 ATU 303 The Twins or Blood Brothers X

153 ATU 707 The Three Golden Children (previously The 
Three Golden Sons) X

Network Properties

The average distance between two tale types – the distance between two vertices on 
a graph is the number of edges crossed when taking the shortest path – is 3.38774. By 
way of comparison, and to give an example, the average distance within a graph inde-
pendently made up of 163 vertices, generated by connecting vertices randomly using 
the Erdõs-Rényi method (model G [n, p]; edge probability: 0.05), is 2.1099 (Figure 4). 
The Erdõs-Rényi method is used to generate random graphs and to establish what it 
means for a property to hold for almost all graphs. A random graph with edge prob-
ability of 0.05 means a graph with a given number of vertices where for any two vertices 
the probability that there is an edge connecting them is 5% independently of the other 
edges. Conversely, within a regular circular Ring-Lattice graph with 163 vertices, where 
all vertices have 4 neighbours, this distance is 20.7531; with 6 neighbours, this distance 
is 14. A circular ring lattice is a regular network in a circular form where each node con-
nects to all of its nearest neighbours with the same number of degrees. Such a graph 
forms a regular tilling, a perfect non-random network. The network formed by ATU 
tale types is therefore close to a randomly constructed network.
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Figure 4. Random graph generated using the Erdõs-Rényi method.
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The local Clustering Coefficient (CLC), i.e. the likelihood of a node having neigh-
bours that are also connected (Watts and Strogatz 1998), and the CLC’, i.e. the adjusting 
value of the CLC to a notionally common scale, quantify how close each node and its 
neighbours are to being a complete subgraph. A score of 1 implies that each component 
of the network is a clique, i.e. a subset of vertices such that every two distinct vertices in 
the clique are adjacent. Here, the mean CLC is 0.671 (variance: DC: 80.082; EVC: 91.140; 
BC: 102.198), this score indicating a high transitivity. Transitivity implies that if a is con-
nected with b and b is connected with c, then c should be connected with a. The graph 
constructed using the Erdõs-Rényi method shows a low local clustering coefficient (0.1 
with a variance of 0.399). The average local clustering coefficient obtained from the 
Ring-Lattice graph is closer to the results obtained from the tale type network (d = 4 : 
0.5 with a variance of 0.229; d = 6 : 0.6 with a variance of 0.2290). The result shows that 
a lot of distinct ATU tale types in the complete graph are adjacent, i.e. are connected by 
an edge.

The 10 ATU tale types with the highest scores as calculated for each type of central-
ity – DC, EVC and BC (see Tables 1, 2, 3) – have been removed to observe the effects 
of their absence on the network. As a result, the average shortest path length (or num-
ber of mediating edges) between two ATU tale types calculated from the whole data-
set (3.38774) increases between 26.16 and 29.92% (DC: 4.35568, +28.57%; EVC: 4.40144, 
+29.92%; BC: 4.27397, +26.16%). According to these results, the ATU tale types with the
highest scores represent points of failure in the network, their deletion leading to a dra-
matically increased average path length.

Influence of ‘Cultural Success’ on the Centrality Measures

Ara Norenzayan, with colleagues (2006), tried to determine the Grimm brothers’ stories 
that had the greatest cultural success. Although this research focuses only on Grimm’s 
stories, it concerns many of the tale types studied here. To obtain a measure of cultural 
popularity, Norenzayan et al. conducted searches of the World Wide Web in English 
and German, using Google. For each search, which included the exact title of each folk 
tale and the word “Grimm”, the number of Web page ‘hits’ were counted as a rough 
indicator of cultural popularity. Norenzayan et al. then retained the most and the least 
culturally successful tales. All the stories with the greatest cultural success that were 
also present among the ATU index were retained for the current analysis: ATU 300 
The Dragon-Slayer is represented in the collections of the Brothers Grimm under the 
name Die zwei Brüder (tale number 60); ATU 301 The Three Stolen Princesses, under the 
name Dat Erdmänneken (tale number 91); ATU 313 The Magic Flight, under the name 
Die Wassernixe (tale number 79); ATU 314 Goldener, under the name Iron Hans or Der 
Eisenhans (tale number 136); ATU 400 The Man on a Quest for His Lost Wife, under the 
name Der Trommler (tale number 194); ATU 425 The Search for the Lost Husband, under 
the name Das singende springende Löweneckerchen (tale number 88); ATU 531 The Clever 
Horse, under the name Ferenand getrü und Ferenand ungetrü (tale number 126); ATU 550 
Bird, Horse and Princess, under the name Der goldene Vogel (tale number 57); ATU 554 The 
Grateful Animals, under the name Die treuen Thiere (tale number 104).

