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Early in her autobiographical novel The Bell Jar, Sylvia Plath describes
her first experience with a fingerbowl. At college she was the holder, she says,
of a scholarship endowed by a wealthy woman novelist, who during Plath's
freshman year invited her to a lavish luncheon. Deliberately stressing the fact
that she was a girl from an "out-of-the-way" little town who was unschooled in
civilized amenities, Plath recalls that the water in the fingerbowl "had a few
cherry blossoms floating in it." "I thought it must be some clear sort of
Japanese after-dinner soup," Plath continues, and she says she eventually "ate
every bit of it, including the crisp little blossoms." The novelist, she muses,
"never said anything" about the incident; and she admits "it was only much
later, when I told a debutante I knew at college about the dinner, that I learned
what I had done."!

Plath's perfectly natural mistake is one that is perhaps not unfamiliar, or
at least not unimaginable, to members of this audience. What is worth
remarking, however, is the fact that--perhaps without fully realizing it--in
telling this story Plath was tapping into an exceptionally rich vein of American
comic legend. Her story of ignorantly drinking from a fingerbowl is a
twentieth-century version of a famous yarn widely circulated in the nineteenth
century about Davy Crockett, picked up by antebellum novelist William
Gilmore Simms, and considerably embroidered by backwoods humorist Joseph
Glover Baldwin before it reappeared in The Bell Jar. Even for the tradition of
American humor, whose authors are noted for their zestful recycling of comic
material, the yarn has had an exceptionally long life. Together with the story
of the man who cheerfully travels along on the frontier submerged under
several feet of mud, it ranks as one of the most frequently retold tales in
American literature.

Like most such tales, the yarn undergoes minor changes in the hands of
each of its tellers, but its basic features show little variation. It belongs, of
course, to a larger category of narratives depicting the adventures, or rather the
misadventures, of an unsophisticated, and usually a rustic, person in the city
who--in the words of Hennig Cohen and William B. Dillingham--does not
know all he needs to know to conduct himself gv::rueelly.2 Generally in stories
of this type, the central character is either duped by his more experienced
companions into exposing his essential naiveté or else brings confusion on
himself by his unwitting violation of civilized customs.
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