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PREFACE

Legacies and Cultural Heritage

In 2012, the bicentenary year of Jacob and Wilhelm Grimm’s first edition of 
Kinder-  und Hausmärchen (Children and Household Tales), published 1812 and 
1815 in two volumes, numerous conferences and individual lectures in Europe 
and North America were held that commemorated and celebrated the achieve-
ment of the Brothers Grimm. Moreover, their tales continued to be honored in 
2013 and 2014. Almost all the conferences that I attended produced new insights 
into the significance of the Grimms’ tales from different critical perspectives. 
Yet, from my own standpoint, it was clear to me that many scholars and critics 
were not fully aware of the cultural heritage of the Grimms’ folk and fairy tales 
and their impact throughout the world. Therefore, in the talks that I delivered, I 
concentrated on the different legacies of the Grimms’ tales. In my opinion, there 
are many legacies to consider, not just one. My goal was to test my ideas at the 
conferences, learn from the critical reception, and then revise my talks after a 
year to address the question of the legacies of the Kinder-  und Hausmärchen in 
greater depth.

Central to my efforts was the question: Did the Grimms consciously begin 
collecting folk and fairy tales with the intention of bequeathing a legacy that 
would be cultivated in German- speaking principalities? Related to this question 
are others such as: What exactly is a legacy? How have the Grimms’ tales as 
legacy been received and honored in Germany up to the present? How have the 
tales been received as legacies in other countries and regions of the world? As I 
have stated, it is quite clear that there is more than one legacy. Moreover, it is also 
clear that the Grimms’ intentions were different from the reception and impact 
that the tales have had, not only in Germany, but also in other parts of the world. 
And this difference is indeed great.

To give one example: It is impossible in the twenty- first century to think 
of all the Walt Disney adaptations of fairy tales and their worldwide popularity 
without the legacy of the Brothers Grimm. In fact, it is, in part thanks to the 
Disney corporation, impossible to think about the dissemination of fairy tales 
throughout the world without taking into account the Grimms’ collection of 
tales, even though most of the Grimms’ stories were not strictly speaking fairy 
tales, nor were they intended for children. Through Disney, the Grimms’ name 
has become a household name, a trademark, and a designator in general for fairy 
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tales that are allegedly “appropriate” for children. More than any author or col-
lector of fairy tales, including Charles Perrault and Hans Christian Andersen, 
the Grimms are totally associated with the fairy- tale genre, and their tales, which 
have been translated into 150 languages, have seeped into the conscious and sub-
conscious popular memory of people throughout the world.

Some of the ramifications of the Grimms’ worldwide influence have been 
carefully analyzed in a recent book, Grimms’ Tales around the Globe: The Dynam-
ics of Their International Reception (2014) edited by Vanessa Joosen and Gillian 
Lathey. However, it is, of course, impossible to study the impact of the Grimms’ 
tales in the cultural heritage of all the countries in which they have had an im-
portant reception. Therefore, my present study focuses primarily on the role that 
the Grimms’ tales have played in German- speaking and English- speaking coun-
tries. My hope is that my work might pave the way for similar studies about the 
reception of the Grimms’ tales as a legacy in other countries.

Most of the essays in my book were first composed as talks that I held at 
various conferences and universities in 2012 and 2013. The introduction, “The 
Vibrant Body of the Grimms’ Folk and Fairy Tales, Which Do Not Belong to the 
Grimms,” discusses how the Grimms began developing the corpus of their tales 
at the beginning of the nineteenth century with the purpose of preserving an 
ancient tradition of storytelling. The Brothers were among the first scholars to 
recall and establish the historical tradition of “authentic” folk tales that stemmed 
from oral storytelling. In the course of their research from 1806 until their deaths, 
Wilhelm in 1859, and Jacob in 1863, they published seven large editions and ten 
small editions of folk and fairy tales along with separate volumes of notes that 
were constantly changed and edited. These are the books that form the body of 
their work on folk and fairy tales, but it is a live and vibrant body that consists 
of other books of legends and tales that they collected, edited, and published. In 
addition, one must take into consideration the 150 or more translations and the 
Grimms’ manuscripts such as the Ölenberg manuscript of 1810 and their posthu-
mous papers. What then, I ask, is the corpus that they left behind them? How are 
we to appraise the neverending and seemingly eternal reproduction of their tales?

In chapter one, “German Popular Stories as Revolutionary Book,” I propose 
that the Grimms’ legacy was already undergoing a change during their lifetime, 
and this change was brought about directly by the influence of a young British 
lawyer. One of the fascinating aspects of their legacy in English- speaking coun-
tries is that the first so- called translation, German Popular Stories, by Edgar Tay-
lor, published in 1823 and 1826 in two volumes, generated three major “myths”: 
(1) that the tales were primarily intended for children (which they weren’t); 
(2) that the Grimms themselves collected the tales from peasants, represented 
by the image of an ideal peasant woman, whom Taylor called Gammer Grethel; 
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(3) that the tales were German (which they aren’t). The great success of Taylor’s 
books with illustrations by the famous caricaturist, George Cruikshank, stim-
ulated the Brothers, especially Wilhelm, to change the format of their tales so 
that they might find a greater resonance among young readers primarily from 
middle- class families in German- speaking principalities.

Chapter two, “Hyping the Grimms’ Fairy Tales,” explores Taylor’s influence 
in greater depth to examine how, without realizing it, the Brothers began em-
bellishing and marketing their tales to seek a greater reading public. There was 
an overt change in policy that was initiated in 1825, when they decided to pub-
lish their Small Edition of fifty tales with illustrations by their brother Ludwig 
Grimm. It was not a question of money and profit, but the Grimms created more 
hyperbolic paratexts to their editions with the hope that German folk culture 
would gain the respect that it deserved. At the same time, they also maintained 
their scholarly philological approach. However, in the twentieth and twenty- first 
centuries this marketing strategy also led to a trivialization if not banalization 
of the tales. So in this chapter, I discuss the ramifications of hyping the Grimms’ 
tales in today’s hyperglobalized cultures.

One of the results of the hyping is explored in chapter three, “American-
ization of the Grimms’ Fairy Tales: Twists and Turns of History,” in which I 
demonstrate that the Grimms’ tales have been so thoroughly Americanized that 
Americans (and people in other countries) are more liable to think that Disney 
created the Grimms’ tales. There is very little information in the United States 
about the Grimms’ lives and their scholarly project of salvaging relics from the 
past. Their image and their tales have been distorted in the popular memory of 
Americans, and yet there have been some interesting Americanized innovations 
and appropriations of their tales that lend them new meanings in the twenty- first 
century.

Although Germans respond to the Grimms’ tales much differently from Amer-
icans, there is still a noticeable similarity in the manner in which they have received 
the tales since 1945. Chapter four, “Two Hundred Years after Once Upon a Time: 
The Legacy of the Brothers Grimm and Their Tales in Germany,” reveals that, even 
in Germany, there is a tendency either to transform the Grimms’ tales into kitsch 
or to lionize them. While there was a stronger sense of nationalism among the 
readers of and listeners to the Grimms’ tales in the nineteenth and early part of the 
twentieth century, a sense that the Grimms had contributed to a German national 
identity, World War II, and the Nazi appropriation of German culture have led to a 
more nuanced appreciation of the Grimms’ tales. German scholars have carefully 
analyzed this reception history, and therefore, I focus primarily on literary and 
filmic adaptations of the tales in the twenty- first century and also discuss a few 
recent scholarly studies that shed new light on the Grimms’ legacy.



xiv  PrEFaCE

In chapter five, “How Superheroes Made Their Way into the World of Fairy 
Tales: The Appeal of Cooperation and Collective Action from the Greek Myths 
to the Grimms’ Tales and Beyond,” I deal with an aspect of the tales that has 
made them memetically relevant in countries throughout the world from the 
Greco- Roman period to the present. I trace different variants of a particular tale 
type, “The Extraordinary Companions” (ATU 513), to understand how and why 
collective action forms the basis of hundreds if not thousands of stories. Greek 
gods, Japanese samurai, folk heroes, and superheroes share a basic purpose that 
connects them in remarkable international relationships and networks. I argue 
that if a particular international tale type such as the Grimms’ “How Six Made 
Their Way in the World” sticks in people’s memories throughout the world, there 
should be an evolutionary explanation for this relevance, and here I endeavor to 
connect the tale to our innate human disposition for cooperation.

Chapter six, “The Grimmness of Contemporary Fairy Tales: Exploring the 
Legacy of the Brothers Grimm in the Twenty- First Century,” is a critique of the 
manner in which numerous contemporary English- speaking writers and artists 
have adapted the Grimms’ tales. There is, of course, no right way to rewrite the 
Grimm’s tales, but I maintain that one can discern whether the Grimms’ legacy 
is abused by writers, artists, and filmmakers. Basically I ask the questions: What 
is an authentic adaptation? Who does and who doesn’t take the Grimms’ tales 
 seriously? Have the Grimms’ tales become merchandise? Is it possible to cultivate 
a genuine legacy when the Grimms made their legacy somewhat ambivalent?

The epilogue, “A Curious Legacy: Ernst Bloch’s Enlightened View of the Fairy 
Tale and Utopian Longing,” concludes this book with a philosophical discussion 
about the utopian quality of the Grimms’ tales and what role utopian longing 
plays in the legacy and tradition of the Grimms’ tales, and is an essential element 
in the magic appeal of fairy tales in general. Here I recount an interview about 
fairy tales that Bloch, the great German philosopher of hope, had with Theodor 
Adorno, the most astute member of the Frankfurt School of critical theory. Both 
were familiar with the Grimms’ tales, and ironically, though they were often at 
odds with one another in their writing about aesthetics and politics, they come 
to more or less the same conclusion in this conversation and reinforce some of 
the underlying notions that the Grimms had as they began to collect their tales 
some two hundred years ago.

As I have stated earlier, the essays in this book were first delivered in differ-
ent versions as talks at Harvard University, Lisbon University, the University of 
Ghent, Kingston University, the University of Chichester, the Folklore Society 
(London), the Goethe Institute (Chicago), Miami University (Ohio), Göttingen 
University, the University of Winnipeg, and Homerton College (Cambridge Uni-
versity). Thanks to the invitations by colleagues from these institutions, I was 
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able to share and discuss my ideas with different audiences of students, profes-
sors, and people interested in the Grimms, and thanks to their suggestions and 
critical responses, I altered and modified the talks as I began to transform them 
later into essays. At times I have been compelled to repeat information that I 
present in one chapter in another. I have endeavored to keep this repetition to 
a minimum, but sometimes it is unavoidable because the theses of the original 
talks depended on some of the same basic material.

Numerous friends and scholars have made suggestions that have helped me 
reevaluate my ideas, and they have also provided me with important information 
and materials. I should therefore like to express my gratitude to Maria Tatar, 
Francisco Vaz da Silva, Vanessa Joosen, Stijn Praet, Caroline Oates, Bill Gray, 
Andrew Teverson, Marina Warner, Irmi Maunu- Kocian, Wolfgang Mieder, Todd 
Cesaratto, Ulrich Marzolph, Pauline Greenhill, Karin Kukkonen, Morag Styles, 
and Maria Nikolajeva. In addition, I have benefited greatly from conversations 
and correspondence with Cristina Bacchilega, Sadhana Naithani, Don Haase, Pat 
Ryan, Mike Wilson, Mick Gowar, and David Hopkin. At the beginning of this 
project I was given wise counsel and encouragement by Alison MacKeen, and 
when Alison left Princeton, Anne Savarese graciously and seamlessly stepped 
in to become my editor and has been an enormous help to me. Sara Lerner has 
waved her magic wand as usual to make sure the production of the book went as 
smoothly as possible, while Jennifer Harris has provided careful and insightful 
copy- editing. Last but not least, I want to thank my wife, Carol Dines, who has 
been a great inspiration throughout the past thirty years.
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INTRODUCTION

The Vibrant Body of the Grimms’  
Folk and Fairy Tales, Which Do  
Not Belong to the Grimms

The example of the Brothers Grimm had its imitators even in Russia, 
including the person of the first editor of Russian Folk Tales, A. N. 
Afanasyev. From the viewpoint of contemporary folkloristics, even a 
cautious reworking and stylization of the texts, written down from 
their performers, is considered absolutely inadmissible in scientific edi-
tions. But in the era of the Brothers Grimm, in the world of romantic 
ideas and principles, this was altogether permissible. To the credit of 
the Brothers Grimm, it must be added that they were almost the first 
to establish the principle of publication of the authentic, popular oral 
poetic productions.

— Y. M. Sokolov, Russian Folklore (1966)1

It is the brothers Jacob and Wilhelm Grimm who illustrate the connec-
tion between folklore and textual criticism most powerfully, just as they 
demonstrate the continuing influence of Herder on thought. Nationalist 
politics and folkloric endeavours intertwine throughout all the Grimm 
brothers’ projects, but the Europe- wide significance of the Kinder-  und 
Hausmärchen (first edition 1812) was the inspiration it provided to 
proto- folklorists to go out and collect “vom Volksmund,” that is from 
the mouth of the people (whether or not this was the Grimms’ own 
practice).

— Timothy Baycroft and David Hopkin, Folklore and Nationalism  
in Europe During the Long Nineteenth Century (2012)2

Just what is a legacy, and what was the corpus of folk and fairy tales that the Broth-
ers Grimm passed on to the German people— a corpus that grew, expanded, and 
eventually spread itself throughout the world? What do we mean when we talk 
about cultural legacy and memory? Why have the Grimms’ so- called German 
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tales spread throughout the world and become so universally international? 
Have the Grimms’ original intentions been betrayed? Did they betray them? If 
we fail to address these questions, the cultural legacy of the Grimms’ tales and 
their relevance cannot be grasped. This does not mean that there are right and 
wrong answers. Rather, the questions set a framework for inquiry that will lead 
to greater insight into the Grimms’ legacies, for there is more than just one that 
they bequeathed to the German people.

There are several definitions of legacy in the Oxford Universal Dictionary, 
and the most pertinent one for my purposes concerns legacy as a bequest: “what 
one bequeaths . . . anything handed down by an ancestor or a predecessor.”3 But 
legacy also carries with it a notion of binding or connecting something to some-
one as in the Italian verb legare— to bind, to connect, to attach. And I want to 
suggest that the Grimms bound themselves to a German popular tradition of 
storytelling through the collecting of tales that belonged to the German people. 
Whether these tales actually belonged to the German people is irrelevant here 
because the Grimms assumed that these tales, largely gathered on Hessian and 
Westphalian soil, emanated from the lips of German people, primarily from the 
lower classes but also from the upper classes. What counts is their assumption, 
and what counts is their firm belief in the ancient origins of storytelling. What 
counts is that they wanted to discover and forge a German heritage that had 
greater cultural value than they realized. The Grimms wanted to save the folk 
and fairy tales from extinction and to bequeath this Naturpoesie as a gift to the 
German people of all social classes. Here is what they state in the first volume of 
the first edition of 1812:

We have tried to grasp and interpret these tales as purely as possi-
ble. In many of them one will find that the narrative is interrupted 
by rhymes and verses that even possess clear alliteration at times 
but are never sung during the telling of a tale, and these are pre-
cisely the oldest and best tales. No incident has been added or 
embellished and changed, for we would have shied away from ex-
panding tales already so rich in and of themselves with their own 
analogies and similarities. They cannot be invented. In this regard 
no collection like this one has yet to appear in Germany. The tales 
have almost always been used as stuff to create longer stories which 
have been arbitrarily expanded and changed depending on their 
value. They have always been ripped from the hands of children 
even though they belonged to them, and nothing was given back 
to them in return. Even those people who thought about the chil-
dren could not restrain themselves from mixing in mannerisms 
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of contemporary writing. Diligence in collecting has almost al-
ways been lacking. Just a few, noted by chance, were immediately 
published. Had we been so fortunate to be able to tell the tales in 
a very particular dialect they would have undoubtedly gained a 
great deal. Here we have a case where all the accomplishments 
of education, refinement, and artistic command of language ruin 
everything, and where one feels that a purified literary language as 
elegant as it may be for everything else, brighter and more trans-
parent, has here, however, become more tasteless and cannot get 
to the heart of the matter.

We offer this book to well- meaning hands and thereby think 
chiefly of the blessed power that lies in these hands. We wish they 
will not allow these tiny morsels of poetry to be kept entirely hid-
den from poor and modest readers.4

And in the preface to the second volume of the first edition published in 1815, 
they state:

Our collection was not merely intended to serve the history of 
poetry but also to bring out the poetry itself that lives in it and 
make it effective: enabling it to bring pleasure wherever it can and 
also therefore, enabling it to become an actual educational primer. 
Objections have been raised against this last point because this or 
that might be embarrassing and would be unsuitable for children 
or offensive (when the tales might touch on certain situations and 
relations— even the mentioning of the bad things that the devil 
does) and that parents might not want to put the book into the 
hands of children. That concern might be legitimate in certain 
cases, and then one can easily make selections. On the whole it is 
certainly not necessary. Nature itself provides our best evidence, 
for it has allowed these and those flowers and leaves to grow in 
their own colors and shapes. If they are not beneficial for any per-
son or personal needs, something that the flowers and leaves are 
unaware of, then that person can walk right by them, but the in-
dividual cannot demand that they be colored and cut according 
to his or her needs. Or, in other words, rain and dew provide a 
benefit for everything on earth. Whoever is afraid to put plants 
outside because they might be too delicate and could be harmed 
and would rather water them inside cannot demand to put an end 
to the rain and the dew. Everything that is natural can also become 
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beneficial. And that is what our aim should be. Incidentally, we are 
not aware of a single salutary and powerful book that has edified 
the people, in which such dubious matters don’t appear to a great 
extent, even if we place the Bible at the top of the list. Making 
the right use of a book doesn’t result in finding evil, rather, as an 
appealing saying puts it: evidence of our hearts. Children read the 
stars without fear, while others, according to folk belief, insult an-
gels by doing this.5

I have quoted extensively from the two prefaces of the first edition because 
they significantly embody the early intentions of the Grimms’ legacy of tales 
that they bequeathed to the German people. What is striking, I believe, about 
their language is their inclination to use metaphors of nature, religion, and edu-
cation. This is also the language of German romanticism— idealistic and some-
what mystical. For the Grimms the folk and fairy tales were divinely inspired 
and pure. They evolved organically, encapsulating human experience and be-
havior, and it was through the common people if not people of all social classes 
that their “essential” messages were remembered and articulated. These mes-
sages contained information and truths about human experience, but they were 
not didactic commandments or lessons. As I have stated in the introduction to 
my translation of the first edition of Kinder-  und Hausmärchen (Children’s and 
Household Tales):6 Though mindful of the educational value of their collection, 
the Grimms shied away from making the tales in their collection moralistic or 
overly didactic. They viewed the morality in the tales as naïve and organic, and 
readers, young and old, could intuit lessons from them spontaneously because 
of their “pure” poetry.

