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Stories, products, consumers, people

 

The Marketplace stories of origin website is a crowd-sourced repository for 

stories of origin printed on product packages and a platform for interpreting and 

adding to those stories. The first premise of the project is that identifying, collecting and 

comparing stories of origin attached to modern consumer products can tell us about our 

values and beliefs as a culture. The second premise is that by taking an active role in 

the interpretation, circulation and re-writing of these stories, we can become informed 

creators in a commercial culture that caters to selectively-aware consumers.

This paper seeks to contextualize and explain the motives and hopeful outcomes 

of the project. My research draws from sources in multiple disciplines and fields of 

cultural production, including marketing and organization studies; cultural history, 

cultural theory and folklore studies; literary studies, especially narrative analysis; 

documentation of U.S. packaging and labeling regulations; library collections of 

nineteenth and twentieth century advertisements and product packages, as well 

those collections offered for sale in online marketplaces; and, finally, interviews with 

professionals in the U.S. and Canada working in marketing, product development and 

packaging design.

This project began with the observation that modern consumer product 

packages—three-dimensional microsites for advertising, government-mandated 
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disclosures, barcodes and other artifacts of mass production—also function as sites 

for storytelling. The stories printed on packages often describe the origins of the 

product or of the company that produced it and appear under headlines like, “Our 

Story,” “Our Heritage,” or “The [product name] Story.” Like other graphic elements 

of product packages—color, logo, product name, imagery—these stories are tools for 

marketing, a corporate activity that employs communication technology, design and 

consumer behavior studies to maximize profits.1 In academic and industry literature, 

marketing activities often overlap with “public relations,” “branding” and “corporate 

communication,” among other fields of work concerned with managing consumers’ 

relationships to products. Together with logos, taglines and advertisements, origin 

stories on packages are part of strategic efforts to increase profit carefully managed by 

company owners, product developers, marketing directors and designers.

But even while they originate in a business environment, these stories share 

qualities with stories from other areas of cultural production, especially the populist 

storytelling traditions we call folklore.2 For example, product origin stories told in the 

third person seem to exist independently of specific authorship, as if they are such a 

natural a part of culture that they transcend the need for attribution—a characteristic 

shared by many stories we identify as folk tales, legends or myths. Like folk tales, 

1 The definition of marketing approved by the American Marketing Association is “the activity, set 
of institutions, and processes for creating, communicating, delivering, and exchanging offerings 
that have value for customers, clients, partners, and society at large.” From “Marketing Power,” 
the American Marketing Association website <http://www.marketingpower.com/aboutama/pages/
definitionofmarketing.aspx>
2 A term coined in the nineteenth century that today describes an area of cultural production as 
well as an academic discipline, folkloristics, or folklore studies, that analyzes those productions. I 
use folklore in this paper to refer to non-professional cultural productions, especially stories and 
music, that circulate informally, outside of institutional distribution channels. See "folklore, n.," 
in OED Online, December 2012 (Oxford University Press) <http://www.oed.com/view/Entry/72546?
redirectedFrom=folklore>.
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product origin stories often appear repeatedly over time in variant forms as packaging 

is updated or a company brand revamped.3 And like many tales celebrating cultural 

patrimony or tied to ritual activities, origin stories on packages are usually accompanied 

by symbolic visual imagery that supplement and reinforce their message, including logos 

and other graphic elements as well as figurative illustrations.

Product origin stories relate specifically to a genre identified by folklorists as 

“creation stories” or “origin stories”—tales that account for the creation of the world or 

explain specific phenomena in it. Two well-known creation stories in the U.S. are the 

Judeo-Christian story of Genesis, in which an all-powerful god commands the creation 

of the Earth and shapes man from dust and woman from man, and the Native American 

story of Grandmother Spider, an earthly spider who threw one of her webs laced with 

dew into the sky and so created the stars. More modest creation stories explain the origin 

of fire, corn and other plants and animals.4 Folklorists and cultural historians look to 

these stories for clues to the beliefs and values of the cultures that produced them.

