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Good afternoon everyone.  Welcome back!  I feel a little bit like a fish out of water 

because I see quite a number of pretty renowned and highly respected authors, illus-

trators and animators.  I am essentially an academic.  I teach teachers, those who are 

taking their Masters in gifted and talented education.  But mostly I’m a clinical psy-

chologist and my passion is looking at the psychology of artists, psychology of creative 

and I suppose a lot of it can be seen in the work that I do.  Before I begin with the Spells 

and Devils and Folk Tales, I’d like to share with you a little bit about the website that I 

have on children’s literature and young adult fiction.  It’s called GatheringBooks.org.  

It’s been running for over a year now.  This is just something that I do because I love to 

do it.  As the poet Rumi said, “If you do things from your soul, you feel the river moving 

in you a joy”.  And it’s a joy today to have this website.  So we are on Facebook, we are 

also on Twitter.  I know that the earlier presentations noted their being a little bit out 

of touch with digital literacy and Web 2.0.  I have done several sessions on combining 

those in The Asian Festival of Children’s Content in Singapore.  This is the history of 

Gathering Books.  It’s essentially a meeting of the minds of young adults, my students 

and psychology and my gifted kids.  These are some of my gifted children from the Phil-

ippines.  And when I moved to Singapore, I felt that it was essential for us to reconnect.  



Thus, the website was born.  So, that’s the team behind Gathering Books.  This is me 

and my 9-year-old daughter.  We also do interviews of authors, interviews of illustrators.  

These are only some of the authors and illustrators that we’ve featured.  And of course 

we have Suzy Lee, we featured here for a wordless picture book, bi-monthly theme.  So 

we have themes every other month.  We also featured the voices of children because I’d 

like to know what their thoughts are about certain books, and we call that Quill Junior.  

And we have a number of submissions from quite a bit of Singaporean young writers 

as well.  

Ok, so back to Folk Tales.  So that’s a little bit of a segue. Now why is it important for 

us to look into folk tales?  I find that increasingly, people have been moving from one 

place to the next and with the presence of the Internet, you can either be at one place 

or the other.  You are neither here nor there.  So it becomes even more essential for us 

to develop this kind of intercultural skills.  And one of the ways through which we can 

be more familiarized with other country’s thoughts and way of life, would be through 

folk tales.   Now what is the nature of folk lore?  My presentation will be a little different 

from the previous ones.  There will also be quite a number of visuals and images.  But it 

is essentially an analysis of the threads that bind together folk tales.  What is the source 

of my folk tales?  I looked at 5 different books.  Originally it was just Singapore or Ma-

laysian or Indonesian or Philippine.  But when I was invited here when Kirti asked me to 

come over and share a bit of my thoughts on folk tales I also included Indian children’s 

favorite stories.  This was a gift given to me by Rosemarie herself during the previous 

AFCC, Asian Festival of Children’s Content.  So I looked at all of these short stories and 

I tried to see what are the threads that bind them together.  So these were the books as 

you can see here.  Now I understand that there are limitations to that kind of book selec-

tion because it may not really be coming from the folks themselves.  These are primarily 

selections of the publisher and the authors.  So as such there will be quite a number of 

constraints and limitations.  But as it is no one has ever done anything in connection 

to this, no one has really looked into all of these things.  So, I thought that it would be 

good to do some kind of study on that.  Apart from that it also covers an International, 

global market and I thought that it provides that kind of thread in continuity because it 

is as series of books on children’s favorite stories coming from different countries.  Now, 

what I’d like to see would be, what are the cultural values that are evident in folk lore 

and what are some of the illustrations  of the characterizations of heroes and villains 

in the story.  Now I’ll be showing some images because I feel that in order for us to be 



more authentic in the old tradition of folk lore, I might as well read a few of the stories 

to you.  So what the literature says about folk tales is that there are basic elements that 

you can see running through a lot of the narratives and these are the presence of the 

“trickster”, who happens to be a ubiquitous figure or element in folk tales.  You could 

also see the “reward provided for a good deed” and “good overcoming evil”.  Folk tales 

in essence are cautionary tales for children, so that they will be able to navigate their 

way about what they should be doing and what they should not be doing, what are the 

socially sanctioned, socially acceptable forms of behavior.  Now if we look at, those ele-

ments and I tried to see whether they are indeed present in the books that I looked at 

and studied intensively.  The one which got the most number of hits would be “fooling 

or fleeing the devil”.  So that’s a constant running thread.  In India we have “Birth of 

Krishna”; those are some of the titles.  I focused on the “Magic Head cloth”, because 

this is what I wanted to read to you now.  This is from Indonesia.  So a bit of storytell-

ing.  So what is the story of the magic head cloth and how is fooling or fleeing the devil 

manifested in the narrative.