In his book, Einfache Formen (Simple Forms, 1930) André Jolles claims 
that the Grimms saw a paradoxical morality in the miraculous events of folk 
and fairy tales alike. Jolles writes that the basic foundation of these tales derives 
from the paradox that the miraculous is not miraculous in the fairy tale; rather 
it is natural, self- evident, a matter of course. “The miraculous is here the only 
possible guarantee that the immorality of reality has stopped.”7 The readers’ in-
terpretations of folk and fairy tales are natural because of the profound if not 
divine nature of the tales, and in this sense, the Grimms envisioned themselves 
as moral cultivators of a particular cultural heritage and their collection as an 
educational primer of ethics, values, and customs that would grow on readers 
who would grow by reading these living relics of the past and also by retell-
ing them. In collecting and publishing the tales and all their other philological 
works, the Grimms were actually returning “gifts” of the people through writ-
ing and print that would safeguard folk culture. In addition, their work on the 
German language and medieval literature contributed to nation building, not 
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through politics but through a profound interdisciplinary and cultural approach 
to words that tied different Germanic peoples together. Not only did the tales be-
come a great source of cultural memory, but their unusual romantic approach to 
philology and literature played a great role in forging a new discipline at German 
universities. As Jeffrey Peck has remarked:

Any critical history of Germanistik that wants to unearth its ori-
gins, especially in struggles for national identity, seems always to 
begin with the Grimm Brothers. The Grimms represent in their 
work what [Hans Ulrich] Gumbrecht typifies for Romanticism: 
“National identity— as a representation of collective identity— 
seems to depend— at least for the early 19th century— on the exis-
tence of socially distant folktales and historically distant medieval 
cultural forms, which can be identified as the objectivations of 
one’s own people.” Merely the titles of the Grimms’ publications 
reflect their preoccupation with “the German” and the German 
past: German Legends (2 vols., 1816– 18) and their periodical Old 
German Woods (1813– 16); Jacob’s own projects, Old German Song 
(1811), German Grammar (1819– 37), German Monuments of Law 
(1828), German Mythology (1835), History of the German language 
(2 vols., 1848); and, of course, their well- known Fairy Tales and 
the German Dictionary.8

The Corpus of the Tales

Here it should be pointed out that the Grimms’ tales are not strictly speak-
ing “fairy tales,” and they never used that term, which, in German, would be 
Feenmärchen. Their collection is much more diverse and includes animal tales, 
legends, tall tales, nonsense stories, fables, anecdotes, religious legends, and, 
of course, magic tales (Zaubermärchen), which are clearly related to the great 
European tradition of fairy tales that can be traced back to ancient Greece and 
Rome and beyond. It is because their collection had such deep roots and a broad 
European heritage that the Grimms asserted that reading these tales would serve 
as an education for young and old alike. In some ways their collection was in-
tended to be part of the European civilizing process, not just a national legacy. 
It was never intended for children even if it became children’s reading matter, 
something I shall address in chapter one.

In this regard, the corpus of their collected tales was formed to change con-
stantly and to remain alive forever as vital talking points in oral and literary 
traditions. Collecting was an act of resuscitation. Editing and translating were 
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artistic methods that guaranteed the conservation and communication of the 
indelible nature of the tales. Incredibly, the pulse of their tales can still be felt 
today. The magic spell of their tales binds us. Here it is important to note that 
the legacy of the tales is not the only legacy that the Grimms bequeathed to the 
German people. One could also study their other legacies with regard to leg-
ends ( Deutsche Sagen, 1816– 18), myths (Deutsche Mythologie, 1835), linguistics 
(Deutsche Grammatik, 1819– 37, and Deutsches Wörterbuch, 1854– 63), and juris-
prudence (Deutsche Rechtsaltertümer, 1828). For some scholars, the Grimms’ 
greatest achievement was the creation of the first great German Dictionary, but 
it would be foolish to try to single out the Grimms’ most important contribution 
to the German cultural heritage. Overall their philological, aesthetic, legal, and 
ethical concerns coalesced in the Kinder-  und Hausmärchen that absorbed them 
from 1806 until their deaths in 1859 and 1863.

In Jens Sennewald’s highly significant study, Das Buch das wir sind (“The Book 
That We Are”), he explores and explains the intentions and concepts developed 
by the Grimms as romantic writers and philologists just as Jacob had sought over 
two hundred years ago to clarify their beliefs and methods to the writer Achim 
von Arnim,9 their friend, who provided the contact to Georg August Reimer, the 
publisher of the first edition of Kinder-  und Hausmärchen in 1812. Sennewald 
emphasizes that we must bear in mind that there was not just one edition of their 
large collection of tales, but seven, and that the narratives, consisting of fairy tales, 
animal tales, legends, religious stories, fables, tall tales, and anecdotes, were con-
stantly edited and changed over the course of forty- seven years. These seven large 
editions were part of the Grimms’ other linguistic and philological works. Given 
the Grimms’ great erudition and aesthetic concerns, Sennewald maintains that 
the tales in all the editions need to be considered as a collective whole because 
these stories, according to the Grimms, originated in antiquity and continued to 
be formed and reformed in a flowing process of retelling and remaking that en-
abled words to come alive and remain alive as part of the popular cultural mem-
ory. Indeed, the Grimms wanted to resuscitate relics and muted words of the past 
so that they could speak for themselves. As part of the process, the Grimms saw 
themselves as excavators and cultivators, who sought to make the past livable for 
German people of all social classes and enable them to become at one with the 
words of the tales. This task that the Grimms set for themselves demanded great 
artistry and philological knowledge. Sennewald remarks:

The poetry of the Kinder-  und Hausmärchen is the result of their 
authorship of a “romantic book.” Their poetics is stamped by phil-
ological poetry: at each turn of speech the “prevailing mark” of 
the philologists is at work who produced highly poetical texts and 
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permanently concealed this singular achievement. . . . The  Kinder-  
und Hausmärchen, collected by the Brothers Grimm became a 
“book that we are” through their poetics. The “we” of this book 
is one of brotherhood, of the “collaterals,” as Jacob Grimm wrote. 
The figures of the Kinder-  und Hausmärchen, the female informant 
and the collector represent a “folk widely speaking,” and it seems as 
if the closed collection, read as ethnographical record, reaches way 
beyond the borders of the book. Whoever turns to the tales of the 
“folk” after reading the Kinder-  und Hausmärchen will find what let 
him turn to the tales: the structures and regularity of a “romantic 
book.” A research of folk tales that connects itself to the  Kinder-  
und Hausmärchen and dedicates itself to finding “original” folk 
tales that correspond to the “instinctual doings of nature” follows 
the prescribed tracks of the Kinder-  und Hausmärchen.10

The binding element and memetic appeal of the Grimms’ legacy is, in my 
opinion, as strong and as necessary as Sennewald states, and research must ac-
count for the widespread reception of their collected tales throughout the world. 
Legacies are not just bequeathed but require an active chain reaction from gener-
ation to generation. They demand accountability of reception. They require that 
one knows and appreciates the value of the offering or gift, who gave it, and why. 
Consequently, research into the corpus of the Grimms’ legacy must include some 
basic acknowledgment of the tales’ history and how they contributed to the tradi-
tion of European folklore and to the study of world folklore. In my opinion, some 
of the following fundamental aspects of their work and lives are helpful in appre-
ciating their legacy of tales and how this legacy spread beyond German borders:

 1. Although the Grimms collected folk songs, poems, and tales before 1807, 
they became more focused on prose tales at this time and expanded this 
focus up through 1810 to assist Clemens Brentano, a talented romantic writer 
and poet, who wanted to adapt oral tales for a book of literary fairy tales 
that he was planning to publish. The Grimms dutifully sent him fifty- four 
tales. However, Brentano did not like the Grimms’ stories and left behind 
their manuscript in the Ölenberg Monastery in Alsace. By chance the tales, 
now called the Ölenberg manuscript, were discovered in 1920. Ever since 
this discovery researchers have been able to study the manner in which the 
Grimms began editing and honing the tales.11 Moreover, as Vanessa Joosen 
has demonstrated,12 the Ölenberg manuscript provides the basis not only 
for understanding the Grimms’ process of retelling tales but also serves as 
a case study of intertexuality and how contemporary writers have followed 
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in the Grimms’ footsteps, so to speak, and developed a dynamic process of 
retelling fairy tales that enriches the Grimms’ legacy.

 2. In 1812 Achim von Arnim— another significant romantic writer and friend 
of Brentano— advised the Grimms to publish the tales they had sent to Bren-
tano along with many new ones that they had collected. Although Arnim 
had differences with the Grimms when it came to judging modern literature, 
he had great faith in their project and was a strong proponent of collect-
ing folk material. As a result, the Grimms not only produced one edition of 
their tales but also published seven different editions of their large collection 
(called the große Ausgabe) from 1812 to 1857, including different prefaces, 
essays, and scholarly notes, which were first published together with the 
tales of the first edition and later in separate volumes of 1822 and 1856. 
There were many unusual variants of the tales in the notes that reveal the 
Grimms’ extraordinary knowledge of different genres of orality and litera-
ture throughout the world. Some of the tales in the notes were replaced by 
other versions in the final edition or published elsewhere. By the final publi-
cation of the 1856 edition of the notes, there were many new tales as well as 
numerous variants and rough drafts in their posthumous papers.

 3. In addition to the Large Edition there were ten different printings of their 
Small Edition (called the kleine Ausgabe) published from 1825 to 1858. The 
tales in the Small Edition were carefully selected by Wilhelm Grimm to ap-
peal to bourgeois children and their families and included six illustrations 
by their brother Ludwig Grimm, a painter. There were no prefaces, notes, 
or long essays in the ten printings of the Small Edition. The intention here 
was to popularize their tales and to appeal to a growing reading public of 
children and their families.

 4.  The posthumous papers of the Grimms contain a large quantity of tales that 
the Brothers received from friends and colleagues or collected themselves. 
For some reason or other, they did not want to use these tales in the pub-
lished corpus of their collections. Heinz Rölleke has reproduced many of 
these interesting tales in Märchen aus dem Nachlaß der Brüder Grimm,13 and 
there have been several other books of omitted or deleted tales published 
from the Grimms’ posthumous papers that are worth examining as part of 
the Grimms’ legacy, including an English translation and tales that appeared 
in journals and magazines but are not the same as those published in the 
large editions of the collection.14

 5.  Although the Grimms maintained that they did not alter the words of the 
tales that they collected from the lips of their informants, and that all their 



Vibrant Body of Grimms’ Tales       9

tales stemmed from the oral tradition, none of this is true. A simple compar-
ison of the tales in the Ölenberg manuscript of 1810 with the tales in the first 
edition of 1812/15 reveals that the Grimms made or had to make substan-
tial changes because it was difficult for them and their contributors to copy 
down on paper the exact words of the tales that they heard. Moreover, the 
Grimms also began adapting tales from books published from the fifteenth 
through the eighteenth century. In short, none of their tales could ever be 
designated as “pure,” “authentic,” or “original.” The Grimms actually knew 
this, and yet they used those terms because they believed their tales bore the 
traces of a profound oral tradition. They felt justified to proclaim that their 
tales were “genuine” and “pure” because the changes that they made were 
based on their understanding of the “natural” poetics of oral storytelling, 
and the more they did research about the oral tradition, the more they felt 
confident in their skills as writers to re- present the unique elements of tradi-
tional stories. Incidentally, most collectors worked this way in the eighteenth 
and nineteenth centuries.

 6.  During the first phase of their collecting tales from 1806 up to approximately 
1817, Jacob Grimm was the dominant figure and more or less established 
the principles of their collecting and recording of tales. For instance, more 
than 60 percent of the tales in the Ölenberg manuscript are in his handwrit-
ing, and it is apparent from letters, prefaces, and essays that his ideological 
thinking set the tone for their project that he developed collectively with his 
brother, other interested scholars, and friends. Both Brentano and Arnim 
were enthusiastic about the Grimms’ desire to collect oral folk tales and pub-
lish them either in a journal or book dedicated to old German literature. In 
a long letter to Brentano, written on January 22, 1811, Jacob composed an 
appeal, “Aufforderung an die gesammten Freunde altdeutscher Poesie und 
Geschichte erlassen” (“Appeal to All Friends of Old German Poetry and His-
tory”),15 which spelled out the initial premises of the Brothers’ project and 
their intense engagement to foster a greater understanding of popular Ger-
man culture. Here are some of the emphatic romantic ideas from this letter 
that were to underlie all their work on folk and fairy tales:

We are going to start by collecting all the oral tales from the entire 
German fatherland and only wish that we do not misconstrue the 
general and extensive sense of the matter by the manner in which 
we are approaching it. We are thus going to collect each and every 
tradition and tale of the common man whether the contents be 
sad or humorous, didactic or amusing, no matter what the time 
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period is, whether they have been composed in the simplest prose 
or set in rhyme. . . . 

Isn’t folk poetry (Volkspoesie) the vital lifeblood that is drawn 
from all the deeds [of the German people] and continues to exist 
for itself? And mustn’t it do so because otherwise no history would 
reach the folk and no other kind of history would be used by the 
folk? . . . 

We especially mean here the fairy tales, the evening conversa-
tions, and the stories from the spinning rooms, and we know two 
kinds of things very well. Names held in contempt and things that 
have been ignored until now continue to stick in each and every 
human mind from childhood to death. Consequently, we think 
that even in the locked- up energy of the special social classes, like 
beneath the cool shadow of the tree, that the source of tales cannot 
vanish, while whatever lies in the middle, where the general heat 
of the sun flows, has long since been dried out. Certainly, among 
old craftsmen, silently working miners, and the green free forest-
ers and soldiers many peculiarities and particular ways of con-
versing and telling stories, customs and manners have continued 
to be maintained, and it is high time that they are collected before 
they are completely extinguished or new forms of those traditions 
have their meaning torn away from them. . . . 

Now we want to record all this as faithfully and literally as 
possible, with all the so- called nonsense that is easy to find but al-
ways even easier to cast off than the artificial reproduction which 
one would want to try instead of keeping the nonsense.16

  The ideas in this private letter to Brentano, read and approved by Wilhelm, 
were more fully developed later in the Circular wegen der Aufsammlung der 
Volkspoesie (Circular- Letter Concerned with Collecting of Folk Poetry) printed 
and distributed in 1815. It is worth citing this circular- letter, once again con-
ceived by Jacob, because it outlines the basic principles and intentions of the 
Grimms:

Most Honored Sir!
A society has been founded that is intended to spread 

throughout all of Germany and has as its goal to save and collect 
all the existing songs and tales that can be found among the com-
mon German peasantry (Landvolk). Our fatherland is still filled 
with this wealth of material all over the country that our honest 
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ancestors planted for us, and that, despite the mockery and deri-
sion heaped upon it, continues to live, unaware of its own hidden 
beauty and carries within it its own unquenchable source. Our 
literature, history, and language cannot seriously be understood 
in their old and true origins without doing more exact research 
on this material. Consequently, it is our intention to track down 
as diligently as possible all the following items and to write them 
down as faithfully as possible:

 1. Folk songs and rhymes, that are performed at different occa-
sions throughout the year, at celebrations, in spinning par-
lors, on the dance floors, and during work in the fields; first 
of all, those songs and rhymes that have epic contents, that is, 
in which there is an event; wherever possible with their very 
words, ways, and tones.

 2. Tales in prose that are told and known, in particular the nu-
merous nursery and children’s fairy tales about giants, dwarfs, 
monsters, enchanted and rescued royal children, devils, trea-
sures, and magic instruments as well as local legends that help 
explain certain places (like mountains, rivers, lakes, swamps, 
ruined castles, towers, stones, and monuments of ancient 
times). It is important to pay special attention to animal fa-
bles, in which fox and wolf, chicken, dog, cat, frog, mouse, 
crow, sparrow, etc. appear for the most part.

 3. Funny tales about tricks played by rogues and anecdotes; pup-
pet plays from old times with Hanswurst and the devil.

 4. Folk festivals, mores, customs, and games; celebrations at 
births, weddings, and funerals; old legal customs, special 
taxes, duties, jobs, border regulations, etc.

 5.  Superstitions about spirits, ghosts, witches, good and bad 
omens; phenomena and dreams.

 6.  Proverbs, unusual dialects, parables, word composition.

It is extremely important that these items are to be recorded 
faithfully and truly, without embellishment and additions, when-
ever possible from the mouths of the tellers in and with their 
very own words in the most exact and detailed way. It would be 
of double value if everything could be obtained in the local live 
dialect. On the other hand, even fragments with gaps are not to 
be rejected. Indeed, all the derivations, repetitions, and copies of 
the same tale can be individually important. Here we advise that 
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you not be misled by the deceptive opinion that something has 
already been collected and recorded, and therefore that you dis-
card a story. Many things that appear to be modern have often 
only been modernized and have their undamaged source beneath 
it. As soon as one has a great familiarity with the contents of this 
folk literature (Volkspoesie), one will gradually be able to evalu-
ate the alleged simplistic, crude and even repulsive aspects more 
discreetly. In general the following should still be noted: although 
actually every area should be completely searched and explored, 
there are preferential places more deserving than the large cities 
and the towns, than the villages, and these are the places in the 
quiet and untouched woods and mountains that are fruitful and 
blessed. The same is the case with certain classes of people such 
as the shepherds, fishermen, miners— they have a stronger attach-
ment to these tales, and these people are to be preferred and asked 
as are in general old people, women, and children, who keep the 
tales fresh in their memories.

You have been selected to become a member of this society, 
my honored Sir, and to lend a helping hand in the firm conviction 
that you will be moved by the usefulness and emergency of our 
purpose, that today cannot be postponed without great harm in 
view of the increasing and damaging decline and closure of folk 
customs. We hope that you will be in a position to explore the re-
gion of ___________________ according to our intention.17

From the very beginning of their project, the Grimms worked collectively. 
They had already collaborated with Brentano and Arnim on their important 
collection of folk songs, Des Knaben Wunderhorn (1805– 8), and they had 
formed a pact never to separate and share their ideas. They spent their en-
tire lives in constant contact with colleagues who were developing the field 
of folklore and literature at universities, schools, and other institutions. Their 
correspondence is immense. As the corpus of the Kinder-  und Hausmärchen 
expanded and grew in stature, they were very much dependent on friends and 
colleagues who often had more intimate contacts with lower- class people, con-
sidered by the Grimms to be the primary source of folk and fairy tales. This 
dependence raises some questions: Were the Grimms bestowing a legacy on 
the German people that was not theirs to give? Did they pay due homage to 
the people who told them or sent them tales? Did they appropriate the tales to 
transform them into entertaining stories for a middle- class reading audience 
that would include children?
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Collecting is never a neutral endeavor, and over a period of approximately 
fifty years, the Grimms were socially and personally “involved” in the tales that 
they selected for editing and publishing in their different editions. In other 
words, what Pierre Bourdieu has termed a habitus played a major role in the 
orientation of the Grimms’ tales that they made their own but were originally 
not their own and that they returned to the German people to share as a com-
mon heritage. Bourdieu has explained that a person’s comportment depends on 
his or her habitus, which is a set of acquired dispositions determined at first by 
the social class, ethnicity, nationality, and religion of the family into which one 
is born. A child will internalize the dispositions at the same time that he or she 
is structuring the dispositions (gestures; tastes of dress, music, literature; speech 
and accents; and so on) to form his/her identity under the conditions of a partic-
ular civilizing process.18 In the case of the Grimms it is important to know that 
they were born into a solid middle- class family in the small town of Hanau in 
Hessia. They could speak and read the Hessian dialect, which colored their own 
high German accents and use of language, and were raised with the expectation 
that they would attend a university and become lawyers like their father. They 
were honest and diligent Calvinists, extremely loyal to their family, especially 
after their father’s early death in 1796. His death caused a traumatic fall in social 
class, and the Grimms became dependent on friends and relatives. The Brothers 
realized that only through hard work would they be able to reclaim their social 
position, so to speak. The region of Kassel played a role in the formation of their 
habitus. Like most principalities, Kassel was a monarchy and remained patriar-
chal and hierarchical during their youth. The Napoleonic Wars affected the peo-
ple of Kassel, and at one time the city was occupied by the French. The Brothers 
attended the University of Marburg from 1802 and 1806, and the family lived 
under severe pecuniary conditions. Despite hardships, they became known as 
assiduous and ambitious scholars and formed important friendships, especially 
with one of their professors, Friedrich Carl von Savigny. After their mother’s 
death in 1808, Jacob became the virtual head of the family at twenty- three, and 
for both Wilhelm and Jacob, it became extremely important to support all their 
siblings and to provide a cooperative home atmosphere. Fidelity, piety, cooper-
ation, faithfulness, industry, purity, naturalness, dedication, patriarchy marked 
their characters. I do not want to create an image of them as good boy scouts. On 
the other hand, it is important to emphasize that the Brothers were honorable 
men with an idealistic bent and a clear compassion for common German people 
struggling to find their places when Germany was divided into numerous prin-
cipalities, wars were fought, and promises of freedom by the ruling aristocracies, 
not kept. I mention all these factors that contributed to the formation of the 
Grimms’ habitus because they chose the tales and began sorting the tales that 
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they wanted to publish from an orientation strongly influenced by the Protestant 
ethic and patriarchal viewpoint that shaped their sense of social justice. They 
infused their chosen tales with their own beliefs, styles, and ideological prefer-
ences. At the same time, it was through their selected tales that voices of “other” 
people managed to speak.