The centrality scores of these tale types have been calculated (Table 5).
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Influence of Diffusion

It is difficult to assess the influence of the geographic distribution of the tale types on 
their centrality score, since there are no specific studies for each of them. However, it is 
possible to use the Types of International Folk Tales if we do not forget that it is above all 
a tool to study the tale types. It can only give an idea of their distribution, i.e. country, 
region or language area where a tale type is spread (d’Huy et al. 2017).

To accept the following results, it is also necessary to consider that the biases in the 
identification of narrative areas are balanced for each of them, which prevents precise 
calculations. 

The Types of International Folk Tales cannot tell whether a tale type is well known in an 
area. Nevertheless, as a general indicator the correlation between the centrality scores 
of a set of tale types – including both all tale types with a high centrality score, and the 
‘most successful’ stories identified in Norenzayan et al. 2006 – on the one hand, and the 
number of cultural areas identified in Uther’s book (2011) where each tale type is spread 
on the other hand, has been calculated (Table 6). The result shows a statistical trend 
with a high correlation between the dissemination of tale type and its centrality score. 

Table 5. Culturally successful fairy tales (according to Norenzayan et al. 2006). 

ATU Code 
in the 
current 
paper

Name Degree of  
Centrality 
(DC’)

Eigenvector 
Centrality 
(EVC’’)

Betweenness 
Centrality 
(BC’) 

310 12 The Maiden in the Tower 0.025 0.005 0.000
327A 29 Hansel and Gretel 0.080 0.013 0.028
333 41 Little Red Riding Hood 0.012 0.000 0.000
405 – Jorinde and Joringel

410 – Sleeping Beauty

425C 60 Beauty and the Beast 0.037 0.005 0.008
426 – The Two Girls, the Bear and the 

Dwarf
440 67 The Frog King 0.019 0.001 0.000
450 71 Little Brother and Little Sister 0.043 0.005 0.004
461 76 Three Hairs from the Devil’s 

Beard
0.049 0.008 0.027

480 83 The Kind and the Unkind Girl 0.074 0.006 0.031
500 – The Name of the Supernatural 

Helper
510A 91 Cinderella 0.074 0.005 0.010
533 105 The Speaking Horsehead 0.012 0.000 0.000
555 112 The Fisherman and His Wife 0.012 0.000 0.000
709 155 Snow White 0.049 0.004 0.003
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D I S C U S S I O N

To begin, it is necessary to remember that a tale type is not a tale, but an abstract type 
with the purpose of subsuming stories that are similar. This is not a material reality, 
and a degree of arbitrariness exists in the definition. In addition, some versions may be 
misclassified, leading to possible errors. Finally, the definition of tale type is very broad. 
There are not only narrative types that describe narrative acts (such as ATU 300), but 
also collective narrative types that describe a general process, an overall structure, sub-
suming several tale types under a general type (such as ATU 400). Under these circum-
stances, the ATU classification system can only be used as a first step, since it is above 
all a research tool for systematising texts and secondary literature. 

What does the network study of ATU tale types tell us? The properties of this net-
work are in agreement with those identified for certain small world networks by Dun-
can J. Watts and Steven H. Strogatz (1998), with a small average shortest path length 
close to purely random graphs and a large clustering coefficient significantly higher 
than expected by random chance. In accordance with the hypothesis of a small world 
structure, the deletion of the most central ATU tale types causes a dramatic increase in 
mean shortest path length. This highlights the fact that some of the ATU tale types are 
more important than others in the mutual combinations, probably acting as a mental 
intermediary for storytellers between distinct groups of ATU tale type mainly connected 
inside smaller clusters. In other words, some typical stories act as ‘highway junctions’ 
between several large sets of folk tales. The study of such smaller clusters is beyond our 
scope, but provides some interesting research avenues for the future.