‘The Magic Head cloth : Many, many years ago, the kingdom of Medangkamulan was 

ruled by a much feared and ferocious king named Dewata-chengkar. This king had a 

strange and frightening habit–he liked to eat human beings!  Every month, he had to 

have at least one human being to eat.  He especially liked those who were young and 

chubby.  The problem for the king’s advisors was how to provide the ruler with enough 

humans to satisfy his craving.   At first, the advisers took people from the countries 

they had conquered, but eventually they had to look for victims from among their own 

people.  Every month the soldiers would travel though the villages to select and capture 

the next victims.  The people of Medangkamulan were terrified of the king and his 

army. One day, a young traveler arrived in the kingdom.  The stranger stood tall and 

straight.  He was kind and clever and was well received by the villagers.  At first they 

thought that he would serve well as the next victim.  But they took a liking to the young 

man.  He was called Ajisaka. Ajisaka took shelter in the house of a widow who quickly 

came to look upon the young man as her own son. Ajisaka began to teach the villagers. 

He also listened to the villagers’ problems and often helped them find solutions. When 

he heard of the king’s strange appetite, Ajisaka sympathized with their plight and im-

mediately volunteered to become the king’s next meal. Ajisaka went directly to the 

king’s palace. He boldly announced to the king that he was willing to sacrifice himself.  

“I am willing to be your next meal. Your Highness. However, I have a request.  Dewata-



chengkar was pleased.  Ajisaka was young and strong.  He would make a tender and 

filling meal.   “Whatever you please, young man, I will grant your request,“ the king 

replied. “Before you eat me, grant me some land. Just enough for my own grave.“  “Ha 

ha ha! Your own grave? I will give you enough land for many graves!“  “Oh no, Your 

Majesty. I just need land that is the length of my own head cloth.“ The ferocious king 

laughed again and agreed to what he thought was a very strange request.   “This you 

shall have. Come, let us measure your head cloth so that I can have my meal and you 

can have your grave!“ With this, Ajisaka began to unwrap the cloth tied around his 

head. The king got down from his throne and took hold of one end. He stepped back-

ward, thinking that the cloth would unravel to the usual length of one meter. What he 

didn’t know was that this head cloth was much longer than usual! The king kept going 

backward, step by step, as the cloth kept unraveling. He stepped backward through the 

palace square, backward across the village marketplace, backward down the length 

of the village and backward through the countryside. People gathered, amazed at the 

sight of their king walking backward through the kingdom, holding the end of Ajisaka’s 

head cloth. Dewata-chengkar was mystified.  He was a king and he had to keep his 

promise.  A king’s word is final.  He could do nothing other than measure the length 

of the head cloth and grant land to Ajisaka.  He kept stepping backward the length of 

his kingdom until finally he reached the sea cliffs of the Southern Seas. By now, a great 

crowd had gathered. They held their breath as their king took his final step backward 

over the cliff’s edge and plunged into the waves crashing against the rocks at the foot 

of the sea wall. A victorious roar rose up as they watched their greedy king disappear 

under the waves.’ That’s an example of “fooling or fleeing the devil”.  