In a very insightful essay about the significance of the rise of the Grimms from 
an impoverished middle- class family and from a status as genial amateur anti-
quarians to eminent professors of philology, Joep Leerrssen makes the point that

The amateur antiquary of the eighteenth century now begins to 
fulfil a public role in connecting the nation with its cultural roots; 
thus the professionalization of the historical and philological sci-
ences goes tightly in hand with the national instrumentalization 
of ancient vernacular culture. The career of Jacob Grimm is exem-
plary in this process. [And the same could be said for Wilhelm.] 
He owes his special status to the fact that his name became linked 
to the regular sets of consonantal shifts now known as “Grimm’s 
laws.” As such he is the standard- bearer of the new climate of 
scientific philology. His influence spread far and wide from the 
fairytale-  and folksong- collecting of Lönnrot, La Villemarqué, 
Karadžić, Afanas’ev, and Croker to the troubadour studies of Diez, 
and from the Slavic philology of Dobrovský and Kopitar to the 
great national dictionary projects of the Oxford English Dictionary 
and the Woordenboek der Nederlandsche Taal. If any individual 
man of letters was responsible for the idea, general all over Europe 
from the late nineteenth century onwards, that language, culture, 
and identity amounted to the same thing, it was he.19

The majority of the other people who contributed tales to the Grimms’ early 
collection was relatively small and located either in or nearby Kassel or in Böken-
dorf near Münster in Westphalia. Two of the exceptional storytellers from the 
lower classes were Johann Friedrich Krause, a poor retired soldier, who lived in 
the nearby village of Hoof, and Dorothea Viehmann, married to a village tailor 
in Zwehren outside Kassel. Krause contributed seven texts, of which only four 
were published, that frequently focused on discharged and badly treated soldiers 
and animals in need.20 The Grimms deleted some of his tales or combined them 
with others because they were a bit raw and radical in tone. Dorothea Viehmann 
differed from most of the informants, who were young women from educated 
middle- class or aristocratic families.21 She was considered the exemplary peasant 
storyteller, and her image, based on a drawing by Ludwig Grimm, was published 
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as the frontispiece to the second volume of the second edition of 1819 (figure 1). 
She was called the “Märchenfrau” (representative of the typical fairy- tale story-
teller similar to mother goose), and the Brothers Grimm sought to validate the 
genuine nature of their folk tales with her picture as a “mythic” peasant woman.22 
Indeed, she was from the lower classes and poor, but she was not typical of the 

Figure 1. Dorothea Viehmann, the ideal peasant storyteller. Drawing by Ludwig Grimm.
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storytellers who contributed tales to the first edition. On the other hand, she was 
perhaps the most gifted storyteller the Grimms had ever met, and they described 
her in full in the preface to the second volume of the Kinder-  und Hausmärchen:

One of our lucky coincidences involved making the acquaintance 
with a peasant woman from the village of Zwehrn near Kassel. It 
was through her that we received a considerable number of the 
tales published here that can be called genuinely Hessian and are 
also supplements to the first volume. This woman, still active and 
not much over fifty years old, is called Viehmann, and she has a 
firmly set and pleasant face with bright, clear eyes and had prob-
ably been beautiful in her youth. She has retained these old sto-
ries firmly in her memory, a gift which she says is not granted to 
everyone. Indeed, many people can’t even retain any tales, while 
she narrates in a manner that is thoughtful, steady, and unusually 
lively. Moreover, she takes great pleasure in it.23

Viehmann, who contributed forty tales from her repertoire to the Grimms’ 
collection, was raised in an inn, and some of her ancestors stemmed from French 
Huguenot and Dutch families. Born in 1755, she worked in her father’s inn, 
where she undoubtedly heard many of her tales, and she lived with her family 
until she married in 1795. She had six children with her husband, Nikolaus Vieh-
mann, and when the Grimms met her, she was very poor and sold vegetables 
at a market in Kassel to help her family. Her tales can be considered a blend of 
stories marked by oral traditions in France, the Netherlands, and Hessia. What 
is striking about her tales such as “The Lazy Spinner,” “The Goose Maid,” and 
“The Clever Farmer’s Daughter” is her the depiction of courageous, if not feisty, 
young women. In addition, many of her tales such as “Clever Else,” “The Young 
Giant,” “Doctor- Know- It- All,” and “The Devil’s Sooty Brother” are parodies and 
humorous portrayals of peasant life.

In contrast to Viehmann, the middle- class young ladies in Kassel told tales 
that stemmed either from a French literary tradition, from tales they heard from 
their nannies, or from stories they had read on some occasion. Among the story-
tellers in Rudolf Wild’s family— he was a well- to- do pharmacist— were Lisette, 
 Johanna, Gretchen, Mimi, and Dortchen, mainly in their teens or early twenties; 
they lived in Kassel, and Wilhelm eventually married Dortchen, the most prolific 
of the storytellers. Interestingly, they generally spoke in the local Hessian dialect, 
and together they produced about forty tales for the Grimms, who did not publish 
all of them. As for preferences, Dortchen often favored tales that reflected sibling 
rivalry between sisters such as “The Three Little Men in the Forest” and “Mother 
Holle,” and the Wild family as a whole had a strong sense of social justice.
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The group of young women in the Hassenpflug family, whose father, 
 Johannes Hassenpflug, was the governmental president of Kassel, consisted of 
Marie, Jeanette, and Amalie. They spoke French at home and were clearly in-
fluenced by reading or hearing French fairy tales. They contributed over thirty 
stories and may have heard some from an elderly housekeeper by the name of 
Marie Müller. They generally spoke in a Hessian dialect and mixed German with 
French stories. The most gifted of the Hassenpflug sisters was Marie,24 who was 
responsible for tales that reflected a preference for happy ends in which a female 
protagonist weds a prince after many difficulties such as “Little Brother and Little 
Sister,” “Snow White,” “Briar Rose,” and “The Maiden without Hands.” In most 
of her tales such as “The Robber Bridegroom” and “The Carnation,” the female 
protagonist survives ordeals thanks to her courage.

The von Haxthausen family lived on an estate in Westphalia called Böken-
dorf. Wilhelm met Werner von Haxthausen in 1808 during a cure in Halle, 
where they developed a warm friendship despite major class differences. Later 
Wilhelm was invited to Bökendorf, and it was there that the Grimms collected 
over eighty tales either verbally or through letters. The contributors were Mari-
anne, Ludowine, Anna, and August and their cousin Jenny von Droste- Hülshoff. 
Many of the tales were told to the young ladies and August by servants, farmers, 
and craftsmen, and they recorded them for the Grimms, several in a low German 
dialect (plattdeutsch). The entire family was very interested in folk literature and 
culture and helped Jacob in his compilation of German legends. Aside from the 
social circles in Kassel and Bökendorf, there were other significant informants 
such as Friederike Mannel, a minister’s daughter in nearby Allendorf, who sent 
eight beautifully written tales to Wilhelm, and Friedrich Siebert, a teacher, rector 
of a school in Treysa, and friend of the Grimms, who provided ten tales.

As Heinz Rölleke has amply demonstrated in two books that deal with the 
informants and sources of the Grimms’ tales,25 it is extremely difficult to deter-
mine the provenance of a Grimms’ tale because most of the informants obtained 
them from some other source through either oral or written transmission. What 
appears to be clear is that there is a strong “underdog” perspective in the first edi-
tion of the tales, in which most of the protagonists are peasant women and men, 
shoemakers, tailors, soldiers, shepherds, carpenters, smiths, spinners, servants, 
millers, country bumpkins, hunchbacks, and so on. Even the animals are mostly 
“underdogs” or threatened with extinction. In addition, there is an abundant 
number of tales with kings, queens, princes, princesses, wicked stepmothers, 
 giants, dwarfs, and nixies in which princes and princesses are unjustly treated 
or oppressed. A good many of the tales deal with persecuted young women such 
as “Maiden without Hands” or third sons called simpletons who prove that they 
are clever and can overcome obstacles to survive and become happy. In short, 
we have a situation in which the Grimms “appropriate” tales that do not really 
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belong to the people who tell them but who share the “underdog” perspective. 
The Grimms, too, shared this viewpoint, but they did make changes connected 
to their habitus so that their perspective could be added to the hypothetical 
social class view of the narrator. This constant change of perspective is typical 
of storytelling in general and is even the case with the two major lower- class 
storytellers, Dorothea Viehmann and Johann Friedrich Krause, as well with the 
painter Philipp Otto Runge, who provided the Grimms with two tales in a Ham-
burg and Pomeranian dialect, “The Juniper Tree” and “The Fisherman’s Wife.” It 
is well- known that Runge stylized the tales that he sent to the Grimms, and the 
Grimms also touched up the tales. Interestingly, both tales concern the plight of 
lower- class families in which a woman seeks to become as powerful as God, and 
a boy is transformed into a bird after his murder and then takes revenge on his 
wicked stepmother. The fisherman’s wife must return to a pisspot at the end of 
her tale because she is too arrogant, while the boy is miraculously reunited with 
his father who had unknowingly eaten him.

These tales that were not the Grimms’ tales— that is, all the tales in their cor-
pus were not theirs and were not even the property of the informants— fascinated 
the Brothers, and they felt that the unique qualities of the tales ultimately came 
from some divine source. They also believed that the common people were the 
carriers of these narratives. This is the reason why they insisted on their purity 
while rewriting or even censoring them so that the stories would illuminate and 
enlighten readers. Moreover, to their credit, the Grimms brought diverse tales in 
dialogue with one another and let them “speak” different views within the corpus 
of their editions. That the Grimms’ habitus had to play a role in their preferences 
and embellishments is to be expected. What could not have been anticipated 
was the growing popularity of their collection. After the second Small Edition 
was published in 1836 and the third Large Edition was published in 1837, the 
Kinder-  und Hausmärchen gradually became a bestseller in German- speaking 
principalities and remains a bestseller today.

Ironically, if it were not for the remarkable artistic talent of Wilhelm Grimm, 
it is conceivable that the Kinder-  und Hausmärchen might never have become a 
household favorite in Germany. Just compare the three different beginnings of 
“The Frog King” in the Ölenberg manuscript of 1810, in the first edition of 1815, 
and in the seventh edition of 1857:

The Frog King (1810)
The king’s youngest daughter went outside into the forest and sat 
down on the edge of a cool well. Then she took a golden ball and 
played with it. Suddenly it rolled down into the well. She watched 
as it sank into the deep water and stood at the well and was very 
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sad. All at once a frog stuck its head out of the water and said, 
“Why are you moaning so much?”26

The Frog King (1812)
Once upon a time there was a princess who went out into the for-
est and sat down at the edge of a cool well. She had a golden ball 
that was her most favorite plaything. She threw it up high and 
caught it in the air and was delighted by all this. One time the ball 
flew quite high, and as she stretched out her hand and bent her 
fingers to catch it again, the ball hit the ground near her and rolled 
and rolled until it fell right into the water.

The princess was horrified as she watched it, but the well was so 
deep that she couldn’t see the bottom. Then she began to weep 
miserably and to moan: “Oh, if only I had my ball again! I’d give 
anything— my clothes, my jewels, my pearls and anything else in 
the world— to get my ball back!”

As she sat there grieving, a frog stuck its head out of the water 
and said: “Why are you weeping so miserably?”27

The Frog King (1857)
In olden times, when wishing still helped, there lived a king whose 
daughters were all beautiful, but the youngest was so beautiful 
that the sun itself, which had seen so many things, was always 
filled with amazement each time it cast its rays upon her face. 
Now, there was a great dark forest near the king’s castle, and in 
this forest, beneath an old linden tree, was a well. Whenever the 
days were very hot, the king’s daughter would go into this forest 
and sit down by the edge of the cool well. If she became bored, she 
would take her golden ball, throw it into the air, and catch it. More 
than anything else she loved playing with this ball.

One day it so happened that the ball did not fall back into 
the princess’s little hand as she reached out to catch it. Instead, it 
bounced right by her and rolled straight into the water. The prin-
cess followed it with her eyes, but the ball disappeared, and the 
well was deep, so very deep that she couldn’t see the bottom. She 
began to cry, and she cried louder and louder, for there was noth-
ing that could comfort her. As she sat there grieving over her loss, 
a voice called out to her, “What’s the matter, Princess? Your tears 
could move even a stone to pity.”28
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The ornate descriptive changes made by Wilhelm transform the tale, origi-
nally told by one of the Wild sisters, into an elegant, somewhat sentimental tale 
that celebrates the reincarnation of a cursed prince, the strange reward of a prin-
cess, who does not totally obey her father, and the faithfulness of a servant. The 
driving force of the narrative consists of the frog, desperate to be released from 
a magic spell, and the authoritarian king/father, who insists that the princess 
behave correctly and keep her word. The basic plot of the tale follows a pattern 
deeply ingrained in the European storytelling tradition of the beast/bridegroom 
type, generally categorized by folklorists as ATU 425 or 440.29 It is not clear how 
old this tale type is, but it is clearly related to ancient beast/bridegroom stories 
and initiation rituals that involve a young maiden overcoming her fear of sexual 
intercourse. One of the first written versions in Latin appeared in Berthold von 
Regensburg’s thirteenth- century Rusticanus de sanctis. The Grimms thought that 
this tale type was one of the oldest and most beautiful in the world, and it was 
therefore placed as number one in their collection from the first edition of 1812 
to the seventh and final edition of 1857. Their interest in the tale was so great 
that they published a second variant in 1815 in the second volume of their first 
edition.

The original draft for the Grimms’ versions of the “Frog King” tales was 
probably provided by a member of the Wild family in 1810. By 1810 the Grimms 
were well aware of other late medieval versions, especially the Scottish one pub-
lished in John Bellenden’s The Complaynt of Scotlande (1548), as well as tales 
contributed by Marie Hassenpflug and the family von Haxthausen. The editing 
changes made by Wilhelm Grimm from 1819 to 1857 indicate that he was anx-
ious to de- eroticize the tale and to emphasize the moral of listening to the father 
and keeping one’s promises.

From approximately 1815 to 1857 Wilhelm took charge of the changing 
corpus of the tales that the Brothers collected. Remarking on how Wilhelm ed-
ited “The Frog King,” Siegfried Neumann states: “The Grimm fairy- tale style is 
fully developed here. But what also clearly emerges is Wilhelm’s manner and art 
of narration, which seek— in this case to the extreme— to plumb the fairy- tale 
events down to their very details. One can respond to the result in two ways— by 
lamenting the loss of the folktale’s simplicity, or by welcoming the poetic enrich-
ment. In any case, these examples clearly demonstrate the growth of an aesthet-
ically oriented attitude.”30

It is well- known that Wilhelm went so far as to include his version of a lit-
erary tale, “Snow White and Rose Red,” taken from a book by Karoline Stahl,31 
in the Kinder-  und Hausmärchen in 1837. He had first published it in Wilhelm 
Hauff ’s journal, Mährchen- Almanach, in 1827, and it, too, represents the charm-
ing Biedermeier style and perspective that Wilhelm brought to both oral and 
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literary stories that the Grimms gathered. The Biedermeier period (1815– 48) in 
the German principalities was marked by a petty bourgeois taste for coziness and 
hominess, and in literature the Biedermeier style manifested itself by a charm-
ing, sometimes elegant simplicity that aroused and pacified heartfelt emotions. 
Biedemeier writing was comforting and comfortable. It would be perhaps an 
exaggeration to associate Wilhelm’s style completely with Biedermeier charac-
teristics that one can find throughout Ludwig Bechstein’s saccharine fairy tales 
in Deutsches Märchenbuch (1845), Ludwig Bechsteins Märchenbuch (1853), and 
Neues Deutsches Märchenbuch (1856). Once more popular than the Grimms, 
Bechstein is practically forgotten today. Wilhelm differs from Bechstein in that 
he endeavored to capture the quaint folk “undertones” of the tales and to respect 
the orality of the tales. But he certainly shied away from provocative subjects and 
vulgarity in editing the tales and added a good deal of Christian sentiment to 
them along with more than 400 pleasant proverbs and sayings from the German 
language. The result in the final edition of 1857 is a corpus of mixed tales with 
voices from unknown people, voices and styles of specific friends and colleagues, 
and the voices of Wilhelm and Jacob, who initially sought to re- create oral tales 
with sincere fidelity and model them on the dialect tales, “The Juniper Tree” 
and “The Fisherman’s Wife.” Neumann concludes his essay on their collecting 
by stating:

With a remarkable feel for the nature of folk literature, the 
 Brothers Grimm collected as much of the oral narrative tradition 
and documented it as “faithfully” and as comprehensively as was 
possible for them under the existing conditions. The Kinder-  und 
Hausmärchen became a worldwide success “because here for the 
first time significant national and international traditions of the 
intellectual culture from the broadest spectrum of the folk ap-
peared elevated to the level and clothed in the language of ‘belle 
lettres,’ without their content or message having been altered” 
(Geschichte der deutschen Volksdichtung, 90).32

Tradition, Nationalism, and Legacy

The Brothers were aware from the very beginning that they were bequeathing 
their collected tales to a growing literate Germanic public; they endeavored to 
make these people more aware of popular culture in the German principalities. 
By doing this— bequeathing a legacy that was not really theirs to bequeath— they 
helped to create a new tradition of folklore that had a nationalist tinge to it. They 
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often used the term “Vaterland” when talking about the German principalities as 
a whole, supported the movement to unite German principalities, and wanted to 
create more respect for human rights in all the German principalities. They were 
loyal to their monarch in Kassel, but left their jobs as librarians in 1828 when 
they felt they were not appreciated by the king and his councilors. Fortunately, 
they were offered excellent positions at the University of Göttingen, but after 
teaching nine years as professors, they defended their constitutional rights by re-
fusing to sign an arbitrary oath to the King of Hannover and were consequently 
banished in 1837 from the University of Göttingen. Later, when they were in 
Berlin in the 1840s, they expressed their sympathies for the 1848 revolutionaries, 
and Jacob had a place of honor in Frankfurt am Main at a meeting of the revo-
lutionary delegates. But the Grimms were never radical. They believed more in a 
constitutional monarchy than in a republican government. They believed more 
in words and in an ideal concept of the German Volk, which, in reality, did not 
exist. What did exist in reality, however, were Germans living in different regions 
of central Europe, people who lived and worked under oppressive regimes, and 
to a certain extent, the Grimms’ work in folklore was an endeavor to bring these 
different Germans together by enabling them to recognize the cultural value of 
their tales and customs. In this respect, the collecting of tales embodied a roman-
tic wish- fulfillment dream that would unite the German people and bind them 
to a culture that they could honor. Their collecting had nothing to do with chil-
dren or children’s literature or simply “entertaining” adult readers. It had every-
thing to do with “artistically” creating a German popular culture rooted in the 
belief systems and customs of the German people.

