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ANANSI, OR SPIDER, TALES

HOW WE GOT THE NAME
“SPIDER TALES”
IN the olden days all the stories which men told were
stories of Nyankupon, the chief of the gods. Spider,
who was very conceited, wanted the stories to be told
about him.
Accordingly, one day he went to Nyankupon
and asked that, in future, all tales told by men might be
Anansi stories, instead of Nyankupon stories. Nyankupon agreed, on one condition. He told Spider (or Anansi) that he must bring him three things: the first was
a jar full of live bees, the second was a boa-constrictor,
and the third a tiger. Spider gave his promise.
He took an earthen vessel and set out for a
place where he knew were numbers of bees. When he
came in sight of the bees he began saying to himself,
“They will not be able to fill this jar”— “Yes, they will
be able”—“No, they will not be able,” until the bees
came up to him and said, “What are you talking about,
Mr. Anansi?” He thereupon explained to them that
Nyankupon and he had had a great dispute. Nyankupon had said the bees could not fly into the jar—
Anansi had said they could. The bees immediately declared that of course they could fly into the jar—which
1
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they at once did. As soon as they were safely inside,
Anansi sealed up the jar and sent it off to Nyankupon.

THE BEES FLYING INTO THE JAR.

Next day he took a long stick and set out in
search of a boa-constrictor. When he arrived at the
place where one lived he began speaking to himself
again. “He will just be as long as this stick”— “No, he
will not be so long as this”—“Yes, he will be as long as
this.” These words he repeated several times, till the
boa came out and asked him what was the matter.
“Oh, we have been having a dispute in Nyankupon’s
town about you. Nyankupon’s people say you are not
as long as this stick. I say you are. Please let me measure you by it.” The boa innocently laid himself out
straight, and Spider lost no time in tying him on to the
2
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stick from end to end. He then sent him to Nyankupon.
The third day he took a needle and thread and
sewed up his eye. He then set out for a den where he
knew a tiger lived. As he approached the place he began to shout and sing so loudly that the tiger came out
to see what was the matter. “Can you not see?” said
Spider. “My eye is sewn up and now I can see such
wonderful things that I must sing about them.” “Sew
up my eyes,” said the tiger, “then I too can see these
surprising sights.” Spider immediately did so. Having
thus made the tiger helpless, he led him straight to
Nyankupon’s house. Nyankupon was amazed at Spider’s cleverness in fulfilling the three conditions. He
immediately gave him permission for the future to call
all the old tales Anansi tales.

3

HOW WISDOM BECAME
THE PROPERTY OF THE
HUMAN RACE
THERE once lived, in Fanti-land, a man named Father
Anansi. He possessed all the wisdom in the world.
People came to him daily for advice and help.
One day the men of the country were unfortunate enough to offend Father Anansi, who immediately resolved to punish them. After much thought he
decided that the severest penalty he could inflict would
be to hide all his wisdom from them. He set to work at
once to gather again all that he had already given.
When he had succeeded, as he thought, in collecting it,
he placed all in one great pot. This he carefully sealed,
and determined to put it in a spot where no human being could reach it.
Now, Father Anansi had a son, whose name
was Kweku Tsin. This boy began to suspect his father
of some secret design, so he made up his mind to
watch carefully. Next day he saw his father quietly slip
out of the house, with his precious pot hung round his
neck. Kweku Tsin followed. Father Anansi went
through the forest till he had left the village far behind.
Then, selecting the highest and most inaccessible4

HOW WISDOM BECAME THE PROPERTY

AGAIN AND AGAIN ANANSI
TRIED TO CLIMB THE TREE.
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looking tree, he began to climb. The heavy pot, hanging in front of him, made his ascent almost impossible.
Again and again he tried to reach the top of the tree,
where he intended to hang the pot. There, he thought,
Wisdom would indeed be beyond the reach of every
one but himself. He was unable, however, to carry out
his desire. At each trial the pot swung in his way.
For some time Kweku Tsin watched his father’s
vain attempts. At last, unable to contain himself any
longer, he cried out: “Father, why do you not hang the
pot on your back? Then you could easily climb the
tree.”
Father Anansi turned and said: “I thought I had
all the world’s wisdom in this pot. But I find you possess more than I do. All my wisdom was insufficient to
show me what to do, yet you have been able to tell
me.” In his anger he threw the pot down. It struck on
a great rock and broke. The wisdom contained in it escaped and spread throughout the world.