Now another element that we can see running through the story is the presence of the 

“trickster” and it is interesting that what is present among three countries, Indonesia, 

Malaysia and Singapore would be the “mouse deer” or the Sang Kancil.  So this is how 

the mouse deer looks like.  So you can see something very small which would overcome 

something which is larger than itself.  So these are some of the pictures of the cunning 

“mouse deer”.  I got this from the Internet as well, so you can see the Sang Kancil 

going through the narratives of Singapore, Malaysia and Indonesia.  Now another story 

would be the “reward for a good deed”, another element that can be found running 

through the stories.  I highlighted the story from the Philippines, which is entitled the 

“Magic Lake” and “Sukhu and Dukhu” which comes from India.  Because they have 

very similar themes going on, in fact what I did as to highlight the first part of the story 



from the Magic Lake and will continue with the story of Sukhu and Dukhu because it is 

essentially similar; the same.  This is the Magic Lake.  And here you will be able to see 

what is known as Devata, or the fairy in the Philippines.  

The Magic Lake: ‘Pedro sang as he walked up the winding path leading into the forest, 

his old axe slung over his shoulder.  “Deep into the woods I go, where wild flowers grow.  

With my axe I make firewood to sell in my neighborhood seven years ago”.  He was a 

poor wood cutter.  And every morning he left his wife and children to chop firewood 

which he sold at the market in the afternoons.  He soon noticed a fallen tree by a lake.  

“Perfect”, he said.  “I won’t even have to cut down this tree”.  He got to work right away, 

but the axe fell into the magic lake.  As he sat under the tree worrying about how he was 

going to pay for another axe, a beautiful fairy rose up from the water and magically 

appeared before him.  Pedro gasped at the sight of her.  Her hair reached down to her 

ankles and her eyes expressed purity and kindness.  “What’s wrong?”, she asked.  Pedro 

stood up and hastily put his shirt back on.  He explained what had happened.  Then 

the fairy swiftly dove into the lake and emerged with an axe blade that shown brightly 

in the sun.  It was made of pure silver. “Is this it?”, the fairy asked.  The woodcutter 

knew that if he took the blade, he would be the richest man in the local neighborhood 

or barrio as it was called.  But Pedro shook his head and said, “No, that’s not mine”.  

The fairy dove into the lake again.  Soon she reappeared holding a blade of shining 

gold.  “Is this it?”, she asked.  Again the woodcutter thought about how much money 

he would get for the solid gold blade.  But he shook his head and said, “No, that’s not 

it either”.  Once again the fairy dove into the water and surfaced, this time holding 

Pedro’s old iron blade.  “Is this it?”.  “Yes!”, Pedro exclaimed, “That’s mine”.  Delighted, 

he took the blade from the fairy.’  Later on you will see how he was rewarded with the 

fairy giving him all the gold and silver axes as well.  When his neighbor found out 

about it, he tried to do the same thing.  But with drastic consequences, because he was 

greedy and so I will continue with the story from India which is “Sukhu and Dukhu”, 

which is essentially the same.  It starts off in the beginning very similar to what I’ve just 

read to you.  Now I will read the second half.  The difference is that it’s not a fairy but 

rather it is the mother of the moon.  

Sukhu and Dukhu: ‘Once they heard about the mother of the moon, Sukhu’s mother 

wasted no time.  She bought her daughter a spinning wheel, sat her outside the door 

and instructed her to cry loudly when the wind carried away her wad of cotton.  Just as 

her sister had done earlier, Sukhu followed the wind when it whisked away her cotton.  

But when the cow called out for help, (this is the test for her), she scorned it.  Tossing her 



head she said hotly, “Who do you think I am, a cowherd’s daughter?”  And she stomped 

on.  When she met the weak and withering banana tree, she said, “I’m no farmer’s 

daughter.  My hands are too soft for such tasks”.  And she stamped her feet and flounced 

on.  When she met the horse, she shouted angrily, “Get out of my way, you old nag!  Do 

you think I am a stable hand?  I am on my way to see the mother of the moon herself”.  

And she kicked the horse and strode on.  (So this is what happens to her).  When she 

finally met the mistress on the moon, the old woman said patiently, “go to the pond 

that glistens with the reflection of the moon and dip yourself in it twice.  And you will 

get what you deserve.  Remember only twice, not more”.  Sukhu hurried to the pond 

and dipped herself once.  When she rose from the water, she was more beautiful than 

she could ever have imagined.  Excitedly she dipped herself in the water again, now she 

was more richly dressed than any princess she had seen.  She laughed aloud with joy 

as the bracelets and bangles on her arms jingled gaily.  She examined the jewels and 

thought to herself, “One more time and I will be forever richer than Dukhu”.  One more 

time she dipped herself in the pond, though she had been warned not to do so.  When 

she rose from the water, she screamed madly as she watched all of the jewels melt away, 

her nose grew long, as long as an elephant’s trunk and she was horribly ugly.’  