The Grimms made it clear in public statements such as the Circular Letter 
and in correspondence with friends, especially Achim von Arnim, and colleagues 
that their collection was not intended for children. The word Kinder (children) 
in the title of Kinder-  und Hausmärchen did not mean that their tales were for 
or about children or domestic, rather it signified that the stories were innocent, 
naïve, and pure, to be appreciated and cared for like children. In their opinion, 
these tales were produced by common people and needed to be preserved to give 
the German people a sense of moral German values. These tales were designated 
to provide narratives of self- education largely for adult readers. If the tales were 
read by children, all the better. But they were not the Grimms’ intended reader-
ship. In the second volume of the second edition of 1819, they wrote a very long 
academic essay about children’s beliefs and customs that no child would have ever 
wanted to read but that serious scholars would have wanted to study. In general 
the format of the first two editions of Kinder-  und Hausmärchen was exclusively 
shaped for adult readers, who might pass on the tales through oral story telling. It 
was not until 1825, when they decided to select fifty tales with seven illustrations 
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to form the Small Edition that they specifically included children as part of their 
audience. In short, their initial purpose was to contribute to a broad German 
tradition of Naturpoesie (ancient folk and oral literature) as against Kunstpoesie 
(artificial literature that emanated from creative writers). As their meticulous 
philological work on German and Nordic ancient literature reveals, they never 
abandoned this project. However, they made compromises by mixing oral and 
literary tales and by editing all the tales they received so that the oral tradition 
would gain the respect of the educated classes in Germany. At the same time, 
they began dividing their legacy with the creation of their Small Edition in 1825 
that was directed at young readers and their families. More than the Large Edi-
tion, the small one was intended to attract a larger reading audience. It did not 
include prefaces or notes, rather illustrations, and the tales were “doctored” to fit 
the tastes of bourgeois children and their parents, with the result that the Small 
Edition gradually led readers to believe that the collected tales were part of the 
growing field of children’s literature. Given these two different editions of their 
tales, we can and should speak about the double legacy of the Grimms’ tales— and 
we should also remember that the Grimms left behind other legacies in fields that 
pertain to etymology, anthropology, linguistics, and philology.

Here I want to focus on how the Grimms’ bequeathed a legacy of the tales 
to adults, primarily folklorists and educated people, and how they became pio-
neers of German folklore and influenced numerous folklorists in the nineteenth 
century, not only in Germany but also in Europe. In the next chapter I shall deal 
more fully with their legacy to children’s literature, which they never intended, 
and yet, they were gratified that children became fond of their tales.

Two good examples of the breadth and depth of the Grimms’ influence on 
German folklorists in the nineteenth century are found in the work of Johann 
Wilhelm Wolf (1817– 55), founder of the Zeitschrift für Deutsche Mythologie und 
Sittenkunde (Journal for German Mythology and Customs),33 and Heinrich 
Pröhle (1822– 95),34 a student of Jacob Grimm in Berlin, who went on to become 
a notable folklorist and teacher. When and how Wolf discovered the Grimms’ 
collections of folk tales and their philological writings on epics, folk tales, my-
thology, and legends is unclear. As a young boy in Cologne, he had gathered 
all kinds of ancient artifacts and tales. Sometime during his teenage years, he 
fled his family due to their rigid Catholicism and went to Belgium, where he 
dedicated himself to the causes of oppressed peoples and to salvaging Germanic 
myths and legends that stemmed from pagan rituals. His model for collecting 
and transcribing oral tales as a means to preserve community was the work of 
the Grimms, especially Jacob’s studies of mythology and legends, and it was ob-
vious that by the time he became a folklorist and teacher in his early thirties, he 
had consumed almost every word and tale that that they had written. In fact, he 
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came to embody what the Grimms had projected as the exemplary collector of 
tales: Wolf became the ideal fieldworker and collected tales, sayings, proverbs, 
superstitions, and artifacts directly from the mouths of the folk as well as writing 
erudite and theoretical commentaries.

Wolf ’s first major work, Niederländische Sagen (1843), was a collection of 
Dutch legends and tales that he had gathered while in Brussels and Ghent; it rep-
resented his endeavor to give voice to the minority Flemish people, who, he main-
tained, were suffering due to French domination. After his return to Germany he 
settled first in Cologne and then Darmstadt, where he systematically collected tales 
from soldiers, blacksmiths, carpenters, and farmers, and published the tales in 
Deutsche Märchen und Sagen (1845) and Deutsche Hausmärchen (1851). Endors-
ing the Grimms’ philosophy and approach, he believed that his collections were 
“educational primers” and that the tales naturally carried within themselves moral 
lessons that were derived from the customs and belief systems of the common peo-
ple. He was clearly a “republican” German, who supported the revolutions of 1848, 
and took great pleasure in meeting Jacob Grimm in Frankfurt during this period. 
One of his books, Die deutsche Götterlehre. Ein Hand-  und Lesebuch für Schule und 
Haus (The German Teaching of the Gods: A Handbook and Reader for the School 
and Home, 1852) was intended to explain and elaborate Jacob Grimm’s theories in 
Deutsche Mythologie (1835). But more important than this study was Wolf ’s found-
ing of the journal, Zeitschrift für Deutsche Mythologie und Sittenkunde in 1853. 
Though it lasted only four years and Wolf died after the second issue was pub-
lished, this journal served briefly as one of the most central contact points for the 
very best German- speaking scholars in Central Europe: Karl Weigand, Ignaz and 
Joseph Zingerle, Adalbert Kuhn, Ernst Meier, Heinrich Pröhle, Nikolaus Hocker, 
Wilhelm Creccelius, R. O. Waldburg, August Stöber, Karl Sinnrock, Franz Josef 
Vonbun, Reinhold Köhler, Wilhelm Mannhardt, Karl Ernst Hermann Krause, E. 
J. Reimann, Wilhelm von Ploennies, Friedrich Wöste, Heinrich Runge, and many 
other of the leading folklorists of this time. They contributed and commented on 
legends, puzzles, superstitions, nursery rhymes, children’s games, folk tales, animal 
stories, proverbs, and myths that they had discovered in countries from France to 
Russia and in every region of Germany and the Hapsburg Empire including Swit-
zerland. The majority of these men did original fieldwork. Most transcribed their 
tales from different dialects, although some published dialect versions. They were 
all familiar with and influenced by the Brothers Grimm. Wilhelm himself contrib-
uted commentary and tales to the Zeitschrift für Mythologie und Sittenkunde and 
corresponded with Wolf.

Among the more notable young folklorists who was in contact with Wolf was 
Heinrich Pröhle, born in 1822 in the town of Satuelle not far from Magdeburg 
in northern Germany. His father was a pastor in various churches in the Harz 
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region. When Pröhle turned thirteen, he was sent to study at the Dome School 
of Halberstadt and then completed his studies at a gymnasium in Merseburg. In 
1843 he enrolled at the University of Halle, but because of his radical political 
activities, he was forced to leave the university. So in 1845 he transferred to the 
Humboldt University in Berlin, where he spent a year studying under the tutelage 
of Jacob Grimm and also made the acquaintance of Wilhelm Grimm. However, 
he interrupted his studies after a year to wander by foot in southern Germany, 
Hungary, and Austria. During the revolutionary year of 1848, he became a po-
litical correspondent for the Augsburgische Allgemeine Zeitung based in Vienna 
and sent reports to this newspaper about the turbulent times in Austria. When 
he returned to Germany, he continued working as a journalist and wrote a book 
about life in Vienna. At the same time be began hiking in the Harz Mountains and 
gathering tales and legends from the lips of peasants and artisans. He eventually 
made his home in Wenigerode in the Harz region from 1853 to 1857, where he 
continued gathering and translating the tales from the local dialects into high 
German and published several important collections: Kinder-  und Volksmärchen 
(1853), Märchen für die Jugend (1854), Harzsagen (1853), Harzbilder: Sitten und 
Gebräuche aus dem Harzgebirge (1855), and Unterharzische Sagen (1856).

Like Wolf and unlike the Grimms, Pröhle did an enormous amount of field-
work and wrote down the tales from the dialect spoken by his informants. How-
ever, like Wilhelm Grimm, he felt free to stylize the tales in high German so 
that they became poetically effective. Rarely did he change substantive matters 
or the plots of the tales. However, he was very concerned about their moral im-
pact on young readers. For instance, in Märchen für die Jugend (“Tales for Young 
 People”), he wrote about the importance of folk and fairy tales for the creation 
of a national literature and stated: “More and more these tales are also being 
recognized as essential nourishment that are not to be kept from young minds 
in any way.”35 Indeed, he even included instructions for teachers and educators 
on how to bring out the ethical nature of the tales in their work with children. 
Pröhle, who dedicated two of his books to the Grimms and corresponded with 
them, was clearly a loyal disciple, who became a prominent writer and teacher 
at a high school in Berlin from 1857 to 1890 while publishing other collections 
such as Rheinlands schönste Sagen und Geschichten (1886) in the Grimms’ spirit 
and searching for authentic tales from the oral tradition that contributed to a 
national literature. What is fascinating in Pröhle’s relationship with the Grimms 
is that he was an important link in the chain reaction of their legacy. As Ines 
Köhler- Zülch has remarked,

We can point to the impact of Pröhle’s Grimm reception on the 
Grimms themselves. Not only did Pröhle thoroughly know the 
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Kinder-  und Hausmärchen and Deutsche Sagen and use them for 
comparative purposes— in the fifty- five notes to his Kinder-  und 
Volksmärchen, for example, he refers to approximately thirty par-
allels in the Grimms’ collection— but Wilhelm Grimm also knew 
Pröhle’s collection very well and included in the final edition of his 
fairy tales forty references to both the Kinder-  und Volksmärchen 
and Märchen für die Jugend. So, as in the closing of a circle or 
perhaps the turning point of a spiral, Pröhle’s reception of the 
Grimms’ methodological legacy is reciprocated and compounded 
in Wilhlem Grimm’s reception of Pröhle’s work.36

What is also significant about Pröhle’s and Wolf ’s reception of the Grimms’ 
methodology, in particular, the cultivation of dialect tales in high German and 
their endeavor to be faithful to oral transmission, is their fieldwork in particu-
lar regions of Germany. For Pröhle it was Harz, and for Wolf it was Rhineland. 
Other German folklorists of their generation took great care in designating the 
regions in which they collected their tales. That is, their focus was on a particular 
region, not on a nation or nation- state. Most of them also produced books and 
collections of stories, often with subtitles, “gathered orally from the folk” or with 
dedications to the Grimms.

In general the typical collection of tales in mid- nineteenth- century Europe 
was usually published in the standard or “high” language of the country. There-
fore, any story collected orally would be transcribed or translated into a “liter-
ary” language or the dominant vernacular, and though most of the folklorists 
tried not to add phrases or hone their tales, they all more or less touched up the 
“raw” language in which they had heard the tale. Many of the tales were recited 
or read in one language and then written down in another. For instance, this 
type of transcription/translation can be seen in the collecting practices through-
out Europe during the nineteenth century. In Sicilianische Märchen (Sicilian Folk 
Tales, 1870), Laura Gonzenbach’s tales were told in a Sicilian dialect by rural 
women and then written down in high German; Rachel Busk translated Roman 
dialect tales into English in The Folk- Lore of Rome. Collected by Word of Mouth 
from the People (1874); in Russian Fairy Tales: From the Skazki of Polevoi (1893), 
Robert Nisbet Bain translated Russian into English; as did W.R.S. Ralston in Rus-
sian Folk- Tales (1873). Two important scholars, Johann von Hahn and Bernhard 
Schmidt, translated Greek tales into German in Griechische und albanesische 
Märchen (Greek and Albanese Folk Tales, 1864) and Griechische Märchen, Sagen 
und Volkslieder (Greek Folk Tales, Legends, and Folk Songs, 1877). In Basque Leg-
ends (1877), Wentworth Webster, a British minister, was the first to translate 
Basque tales into English, while Albert Henry Wratislaw (Sixty Folk- Tales from 
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Exclusively Slavonic Sources, 1890) and Jeremiah Curtin (Myths and Folk Tales of 
the Russians, Western Slavs, and Magyars, 1890) published important antholo-
gies of Slavic tales in English the same year. It was not until the latter part of the 
nineteenth century that folklorists began publishing dialect tales. Here the work 
of Giuseppe Pitrè, Vittorio Imbriani, François- Marie Luzel, Emmanuel Cosquin, 
Achille Millien, Angelo Gubernatis, and Carolina Coronedi- Berti is important.37 
And of course, the founding and remarkable growth of folklore journals enabled 
folklorists to provide all kinds of source materials and essays on customs and 
beliefs as well as historical articles that traced the origins of the tales and their 
motifs. Aside from Wolf ’s Zeitschrift für Deutsche Mythologie und Sittenkunde, 
some of the other important journals that were founded in the latter half of 
the nineteenth century are Revue Celtique (1870), Alemannia (1873), Romania 
(1872), The Folk- Lore Record (1878), Mélusine (1877), Archivo per lo Studio delle 
Tradizioni popolari (1882), El Folklore Andaluz (1882), Revue des Traditions Pop-
ulaires (1886), Ethnologische Mitteilungen aus Ungarn (1887), Journal of Ameri-
can Folklore (1888), and Schweizerisches Archiv für Volkskunde (1897).

Thanks to the journals, private correspondence, and books, almost all the 
leading folklorists in nineteenth- century Europe and North America were in 
touch with each other’s works and were all familiar with the Grimms’ Kinder-  
und Hausmärchen and the Brothers’ scholarly work in philology and linguistics. 
What is significant, however, is that most folklorists after 1850 became more 
precise and more thorough than the Grimms in collecting and publishing their 
tales; they paid more attention and respect to the tellers of the tales, the regional 
relevance of each tale, the linguistic peculiarities, and the significance of the tales 
within the sociocultural and historical context. It is here that the tales must be 
understood as part of the nationalist trends and the formation of new nation 
states in the latter half of the nineteenth and early part of twentieth centuries. 
The Grimms’ legacies became part of a German cultural heritage.

Collecting folk tales was a social and political act of some kind. Not only 
did educated middle- class collectors give voice to the lower classes, but they also 
spoke out in defense of their native languages and in the interests of national 
and regional movements that sought more autonomy for groups with very par-
ticular interests.38 For instance, Norway separated from Denmark in 1814 and 
became an independent state with its own language and dialects. There was a 
tendency, therefore, to shake off the Danish yoke. Moe and Asbjørnsen regarded 
themselves in the 1830s and 1840s as defenders of the Norwegian language and 
customs by collecting diverse types of folk songs, legends, and tales in dialect 
and transcribed them.39 In contrast to the Grimms, Moe and Asbjørnsen trav-
eled to different regions of Norway and stimulated other collectors to write down 
local tales. Indeed, the collecting throughout Scandinavia had strong nationalist 
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and regional aspects.40 Denmark, too, manifested signs of romantic nationalism. 
As Reimund Kvideland points out: “The struggle against German influences in 
the southern boundary region created a nationalistic atmosphere in Denmark 
which promoted interest in folklore. Svend Grundtvig, who was working on a 
major publication of Danish ballads, made a public appeal for the collection of 
folktales.”41 His disciple, Evald Tang Christensen took his appeal very seriously 
and became one of the most prolific collectors of folklore in Europe. Altogether 
he collected Danish ballads, folk tales (2,700), humorous anecdotes, proverbs, 
rhymes, riddles, and approximately 25,000 legends.42 In Russia, the great scholar 
Alexander Afanas’ev was also interested in the deep traditions of storytelling and 
realized that his large collections of tales in the 1850s and 1860s might assist the 
numerous ethnic groups in Russia to become more aware of the virtues of their 
different languages and customs.43 He was also censored when he sought to pub-
lish anti- clerical tales. Many French collectors such as Luzel, Sébillot, Cosquin, 
and others took pride in the regional traditions that they sought to keep alive, 
and of course, after the defeat of the French by the Prussians in 1871, there was 
a strong element of regionalism and nationalism that animated their collecting, 
whether they were liberals or conservatives.44

All this is not to say that European folklorists were political activists, but 
there was a certain mutual spirit of romantic nationalism that can be traced in al-
most every effort to collect tales from the common people in the nineteenth cen-
tury. Perhaps “nationalism” is the wrong word, for the tales, the storytellers, and 
the collectors were more linked to regions of Europe and the peculiarities within 
localities. What is striking is that there are strong ties and similar goals in the 
work of all the European folklorists that continually hark back to the  Brothers 
Grimm, who provided the inspiration for their collecting tales and efforts to in-
terpret them as the foundational relics of different cultural traditions.

Although one might speak of a Grimm or romantic tradition within folklore 
and the work of folklorists, I prefer to use the term “legacy,” or to discuss the 
different Grimm legacies within diverse cultural traditions. In the past thirty 
years the term “tradition” or the concept of tradition has undergone numerous 
stimulating revisions. One of the best standard definitions of tradition from a 
folkloristic viewpoint has been provided by Randal Allison, who states that

Tradition [is] a repeated pattern of behaviors, beliefs, or enact-
ment passed down from one generation to the next. Traditions are 
culturally recognized and sustained; in general, folklorists have 
maintained a particular interest in those that are orally transmit-
ted. Within the discipline of folklore, the historicity of tradition 
has been subjected to a variety of interpretations— for example, 
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a set of cultural ideals regarded as a coherent unit in which past 
ideals influence the present patterns of behavior in the group, a 
recognized set of present practices with origins in the past, or a set 
of practices created in the past that are purposefully maintained 
by the group in the present.45

One of the more significant divergent approaches to this concept of tradition 
has been taken by Eric Hobsbawm and Terrence Ranger, who coined the term 
“invented tradition.” In the introduction to their edited book, The Invention of 
Tradition, they assert: “ ‘Invented tradition’ is taken to mean a set of practices, 
normally governed by overtly or tacitly accepted rules and of a ritual or symbolic 
nature, which seek to inculcate certain values and norms of behaviour by repeti-
tion, which automatically implies continuity with the past. In fact, where possi-
ble, they normally attempt to establish continuity with a suitable historic past.”46 
In other words, many so- called authentic traditions have been artificially created 
and established to maintain control over or manipulate people in favor of ideas 
in the interests of elite groups within a nation- state. Written in 1983, Hobsbawm 
and Ranger’s book addressed historians and other scholars from other disci-
plines and insisted they must question whether there is such a thing as organic or 
authentic tradition. They focused on tradition as a process in flux that constantly 
undergoes innovation or transformation. Accordingly, they argued that there are 
three overlapping types of invented traditions since the industrial revolution: “a) 
those establishing or symbolizing social cohesion or the membership of groups, 
real or artificial communities, b) those establishing or legitimizing institutions, 
status or relations of authority, and c) those whose main purpose was socializa-
tion, the inculcation of beliefs, value systems and conventions of behaviour.”47

Their notions of invented traditions have had a great impact on scholars in 
a variety of ways, and more recently Trevor Blank and Robert Glenn Howard 
have edited a relevant collection of essays, Tradition in the Twenty- First Century: 
Locating the Role of the Past in the Present (2013), that explores manifold ap-
proaches to understanding the function that tradition plays in folklore studies. 
For instance, in “Thinking through Tradition,” Elliott Oring makes the import-
ant point that “the process of tradition . . . is the process of cultural reproduction. 
Cultural reproduction refers to the means by which culture is reproduced in 
transmission and repetition. It depends on the assimilation of cultural ideas and 
the reenactment of cultural practices.”48 In this regard, he argues that both gen-
uine and invented traditions depend on whether they are “handed down” from 
generation to generation. Thus, more attention, he contends, must be paid to 
those forces that sustain and generate traditions and must be studied and prob-
lematized in greater depth by folklorists.
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Along the same lines but with a different emphasis, Simon Bronner argues in 
his highly original essay “The ‘Handiness’ of Tradition”: “As a body of material, 
tradition is literally and figuratively associated with being hand- wrought— that 
is, personally rendered, manipulated or conveyed, whether a basket or a well- 
delivered story. As a process of transmission and generation, folklore may be re-
ferred to as being handed (passed) down, handed over, and more recently with 
digital culture, handed up to draw attention to social interaction, even with elec-
tronic mediation, out of which framed expression or practices emerge.”49 Like 
Oring and some of the other contributors to Tradition in the Twenty- First Cen-
tury, Bronner has a sophisticated interest in understanding the implicit and ex-
plicit forces and agencies that constitute the process of tradition. For my purposes, 
Bronner’s notion of “handiness” is most valuable for explaining the Grimms’ 
different legacies and how they handed tales, legends, words, sayings, proverbs, 
linguistic laws, philological principles, and much more to contribute to German 
traditions and thought of a nation that actually did not exist in their time.