6

ANANSI AND NOTHING
NEAR Anansi’s miserable little hut there was a fine palace where lived a very rich man called Nothing. Nothing and Anansi proposed, one day, to go to the
neighbouring town to get some wives. Accordingly,
they set off together.
Nothing, being a rich man, wore a very fine velvet cloth, while Anansi had a ragged cotton one. While
they were on their way Anansi persuaded Nothing to
change clothes for a little while, promising to give back
the fine velvet before they reached the town. He delayed doing this, however, first on one pretext, then on
another—till they arrived at their destination.
Anansi, being dressed in such a fine garment,
found no difficulty in getting as many wives as he
wished. Poor Nothing, with his ragged and miserable
cloth, was treated with great contempt. At first he
could not get even one wife. At last, however, a
woman took pity on him and gave him her daughter.
The poor girl was laughed at very heartily by Anansi’s
wives for choosing such a beggar as Nothing appeared
to be. She wisely took no notice of their scorn.
The party set off for home. When they reached
the cross-roads leading to their respective houses the
7
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women were astonished. The road leading to Anansi’s
house was only half cleared. The one which led to
Nothing’s palace was, of course, wide and well made.
Not only so, but his servants had strewn it with beautiful skins and carpets, in preparation for his return. Servants were there, awaiting him, with fine clothes for
himself and his wife. No one was waiting for Anansi.
Nothing’s wife was queen over the whole district and had everything her heart could desire. Anansi’s wives could not even get proper food; they had
to live on unripe bananas with peppers. The wife of
Nothing heard of her friends’ miserable state and invited them to a great feast in her palace. They came,
and were so pleased with all they saw that they agreed
to stay there. Accordingly, they refused to come back
to Anansi’s hut.
He was very angry, and tried in many ways to
kill Nothing, but without success. Finally, however, he
persuaded some rat friends to dig a deep tunnel in
front of Nothing’s door. When the hole was finished
Anansi lined it with knives and broken bottles. He
then smeared the steps of the palace with okro to
make them very slippery, and withdrew to a little distance.
When he thought Nothing’s household was
safely in bed and asleep, he called to Nothing to come
out to the courtyard and see something. Nothing’s
wife, however, dissuaded him from going. Anansi tried
again and again, and each time she bade her husband
not to listen. At last Nothing determined to go and see
this thing. As he placed his foot on the first step, of
8
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course he slipped, and down he fell into the hole. The
noise alarmed the household. Lights were fetched and
Nothing was found in the ditch, so much wounded by
the knives that he soon died. His wife was terribly
grieved at his untimely death. She boiled many yams,
mashed them, and took a great dishful of them round
the district. To every child she met she gave some, so
that the child might help her to cry for her husband.
This is why, if you find a child crying and ask the
cause, you will often be told he is “crying for nothing.”
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THUNDER AND ANANSI
THERE had been a long and severe famine in the land
where Anansi lived. He had been quite unable to obtain food for his poor wife and family. One day, gazing
desperately out to sea, he saw, rising from the midst of
the water, a tiny island with a tall palm-tree upon it. He
determined to reach this tree—if any means proved
possible—and climb it, in the hope of finding a few
nuts to reward him. How to get there was the difficulty.
This, however, solved itself when he reached
the beach, for there lay the means to his hand, in the
shape of an old broken boat. It certainly did not look
very strong, but Anansi decided to try it.
His first six attempts were unsuccessful—a great
wave dashed him back on the beach each time he tried
to put off. He was persevering, however, and at the
seventh trial was successful in getting away. He steered
the battered old boat as best he could, and at length
reached the palm-tree of his desire. Having tied the
boat to the trunk of the tree—which grew almost
straight out of the water—he climbed toward the nuts.
Plucking all he could reach, he dropped them, one by
one, down to the boat. To his dismay, every one
10
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missed the boat and fell, instead, into the water until
only the last one remained. This he aimed even more
carefully than the others, but it also fell into the water
and disappeared from his hungry eyes. He had not
tasted even one and now all were gone.