In many ways, marketing strategies and folklore traditions seem to be worlds 

apart. One activity is understood as profit-driven, unidirectional and specific to a 

modern, capitalist context. The other, under the mantle of “tradition,” seems to represent 

universal experiences, stretching back to antiquity, often from the point of view of 

common people with no particular motive but to attempt to explain their world. Yet it is 

possible to find similar conditions for storytelling across these two domains. Historian 

3 The Aarne-Thompson tale type index, an important resource for folklore scholars, categories 
folk tales in terms of ‘originals’ and ‘variants' --stories that depart slightly from the original, a way 
of categorizing that requires a system for determining authenticity (ie, which tales are original). 
See Antti Aarne and Stith Thompson, The types of the folktale  a classification and bibliography, 
(Helsinki: Suomalainen Tiedeakatemia, 1981).
4 “Creation/origin stories” in The Encyclopedia of American Folklore, ed. Linda S. Watts (Infobase 
Publishing, 2006), pg 97.
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Eric Hobsawm provides a helpful framework for comparing these different types of 

storytelling with his idea of the “invented tradition”:

The term ‘invented tradition’ is used in a broad, but not imprecise sense. It 
includes both ‘traditions’ actually invented, constructed and formally instituted 
and those emerging in a less easily traceable manner within a brief and dateable 
period—a matter of a few years perhaps—and establishing themselves with great 
rapidity. …
 
‘Invented tradition’ is taken to mean a set of practices, normally governed by 
overtly or tacitly accepted rules of a ritual and symbolic nature, which seek to 
inculcate certain values and norms of behavior by repetition, which automatically 
implies continuity with the past. In fact, where possible, they normally attempt to 
establish continuity with a suitable historic past.5

 

Hobsawm, writing in the U.K. in the early 1980s, demonstrates how many stories, 

customs and heroes that seem inviolably “traditional”—the stuff of folklore—can be 

traced to deliberate efforts by individuals or organizations to establish social cohesion, 

legitimize institutions or authority figures, or inculcate beliefs and behaviors.6 Hobsawm 

and the other authors in his edited volume  The Invention of Tradition demonstrates 

how ideology can be found in a seemingly neutral ancient tradition or symbol, such as 

the Scottish kilt.7 From Hobsawm’s perspective, symbols and practices that constitute 

cultural traditions are rarely innocent of specific agendas.

To take the opposite position—looking for typical characteristics of folklore in 

the creations of marketing departments—I can call on my own research on product 

origin stories. The firsthand accounts I heard in interviews and read in books, magazines 

and blogs offered evidence that stories of origin on product packages are in many 

5 Eric Hobsbawm, “Introduction” in The Invention of Tradition, eds. Eric Hobsawn and  and 

Terence Ranger (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1983), pg. 1.

6 Ibid., pg 9.
7 Hugh Trevor Roper, “The Invention of Tradition: The Highland Tradition of Scotland,” in The 
Invention of Tradition, eds. Eric Hobsbawm, Terence Ranger (Cambridge: 1983).
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cases accurate and sincere re-tellings by someone intimately involved in the story. For 

example, Lisa Leverich, marketing director at Tec Labs, Inc., manufacturers of Tecnu 

skin cleanser, responded enthusiastically to my questions about the origin story on the 

Tecnu package, explaining that it was written by Steve Smith, CEO of Tec Labs and son 

of the founder, Dr. Robert Smith, the main character in the origin story. “Sadly Dr. Smith 

passed away a few years ago and he is greatly missed,” Lisa wrote.8 Obituaries of Dr. 