Bronner remarks,

The hand is important to tradition because of its capacity to grasp 
objects physically and intellectually and attach meaning to them. 
Being “in hand” suggests that the tradition’s value of being pos-
sessed for human purposes. “Handing it over” as the basis of tradi-
tion implies a social connection, made with deliberateness, much 
like the transporting of a valued possession. Giver and recipient 
come together at that moment and become familiar as a conse-
quence. The image of the hand gives the transaction a “personal 
touch,” the ability to “reach out and touch someone” rather than 
being thought about in solitude. Being “handed down” brings 
 elders or predecessors into the scene but in a way that implies 
a  familial tie from one generation to another. In other words, a 
 social bond or identity goes “hand in hand” with tradition.50

If we look at how the Grimms worked with pens in their hands, inscribing 
the words of friends and acquaintances, reproducing words that they believed 
emanated from ancient sources, reaching out with their finished books to cel-
ebrate a cultural memory in solidarity with the German people, I think we can 
gain a clearer idea of what their legacies are. In fact, the Grimms deliberately 
sought to reinforce and reinvigorate the cultural memory and heritage of the 
German people through collecting and editing their tales. When I speak of cul-
tural memory, I am referring specifically to the work of Jan and Aleida Ass-
mann.51 In Cultural Memory and Early Civilization, Jan Assmann explains the 
basic principles that constitute cultural memory:
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This book deals with the connection between these three themes 
of memory (or reference to the past), identity (or political imag-
ination), and cultural continuity (or the formation of tradi-
tion). Every culture formulates something that might be called 
a connective structure. It has a binding effect that works on two 
levels— social and temporal. It binds people together by providing 
a “symbolic universe” . . .— a common area of experience, expecta-
tion, and action whose connecting force provides them with trust 
and with orientation. Early texts refer to this aspect of culture as 
justice. However, it also links yesterday with today by giving form 
and presence to influential experiences and memories, incorpo-
rating images and tales from another time into the background of 
the onward moving present, and bring with it hope and continu-
ity. This connective structure is the aspect of culture that under-
lies myths and histories. Both the normative and the narrative 
elements of these— mixing instruction with storytelling— create a 
basis of belonging, of identity, so that the individual can then talk 
of “we.” What binds him to this plural is the connective structure 
of common knowledge and characteristics— first through adher-
ence to the same laws and values, and second through the mem-
ory of a shared past.52

Assmann stresses that repetition is the basic principle behind all the con-
nective structures, and in the case of folk and fairy tales, I would contend that 
there are also elements in the narratives that are transcultural that account for 
the wide dissemination of similar tale types throughout the world. In some of 
my previous books, I have argued that certain tales become memes or meme- like 
because of their relevance to common human struggles and issues related to ad-
aptation to the environment. These tales are repeated, imitated, and transformed 
so frequently that they play a major role both within a particular culture and in 
other cultures as well. In today’s globalized world the connections are such that 
the Grimms’ “German” legacies have had a binding effect in other cultures. The 
bonds created by the Grimms’ tales that entail an understanding of the “we” in 
cultural memory, tales that did not belong to the Grimms, are highly unusual 
and account for the their remarkable popularity because they touch us in pro-
found ways that break down national barriers.

As Johannes Bolte (1858– 1937), a German folklorist and philologist, and 
Georg Polívka (1858– 1933), a Czech folklorist and professor of Slavic litera-
ture, demonstrated in the five volumes of their meticulous reference book to 
the Grimms’ tales, Anmerkungen zu den Kinder-  und Hausmärchen der Brüder 
Grimm (1913– 32), the Grimms’ “Germanic” tales were not to be defined, 
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studied, and interpreted solely within a particular cultural heritage. Indeed, the 
tales that sprouted and were picked and cultivated on “German” soil could be 
found throughout Europe and may have come from other regions of the world. 
In fact, the Grimms recognized very early on in their collecting of stories that 
their tale types could be found in many other European countries and might 
not derive from Nordic myths, customs, and rituals, as much as they wanted 
to believe this. In fact, this awareness was one of the reasons that they never 
used the title “German” in the title of their book to describe their Kinder-  und 
Hausmärchen, as did some other collectors and writers such as Wolf, Bechstein, 
and Meier. Undoubtedly, the tales revealed more about the particular conditions 
experienced by the storytellers and more about particular cultural traditions in 
specific regions of Europe than anything about their “national” identity. At the 
same time, they also reflected and continued to reflect that humans throughout 
the world invent and use stories in very similar ways to expose and articulate 
common problems and struggles as well as their wishes to overcome them. This 
human urge to tell and to share experiences so that listeners might find ways to 
adapt to the world and improve their situation accounts for the utopian tendency 
in folk and fairy tales that can be considered a longing for a better and happier 
world. We tell and retell tales that become relevant in our lives, and the tales 
themselves form types that we use in our telling or reading to address various 
issues such as child abandonment, the search for immortality, sibling rivalry, in-
cest, rape, exploitation, and so on. No tale is ever told for the first time, but every 
tale has the potential to be memetically disseminated and retained in our mem-
ory to enable us to navigate our way through the tons of messages and tales that 
bombard our lives from the day we are born. The Grimms discovered how tale 
types evolve and change, and they put their imprint on the tales that came their 
way. They were not alone in their endeavors in the nineteenth century as other 
collectors and folklorists reached out to preserve told tales before they changed 
and might evaporate. Yet the strange thing is— as the Grimms noted— people 
always evaporate before tales do, and certain tales have assumed different shapes 
and hues in the course of history that can be considered a substantial part our 
cultural legacies and memories.
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CHAPTER ONE

German Popular Stories  
as revolutionary Book

We have recently been translated into English, that is, part of the chil-
dren’s tales. Everything neatly printed, and it seems to me, very read-
able (except the selection is not remarkable). Yes, except for the rhymes, 
more readable and smoother at times than the German text. The suc-
cinct, nice English in itself suits the storytelling children’s tone much 
more than the somewhat stiff high German. We had not taken neces-
sary care of the style for reasons that I would now abandon or modify.

— Jacob Grimm, letter to Karl Lachmann, May 12, 18231

With all its faults, Taylor’s translation has achieved a sort of classic 
status of its own. If modern readers were aware that it is a period piece, 
that would not much matter, but most do not realize how skewed a 
picture of the Grimms’ collection they get through reading Taylor. Not 
that Taylor attempted to camouflage what he was doing in adapting, 
combining and expurgating his originals— on the contrary, he signalled 
his changes very frankly in the notes he appended to the tales. But what 
he presents is not what a modern reader would be entitled to expect.

David Blamires, “The Early Reception of the Grimms’  
Kinder-  und Hausmärchen in England”2

Cruikshank’s etchings here have long been recognized as one of his 
greatest achievements; what is less frequently noticed is the aptness of 
their setting. The coherence of Taylor’s text, the typography, the mis- 
en- page all combine with the illustrations to make German Popular 
Stories one of the most attractive books of its time, and one entirely 
suited to its humble but revolutionary contents.

— Brian Alderson, “The Spoken and the Read: German Popular  
Stories and English Popular Diction”3
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It may seem strange if not startling to refer to Edgar Taylor’s (1793– 1839) trans-
lation of the Grimms’ Kinder-  und Hausmärchen as a revolutionary book, but 
his German Popular Stories, including the two volumes of 1823 and 1826 and 
George Cruikshank’s (1792– 1878) unusual and delightful illustrations, radi-
cally changed the destiny of what we today call the “fairy tales” of the Brothers 
Grimm. Moreover, Taylor altered the legacy in English- speaking countries by 
shaping his books so that they would appeal to young readers and their families. 
And, indeed, they had a great appeal.

Ironically, the reason for the success of German Popular Stories is that Taylor 
did not translate the tales. Rather, he adapted them, initially with the help of 
his friend David Jardine in 1823, and later, alone in 1826 and in 1839. He re-
wrote and reconceived them in such a careful and innovative way that they were 
transformed into amusing stories that emphasized the importance of freeing the 
imagination of children while catering at the same time to the puritanical tastes 
and expectations of young middle- class readers and their families. Not only did 
Taylor change and sanitize a small amount of tales selected from the second 
edition of the Grimms’ 1819 collection, deleting anything that smacked of ob-
scenity, irreverence, and violence, but he also rearranged the plots, combined 
stories, and changed the tone of the language,4 often making the tales illogical 
and unrecognizable from their original German stories. In short, he appropri-
ated the tales, turning them upside down, and this anglicized transformation 
laid the basis for a misunderstanding of the German tales in Great Britain and 
America for the next sixty- odd years or more until Margaret Hunt’s more faithful 
rendition of the stories appeared in 1884. And even later, Taylor’s adaptations 
have continued to be disseminated in the twentieth- first century and mistaken 
as “genuine” translations of the Grimms’ tales.5 As late as 2012, Puffin published 
a children’s edition titled Fairy Tales from the Brothers Grimm without any men-
tion of Edgar Taylor, but with Taylor’s tales, George Cruikshank’s illustrations, 
and a trivial and misleading introduction by Cornelia Funke, the German pop-
ular writer of fantasy books similar to J. R. Rowling’s Harry Potter series. After 
plugging one of her new novels based on the lives of the Brothers Grimm, she 
exclaims enthusiastically:

For me, Grimms’ fairy tales know every secret of the human heart. 
They know about our fear and greed, but also about true friend-
ship and unquestioning love. They know about the darkness of 
the world and about its endless treasures. They are whispers from 
the past, where children could starve in the woods and where for-
ests were dangerous places, but also filled with treasure and magic. 
Where animals could talk and people shift their shape whenever 
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they wanted because they knew they were part of nature . . . some-
thing we easily forget these days.6

What we really should forget are these insincere trite compliments that have 
nothing to do with the Grimms’ tales. Not only does this Puffin “celebrity” intro-
duction and publication do a disservice to the Grimms’ legacy but also to Taylor’s 
mission.

As pioneer— that is, the first English “translator” of the Grimms’ tales— 
Taylor benefited from the numerous illustrations that spruced up his book. 
Charles Baldwyn, his publisher, recruited George Cruikshank to provide etch-
ings, and Taylor welcomed this decision (figure 2). As a consequence, the tales 
were enriched by images before the Grimms did anything like this in Germany. 
Indeed, Baldwyn and Taylor were fortunate to have hired the gifted and well- 
known caricaturist, for Cruikshank’s illustrations were in keeping with Taylor’s 
adaptations, which he depicted with levity and made Taylor’s texts appear even 
more humorous than they actually were. (Cruikshank could not read German 
and based his illustrations on Taylor’s adaptations.) In this regard, the diverse 
and serious implications of the German texts were discarded in favor of droll 
satire to foster amusement. The tales were visually homogenized to emphasize 
quaintness and community.7 Cruikshank’s illustrations provoke laughter, not re-
flection and moral education, two goals that the Grimms had sought to achieve, 
something that the sentimental illustrations of their brother Ludwig were to 
show later in the German editions.

As a consequence of all the changes, German Popular Stories is revolutionary 
and extraordinary, for the book prompted the Brothers Grimm to revise their 
publishing strategy and seek a broader readership for their collected stories in 
Germany. Initially, when they published their first edition in two volumes with 
scholarly notes in 1812 and 1815, they did not have children in mind as their 
primary audience. It is also the case with their second edition of 1819, two vol-
umes containing 170 tales (along with a third volume filled with comprehensive 
notes, published separately in 1822). It is true that, in the second edition, the 
Grimms modified many of the tales to please potential young readers or auditors 
and their parents. New tales were added; some that were overly violent were 
eliminated. However, the Grimms were still more inclined to favor the philo-
logical and historical qualities of the tales, and it was this scholarly 1819 edition 
on which Taylor, along with Jardine, based his so- called translation of 31 tales in 
1823, and 24 in 1826.

Thanks to the success of Taylor’s work more directed at children in England, 
the Grimms decided in 1825 to create a smaller edition of fifty tales taken from 
their large collection of 1819, and they intended this Small Edition to appeal 
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more to family audiences. Referred to as the Kleine Ausgabe, it was issued 
 periodically along with the Large Edition (Grosse Ausgabe) until 1858.8 So, it was 
under Taylor’s influence that Wilhelm, who was fully in charge of both the small 
and large editions after 1819, began editing the German tales for the benefit of 
children, keenly aware that parents of solid bourgeois families might object to 
scatological topics, irreverent language, and provocative inferences. The Grimms 
did not believe this kind of editing compromised their goal of recovering “pure” 
folk tales. Therefore, Wilhelm shaped the tales in all editions according to an 
idealistic concept of the Protestant ethic and folk poetry. He reinforced what 

Figure 2. Title page of German Popular Stories (volume 1, 1812). Drawing by George Cruikshank.
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the Grimms considered to be the natural virtues of the stories that were to serve 
as exemplary lessons without didactic morals. Together, the Brothers, who had 
already begun to “revolutionize” the study of ancient and medieval literature and 
to lay the groundwork for the study of folklore in Europe and North America, 
were stimulated by Taylor to make changes that resulted in the transformation 
of their collection into one of the great classics of children’s literature worldwide.9

To understand the revolutionary and extraordinary qualities of Edgar Tay-
lor’s German Popular Tales, its broad international and intercultural impact, and 
the ironies and coincidences of history that contributed to the success of his 
books as well as the reputation of the Grimms’ original collection in German, I 
want to recount and analyze the Grimms’ intentions in collecting and publishing 
the two volumes of the first edition of their tales in 1812 and 1815 as well as the 
second edition of 1819. Then I want to review the history of how Taylor came 
upon their tales in the early 1820s and why he decided to “translate” them into 
English. Finally, I want to conclude this chapter by discussing how Taylor partic-
ipated in the romantic antiquarian movement, what we would today call folklore, 
to recapture neglected relics of the past, and to defend the imagination against 
rationalism. Taylor belonged to a group of British writers and intellectuals who 
confronted a general trend among English educators, religious groups, writers, 
and publishers who questioned whether fairy tales were appropriate literature 
for children. In some respects, it was through Taylor that the Grimms made the 
fairy tale more respectable and paved the way for the translation of Hans Chris-
tian Andersen’s stories and the remarkable rise of experimental literary fairy and 
folk tales in Victorian England in the latter half of the nineteenth century.10

The Daring Quest of the Brothers Grimm

Interestingly, Jacob and Wilhelm Grimm did not demonstrate a particular in-
terest in folk tales during their youth in the small towns of Hanau and Steinau 
where they were raised. Both of them were precocious students, and when they 
were sent to study at the Lyzeum in Kassel after their father had died in 1797, 
they made every effort to succeed in a classical curriculum at school, to prepare 
themselves to study law at the University of Marburg, and to find employment 
as civil servants to help support their family. Folklore was not on their minds. 
Their father, Philip Wilhelm Grimm, a prominent district magistrate in Steinau, 
had died suddenly and had left the large family in difficult circumstances. Jacob 
and Wilhelm had three younger brothers and a sister, and their mother had to 
depend on financial support from her father and relatives to keep the family 
together. Socially disadvantaged, the Grimms sought to compensate by achiev-
ing recognition in their studies at school and at the university. They wanted to 
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follow diligently in their father’s footsteps. However, neither became a lawyer or 
magistrate.

While studying at the University of Marburg from 1802 to 1806, the Grimms 
were inspired and mentored by Friedrich Carl von Savigny, a young professor of 
jurisprudence, who opened their eyes to the historical and philosophical aspects 
of law as well as literature. It was Savigny’s historical approach to jurisprudence, 
his belief in the organic connection of all cultural creations of the Volk (under-
stood as an entire ethnic group) to the historical development of this Volk, that 
drew the attention of the Grimms. Furthermore, Savigny stressed that the pres-
ent could only be fully grasped and appreciated by studying the past. He insisted 
that the legal system had to be studied through an interdisciplinary method to 
explore and grasp the mediations between the customs, beliefs, values, and laws 
of a people. For Savigny— and also for the Grimms— culture was originally the 
common property of all members of a Volk. The Germanic culture had become 
divided over the years into different realms such as religion, law, literature, and 
so on, and its cohesion could be restored only through historical investigation. 
The Brothers felt that language rather than law was the ultimate bond that united 
the German people and were thus drawn to the study of old German literature— 
though they were in agreement with Savigny’s methods and desire to create a 
stronger sense of community among the German people.

The Grimms, who had always been voracious readers and had digested pop-
ular courtly romances during their teenage years, turned more and more to a 
serious study of medieval and ancient literature during their university years. 
Since literature and philology were not recognized fields at German universities, 
however, they set their sight on becoming librarians and independent scholars 
of German literature. They began collecting old books, tracts, calendars, news-
papers, and manuscripts; wrote about medieval literature; and even debated with 
formidable professors and researchers of old Germanic and Nordic texts. They 
had concluded a pact to remain and work together for the rest of their lives, and 
together they cultivated a passion for recovering what they called the true es-
sence of the German people. Yet, these were difficult times, and their plans were 
not easily realized.

By 1805 the entire family had moved to Kassel, and as I mentioned in the 
introduction, the Brothers were constantly plagued by money problems and con-
cerns about their siblings. Their situation was further aggravated by the rampant 
Napoleonic Wars. Jacob interrupted his studies to serve the Hessian War Com-
mission in 1806. Meanwhile, Wilhelm passed his law exams, enabling him to be-
come a civil servant and to find work as a librarian in the royal library with a 
meager salary. In 1807 Jacob lost his position with the War Commission, when 
the French occupied Kassel, but he was later hired as a librarian for the new King 
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Jérome, Napoleon’s brother, who now ruled Westphalia. Amid all the upheavals, 
their mother died in 1808, and Jacob and Wilhelm became fully responsible for 
their brothers and sister. None of the brothers attended the university. Ludwig 
studied painting and received financial assistance from friends of the family. Carl 
became a bank manager. Ferdinand was unable to hold a job for a long time and 
caused strife within the family. Lotte took care of the household duties until she 
married in 1822. Despite the loss of their mother and difficult personal and finan-
cial circumstances from 1805 to 1812, the Brothers managed to prove themselves 
to be innovative scholars in the new field of German philology and literature— 
and it should be noted that Jacob and Wilhelm were still in their early twenties.