So that’s the story of Sukhu and Dukhu.  Now I also wanted to see if there are some 

themes that would be distinctive for each country.  And not surprisingly for those of 

you who may have gone to Singapore, some of the major elements evident from the 

narratives would be the presence of rules and punishment.  In the Island of Singapore, 

you can see here “by order of the king”, “swimming outside the Mer kingdom is strictly 

forbidden”, “rule breakers will be banished”.  So there are no second trials, just one 

mistake and the consequence will be severe.  There is also a premium on obedience and 

each time you commit a mistake, it’s not just the individual who suffers from it, there is 

also a feeling of communal pride and shame.  This is would be examples of the images 

from the island of Singapore.  There were Mer people who disobeyed the king, very 

similar to the story of the last mermaid.  And what happened to her?  They were turned 

into mudskippers.  So, no other recourse, but to suffer the wrath of the king himself.  

They all turned into mudskippers.  Now in the Philippines what would be the common 

element would be denotation of punishment and comeuppance.  Now who are the 

characters in the stories that usually get punished?  These are those who gossip, those 

who are greedy.  These are some of the characters which are also running through some 

of the tales.  There is also the theme of repentance and there is also  a theme of winds 



and typhoons, because I think as you know it’s always a victim of natural calamities.  

Now in India what is quite distinctive in most of the tales that I’ve read would be that 

there is the constant presence of gods and demons that walk the earth.  And there is 

always that presence of demons and spirits or intervening gods, very similar to the tale 

of Sukhu and Dukhu.  Now here are some of examples of India’s gods and demons.  We 

have Trinavartha- the whirling sandstorm in “No Ordinary Lad”, we have the fearsome 

goddess Kali in “Tenali Raman”.  Now for Indonesia and Malaysia what is very appar-

ent or what are running through the narratives would be the elevation of the lowly, the 

week and the underdog like for some strange occurrence they do find ways to overcome.  

So you see the notion of resilience as well.  

Now how about the heroes.  The heroes portrayed and characterized in the stories.  

Now most of the protagonists can be described as your classic hero leader who shows 

strength, courage, wisdom.  And it’s running across all of the countries.  Now this is an 

example of Krishna in India, “The Birth of Krishna”.  Let me read through the descrip-

tion of Krishna.

The Birth of Krishna: “Many things were said about the night, this special baby was 

born.  Some say that it was a beautiful night like none other.  Peaceful and calm with 

clear skies and stars glowing bright.  It is said that lotuses were in full bloom in the lakes 

and the fragrant flowers in the garden waved gently in the breeze.  Birds began to sing, 

they say and peacocks began to dance in the forests.  Some say the gods even showered 

flowers in the sky to express their joy”.

So that is how Krishna was characterized in the “Birth of Krishna”.  Now not all heroes 

show strength, courage and wisdom.  There are also flawed heroes or flawed protago-

nists.  It’s the physically deformed but brave frog in Indonesia, there is the fool in Ma-

laysia, although he is a fool, he is very loyal to his family.  There is also the concept or 

the theme of the foolish man in India.  No this is an example of the fool “Pak Pandir” 

in Malaysia.  While he is a dreamer, he is a fool, he also shows great amount of loyalty 

to his family.  So he was also vindicated in the end.  Now in India, the story of “The 

Foolish Man” goes this way,

The Foolish Man: Guru Swami and his wife lived in the village.  Oh! They were foolish 

and oh! Were the stubborn.  So foolish and stubborn, in fact they would argue all night 

over which one of them was the bigger fool.  A neighbor could not bear the noise they 

made any longer.  He went up to them to try and settle the argument once and for all.  

“Aiyo! Swamy, neither of you is the biggest fool in the world”.  “There are much bigger 

fools out there”.  “If you don’t believe me, go and see for yourself”.  Guru Swamy’s wife 



perhaps, being more stubborn of the two, did not believe the neighbor and so saw no 

reason to find out.  But Guru Swami thought all night about what the man had said.  