Smith online seem to verify her sentiment: each one included quotations from different 

staff members and friends attesting to his generosity and resourcefulness.9 The company 

has been listed four times as a top-ranking place to work in the life sciences by Scientist 

magazine.10

Nantucket Nectars is another, more well-known example of storytelling that 

seems to be motivated less by profit than by pride and good humor. The story of Tom 

and Tom has certainly been amplified in the name of “brand appeal” (most recently by 

the company’s new owners, Pepsico), but it retains qualities of populist storytelling: it 

is a story about resourcefulness, friendship and the appeal of a specific place that has 

been verified, elaborated on and re-told over and over again by the main characters and 

people close to them.

While the logic of marketing follows financial profit above all, and most aspects 

of product development and advertising are justified by profitability, my research on the 

production of origin stories suggests that other intentions—pride, enthusiasm, desire to 

set the record straight—sometimes co-exist with profit motives.

8 Personal email from Lisa Leverich, 10 December 2012.
9 See, for example, “Dr. Robert Smith, Inventor of Tecnu Poison Oak and Ivy Cleanser 
and Founder of Tec Labs, Dies at 88” published on 2 November 2010 on PRWeb <http://
www.prweb.com/releases/2010/11/prweb4734074.htm>.
10 “Best Places to Work in Industry,” slidehow published on The New Scientist website, 1 June 2008 
<http://www.the-scientist.com/?articles.view/articleNo/26456/title/BPTW-Slideshow/>
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Production and authorship

Unlike novels or short stories or articles in newspapers, stories printed on product 

packages do not carry bylines. Authorship is implied in stories told in the first or second 

person, even without names attached to them: the I or We of the story becomes, for the 

reader, the author of the story. In some cases, the story is “signed” by an individual or 

group who represents the product or company and in whose voice the story is told:

From Our Family to Yours…
 
At McKee Foods, our recipe for our success has always been to provide the 
best quality products at a good value. My grandfather began this tradition over 
60 years ago, and our family has remained true to his vision. Recently, more 
imitation products have turned up on grocery shelves. We hope that you do not 
confuse them with our products. When you see my picture on a box of snack 
cakes, you can be sure that our family’s pride and tradition have gone into the 
baking. We appreciate your business and hope that you enjoy this product.
 
Sincerely,
Debbie McKee-Fowler
 
 

or,

 

Our Story
 
We found this great flavor while traveling through Morocco on bicycles. Our folks 
weren’t very excited about the semester of class we missed, but at least we came 
home with the most delicious tea recipe ever… and a couple of kilim rugs for our 
college apartment.
 
When we first started, we brewed our tea in pillowcases and filled each bottle 
by hand. We’ve grown since then, but we’re still inspired by Clayton’s granny, 
“Mimi,” who taught us never to use ingredients we can’t pronounce. We hope you 
have as much fun drinking our tea as we have making it.
 
Enjoy,
Clayton + David
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Stories told in the third person seem to offer themselves up as simple truths, too 

obvious or, in terms of literary value, too banal to bother attributing:

Emmanuel Bronner, a third-generation German-Jewish master soapmaker, 
brought the family’s Old World soap recipes to the US in the late 1920s and 
established what has become the top-selling natural brand of liquid and bar soaps 
in America. In addition to producing an exceptional lather and smooth afterfeel, 
our soaps support fair trade, organic agriculture and a healthy environment.
 

or,

It all started many years ago, with a pocket-sized black object, the product of a 
great tradition.
 
The Moleskine notebook is, in fact, the heir and successor to the legendary 
notebook used by artists and thinkers over the past two centuries: among them 
Vincent van Gogh, Pablo Picasso, Ernest Hemingway, and Bruce Chatwin. A 
simple black rectangle with rounded corners, an elastic page-holder, and an 
internal expandable pocket: a nameless object with a spare perfection all its own, 
produced for over a century by a small French bookbinder that supplied the 
stationery shops of Paris, where the artistic and literary avant-gardes of the world 
browsed and bought them. A trusted and handy travel companion, the notebook 
held invaluable sketches, notes, stories, and ideas that would one day become 
famous paintings or the pages of beloved books. ...
 