Thanks to Savigny, who remained a good friend and mentor for the rest of 
their lives, the Grimms made the acquaintance of Clemens Brentano, one of the 
most gifted if not most eccentric German romantic poets, in 1803, and three 
years later, Achim von Arnim, one of the foremost German romantic novelists. 
These encounters had a profound impact on their lives, for Brentano and Arnim 
had already begun collecting old songs, tales, and manuscripts and shared the 
Grimms’ interest in reviving ancient and medieval German literature. In the fall 
of 1805 Arnim and Brentano published the first volume of Des Knaben Wunder-
horn (The Boy’s Wonder Horn), a collection of old German folk songs, and they 
wanted to continue publishing more songs and folk tales in additional volumes. 
Since they were aware of the Grimms’ remarkable talents as scholars of old 
German literature, they requested help from them in 1807, and the Brothers 
made a major contribution to the final two volumes of The Boy’s Wonder Horn, 
published in 1808. At the same time, Brentano enlisted them to collect folk 
tales, fables, and other stories for a new project. The Grimms responded by 
gathering tales from old books and recruiting friends and acquaintances in and 
around Kassel to tell them tales or to gather them from whatever source they 
might find. In this initial phase, the Grimms were unable to devote all their 
energies to their research and did not have a clear idea about the significance 
of collecting folk tales. However, they were totally devoted to uncovering the 
“natural  poetry” (Naturpoesie) of the German people, and all of their research 
was geared toward exploring the epics, sagas, and tales that contained what they 
thought were essential truths about the German cultural heritage. Underlying 
their work was a pronounced “patriotic” urge to excavate and preserve German 
cultural contributions made by the common people before they became ex-
tinct. In this respect their collecting “Germanic” tales was a gesture of protest 
against French occupation and a gesture of solidarity with those people who 
wanted to forge a unified German nation. In short, they wanted to contribute to 
the German cultural memory by excavating neglected works that they thought 
stemmed from oral traditions.
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What fascinated or compelled the Grimms to concentrate on old German 
literature was a belief that the most natural and pure forms of culture— those 
that held the community together— were linguistic and were to be located in 
the past. Moreover, modern literature, even though it might be remarkably 
rich, was artificial and thus could not express the genuine essence of Volk cul-
ture that emanated naturally from people’s experiences and bound the people 
together. In their letters between 1807 and 1812 and in such early essays as Ja-
cob’s “Von Übereinstimmung der alten Sagen” (“About the Correspondences be-
tween the Old Legends,” 1807) and “Gedanken wie sich die Sagen zur Poesie und 
 Geschichte verhalten” (“Thoughts about the Relationship between the Legends 
and Poetry,” 1808) and Wilhelm’s “Über die Entstehung der deutschen Poesie 
und ihr Verhältnis zu der nordeutschen” (“About the Origins of German  Poetry 
and Its Relationship to Nordic Poetry,” 1809), they began to formulate similar 
views about the origins of literature based on tales and legends or what was 
once oral art. The purpose of their collecting folk songs, tales, proverbs, legends, 
and documents was to write a history of old German Poesie and to demonstrate 
how Kunstpoesie (cultivated literature) evolved out of traditional folk material 
and how Kunstpoesie had gradually forced Naturpoesie (natural literature such 
as tales, legends, and so on) to recede during the Renaissance and take refuge 
among the folk in an oral tradition.

By 1809 the Grimms had amassed a large amount of tales, legends, and other 
documents, and they sent Brentano fifty- four texts that he intended to adapt. 
Since the Grimms had a different intention, Brentano told them that they could 
make use of the tales as they wished. This is the reason why they made a second 
copy of the manuscript before they sent him these tales. As I have already re-
marked, Brentano never did make use of them and fortunately left them in the 
Ölenberg Monastery in Alsace. I say “fortunately” because the Grimms destroyed 
the texts after using them in their first edition of Kinder-  und Hausmärchen in 
1812. The handwritten texts that the Grimms had sent to Brentano, now referred 
to as the Ölenberg manuscript, were only discovered in 1920 and have provided 
researchers with important information about the Grimms’ editing process.11 All 
fifty- four tales of the Ölenberg manuscript, most of them collected by Jacob, 
were transformed in their first edition of 1812 by the Brothers into carefully 
formed stories that corresponded to the Grimms’ philological and poetical con-
cept of a folk tale.

In 1812, Arnim, perhaps Brentano’s closest friend at that time, visited the 
Grimms in Kassel. Aware that Brentano might not do anything with their texts, 
he encouraged the Grimms to publish their own collection, which would repre-
sent their ideal of “natural poetry.” Thanks to Arnim’s advice and intervention, the 
Brothers spent the rest of the year organizing and preparing eighty- six tales for 
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publication that formed volume one of the first edition of 1812 published by Georg 
Reimer in Berlin and dedicated to Anrim’s wife, Bettina von Arnim, who became 
a major support to them when they were later expelled from Göttingen in 1837.

As I have already noted in the previous chapter, the German scholar Jens 
Sennewald stresses that the Grimms intended from the very beginning to re-
cover folk tales so that they could breathe new life into the German cultural 
heritage. According to Sennewald the frame of the Kinder-  und Hausmärchen 
includes the complete body of their philological and poetlogical works, includ-
ing frontispieces, prefaces, tales, illustrations, and notes from 1810 until the last 
large edition of 1857. The frame/body provides the space in which they felt they 
could “heal” people’s lives and salvage the essence of the tales. It is through the 
corpus of the tales that the Grimms wanted to provide “authentic transmission” 
of original stories.12 Sennewald demonstrates that the Grimms dealt with their 
collected and selected tales according to two premises: (1) the collected frag-
ments of the relics (stories) had to be part of a meaningful whole; and (2) the 
entire collection of written words had to be grouped around an internal middle, 
which was not script. This internal essence, which is not present in script, was to 
provide the words with a voice.13 Sennewald maintains that that the motivation 
for the Grimms’ philological project consisted in showing that the internal voice 
could be heard in each individual “relic” and that the relics were dynamic. To 
do this they continued to edit and enlarge one collection of tales after another 
because it was only through the collection that the relics received their voice, 
and that cultural memory could be reinvigorated. According to the Grimms, the 
wholeness of the original German language had been lost and thus the collecting 
of relics became necessary. Such deliberate collecting, they felt, was what first 
made the origins of language thinkable.

Although the Grimms had not entirely formalized their concept while 
they worked on the publication of the first edition, the principles outlined by 
Sennewald could already be seen in their previous works. Unfortunately, the 
first volume of the Kinder-  und Hausmärchen of 1812 was not well- received by 
friends and critics, who thought that the stories were too crude, were not shaped 
enough to appeal to children, and were weighed down by the scholarly notes. 
Nevertheless, the Brothers were not deterred from following their original philo-
logical and poetical concepts. Even though there were some differences between 
Jacob and Wilhelm, they basically held to their original principles to salvage 
relics from the past and reinforce cultural memory. Just how important these 
principles were can be seen in their correspondence with Arnim between 1810, 
as the Grimms were making plans to publish the tales they had collected, and 
1815, when the second volume of the first edition appeared. In a very long letter 
of October 29, 1810, Jacob wrote to Arnim:
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Contrary to your viewpoint, I am completely convinced that all 
the tales in our collection without exception had already been 
told with all their particulars centuries ago. Many beautiful things 
were only gradually left out. In this sense all the tales have long 
since been fixed, while they continue to move around in endless 
variations. That is, they do not fix themselves. Such variations are 
similar to the manifold dialects that should not suffer any viola-
tion either.14

And in another letter, written on January 28, 1813, Jacob wrote in support of 
Wilhelm’s views:

The difference between children’s and household tales and the re-
proach we have received for using this combination in our title is 
more hairsplitting than true. Otherwise one would literally have 
to bring the children out of the house where they have belonged 
forever and confine them in a room. Have children’s tales really 
been conceived and invented for children? I don’t believe this at 
all just as I don’t affirm the general question, whether we must set 
up something specific at all for them. What we possess in pub-
licized and traditional teachings and precepts is accepted by old 
and young, and what children do not grasp about them, all that 
glides away from their minds, they will do so when they are ready 
to learn it. This is the case with all true teachings that ignite and 
illuminate everything that was already present and known, not 
teaching that brings both wood and fire with it.15

In the same letter Jacob also wrote:

My old saying, which I have already defended earlier, is still valid: 
one should write according to one’s ability and desires and not adapt 
to outside forces and comply with them. Therefore, I don’t consider 
the book of tales (Märchenbuch) as being written for children, but it 
does suit them very well, and I am very happy about that. However, 
I would not have worked on it with pleasure if I hadn’t believed 
in its importance for the most serious and adult people as well as 
for poesy, mythology, and history. These tales only live for children 
and adults 1) because children are receptive to the epic; thus, we are 
thankful for their minds that have retained these records. 2) Be-
cause the badly educated people disdain them.16
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Though the Grimms made it clear in the second volume of the first edi-
tion of Kinder-  und Hausmärchen, published in 1815, that they would follow the 
agenda of their first volume, they also explained the important difference they 
made between a book for children and an educational primer (Erziehungsbuch) 
in their preface:

In creating our collection we wanted to do more than just per-
form a service for the history of poesy. It was our intention at the 
same time to enable poesy itself, which is alive in the collection, 
to have an effect: it was to give pleasure to anyone who could take 
pleasure in it, and therefore, our collection was also to become 
an intrinsic educational primer. There have been some complaints 
about this latter intention because there are things here and there 
[in our collection] that cause embarrassment and complaints 
that the collection is unsuitable for children or indecent (such as 
the references to certain incidents and conditions, also children 
should not hear about the devil and anything evil). Accordingly, 
parents should not offer the collection to children. In individual 
cases this concern may be correct, and thus one can easily choose 
which tales are to be read. On the whole it is certainly not neces-
sary. Nothing can better defend us than nature itself, which has 
let certain flowers and leaves grow in a particular color and shape. 
Whoever does not find them wholesome, suitable for their special 
needs, which nobody knows, can easily walk right by them. But 
he cannot demand that they should be colored and cut in another 
way. . . . Everything that is natural can become beneficial, and we 
should try to strive to grasp this. Incidentally we know of no other 
healthy and powerful book that has edified the folk other than the 
Bible, which we place above all, and here, too, people would have 
some misgivings. The right usage, however, will not draw out evil 
things, rather, as some beautiful words say: [they draw out] testi-
monies from our heart. Children point to the stars without fear, 
while, according to the folk belief, others insult angels.17

In referring to the work as an educational primer, the Grimms emphasized 
that the morals and other lessons flowed from the tales organically. They were 
never didactic, and many other German folklorists such as Johann Wilhelm Wolf 
and Heinrich Pröhle picked up on this notion of an educational primer in their 
collections. There are, indeed, numerous issues of social justice and moral behav-
ior that are at the heart of the folk and fairy tales in Kinder-  und Hausmärchen.
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After the publication of the second volume in 1815, however, the Grimms 
were once again disappointed by the critical reception. Despite the changes they 
had made, the Grimms continued to place great emphasis on the philological 
significance of the collection that was to make a major contribution toward 
understanding the origins and evolution of language and storytelling. The lay-
out and contents of the two volumes of 1819 make it abundantly clear that the 
Grimms were still dedicating the tales to the perusal of adults. The preface in the 
first volume is long and academic and is followed by another long introduction, 
“About the Essence of Tales” (“Über das Wesen der Märchen”); the second vol-
ume begins with Ludwig Grimm’s portrait of Dorothea Viehmann as the exem-
plary genuine peasant storyteller, and is followed by a very scholarly essay, “The 
Essence of Children and Their Customs” (“Kinderwesen und Kindersitten”). 
The 1822 third volume of notes, which completes the second edition, is only for 
scholars. In short, although many changes were made in the second edition, in-
cluding the addition of religious legends, and although the Grimms now wanted 
to include children more directly as part of their audience, they remained philo-
logically faithful to their principles. Their book, Kinder-  und Hausmärchen, was 
not a book for children. Not yet. That is, the tales that were not their tales had 
not been fully appropriated by the Grimms and had not been fully fleshed out to 
meet Wilhelm’s poetical standards.

It was only after they received a letter and a copy of German Popular Stories 
in 1823 from the young Englishman Edgar Taylor that they clearly began to alter 
the tendency of future editions of the Kinder-  und Hausmärchen by creating the 
Small Edition and taking greater pains to address a general bourgeois reading 
public. In this respect, Taylor’s sudden appearance in their lives— his letter and 
book came out of the blue— represented a momentous occasion that caused the 
Grimms to rethink their “marketing” strategy and how they might better guar-
antee the reception of the tales.

Edgar Taylor’s revolutionary  
and Extraordinary Intervention

Just who was this Edgar Taylor, and how did he come to translate the Kinder-  und 
Hausmärchen? More precisely, why did a young successful lawyer— ironically, 
a man who joined the very profession that the Grimms had abandoned during 
their studies— take an interest in German literature and take the time to translate 
German folk tales primarily for young and old British readers?

Taylor was born 1793 into a wealthy, prominent family in Norfolk.18 There 
were ministers, merchants, and industrialists among his forefathers. His own 
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father was a landlord interested in new modes of agriculture; his mother died 
when Taylor was two. As a young boy he was sent to Palgrave in Suffolk to at-
tend a private boarding school, where he studied the classics and also learned 
Italian, Spanish, German, and French. By 1809, when he was only sixteen, he 
left school to enter an apprenticeship as law clerk in his uncle Meadow Taylor’s 
firm in Diss, a small city close to Norwich, the county town of Norfolk. At that 
time Norwich was one of the leading cultural cities in England, and Taylor had 
numerous opportunities to mix with the intelligentsia of the region, where there 
was a strong interest in German literature. Some of Taylor’s acquaintances had 
translated important German authors and had personal ties to them. Given Tay-
lor’s knowledge of European languages and literature, the groundwork for his 
future scholarly work was laid in Norwich, which was experiencing a cultural 
boom. But first came law.

In 1814, after he finished his apprenticeship, he moved to London to practice 
law, and there he met Robert Roscoe, the son of a famous historian; together they 
founded their own law firm in 1817. Both young men had similar interests in lit-
erature and used their spare time to cultivate them. They also developed friend-
ships among intellectuals and writers interested in English romantic literature 
as well as German culture. One of Taylor’s acquaintances was Sir Francis Cohen 
(1788– 1861), also a lawyer and scholar, who had already been corresponding 
with the Grimms and wrote some complimentary remarks about Kinder-  und 
Hausmärchen in the May 1819 issue of the Quarterly Review. It was Cohen who 
first referred to the Grimms’ collection as “German Popular Stories,” which he 
considered the most important addition to what he called nursery literature; he 
did not use the term “fairy tales” or “tales for children”. What is striking about 
this article by an early British folklorist is his great erudition and scholarly per-
spective on popular tales that was very similar to that of the Grimms. For in-
stance, he argued:

The man of letters should not disdain the chap book, or the nurs-
ery story. Humble as these efforts of the human intellect may ap-
pear, they shew its secret workings, its mode and progress, and 
human nature be studied in all its productions. . . . Hence, we may 
yet trace no small proportion of mystic and romantic lore in the 
tales which gladden the cottage fireside, or, century after century, 
soothe the infant to its slumbers.19

More than likely, it was Cohen who first stirred Taylor’s interest in the 
Grimms’ tales.20 In addition, during 1819 and 1821, the time that Taylor may 
have made Cohen’s acquaintance, he began publishing a series of articles titled 
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“German Popular and Traditionary Literature” in the New Monthly Magazine and 
Literary Journal21 that cited Cohen and corresponded to Cohen’s thinking about 
the importance of preserving folk culture. For example, Taylor, who also demon-
strated a comprehensive knowledge of folklore and ancient literature, wrote:

Our scholars busy themselves in tracing out the genealogy and 
mythological connexions of Tom Thumb and Jack the Giant 
Killer; and surely if the grave and learned embark in these spec-
ulations, we are justified in expecting to be able to welcome the 
æra when our children shall be allowed once more to regale them-
selves with that mild food which will enliven their imaginations, 
and tempt them on through the thorny paths of education;— when 
the gay dreams of fairy innocence shall again hover around them, 
and scientific compendiums, lisping botanies, and leading- string 
mechanics, shall be postponed to the Delights of Valentine and 
Orson, the beautiful Magalona, or Fair Rosamond.22

Clearly Cohen and Taylor were on the same page in their writings about 
the Grimms’ tales. But it was not only Cohen who may have influenced Tay-
lor to adapt Kinder-  und Hausmärchen. It may have also been his friend David 
Jardine, who led him to translate them. He had been a student of theology at 
the University of Göttingen, and Taylor acknowledged that Jardine assisted him 
in translating the Grimms’ tales in the 1823 volume of German Popular Tales, 
which contained thirty- one stories, but Jardine evidently had nothing to do with 
Taylor’s second new 1826 volume of German Popular Tales, which contained 
twenty- four additional stories. Not all the tales in the second volume were se-
lected from the Grimms’ collection. Taylor, who had a vast knowledge of Ger-
man literature, chose two from Johann Gustav Büsching’s Volks- Sagen, Märchen 
und Legenden (1812), one from Otmar’s Volks- Sagen (1800), and one called “Die 
Elfen” from Ludwig Tieck’s Phantasus (1812– 16). Altogether, Taylor’s two vol-
umes of German Popular Stories (1823/1826) contain fifty- five titles. With the 
exception of the four taken from other books mentioned earlier, Taylor actually 
created amalgamations of other stories and used sixty- one of the Grimms’ tales 
taken from their 1819 edition, and one from the 1812 edition. Taylor’s first vol-
ume contained two tales in Pomeranian and Hamburg dialect, “The Fisherman 
and His Wife” and “The Juniper Tree,” and since Taylor had not spent any time in 
Germany to become familiar with dialects, he would have needed the assistance 
of some one like Jardine, who was more fluent in German, to have translated 
those tales. Aside from Jardine, Taylor had the help of George Cruikshank, who 
contributed a total of twenty- two illustrations to the editions of 1823 and 1826.
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As Robert Patten points out in his informative essay, “George Cruikshank’s 
Grimm Humor,” the motives of Baldwyn, Taylor, and Cruikshank in producing 
German Popular Stories in 1823 and 1826 were very different. Baldwyn was try-
ing to avoid bankruptcy and needed a “bestseller” to stabilize the fragile financial 
condition of his publishing house. Taylor sought to transform unusual folk tales 
from Germany and make them accessible to the scholarly interests of antiquar-
ians and to provide amusement for middle- class families and their children. In 
doing this he emphasized the moral qualities of the tales without being didactic. 
Cruikshank had no great expectations in accepting the commission but used the 
occasion to demonstrate his unique imaginative capacity to capture the playful 
and humorous aspects of the tales as they had been adapted by Taylor and Jar-
dine. He wanted to breathe life and movement into the pictures to help tell the 
stories. In fact, his motives jelled with those of Baldwyn and Taylor, and as Patten 
comments, “the resulting publication, German Popular Stories (Volume I, 1823; 
Volume II, 1826), was one of the most influential of the nineteenth century. It 
established precedents in the literature and visualization of fairy tales that pro-
foundly affected Hans Christian Andersen, John Ruskin, and legions of artists 
from Richard Doyle to Walt Disney.”23

The first volume was an immediate success and led to a second printing 
that very same year and two other printings in 1824 and 1825 before the second 
volume appeared in 1826. Taylor was also gratified by a letter in 1823 from Sir 
Walter Scott, who wrote, “I have to return my best thanks for the very acceptable 
present your goodness has made me in your interesting volume of German tales 
and traditions. I have often wished to see such a work under- taken by a gentle-
man of taste sufficient to adapt the simplicity of the German narrative to our 
own, which you have done so successfully.”24

And it was this success that evidently prompted Taylor to expand the first 
volume, just as the Grimms continued to do so with their edition. But it was 
not just success that motivated Taylor. He had always had a serious scholarly 
interest in medieval literature and the history of law, as his essays and correspon-
dence with the Grimms reveal. While working on his second volume of German 
Popular Stories, he published Lays of the Minnesingers in 1825. Unfortunately, 
he was handicapped by an incurable disease in 1827, which was to plague him 
until his death in 1839. Though the illness prevented him from pursuing his legal 
work, Taylor continued to publish important scholarly books such as The Book 
of Rights: or Constitutional Acts and Parliamentary Proceedings Affecting Civil 
and Religious Liberty in England from Magna Charter to the Present Time (1833) 
and Master Wace’s Chronicle of the Norman Conquest, from the Roman de Rou 
(1837).25 In the year of his death he produced a revised edition of German Popu-
lar Stories under a new title, Gammer Grethel or German Fairy Tales, and Popular 
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Stories, which included forty- two revised Grimms’ tales, Cruikshank’s engrav-
ings converted to woodcuts by John Byfield, and Ludwig Emil Grimm’s wood- 
engraved portrait of the so- called peasant storyteller, Dorothea Viehmann, at 
the beginning of the book. This was a gesture of thanks to the Grimms, who 
had extolled the virtues of Viehmann as the ideal peasant storyteller, and she is 
pictured as a type of Mother Goose or Mother Bunch, who tells tales to sooth 
children and to impart the verities of life.

