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Frank Abagnale Jr.:  A Modern Day Trickster

The 2002 movie Catch Me If You Can brought archetypical and central elements of a trickster to life on the screen with the creation of Frank Abagnale, Jr.  His character, modeled after a real man, worked as a doctor, a lawyer and a co-pilot for a major airline - all before his 18th birthday.  A master of deception, he was also a brilliant forger whose skill gave him his first real claim to fame.  At the age of 17, Abagnale became the most successful bank robber in the history of the United States.  FBI Agent Carl Hanratty made it his prime mission to capture Abagnale and bring him to justice, but Frank remains one step ahead of him, baiting him to continue the chase.

Using Folklorist Willisam Hynes' heuristic guide to mapping a trickster, it is easy to draw correlations between Abagnale's character and actions to several of the six characteristics used to craft tricksters (Hynes 34).  For example, under the archetype ambiguous and anomalous, he fits as "the trickster is cast as an 'out' person, and his activities are often, outlawish, outlandish, outrageous, out-of-bounds, and out-of-order" (34).  Abagnale fits these characteristics because he defied boundaries while his acts as a co-pilot, lawyer, doctor, and bank robber all put him out of the scopes of the law.  His devious actions were outrageous and outlandish; he fooled judges, doctors and police into believing he was formally trained in their respective fields.  

Hynes said that "the trickster disorders and disassembles"  (Hynes 35).  This quote easily relates to Abagnale through his relationship with FBI Agent Carl Hanratty.  Frank sent Hanratty on a wild goose chase around the globe with his tricks, disassembling any protocol the agency had for con-men, Abagnale outwit him every time.  For example, Abagnale was literally right in Hanratty’s hands and he tricked him into believing he was a U.S. Secret Service Agent to escape.  Disorder is apparent in the money laundering schemes once the bank figures out its losses.  Also, PANAM faces scrutiny in the media with the mystery pilot who logged more than two million free miles.

The second characteristic, the deceiver and trick-player, also accurately describes Abagnale.  His outrageous actions fit with Hynes' theory that "a trick can gather such momentum as to exceed any control exercised by its originator and may even turn back upon the head of the trickster, so the trick-player is also trickster-tricked"  (Hynes 35).  Throughout the story, he moved on to bigger and bigger cons becoming overly confident.  Abagnale was so confident that he used to place calls to Hanratty and give him his location and talk about the crimes he'd committed.  His attempts for bigger and better, eventually led Hanratty to catch him in the end.  Frank's crimes started began innocently  by acting a substitute teacher for his own high school and eventually grew into him forging checks in all 50 states and conning the federal government out of more than four million dollars.  At one point, he can no longer escape the law and is forced to give up his ways: "trickery can sometimes overreach itself, causing the trickster's own downfall" (Hynes 36).  Abagnale's game of cat and mouse with Hanratty was easy in the beginning.  However, toward the end of the story it became evident that Abagnale had just gone too far and wasn't able to trick himself out of his troubles any longer.

The most obvious of the traits Abagnale possesses is that of the shape-shifter:  "The trick-playing of the trickster clearly distinguishes itself from other forms of trickery by its frequent association with shape-shifting"  (Hynes 36).  Abagnale was able to morph into a co-pilot of a major airline, a doctor and a lawyer all within a span of two years.  He not only fooled officials with his disguises, but he also gained respect and was given authority and responsibility.  He was given an authority position at the hospital in Georgia and was made assistant District Attorney in Louisiana.  "The trickster is the master of metamorphosis"  (Hynes 37).  Abagnale showed his ability to shift his identity.  He could be cunning with the ladies and stern with hotel managers.  Abagnale's whole character is built on his ability to transfer identities; this shape-shifting talent is keeps him out of the authorities' grasp for so long.  


The title of the movie itself, Catch Me If You Can, is one viewers would almost expect to see as one of the titles seen in the Cole and Yolen texts, because not only is he a classic trickster, like those found in these books, but also his story has elements common within these collection of folktales.  The physical title lends itself to the essence of Abagnale's character and deceptive ways.  Using Hynes' theories as a primary guide for outlining the characteristics of a trickster, Frank Abagnale exhibits these qualities through his personality and his actions in order to be qualified as a modern-day trickster.
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