As this section seeks to document existing conditions of production, it is 

meaningful to begin by making a distinction between author and narrator. A narrator 

tells the story in her distinctive voice; her existence is contingent on the story being told. 

An author exists outside the story and is independent from it, but the existence of the 

story depends on her telling it.11

If Debbie Fowler and Clayton + David are narrators, who are the authors of 

product origin stories? Often it is a combination of people: company founders, CEOs, 

product developers, marketing directors, copywriters, technical writers, branding 

consultants and/or public relations managers—sometimes journalists, biographers and/

11 Gérard Genette, “Chapter 12: Focalizations,” in Narrative Discourse Revisited (Ithaca, NY: Cornell 
University Press, 1988). 
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or ghost-writers. The job description clearly encompasses writing texts that will appear 

on packages is that of “copywriter” [figure 2], but the workplace reality is that any 

number of people might create and contribute text for promotional material.

In interviews, product developers, marketers and package designers described 

multiple possibilities for how text for product packages gets produced. A client may hire 

a design and branding firm whose copywriters produce text which is then edited by the 

client. Or, the client may supply an original text that is then edited by copywriters or 

marketers. In cases where the founder still works for the company, she is likely to write 

an origin story herself. She is uniquely qualified to recount the story—she was there.

Lisa Leverich, the previously mentioned marketing director of of Tec Labs, Inc. 

attributed the story of origin printed on Tecnu’s package to her employee, CEO Steve 

Smith, son of the inventors in the Tecnu story. Lisa describes modifying the story only 

by “shortening it to make it fit on the package” and explains that “as required language 

grows longer, marketing text is shorter.”12 Gary Erickson, founder and owner of Clif Bar, 

wrote the origin story that appears on Clif Bars in his own voice, although he consulted 

closely with Doug Gilmour about the appearance of the package.13 In a more complicated 

case, a co-founder of startup that produces networked thermostats described to me 

how his company hired a design and branding agency to produce the first draft of their 

packages, which included text written by a copywriter at the agency. Because the startup 

couldn’t afford multiple drafts from the design firm when requirements changed, the 

co-founders rewrote the text themselves when needed. Their tagline, the brainchild of a 

Board member, remained the same, but other text on the package was frequently edited 

by different staff members.14 The takeaway is that when there is more than one version 

12 Personal email from Lisa Leverich, 10 December 2012.
13 Personal email from Bobby Fay, Clif Bar Customer Services Supervisor, 11 December 2012.
14 Phone interview with Stephan von Muehlen, 8 December 2012.
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of a story, there are often multiple authors or editors.

Authorship, as a term, is not part of the language of marketing departments or 

product development teams, although the desire to credit individuals for profitable 

ideas, from products to “branding” strategies, is very present. But brief expository or 

pseudo-expository texts on the back of a wrapper or the side display panel of a product 

package are not understood as individual achievements worthy of crediting. One factor 

is that product origin stories are often the work of multiple people. Another is that these 

short texts are specific sources neither of livelihood nor of fame or prestige for their 

authors. Product packaging is a venue for works of literary genius that will inspire the 

labor of bibliographers and textual critics. The notion that any that anyone could have 

written them—the the stories transcend authorship, transcend invention—serves the 

purposes of the marketing departments, for whom it is more important that the stories 

seem authentic than inventive.

 

Heritage branding and vicarious nostalgia

Marketing studies that pertain to origin stories on product packages are mostly 

concerned with “heritage branding” or “nostalgia branding,” and with consumer 

perceptions of authenticity and the corresponding effect on sales. This research, often 

conducted by university professors of marketing, is published in academic journals 

such as The Journal of Product & Brand Management and The Marketing Review. 

Another set of sources for information about marketing strategies are accounts by 

professionals published in trade magazines such as Advertising Age and Packaging Digest 

and on individual’s own websites or blogs. While academic papers about marketing 

incorporate sophisticated modeling systems, consumer behavior studies, and thoroughly-

documented case studies, accounts by professionals in the field often take the form of 
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friendly advice or “creative” ideas.