Curiously, from this point on, two different editions of Taylor’s adaptations 
were published throughout the nineteenth century in England and America 
and competed with one another: German Popular Stories, which combined the 
1823 and 1826 editions into one volume, and Gammer Grethel, which provided 
a totally different framework for a smaller selection of tales once again heavily 
revised by Taylor. The numerous publications were due to the lack of copyright 
and the popularity of the tales. Publishers could easily obtain rights or publish 
pirated editions. Some of the titles were vastly changed. For instance, Taylor’s 
translations were often labeled German Popular Tales and Household Stories or 
Grimms’ Fairy Tales. One of the more exotic titles is Grimm’s Goblins. Grimm’s 
Household Stories, Translated from the Kinder und Haus Marchen by E. Taylor 
in 1876. Robert Meek, the enthusiastic publisher of this latter edition, wrote an 
introduction that reflects the popular reception of the Grimms’ tales as children’s 
literature that was largely brought about by Taylor during the Victorian period:

The Brothers Grimm, with an imagination as rich and fanciful 
as any writers of Fairy Tales, leave most kindred writers far be-
hind in the especial adaptability of their tales to the tastes of chil-
dren. In many, animals represent the leading characters and with 
inimitable drollery retain their animal traits with a fidelity that 
teaches as much natural History as a study of Buffon would to 
some minds. In the finer ideal embodiments of men and things, 
birds and butterflies, beasts and fishes; they rival Hans Andersen, 
that prince of fairy writers; wonderful word pictures have they re-
vealed to the fresh pure minds of millions of little ones, in the 
magic mirror of Fairyland— creations in words, that all artists in 
colour falls short of their intrinsic merit to be called the princes 
of Fairy Tale writers, is pre- eminent in the bewitchery of the style 
and grace of these stories. . . . The Brothers Grimm are entitled to 
the augmented blessings of every fresh reader, who, we trust, will 
be added to the innumerable company that have gone before the 
publication of this Edition. May this present Edition increase their 
number by fresh thousands; and may every reader (big or little) 
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swell the paean of praise and blessing we now raise to the immor-
tal Brothers Grimm for this work of theirs, which is the paradise 
of our nurseries and the heaven of our infancy.26

Though there was some competition from Hans Christian Andersen’s sto-
ries, as Meek notes, the Grimms’ tales were considered classical fairy tales by 
the end of the nineteenth century and established a model for what a fairy tale 
should be in Great Britain and North America as well, even though there are 
hardly any fairies in their tales. Indeed, it was Taylor who reintroduced several, 
but his major accomplishment was to adapt the tales so they would be accept-
able for a rising bourgeois class and a general population that was becoming 
more and more literate. His English renditions also appealed to adults and were 
reinforced by the general positive reception of Perrault’s tales. Yet from the be-
ginning there was a certain ambivalence on the part of Taylor, who also regarded 
the tales as unusual folk tales that could liberate the imagination of children and 
adults, not restrain them with didactic and moralistic stories. In this regard he 
was attuned to the German and English romantic movements that sought to 
break with the stringent rationalist and religious ideologies of the late eighteenth 
and early nineteenth centuries.

Ironies of Taylor’s revolutionary Work

Taylor’s adaptations of the Grimms’ tales are exceptional because his ideological 
and poetical premises were based on ideals and myths about the origins and dis-
semination of the folk tales that the Grimms themselves perpetuated. Indeed, he 
fulfilled them to such an extreme that he subverted the Grimms’ intentions, even 
though he thought he was following them. In no way, despite the Grimms’ cre-
ation of the Small Edition in 1826, did they want their German tales to be treated 
as tales for children. In no way did they want, nor did Taylor for that matter, 
the philological and historical attributes of Kinder-  und Hausmärchen to be ne-
glected. Yet, this was exactly what happened throughout the nineteenth century: 
the Grimms’ different kinds of folk tales, derived allegedly from ancient German 
sources, became English “fairy tales” for the entertainment of children. And it 
was not until the latter part of the twentieth century that the mis- reception and 
misunderstanding of the Grimms’ tales were somewhat rectified in English- 
speaking countries. Of course, the “rectification” has been limited due to the 
Disneyfication, trivialization, infantilization, and commercial exploitation of the 
tales, processes that became dominant in the twentieth century and continue 
into the twenty- first.
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Taylor’s adaptation of the tales is, of course, partially to blame for the “de-
generation” of the tales from the highest model of the Grimms’ Naturpoesie to 
amusing popular reading matter for children. But some of the blame for this 
ironic turn in history must be placed on the Grimms themselves, who created 
certain exaggerated “myths” about the sanctity of the tales that led Taylor to 
adapt them the way he did. And, of course, the tales in Taylor’s hands did not lose 
their historical and intrinsically cultural value, for they have always provided 
more than mere entertainment. As Jacob Grimm commented, Taylor’s appropri-
ated tales read well. In fact, they are out- of- the- ordinary nursery tales because 
he favored the oral tradition and cleverly edited the tales as reading matter for 
children while endeavoring to maintain their “antiquarian” quality. In reaching 
out to family- reading audiences, both the Grimms and Taylor ironically created 
the conditions for a mixed reception of the tales favoring bourgeois households 
that has become part of their legacy in Europe and North America.

In Martin Sutton’s superb book The Sin- Complex: A Critical Study of English 
Versions of the Grimms’ Kinder-  und Hausmärchen in the Nineteenth Century, 
he quotes an important passage from F. J. Harvey Darton’s Children’s Books in 
England to explain what he means by “sin- complex,” and Darton’s remarks are 
worth repeating here:

The fear or dislike [in England] of fairy- tales, in fact, was not and 
is not dependent to a marked extent on the feeling of any one 
period. It is a habit of the mind which has often been dominant 
in the history of children’s books without much aid from contem-
porary circumstances. It is a manifestation, in England, of a deep- 
rooted sin- complex. It involves the belief that anything fantastic 
on the one hand, or anything primitive on the other, is inherently 
noxious, or at least so void of good as to be actively dangerous.27

During Taylor’s youth in England, the general attitude toward fairy tales 
among literate people was more disparaging than positive, and he was well aware 
of this. This does not mean that fairy tales and folk tales did not circulate and 
were not accepted by readers. The times were changing. As Sutton, Alderson, 
Jennifer Schacker, and more recently Matthew Grenby have pointed out from 
different perspectives,28 books of fairy and folk tales for middle- class children 
and adults remained popular from the seventeenth century up through the nine-
teenth century. Their reception was more ambivalent than black and white be-
cause these tales of fantasy and magic were questioned by conservative religious 
groups but not totally rejected. The debates always centered around their moral 
qualities and how they might be used and printed to elevate the behavior of 
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young readers. They were somehow tainted by the sin- complex. What was some-
what different during Taylor’s formative years is that that the tales were gradually 
treated by intellectuals and antiquarians as historical and cultural relics that re-
vealed cultural and national values and international commonalities. By empha-
sizing how historically significant the tales were and how pure and refreshing 
they were for children, Taylor, following the Grimms, wanted to appeal to the 
scholarly interests of adults and the curious, “innocent” minds of young readers. 
He could point to the uniqueness of the Grimms’ tales because they were much 
different from the French fairy tales of Mme d’Aulnoy and Charles Perrault and 
the stories of The Arabian Nights that had been prevalent in England up through 
the 1820s. Not all of the Grimms’ stories were fairy tales but comic anecdotes, 
animal stories, fables, wonder tales, and religious legends— closer to the soil of 
the common people.

It is interesting to note that Taylor changed the order of the Grimms’ tales 
in the 1819 edition and began with “Hans in Luck” (an anecdote), followed by 
“The Traveling Musicians” (animal story), “The Golden Bird” (wonder tale), and 
“The Fisherman and His Wife” (a dialect tall tale). Three of these four tales are 
comical. In contrast, the Grimms always began with more serious and somewhat 
horrific tales: “The Frog King, or Iron Henry,” “The Companionship of the Cat 
and Mouse,” “The Virgin Mary’s Child,” and “A Tale about the Boy Who Went 
Forth to Learn What Fear Was.” In these tales a princess lies to a helpful frog and 
throws him against the wall; a cat eats a mouse; a young woman is almost burned 
at the stake for disobeying the Virgin Mary; and a young boy learns what fear 
means. In the seven Large Editions published by the Grimms, they always ended 
their collections with a short tale, “The Golden Key,” which was intended to keep 
the dynamic flow of folk tales alive and keep readers curious. It is about a poor 
boy who discovers a golden key and iron casket in the snow. He searches for a 
keyhole to see if the casket contains a treasure, and readers are kept in suspense 
about his discovery. In contrast, Taylor ended his combined two volumes with 
“The Juniper Tree,” a ghastly tale about a woman who murders her stepson and 
feeds him in a stew to his father. Yet, all’s well that ends well when the stepson re-
turns in the form of a bird to kill the woman and is retransformed into a human 
to live happily ever after with his stepsister and father. Taylor’s framework for the 
tales contains the storytelling that begins with a comic tale and concludes with 
a happy end to a gruesome tale, whereas the Grimms’ framework allows for an 
open end and more tales to be told.

But it was not simply the order and choice of tales that made Taylor’s 
German Popular Tales different from the Grimms’ collection and more suit-
able for children, it was an editing process that was geared to propriety, some-
thing to which the Grimms also paid attention, but Taylor was much more the 
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consummate censor: he artfully made the tales more succinct, changed titles, 
characters, and incidents, mistranslated rhymes, deleted references to God 
and Christianity, downplayed brutality, and eliminated sexual innuendoes. For 
example, in the first two tales, the titles “Hans in Luck” and “The Traveling 
 Musicians” depart from the German and should be designated “Lucky Hans” 
and “The Bremen Town Musicians.” Throughout these tales there are all sorts 
of errors. Hans carries gold not silver; two references to God are changed, the 
rhymed verse that the scissor- grinder sings makes no sense; the word Sonntag-
skind should be “fortune’s child”; “horsepond” should be “a dark hole.” In “The 
Traveling  Musicians,” the dog’s master does not want to knock him on the head, 
he wants to kill him; the cat is not a “good lady”; the role of the captain of the 
robbers is changed; a judge is turned into a devil; and there are numerous other 
misleading translations.

Two of the most egregious adaptations are “Hansel and Grethel” and “The 
Frog King.” Taylor’s tale, “Hansel and Grettel” is actually the Grimms’ “Brother 
and Sister,” and his “Roland and May- Bird” is an amalgamation of “Foundling,” 
“Sweetheart Roland,” and “Hansel and Grethel.” In the Grimms’ original “Brother 
and Sister,” a stepmother, who is a witch, beats a brother and sister, who run away. 
In the woods, the brother drinks from a brook, contaminated by the stepmother, 
and is turned into a fawn. His sister takes care of him in a cottage in the woods 
until a king discovers the fawn while out hunting. He follows the fawn to a hut 
and is so taken by the sister’s beauty that he weds her and takes her and the fawn/
brother to his castle. Later, after the young queen gives birth, her stepmother the 
witch learns about her happiness and seeks to destroy her. The stepmother goes 
to the castle, kills the young queen, and replaces her with her own nasty daughter. 
However, thanks to God, the queen had not really died and visits her infant son at 
midnight. A nanny informs the king what has been transpiring, and on the third 
night, he interrupts her visitation. The “true” queen tells him what has happened, 
and the king has his false bride and the witch mother executed. The fawn is then 
transformed into a human, and they all live happily ever after.

In Taylor’s “Hansel and Grettel,” the stepmother is an evil fairy. All references 
to God are deleted. The tale is cut in half and ends with the king taking Grettel 
and the fawn Hansel to his castle, where they inform the king about the wicked 
fairy. Instead of having the fairy killed, the king compels the fairy to change 
Hansel back into his human form. Once she does that, she is mildly punished 
and disappears, while the king lives happily ever after with Hansel and Grettel.

Whereas Taylor’s “Hansel and Grettel” is a sweet and simple version of the 
Grimms’ “Brother and Sister,” devoid of any tension and sadism, his “Roland and 
May- Bird” is a convoluted tale that borders on being a nonsensical version of the 
Grimms’ “Hansel and Grethel.” In this tale, the baby May- Bird is kidnapped and 
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carried off to a tree by a vulture. A poor woodcutter finds her and raises her with 
his son, Roland. They are like brother and sister and happy to be together. How-
ever, the woodcutter is so poor that his wife convinces him to abandon the chil-
dren in a forest. Lost, the youngsters find the sweetmeat house of a spiteful fairy, 
who wants to eat Roland. However, May- Bird steals the fairy’s wand, and she 
runs off with Roland, pursued by the fairy, who wears seven- league boots. Yet 
they manage to trick the fairy with her own wand until she becomes entangled 
in thorns. Freed of the fairy, Roland wants to rush home for help, but May- Bird is 
too tired to accompany him. So he leaves her in the woods and promises that he 
will return and marry her. However, he meets another maiden and falls in love. 
May- Bird is desolate and wants to commit suicide. Instead, she changes herself 
into a flower. A shepherd picks her off a field and wants to wed her, but she wants 
to remain true to Roland. Therefore, she tells the shepherd about her plight, and 
he lets her stay and clean house for him. In the meantime, she discovers that Ro-
land is going to marry the maiden he found. Compelled to attend the wedding, 
May- Bird sings in front of the guests before Roland marries the maiden, and her 
singing makes him realize who his true love is, and he marries May- Bird.

It is clear that Taylor let his imagination run away with him in this tale. The 
patchwork does not work. The motives of the characters and the fairy- tale motifs 
do not blend. None of the original German tales are done justice in this weird 
adaptation, and the invented story’s only saving grace is in the amusing hodge- 
podge conflation of the three tales. Taylor was less adventurous in his adaptation 
of the Grimms’ “Frog King.” However, he did change the title, did not allow the 
frog to sleep with the princess, introduced yet another wicked fairy who had 
turned the prince into a frog, and reduced the role played by faithful Heinrich, 
the prince’s servant. In Taylor’s chaste version the spell cast on the prince is bro-
ken because the princess allows the frog to sleep on her pillow for three nights. 
There is no slamming the frog against a wall or indications of possible sexual 
intercourse. In the end the prince takes the princess to his father’s castle, where 
they will be married.

In almost all the tales that Taylor adapted, he made key changes that ba-
sically “cleansed” the tales of dubious allusions to religion and sex and mini-
mized horror and brutality. Sutton does a thorough line- by- line comparison of 
the Grimms’ “Snow White” and Taylor’s “Snow- drop” to demonstrate how radi-
cally Taylor changed the tone and tenor of the original German.29 His notion of 
harmony and happiness was much different from that of the Grimms, and he 
takes pains not to offend any potential ethically minded reader. Very rarely does 
Taylor allow anyone to be tortured or punished severely. So, instead of having the 
wicked queen dance to her death in red- hot shoes, he has her simply choke with 
passion, fall ill, and die.
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There are other notable changes that Taylor made. For instance, Rumpel-
stiltskin is not allowed to stamp his foot into the ground and tear himself in half 
when the queen announces his name in the German text. Instead, he pulls out 
his leg from the ground and runs off. A devil is turned into a giant in “The Devil 
with the Three Golden Hairs.” “Chanticleer and Partlet” is another fascinating 
amalgamation of “Riffraff,” “Herr Korbes,” and “The Death of the Hen.” Ludwig 
Tieck’s powerful tale, “The Elves,” is bowdlerized. One can find numerous errors 
of translation in almost every tale, but these errors do not necessarily diminish 
the quality of Taylor’s stories, and we must remember that there were different 
standards of translation in the early part of the nineteenth century from what 
exist in the twenty- first century. The emphasis was not placed on literal trans-
lation or exact fidelity to the original text. Taylor explained how and why he 
changed the stories, and he even felt impelled to change his own adaptations.

His final revolutionary contribution to transforming the Grimms’ folk tales 
into a classic of children’s literature was Gammer Grethel, or German Fairy Tales, 
and Popular Stories, published in 1839, the year of his death. What is significant 
about the title is the addition of the character “Gammer Grethel” and the term 
“fairy tales” to give the impression that the tales were ancient and taken straight 
from the mouths of peasants. In fact, the entire book is shaped around the figure 
of a storyteller, based on a fictitious representation of Dorothea Viehmann by 
the Brothers Grimm, as an authentic peasant storyteller. In addition, emphasis 
is now placed on fairy tales thanks in part to Taylor’s introducing fairies into 
the Grimms’ tales. Altogether there were forty- two tales selected for this edition 
organized in a different sequence from German Popular Stories. There are twelve 
evenings with three or four tales told each evening. The anonymous collector 
and translator of the tales informs readers that he had gathered the tales in Ger-
many from Gammer Grethel, an honest farmer’s wife, and asked her permission 
to write them down for the benefit of young friends in England. The very first 
tale is not a comic anecdote as in German Popular Stories, but rather a moralistic 
fairy tale, “The Golden Goose,” which Taylor greatly revised. For instance, in 
German Popular Stories, his adaptation of the Grimms’ tale begins as follows:

There was a man who had three sons. The youngest was called 
Dummling, and was on all occasions despised and ill- treated by 
the whole family.30

In Gammer Grethel, we read:

There was a man who had three sons. The youngest was called 
Dummling— which is much the same as Dunderhead, for all 
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thought he was more than half a fool— and he was at all times 
mocked and ill- treated by the whole household.31

In the end of both versions it is the virtuous Dummling, not his selfish 
brothers, who triumphs. After he helps an old man, who is maltreated by his 
brothers, he is given a golden goose, and people who want to steal its feathers 
become attached to it. As Dummling drags the people with him, he arrives in 
a city where the king has promised to reward anyone with his daughter if he 
can make the solemn princess laugh. Dummling easily accomplishes this with 
the goose and the helpless people attached to it. (Cruikshank’s illustration is de-
lightful [figure 3].) Then he is rewarded by a king who allows him to marry his 
daughter and become his heir.