And he did find out that there were even greater fools than they are.  So they stopped 

arguing.

There are also simple and hardworking, very kind, industrious protagonists which can 

be seen in some of the tales from Philippines, Singapore and India. Now how about 

the villains.  There are different types of villains that I noted from the narratives, one 

would be the presence of human villains.  Now how are they characterized if they are 

humans?  Usually they are greedy, there is the “Cruel King”, “Bad Leader”, all coming 

from Singapore, “Greedy Neighbor” coming from the Philippines.  This is an example of 

a human antagonist from Singapore, “The Pirates”.  We also have bad rulers in Indone-

sia, small minded men in India, bad rulers as well in India.  Now there are also super-

natural creatures who act as villains in the folk tales and we can see cannibal leaders, 

free spirits, demons, water spirits, dragons and so forth.  And here are some of the il-

lustrations as you can find here.  The demon in Indonesia, called Timun Mas, he was 

described as a terrifying giant, as tall as a coconut tree.  Had huge round eyes, a bulging 

nose and sharp fangs which glistened at the sides of his gaping mouth.  Shaggy tangled 

hair covered his immense body and the ground shuddered with his every step.  A ter-

rible odor came from his body.  Now this is an example of the bad giant from Malaysia 

in “Pak Pandir”.  This is the water spirit in Malaysia which was conquered by Badam, 

who happens to be the strongest man.  And there are also some supernatural creatures 

who happen to be antagonist in the Indian folk tales like, “The Witch” and the “Whirl-

ing Sandstorm” and the ten headed rakshasa.  Here are some of the examples and the 

illustrations.  There are also antagonists who happen to be animals and natural ele-

ments like mosquitoes, tigers, dark clouds and rains.  This is an example of typhoon 

or natural elements serving as antagonists in the stories.  Tigers as well in Singapore.  

Now what is surprising is that while it’s depicted as Singapore children’s favorite stories, 

Malaysian children’s favorite stories, there are very few children protagonists across all 

folk tales.  I find that a little bit surprising.  And children are either depicted to be smart, 

bold and brave or naughty and mischievous, engage in chores and games or they could 

also depicted as beautiful and kind.  One of my favorite children in the narratives would 

be Moona from “Moona and the Grain of Rice”, a story which is coming from India.  So 

she was able to outsmart the greedy ruler and she had a  generous heart and she was 

also able to serve her countrymen.  So that’s Moona.



Now what are my final thoughts?  If we look back at the roots of mythology; just had an 

interesting conversation with a good friend of mine several days ago, and he was very 

deeply into the notion of the philosophies of Rene Girard and saying culture essentially, 

supposedly is founded on mimesis.  What is mimesis?  It is the concept of whatever you 

neighbor has, you desire it.  So it’s not so much the absence of the resources that we 

have, it’s that whatever another person has, we try to get it.  And so there is that idea of 

collective murder.  Because in that concept of collective murder, you find your sacrifice.  

When you sacrifice or a scapegoat in essence.  And when you have that scapegoat. It es-

sentially becomes both the protagonist and the antagonist.  Because in the act of being 

the scapegoat, he also becomes the hero.  So both villain and hero interwoven together.  

And I thought it was very fascinating, although a bit philosophical kind of explana-

tion about the roots of mythology and I found that it would be a fitting end as well, as 

I discuss the notion and yeah one can be either or the other.  It really depends on one’s 

perspective whether what you are reading from the narrative is the hero or the villain.  

It’s a very postmodern way of looking at it.  Now all the reflections and insights, there 

is a lack of children’s voices in the folk tales and for you writers, illustrators out there 

I think that it is something that needs to be addressed and it’s something which needs 

to be given voice in the stories.  The family issues also permeate everything, I’m not 

saying this is distinctive only to the Philippines, Singapore, Malaysia and India because 

I haven’t studied the other folk tales but this is an overarching thread of capacity to 

triumph over evil, of goodness always rising out of evil.  And we could see that while 

they all are different, there is distinctive flavors coming from each country, it also serves 

to highlight our similarities and the threads that run across and bind our cross cultural 

differences.  Thank you.