For example, in a Forbes.com blog post categorized under “Strategies,” 

contributor Paige Arnof-Fenn, CEO of a “global marketing and strategy consulting firm,” 

exhorts company managers to tell a “unique story” about their “history, conception, 

early customers, and bumps in the road” in order to “generate more business, explode 

on the scene with a new offering or launch as the memorable new kid on the block.”15 

Swedish professors Anna Blomba ̈ck and Olof Brunninge, addressing the same topic 

in their article “Corporate identify manifested through historical references,” seek 

to analyze the risks and benefits of “constructing corporate identity” by retelling 

historical events and emphasizing historical figures within a company.16 Their 

research encompasses both “one-directional” communication intended to generate 

“awareness and sales,” and internal corporate communication that influences the 

culture of a workplace.17 Blomba ̈ck and Brunninge employ terms and concepts with 

correspondences in cultural and folklore studies. For example, they define corporate 

identity in terms similar to those used by folklorists to justify the study of storytelling:

Corporate identity becomes a set of beliefs that supports shared meaning of the 
business and its operations. 18

 

They invoke a definition of branding that uses similar terms:

15 Paige Arnof-Fenn, “Telling Your Story: The Secrets to Content Branding,” published on Forbes 
website on 4 November 2012 <http://www.forbes.com/sites/paigearnoffenn/2012/11/04/telling-
your-story-the-secrets-to-content-branding/>.
16 Anna Blomba ̈ck and Olof Brunninge, “Corporate identify manifested through historical 
references” in Corporate Communications: An International Journal, v14 n 4 (2009), pgs. 404-419.
17 Ibid, pg. 408.
18 Ibid, pg. 407.
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Pickton and Broderick (2001, p. 23) define branding as being “[. . .] about the 
values generated in the minds of people as a consequence of the sum total of 
marketing communications effort.”19

 

Blomba ̈ck and Brunning offer a particularly useful metaphor for the process of 

idenity construction, one that can be easily applied to a writing process:

Schulze (1987) metaphorically compares history to a quarry, where actors 
selectively pick those stones that best serve their plans of identity building. 
Similar phenomena can be observed in organizations, where strategists 
selectively emphasize aspects of corporate history in order to strategic agendas 
and to create a favorable image of the firm (Brunninge, 2005). Specific historical 
events are either emphasized or forgotten in order to create a sense of continuity 
among past, present, and visions for the future (Brunninge, 2009).20

 

The authors emphasize “selectivity” and the deliberate “creation of continuity,” 

concepts that map directly to the actions of the writers and editors of product origin 

stories who choose what information to include, and the arrangements of words and 

phrases with which to convey it. Even where origin stories can be shown to be accurate, 

the choices of the writers and editors determine the frame and the voice of the story. 

This description of the process of corporate identity construction seems to provide a 

practical account of the labor of inventing a tradition.

 

A Brief History of Consumer Product Labeling Regulations in the U.S.

Products labels bear two types of text: “marketing text,” such as a motto or a story of 

origin, and, if the product is in interstate commerce, text required by U.S. law. Federal 

laws governing labels and packages have been in place in various forms for as long as 

19 D. Pickton and A. Broderick, Integrated Marketing Communications (Financial Times/Prentice 

International 2001), cited in Blomba ̈ck and Brunninge, pg. 407.
20 H. Schulze, Wir sind was wir geworden sind, Munchen: Piper, 1987) cited in Blomba ̈ck and 
Brunninge, pg. 410
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the U.S. has produced and distributed industrially-manufactured goods.