A GREAT WAVE DASHED ANANSI BACK ON THE BEACH.

He could not bear the thought of going home
empty-handed, so, in his despair, he threw himself into
the water, too. To his complete astonishment, instead
of being drowned, he found himself standing on the
sea-bottom in front of a pretty little cottage. From the
latter came an old man, who asked Anansi what he
wanted so badly that he had come to Thunder’s cottage to seek it. Anansi told his tale of woe, and Thunder showed himself most sympathetic.
11
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He went into the cottage and fetched a fine
cooking-pot, which he presented to Anansi—telling
him that he need never be hungry again. The pot
would always supply enough food for himself and his
family. Anansi was most grateful, and left Thunder
with many thanks.
Being anxious to test the pot at once, Anansi
only waited till he was again seated in the old boat to
say, “Pot, pot, what you used to do for your master do
now for me.” Immediately good food of all sorts appeared. Anansi ate a hearty meal, which he very much
enjoyed.
On reaching land again, his first thought was to
run home and give all his family a good meal from his
wonderful pot. A selfish, greedy fear prevented him.
“What if I should use up all the magic of the pot on
them, and have nothing more left for myself! Better
keep the pot a secret—then I can enjoy a meal when I
want one.” So, his mind full of this thought, he hid the
pot.
He reached home, pretending to be utterly worn
out with fatigue and hunger. There was not a grain of
food to be had anywhere. His wife and poor children
were weak with want of it, but selfish Anansi took no
notice of that. He congratulated himself at the thought
of his magic pot, now safely hidden in his room. There
he retired from time to time when he felt hungry, and
enjoyed a good meal. His family got thinner and thinner, but he grew plumper and plumper. They began to
suspect some secret, and determined to find it out. His
eldest son, Kweku Tsin, had the power of changing
12
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himself into any shape he chose; so he took the form
of a tiny fly, and accompanied his father everywhere.
At last, Anansi, feeling hungry, entered his room and
closed the door. Next he took the pot, and had a fine
meal. Having replaced the pot in its hiding-place, he
went out, on the pretence of looking for food.
As soon as he was safely out of sight, Kweku
Tsin fetched out the pot and called all his hungry family to come at once. They had as good a meal as their
father had had. When they had finished, Mrs. Anansi—to punish her husband—said she would take the
pot down to the village and give everybody a meal.
This she did—but alas! in working to prepare so much
food at one time, the pot grew too hot and melted
away. What was to be done now? Anansi would be so
angry! His wife forbade every one to mention the pot.
Anansi returned, ready for his supper, and, as
usual, went into his room, carefully shutting the door.
He went to the hiding-place—it was empty. He looked
around in consternation. No pot was to be seen anywhere. Some one must have discovered it. His family
must be the culprits; he would find a means to punish
them.
Saying nothing to any one about the matter, he
waited till morning. As soon as it was light he started
off towards the shore, where the old boat lay. Getting
into the boat, it started of its own accord and glided
swiftly over the water—straight for the palm-tree. Arrived there, Anansi attached the boat as before and
climbed the tree. This time, unlike the last, the nuts
almost fell into his hands. When he aimed them at the
13
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boat they fell easily into it—not one, as before, dropping into the water. He deliberately took them and
threw them over-board, immediately jumping after
them. As before, he found himself in front of Thunder’s cottage, with Thunder waiting to hear his tale.
This he told, the old man showing the same sympathy
as he had previously done.
This time, however, he presented Anansi with a
fine stick and bade him good-bye. Anansi could
scarcely wait till he got into the boat so anxious was he
to try the magic properties of his new gift. “Stick,
stick,” he said, “what you used to do for your master
do for me also.” The stick began to beat him so severely that, in a few minutes, he was obliged to jump
into the water and swim ashore, leaving boat and stick
to drift away where they pleased. Then he returned
sorrowfully homeward, bemoaning his many bruises
and wishing he had acted more wisely from the beginning.
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