The influence of two factors (cultural success and diffusion area) on measures of cen-
trality has been tested. It is significant to note that none of the most central tales deter-
mined in the present study are part of the list established in Norenzayan et al. 2006. This 
result allows us to rule out the thought that these high scoring tales could have been 
chosen to please an audience who were waiting for these tales like spectators waiting 
for a famous song at a concert. Indeed, if there had been such expectation it would have 
mechanically led to an increased number of connections of these famous tales with the 
other tales. Conversely, according to data from the same authors, many famous narra-
tives such as Little Red Riding Hood have a low centrality score (Table 5). Only the dis-
semination of tale type (rather than cultural success) seems to be a determining factor, 
with a high value of Pearson and Spearman correlation between the number of cultural 

Table 6. Correlation between each centrality measure of a set of ATU tale types (i.e. all tale types 
with a high centrality score and the ‘most successful’ stories identified by Norenzayan et al. 

2006: ATU 300, 301, 302, 303, 310, 313, 314, 327, 333, 400, 425, 425C, 440, 450, 461, 480, 510A, 531, 
533, 550, 554, 555, 707, 709) and the number of areas identified by Uther (2011).

DC’ EVC’ EVC’’ BC’
Pearson 0,83371 

(p=4,2E-07)
0,80021 
(p=2,6775E-06)

0,79835 
(p=2,9377E-06)

0,66842 
(p=0,0003567)

Spearman 0,86816 
(p=3,8672E-08)

0,82514 
(p=6,9976E-07)

0,80886  
(1,7182E-06)

0,77065 
(p=1,0526E-05)
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areas identified for each folk tale and their centrality. While the Pearson correlation coef-
ficient is a measure of the linear correlation between two variables, X and Y (Pearson 
1895), the Spearman correlation assesses monotonic relationships (whether linear or not) 
between the ranking of the two variables (Spearman 1904). For both coefficients, 1 shows 
a total positive correlation, 0 shows no linear correlation, and 1 shows total negative 
correlation between the two variables. The correlation explains between 45–75% of the 
variability of the database, so the most central tale types are also the most widely spread. 
The area of distribution of these later tale types is probably not due to their cultural suc-
cess. If we accept the assumption that a widespread ATU tale type predates an isolated 
ATU tale type, following the assumption that the widespread form of a narrative is older 
than its rare form (Propp 1928), it is also theoretically possible that the most central ATU 
tale types have survived since antiquity. This makes it possible to propose a correlation 
between the centrality of ATU, their spread and their assumed age.

The great age of folk tales with a high centrality score is only an explanatory hypoth-
esis. However, for the majority of the seven tale types with the highest centrality scores, 
it must be noted that other clues also point in this direction (see also d’Huy 2018 for 
similar results on the Clever Fox tale types).

Three different approaches (areal, structural and phylogenetic) have shown the 
great antiquity of ATU 300 The Dragon-Slayer. Yuri Berezkin (2013–2014) uses areal dif-
fusion to show the Paleolithic and Eurasian origin of the fight against the “dragon”. 
The great age of the motif of the fight between a thunder god and a “dragon” is also 
highlighted by Joseph Fontenrose (1980), who notices that distribution covers the whole 
of the northern hemisphere, whereas Michael Witzel (2008; 2012) makes a similar obser-
vation concerning the more general motif of the fight between the hero and the mytho-
logical snake. Kurt Ranke (1934) also showed the great antiquity of Eurasiatic ATU 300 
and 303, even if Ranke reached no precise conclusion as to the age of these types. Using 
a structural approach to compare Lithuanian and Belarusian myths, which are among 
the most conservative, Viačeslav Ivanov and Vladimir Toporov (1970) demonstrate 
the great Indo-European antiquity of the fight between the storm god and the dragon. 
Finally, phylogenetic analysis also reconstructs the motif of the fight against the dragon 
during the Eurasiatic Paleolithic period (d’Huy 2014; 2016a). The phylogenetic method 
is based on the idea that the more two cultural traditions or two versions of the same 
folk tale/myth are similar, the more recent the date of their divergence. This assumption 
makes it possible to build evolutionary trees and, based on the structure of these trees, 
to reconstruct the first forms of traditions and tales. This is of course a quick summary, 
for example borrowing is also taken into account, and the results obtained are com-
pared with those obtained using the same methods from other corpora, or using radi-
cally different approaches (d’Huy 2012; 2016b; Le Quellec 2015; d’Huy and Berezkin 
2017; Le Quellec and d’Huy 2017).