The first U.S. government-led regulatory efforts concerning product labeling went 

hand in hand with the surge in mass production and distribution practices in the late 

19th and 20th centuries. As far back as the eighteenth century, colonial governments 

required inspection of exports and enforced weight and measure standards, but it wasn’t 

until the mid-1800s that a U.S. Department of Agriculture chemist established the first 

national organization concerned with consumer protection: a laboratory for studying the 

health effects of modern foods, soils and fertilizers.21

Printed labels identifying food products became more common as commercially-

canned food, first introduced in the U.S. in the early 1820s, became widespread 

after the Civil War. Early labels bore the name of the food and the company that 

manufactured or distributed it. The first federal law regulating the information that 

appears on product labels was The Food and Drugs Act of 1906, designed by the head 

of the U.S. Department of Chemistry, Harvey Wiley, to protect consumers from “food 

adulteration and quick remedies,” as well as newly-publicized health risks associated 

with chemical preservatives.22 The new law prohibited the “misbranding” of products; 

a later amendment required net contents, measured in standard units, be declared on 

the product label as well. The Department of Chemistry was responsible for establishing 

systems for enforcement.23

Rapid technological change and and chemical discoveries led the creation of 

the Food and Drug Administration in 1931 and the passing of the new Federal Food, 

21 Wallace F. Janssen, “The Story of the Laws Behind the Labels” in FDA Consumer (June 1981), 
accessed online at the U.S. Food and Drug Administration website <http://www.fda.gov/AboutFDA/
WhatWeDo/History/Overviews/ucm056044.htm>.
22 Ibid.
23 Ibid.
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Drug and Cosmetic Act in 1938. The new regulations required that labels of processed 

and packaged foods include the name of the food, the net contents of the package, and 

the name and address of the manufacturer and the distributor. In some cases, a list of 

ingredients was also required. Like the Food and Drugs Act of 1906, the Food, Drug and 

Cosmetic Act of 1938 prohibited “false or misleading statements in food labeling” as well 

as “adulterated” or “misbranded” food. Punishments for violations included injunctions, 

monetary penalties, and potential jail time.24

A related law, the Wheeler-Lea Act, also passed in 1938, establishing the Federal 

Trade Commission as the oversight agency for the all advertising of products regulated 

by the FDA, with the exception of prescription drugs.25

The next major development in packaging and labeling regulations was The 

Fair Packaging and Labeling Act of 1966, signed into law by President Lyndon Johnson, 

which required consumer labels to state the identity of the product, the name and place 

of business of the manufacturer, packer or distributor and the net quality of contents.26 

With some additions, most notably the Nutrition Labeling and Education Act of 1990, the 

Fair Packaging and Labeling Act remains in effect today.

The Fair Packaging and Labeling Act and the Nutrition Labeling and Education 

Act include specific requirements for the placement and appearance of a product’s 

name, net contents, and ingredients, in the case of food, the laws make no claims to 

authority to other types of text on the package. The U.S. Trademark Law, also known as 

the Lanham Act, passed in 1946, include a section that attempts to protect consumers 

24 Ibid.
25 Monle Lee, Carla Johnson, Principles Of Advertising: A Global Perspective, (Psychology Press: 
2005) pg. 50.
26 “The Fair Packaging and Labeling Act (15 U.S.C. §§ 1451-1461),” published online at the U.S. 
Federal Trade Commission website <http://www.ftc.gov/os/statutes/fpla/outline.html>.
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in cases where they may be damaged by the misrepresentation of the product (“false 

advertising”):

(a)(1) Any person who, on or in connection with any goods or services, or any 
container for goods, uses in commerce any word, term, name, symbol, or device, 
or any combination thereof, or any false designation of origin, false or misleading 
description of fact, or false or misleading representation of fact, which—
 
....
 
(B) in commercial advertising or promotion, misrepresents the nature, 
characteristics, qualities, or geographic origin of his or her or another person’s 
goods, services, or commercial activities, shall be liable in a civil action by any 
person who believes that he or she is or is likely to be damaged by such act.27

It is difficult to imagine a situation in which a product story of origin—even one 

shown to be patently false—could be construed as causing damage to a person. I haven’t 

encountered any case of a product story of origin going to court in my research so far, 

but I’m on the look-out.

 

Collecting and categorizing

Collecting is not neutral. Like stories, collections are characterized as much by what is 

absent as by what is present. Cultures makes determinations about what is valuable 

and worth preserving; individuals decide what to group together and what to put aside; 

time and place make objects and ideas more or less available. The stories collected in 

“Marketplace stories of origin” share two qualities by design: they appear in print on 

consumer product packages, and they explicitly account for the origin of the product or 

company they are associated with.

Another shared qualities of the stories collected here is that they are all in 

English—less by design than by circumstance. Although the site accepts submissions 

in other languages, it is biased toward English, the language it is written in. It would 

27 “The U.S. Trademark Law (15 U.S.C. § 1051)” published online at the World International 
Property Organization webiste <http://www.wipo.int/wipolex/en/details.jsp?id=7401>.
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take a separate study to identify and understand the phenomenon of product origin 

stories in another culture and to gauge the value of creating a web-based collection. At 

this time, this site is has a small user-base (seven users, all American, in five U.S. states: 

Massachusetts, Rhode Island, Ohio, Oregon and California). Questions about cultural 

diversity haven’t yet come up. Considering the language question hypothetically: if 

someone did submit a story in another language, my first action would be to find a 

translator who could identify whether or not it fits the requirements. If it did, I would 

click “publish.”

Precedents for collecting stories and texts produced outside mainstream 

publishing circuits include Harvard professor Francis James Child’s comprehensive 

collection of English and Scottish folk ballads, published in 10 volumes in 1882-1898; 

Finnish folklorist Antti Aarne’s influential cataloging system for folk tales, first published 

in 1910 and translated and enlarged by American folklorist Stith Thompson in 1928 

and again in 1961; and Russian Formalist scholar Vladimir Propp’s analysis of Russian 

folk tales, Morphology of the Folk Tale, published in Russian in 1928 and translated into 

English in 1958. 

Each of these precedents offer models for interpreting and comparing individual 

stories as well as examples of biases, identifiable in collecting principles and methods 

of analysis. In all these cases, the act of collecting is itself evidence of a particular 

understanding of the material—Child, Aarne, Stith and Propp were interested less in the 

inventiveness and aesthetic innovations of specific authors, and more in the patterns 

and structures identifiable across a single culture or many cultures, or in establishing 

the authenticity of original stories in relation to numerous variants. Propp’s method of 

isolating generic structures in folk tales resulted in his identification of no more than 

15



31 separate plot devices at work in Russian folk tales, reducing all of Russian folklore 

to a set of parts that could be listed in a single volume.28 Child chose to exclude from 

his collection any ballad that first appeared in print, focusing instead on ballads that 

circulated only orally. He thus created a lasting division between “broadside ballads” 

and “traditional ballads” for future scholars to reckon with. It is impossible to know 

Child’s rationale, but perhaps he saw broadside ballads as less authentic—the products 

of printer with commercial motives rather than spontaneous creations of the populus.29

Aarne and Thompson’s system for categorizing folk tales seems particularly suited 

for application to marketplace stories of origin. The Aarne-Thompson tale type index 

includes 5 major classifications with multiple subclasses:

1. Animal Tales (Types 1-299),
2. Ordinary Folktales (Types 300-1199),

a. Tales of magic
b. Religious tales
c. Aitiological tales
d. Novelle (romantic tales)
e. Tales of the stupid ogre

3. Jokes and Anecdotes (Types 1200-1999),
a. Numskull stories
b. Stories about married couples
c. Stories about a woman (girl)
d. Stories about a clever/stupid lucky/unlucky man(boy)
e. Jokes about parsons and religious orders
f. Tales of lying