About the ATU 302 The Ogre’s (Devil’s) Heart in the Egg, James George Frazer (1913: 
95–132) shows the worldwide diffusion of the belief that a man’s soul or heart may be 
deposited for safety outside of his body, and that so long as it remains intact there, the 
person is invulnerable and immortal. According to the view of this tale type as Palaeo-
lithic, Andrei Korotayev and Daria Khaltourina (2011) demonstrate that the motif of 
Invulnerability Except in One Spot: Unique External Soul belonged to a set of myths con-
centrated in southern Siberia and in the north-eastern part of Central Asia, as well as 
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in northern America (with a lesser distribution in southern America). The distribution 
of this set of myths shows a significant statistical correlation in Eurasia, Oceania and 
America, to the distribution of mitochondrial DNA C (between 10 and 14.5% of the vari-
ance explained). Haplogroup C would have appeared in Central Asia approximately 
24,000 years ago, and the start of later diffusion of this haplogroup could also be related 
to the spread of the tale. 

In agreement with Berezkin (2013: 162–165), the worldwide diffusion of the main 
motifs of ATU 313 The Magic Flight (i.e. D671 or D672 according to the classification of 
Thompson 1956) and their absence in Australia and Melanesia suggests a Palaeolithic 
diffusion, yet older than the out of Africa period. This motif is already mentioned by 
Franz Boas (1914: 384–386) as one of the proofs of transmission of tales from the Old to 
the New World; Gudmund Hatt (1949: 92–94) regards as certain the fact that the ‘magic 
flight’ spread beginning in the Pre-Columbian period from Asia to America.

Claude Lévi-Strauss (1995 [1991]: 182) notes the similarities between ATU 314 Gold-
ener (more precisely Scurfy John), the widespread north-amerindian story of the Lynx 
that “belongs to the most authentic part of Amerindian patrimony”, and an even closer 
Aztec legend. He concludes that ancient diffusion was probable, “even though we are 
able to reconstitute neither their itineraries nor their chronology” (ibid.: 185). Given the 
necessity for contact to conduct such a transmission, the tale must go back at least to the 
first settlement of America.

A Paleolithic form of one of the three different types of ATU 400 The Man on a Quest 
for His Lost Wife (namely the Swan Maiden) has been reconstructed using arealogical 
(Berezkin 2010) and phylogenetic (d’Huy 2016c) analyses. The tale probably appears in 
South East or East Asia. Moreover, according to Hatt (1949: 94–96, 107), the motif prob-
ably spread from Asia to America through the North Pacific region.

To my knowledge, there are no studies assessing the age and the origin of ATU 554 
The Grateful Animals. The fact that it is known in Mesoamerica (Peñalosa 1996: 66) and 
is widespread in North America (Thompson 1929: Note 46), like ATU 314, may points 
toward the great antiquity of the tale, but nothing could be less certain and it could be 
independent inventions or later diffusion. It is also difficult to evaluate the antiquity of 
ATU 531 The Clever Horse, because this miscellaneous type comprises various tales deal-
ing with a clever horse. 

Despite these limitations, 5 of the 7 tales are probably Palaeolithic and it is remark-
able that a number of these very ancient stories were preserved in under the shape of 
central fairy tales. This paper is not the place to take sides about the reasons for the 
longevity and popularity of these tales, yet it may provide some insight on this ques-
tion, including the choice of the ATU tale types to study. Various avenues of reflection 
have already been opened up concerning, for example, the effect of minimally counter-
intuitive cognitive template that includes mainly intuitive concepts combined with a 
minority of counterintuitive ones (e.g. Barrett 2000; Norenzayan et al. 2006) or the role 
of emotion and how it enhances formation and retrieval of memory via the activation of 
certain neuromodulators (d’Huy 2013).