4. Formula Tales (Types 2000-2399),
a. Cumulative tales
b. Catch tales

5. Unclassified Tales (Narrationes Lubricae) (Types 2400-2499)30

28 Paul Wake and Simon Malpas, The Routledge Companion to Critical Theory (Taylor & Francis, 
2006), pg. 16.
29 Paula McDowell, "’The Manufacture and Lingua-facture of Ballad-Making’": Broadside Ballads 
in Long Eighteenth-Century Ballad Discourse” in The Eighteenth Century v47 n2-3 (2006), pgs. 151-
178.
30 Thompson, Stith, The types of the folktale: a classification and bibliography: Antti Aarne's 

Verzeichnis der Ma ̈rchentypen (Helsinki: Suomalainen Tiedeakatemia, 1961).
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A separate index, developed by Thompson, categorizes folk tales by motif. Because 

the Marketplace origin stories collection is already filtered by tale type, applying a 

categorization system would work at the level of motif, character type or narrative 

mode. A motif index, for example, might include Families (subclass, Grandparents), 

Friends (subclass College Friends, subclass Hometown Friends), Invention in kitchen 

or garage, Secret Recipes, Mountain landscapes, Chemists, Immigrants, Male Heroes, 

Female Heroes, and Male Heroes Accompanied by Unnamed Women, Apprenticeship, 

Imitation and Old World/Europe, among many others. 

At one level, this type of categorizing is already in place for Marketplace stories of 

origin, thanks to built-in features of the site’s content management system, namely post 

categories and tags. The capacity for tagging to reveal patterns is limited by its automatic 

setting to accept whatever words or arrangements of characters are submitted. Perhaps 

this can be overcome by introducing controlled vocabulary, or simply by checking 

submissions carefully for accurate, properly-spelled tags. In any case, indexing comes 

more naturally to computers than to folklorists, and I can introduce indexing features 

that mimic the A-T tale type index with much less effort than was required of Aarne and 

Thompson.

 

Everything, then, can be a myth?

A question implicit in this project and in this paper is, how and why is it useful to 

see product stories as part of a folklore tradition? Folklore and mythology studies 

employ methods, terms and frameworks that often leave little room for contemporary, 

mainstream cultural productions. And is there a danger in celebrating the creations of 

marketing departments alongside cherished narratives that define cultures?
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Claude Lévi-Strauss and Roland Barthes, cultural theorists who paid special 

attention to the work of Vladimir Propp, offer an inclusive picture folklore and 

mythology that encompasses a larger field of production that just folktales and ballads. 

In Mythologies, Barthes defines myth first directly, in his opening essay “Myth Today”, 

then indirectly, in the vignettes presented in his book. He writes in “Myth Today,”

Myth is a type of speech … not defined by the object of its message, but by the 
way in which it utters this message: there are formal limits to myth, there are 
no 'substantial' ones. Everything, then, can be a myth? Yes, I believe this, for the 
universe is infinitely fertile in suggestions. Every object in the world can pass 
from a closed, silent existence to an oral state, open to appropriation by society, 
for there is no law, whether natural or not, which forbids talking about things. 
A tree is a tree. Yes, of course. But a tree as expressed by Minou Drouet is no 
longer quite a tree, it is a tree which is decorated, adapted to a certain type of 
consumption, laden with literary self-indulgence, revolt, images, in short with a 
type of social usage which is added to pure matter.31

 

Barthes’s understanding of myth—which plays out mimetically in the course of the book, 

itself dedicated to analyzing myths in the form of throwaway objects, haircuts, cinema 

posters, etc.—bears traces of Lévi-Strauss, who declared that “myth is language”32 and 

Marx’s ideology: that which “men say, imagine, conceive,” “mental production” including 

“politics, laws, morality, religion, metaphysics, etc.”33—ideas that remind us of the forces 

at work in the invention of tradition.

31 Roland Barthes, “Myth Today,” in Mythologies (1957).
32 Claude Lévi-Strauss “The Structural Study of Myth” (1955), pg. 209.
33 Karl Marx and Frederick Engels, The German Ideology Part One, with Selections from Parts 
Two and Three, together with Marx's "Introduction to a Critique of Political Economy" (New York: 
International Publishers, 2001).
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