A possible limitation of this paper is the presence among the results of miscellane-
ous or heterogeneous tale types, for example ATU 400 or ATU 531, which merge epi-
sodes with different areal distributions; this classification may give an undue advantage 
to some types. However, this hypothesis is impossible to check with the ATU database 
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in its current form and case studies are essential to provide a better understanding of 
the relations between folk tales. Another possible limitation of this study is that it only 
considers fairy tale types. Taking into account the combinations of tales of different 
categories could help reduce or increase the centrality of some of them. In the preface to 
Roger Pinon’s book Le Conte merveilleux comme sujet d’études (1955), Paul Delarue wrote 
that “we still lack in-depth studies on phenomena that have played a role in the life of 
the story: contamination for example” (ref. by Ténèze 1958: 297), which leads Marie-
Louise Ténèze (1958: 298) to note that 

the continuation of Paul Delarue’s Catalogue will bring valuable elements to such 
a study; as would be the case now, for those who would try to collect them, many 
passages from his annotated editions, examples of contamination at different lev-
els, either by junction pattern or by thematic analogy.

Further research is also required to assess the influence of each of these different levels.

N O T E S

1 Correspondance: 1/ 300; 2/ 300A; 3/ 301; 4/ 302; 5/ 302B; 6/ 302C*; 7/ 303; 8/ 303A; 9/ 304; 10/ 
306; 11/ 307; 12/ 310; 13/ 311; 14/ 312; 15/ 312D; 16/ 313; 17/ 314; 18/ 314A; 19/ 314A*; 20/ 315; 21/ 
315A; 22/ 316; 23/ 317; 24/ 318; 25/ 321; 26/ 325; 27/ 326; 28/ 327; 29/ 327A; 30/ 327B; 31/ 327C; 32/ 
327F; 33/ 327G; 34/ 328; 35/ 328*; 36/ 328A*; 37/ 329; 38/ 330; 39/ 331; 40/ 332; 41/ 333; 42/ 334; 43/ 
360; 44/ 361; 45/ 363; 46/ 365; 47/ 400; 48/ 402; 49/ 403; 50/ 403C; 51/ 404; 51/ 407; 53/ 408; 54/ 409; 55/ 
409A; 56/ 412; 57/ 425; 58/ 425A; 59/ 425B; 60/ 425C; 61/ 425D; 62/ 425E; 63/ 431; 64/ 432; 65/ 433B; 
66/ 434; 67/ 440; 68/ 441; 69/ 442; 70/ 449; 71/ 450; 72/ 451; 73/ 452B*; 74/ 460A; 75/ 460B; 76/ 461; 
77/ 465; 78/ 470; 79/ 470A; 80/ 470B; 81/ 471; 82/ 475; 83/ 480; 84/ 480A; 85/ 501; 86/ 502; 87/ 505; 88/ 
506*; 89/ 507; 90/ 510; 91/ 510A; 92/ 510B; 93/ 511; 94/ 513; 95/ 513A; 96/ 513B; 97/ 516; 98/ 517; 99/ 
518; 100/ 519; 101/ 530; 102/ 530A; 103/ 531; 104/ 532*; 105/ 533; 106/ 537; 107/ 545A; 108/ 550; 109/ 
551; 110/ 552; 111/ 554; 112/ 555; 113/ 556F*; 114/ 559; 115/ 560; 116/ 561; 117/ 562; 118/ 563; 119/ 
564; 120/ 565; 121/ 566; 122/ 567; 123/ 567A; 124/ 569; 125/ 570; 126/ 571; 127/ 571B; 128/ 575; 129/ 
577; 130/ 580; 131/ 590; 132/ 591; 133/ 592; 134/ 610; 135/ 611; 136/ 613; 137/ 650A; 138/ 652; 139/ 655; 
140/ 665; 141/ 667; 142/ 670; 143/ 670A; 144/ 671; 145/ 673; 146/ 675; 147/ 681; 148/ 700; 149/ 705A; 
150/ 705A*; 151/ 705B; 152/ 706; 153/ 707; 154/ 708; 155/ 709; 156/ 710; 157/ 713; 158/ 715; 159/ 715A; 
160/ 720; 161/ 725; 162/ 735; 163/ 735A.
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