Of course, both adaptations are very different from the 1819 German text, 
which is much longer and complicated, for the haughty king of the German tale 
refuses to give his daughter to Dummling after he makes her laugh, and the 
young man must complete three tasks, helped by the mysterious old man, before 
the king relents and they all live happily ever after. Taylor’s “new” book, Gammer 
Grethel, did not want to offer complication but simplicity. It is the simple small 
heroes, the “Tom Thumbs” of the world, who are to be rewarded for their virtu-
ous childlike behavior.

In Gammer Grethel, Taylor made his ideological approach to folk tales much 
more explicit than in any of his previous adaptations. Aside from shortening 
and stylizing the tales from German Popular Stories and focusing on children, he 
changed the titles of some of the tales and added names to the characters. For in-
stance “Peter the Goatherd” became “Karl Katz,” and animals were given names 
in “The Grateful Beasts,” which was now called “Fritz and His Friends.” There was 
only one new German tale, “Das Schrätel und der Wasserbär,” translated under 
the title “The Bear and the Skrattel.” In the note to this tale, Taylor stated that he 
took it from the Grimms’ preface to Thomas Crofton Croker’s Fairy Legends and 
Traditions of the South of Island, which Wilhelm had translated into German as 
Irische Elfenmärchen in 1826. It was a medieval German text in verse that Taylor 
translated because of its “authentic antiquity.” By including it in Gammer Grethel 
in 1839, the connection to the Grimm Brothers was completed. However, the 
Taylor revolutionary touch continued to make itself felt throughout the rest of 
the nineteenth century in England and America in numerous reprints and new 
editions.

For instance in 1843 the publisher James Burns included some of Taylor’s 
texts, slightly changed, in Popular Tales and Legends and followed this publica-
tion in 1845 with Household Tales and Traditions of England, Germany, France, 
Scotland, etc., in which he stole and adapted more of Taylor’s translations 
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without giving credit. Gradually, Taylor’s adaptations were regarded as fairy tales 
not popular stories. Indeed, his cousin John Edward Taylor, a London printer, 
published another selection of the Grimms’ tales in 1846 under the title The Fairy 
Ring: A New Collection of Popular Tales, Collected from the German of Jacob and 
Wilhelm Grimm. This volume, which contained thirty- six Grimms’ tales never 

Figure 3. “The Golden Goose.” Illustration by George Cruikshank.



German Popular Stories  57

translated before, was illustrated by Richard Doyle, one of the great Victorian il-
lustrators, and it added to the popularity of the Grimms’ collection as a children’s 
book. But the fact is that Edgar Taylor’s revolution had already been successful 
by the time this new adaptation had appeared and had set the tone for what 
were to be considered “authentic” fairy tales from Germany. Interestingly, the 
very first so- called genuine translation of the Grimms’ “German tales” in France, 
Vieux Contes pour l’Amusement des Grands et des Petits enfans (1824), published 
by Antoine Boulland, was actually based totally on Taylor’s English adaptations 
with Cruikshank’s illustrations. However, the greatest irony in the history of the 
Grimms’ tales in England is that Taylor had already turned the Grimms’ sto-
ries into classical folk and fairy tales for children with a British flavor while the 
Brothers were still alive and struggling to preserve the role of authentic folk tales 
in the German cultural heritage.
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CHAPTER TWO

Hyping the Grimms’ Fairy Tales

If paratexts exist, as Genette notes, in a zone of “transaction: a privi-
leged place of a pragmatics and a strategy, of an influence on the public, 
an influence that . . . is at the service of a better reception for the text and 
a more pertinent reading of it,” then paratextual devices in fairy- tale 
translations and editions may be more important in the tales’ reception 
than the märchen themselves. And because they have a public impact 
on how readers understand, respond to, and evaluate written cultural 
artifacts, authorial and editorial paratexts have a social, cultural, and 
political role. Engaged in a continuing debate about the identity and 
hierarchy of cultures, the paratexts that present Grimms’ stories seek 
to direct and capture the reader’s allegiance in a struggle over the tales’ 
authority, control, and ownership, and— most fundamentally— in a 
struggle over the stories that we tell each other about them.

— Donald Haase, “Framing the Brothers Grimm”1

Perhaps the Brothers Grimm, wherever they may be, are happy about all the 
conferences, books, and papers that have honored them and their tales in the 
bicentenary celebrations from 2012 to 2015. More than likely, however, they 
have turned over in their graves because of the mass- mediated hype of fairy tales 
too often transformed into trivial pulp by the globalized culture industry. Then 
again, if that is the case, the Grimms are partially to blame for the hype.

There is a fascinating, deeply ironic tale that needs to be told here. As we 
have seen, the Grimms, inspired by their first English translator Edgar Taylor, 
helped pave the way for the modern hyping of fairy tales and the classification 
of fairy tales as a staple of children’s literature. And it all began with the Grimms’ 
sincere commitment to salvaging the genuine essence of folk tales, their oral 
authenticity and historical significance, if you will. But before I discuss how the 
Grimms became involved in hyping their own tales to change their reception 
at the beginning of the nineteenth century, I want first to discuss some of the 
theoretical aspects of hyping and the particular role hyping plays in the media 
paratexts of the culture industry. Then I should like to review again how the 
Brothers Grimm changed the format and scope of their tales, primarily under 
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the influence of Taylor’s 1823 translation, German Popular Stories, to make their 
tales more accessible to the general reading public in Germany. Finally, I want to 
examine some recent filmic adaptations of fairy tales and consider whether the 
hyping of these films detracts from the value of the fairy- tale genre and storytell-
ing in general. Underlying my endeavor to understand the hyping of fairy tales 
is the question whether the historical integrity of any genre or any project such 
as the preservation of folk tales promoted by the Brothers Grimm can be appre-
ciated and understood as part of our western cultural heritage. Or what happens 
to the meaning and value of a legacy in societies where hype is accepted if not 
celebrated as the norm?

Hyping and Paratexts

In his highly significant book, Show Sold Separately: Promos, Spoilers, and Other 
Media Paratexts, Jonathan Gray defines “hype” as “advertising that goes ‘over’ and 
‘beyond’ an accepted norm, establishing heightened presence, often for a brief, 
unsustainable period of time: like the hyperventilating individual or the space-
ship in hyperdrive, the hyped product will need to slow down at some point. Its 
heightened presence is made all the more possible with film and television due 
to those industries’ placement— at least in their Hollywood varieties— within 
networks of synergy.”2 He then notes that within the entertainment industry, 
“synergy refers to a strategy of multimedia platforming, linking a media product 
to related media on other ‘platforms,’ such as toys, DVDs, and/or videogames, 
so that each product advertises and enriches the experience of the other. And 
whereas hype is often regarded solely as advertising and as PR, synergistic mer-
chandise, products, and games— also called peripherals— are often intended as 
other platforms for profit generation.”3

Although hype is associated with hyperbole, embellishment, and extrava-
gance, Gray argues that, as a paratext, it has become part of business as usual, 
and what formerly appeared to be uncommon and on the periphery of culture 
today is actually at its center and more decisive in creating meaning than source 
texts. Whether talking about a book or a film, Gray maintains that the meanings 
of primary texts or source texts are now determined by paratexts— that is, by all 
the peripheral products and things that surround or are connected to the texts. 
Here he is building upon the work of Gérard Genette, who created the term 
and indicated that paratexts prepare us for the source text; they are gateways to 
assessing a product or artifact. Paratexts are both the inside of a book (turned 
toward the text) and the outside of a book (the fringe turned toward the world). 
They are intended to manage a person’s reading of the text. Genette states: “The 
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paratext, then, is empirically made up of a heterogeneous group of practices and 
discourses of all kinds and dating from periods which I federate under the term 
‘paratext’ in the name of a common interest, or a convergence of effects, that 
seems to me more important than their diversity of aspect.”4

In the case of literature or a book, the paratexts consist of the cover, the 
frontis piece, the title page, the preface, the introduction, the dedication, the in-
scription, the epigraph, the notes, the format, the type, the bibliography, the 
index, the blurbs on the back page, the prepublication advertising, the webpages 
on the Internet, reviews, blogs, interviews, talks delivered by the author on tour, 
and so on. Gray maintains that “paratexts are not simply add- ons, spinoffs, and 
also- rans: they create texts, they manage them, and they fill them with many of 
the meanings that we associate with them. Just as we ask paramedics to save lives 
rather than leave the job to others, and just as a parasite feeds off, lives in, and 
can affect the running of its host’s body, a paratext constructs, lives in, and can 
affect the running of the text.”5

Though Gray often alludes to the paratextual strategy of hyping as a nui-
sance, he never explores how pervasive and deleterious it is to the quality of the 
product that it allegedly promotes. He fails to critique how hyping can actually 
deplete the meaning of a product— just as a parasite can weaken if not kill its 
host— and conceal its lack of quality through exaggerations and lies. (This is the 
unintended consequence of paratexts that generally want to guarantee and vali-
date its message. A hyped paratext is invented to disguise the fact that the mes-
sage is meaningless or does not have the quality that it purports to have.)

In some respects almost all hypes and much of publicity rely on fairy- tale 
motifs because they promise us magical transformation if we imbibe it, wear it, 
touch it, smell it, breathe it, smoke it, drink it, steal it, live in it, or aspire to it. 
Hypes delude us into believing that the impossible can be realized by some kind 
of miracle— that is, through the product we are to consume. Hypes are tantalizing 
and frustrating because they keep us trying and wanting to fulfill the impossible. 
They distract to prevent critical reflection. In effect, hypes celebrate meaningless 
and wanton consumption. They stimulate longing. Yet Gray wants hyping and 
other peripherals to become more artistic and lend themselves to the quality of 
the source text. This wish is impossible because the basis of hyping is artful ex-
ploitation through untruth; the purpose of hype is to discard and undermine the 
substance of an artwork, to transform it into a desirable commodity, and to make 
it profitable not necessarily for the author/creator of a work but for the corpora-
tion that assumes property rights to the text. Indeed, copyrighting is also a para-
text because it gives a publisher, for example, the right to create and add as many 
meanings as he or she wants to the text. Since there is no such thing as a neutral 
paratext— that is, since every paratext no matter how slight has an ideological 
purpose— criticism cannot just accept the necessity of paratexting. Gray’s study is 
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valuable, not because it is a critique, but because he explains just how peripherals 
work while failing to examine the ideological consequences of hyping.

Let us examine how the meaning of a literary work is created in contem-
porary western societies using Gray’s description of how hyped peripherals 
operate. As Gray explains, citing Genette, paratexts prepare readers for an ap-
proach to the text and an ongoing discourse after the text has been published. 
Depending on the author of a book, famous or young and recently discovered, 
the publisher of the book might announce the signing of a contract with a suc-
cinct and glowing description of the book even before it is in print or even writ-
ten, as in the case of Harry Potter sequels by J. K. Rowling. Depending on the 
genre, readers will already be prepared to read the work in a certain way. An 
indicated genre will already predispose a reader. Fans of science fiction, myster-
ies, true romances, fantasy, nonfiction, and so on are already conditioned to read 
in a certain way, and publishers will alert target and guide groups that a certain 
type of book will soon appear. After the announcement, all sorts of mass media 
(newspapers, magazines, radio, television, websites, blogs) will be approached 
with the publisher’s publicity releases and promos that describe the book along 
with blurbs. Readers will begin to discuss the forthcoming book and even begin 
to debate its contents before they have read the book. Its meaning is well under 
way to becoming created by reading audiences and promoters. Glossy posters 
and pictures will reveal the cover of the book. Interviews and readings will be 
held. Once the book is produced, publishers will seek to have it placed in the 
windows of bookstores or in prominent places, and ads will be featured on the 
Internet and through various venues; reviews will appear on Amazon and other 
booksellers’ websites. The book’s front and back covers will have a lavish design, 
and the title is carefully chosen to intrigue readers. Blurbs by famous people and 
authorities certify that the book is unique and that readers have never read any-
thing like it. Once the book is actually accessible, reviews begin and discussions 
by readers in informal groups, on phones, through texting, at schools, and uni-
versities, on the Internet, and through e- mail; they will contest or agree with all 
the previous hyped promotions and meanings that have circulated. Hundreds if 
not thousands of new meanings will be produced. There will be follow- ups such 
as additional interviews, tours, and readings by the author. In fact, the author 
might be moved to retract or question the meaning that he or she sees in the 
literary work. The author might be encouraged to write a sequel, prequel, or a 
similar work. Whatever the case may be, the author loses control and touch with 
his or her work, which circulates in a world of hype.

Lost in the circulation of commodified peripherals is the author- intended 
“substantial meaning” of the literary work— what I call its “integrity.” Of course, 
one could argue, as many French critics such as Roland Barthes and Michel Fou-
cault have done, that there is no such thing as an essential meaning or an author.6 
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Meaning is produced through diverse readings of the text, signs, and even the 
author, and meaning will be subjectively and relatively produced. Yet, there is 
always something intrinsic to a work of art even if we consider it bricolage. The 
signs of an artwork are humanly and skillfully assembled by a particular indi-
vidual within a literary or cultural tradition. A material cultural heritage has its 
basis in what humans memetically consider relevant; these relevant signs and 
objects enable readers to adapt to their environment and fit together as societies 
evolve. Hype is not relevant, and it is only by critically “deflating” hype that we 
come close to understanding intrinsic relevant relics and new cultural products. 
To truly read a literary work or film, we must first learn to deflate.

Why and How the Grimms Hyped Their Tales

As we have seen, the Brothers Grimm revered all types of tales told by the folk, 
not just fairy stories or wonder tales. They thought that the stories they collected 
were innocent expressions and representations of the divine nature of the world. 
For them, the simplicity of pristine spoken tales was culturally and historically 
profound, and the Grimms viewed themselves as cultivators of lost relics whose 
essence had to be conserved and disseminated before the tales vanished. In par-
ticular, they firmly believed that these wondrous tales enabled people to get in 
touch with their inner selves and the outside world. They fostered hope. This was 
because “genuine” folk and fairy tales served as moral correctives to an unjust 
world and revealed truths about human experience through exquisite metaphor. 
As I have explained in previous chapters, there is no indication in the initial 
para texts pertinent to the collecting of folk and fairy tales that the Grimms con-
sidered their tales as part of children’s literature or intended the tales for chil-
dren. Their work was a scholarly endeavor from the very beginning.

After the publication of the second volume of the first edition in 1815, how-
ever, the Grimms were once again disappointed by the critical reception. They 
were convinced that their project was being misunderstood. Although they did 
not abandon their basic notions about the origins and significance of folk tales 
in the second edition of 1819, they began shaping their collection with new para-
texts and materials to make it more accessible for a larger bourgeois reading 
public than just scholars and educated readers. Donald Haase points out that

as authors— or at least authorial agents— the Grimms carefully 
framed their collection with a variety of significant paratexts that 
sought to contextualize their fairy tales and explain to the reader 
a multitude of relevant and often complex issues. The title, desig-
nation of the compilers, dedication, preface, and annotations were 
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all intended to help the recipient understand the place, nature, 
and function of the tales in historical, political, cultural, ethnic, 
mythological, scholarly, and pedagogical terms. Without these 
paratexts legitimizing and contextualizing them, the tales would 
likely have been an unremarkable assemblage of disdained sto-
ries. They became texts worthy of attention and serious reception 
only in light of the Grimms’ larger— and enormously successful— 
cultural project that sought to give the stories legitimacy as pri-
mary cultural documents from oral translation.7

All this is very true, but Haase also adds that “one measure of how translators of 
Grimms’ stories deal with cultural issues important to the Grimms is the extent 
to which their translations make use (or no use) of the Grimms’ paratexts.”8

For Taylor, who used the second edition of 1819 for his translation, the 
Grimms’ paratexts had changed somewhat so that he was led to believe that all 
the tales were from oral traditions, that there were many storytellers like Dorothea 
Viehmann, and that the target audience for the tales consisted of young people.

Indeed, there were clear signs that the Grimms wanted to attract younger 
readers and their families to their stories and convince them of their great value. 
Two important paratexts indicate that the Grimms were leaning in fact toward 
hyping their collection of tales: the first is the preface; the second is the use of 
Dorothea Viehmann’s portrait. In the preface to the 1819 edition, they state that

these stories are suffused with the same purity that makes chil-
dren appear so wondrous and blessed to us; they have the same 
bluish- white, flawless, shining eyes, which are as big as they will 
ever get, even as other body parts remain delicate, weak and awk-
ward for use on earth. That is the reason that we wanted, through 
our collection, first of all to serve the cause of the history of poetry 
and mythology, but it was also our intention that the poetry living 
in it be effective and bring pleasure wherever it could, and also 
that the book serve as an educational primer [Erziehungsbuch]. To 
that end we are not aiming at the kind of innocence achieved by 
timidly excising whatever refers to certain situations and relations 
that take place every day and that simply cannot be kept hidden. 
In doing that you can fool yourself into thinking that what can be 
removed from a book can also be removed from real life. We are 
looking for innocence in truth of a straightforward narrative that 
does not conceal anything wrong by holding back on it. Nonethe-
less, in this new edition, we have carefully eliminated every phrase 
not appropriate for children.9
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This statement repeats many points that the Grimms wrote in their correspon-
dence with Achim von Arnim, but it is more striking for its hyperbole, especially 
the flowery language, and apparent concession to critics who wanted them to 
include children as readers or listeners. Moreover, it is clear that they are trying 
to exaggerate and persuade readers about the profound authenticity of the tales. 
To do this more effectively, they introduced Dorothea Viehmann as the type of 
ideal storyteller that one could find among German peasants.

What is fascinating about the peripherals of the 1819 edition, especially the 
preface and the portrait of Viehmann, is that they convinced Taylor to take a few 
steps further in hyping the first English edition, German Popular Stories (1823). 
As I have pointed out, Taylor’s adaptations of the Grimms’ tales are exceptional 
and had ironical consequences because his ideological and poetical premises 
were based on the ideals and myths about the origins and dissemination of the 
folk tales that the Grimms perpetuated. Indeed, he fulfilled them in a way that 
transformed their collection into a book of children’s literature. In chapter one 
I demonstrated how Taylor adapted the Grimms’ tales of the second German 
1819 edition and changed them into a collection of delightful moralistic English 
stories for children. Aside from freely adapting the tales, he celebrated their 
genuine antiquarian quality and eventually included Viehmann as the major 
character in the second revised edition of his tales, Gammer Grethel or German 
Fairy Tales, and Popular Stories (1839). Moreover, Cruikshank’s illustrations 
imparted a comic tone to the tales that they did not possess in the German 
editions. From 1839 onward, two different editions of Taylor’s adaptations were 
published throughout the nineteenth century and competed with one another: 
German Popular Stories, generally produced in one or two volumes, and Gam-
mer Grethel or German Fairy Tales, and Popular Stories, which provided a totally 
different framework for a smaller selection of tales once again heavily revised 
by Taylor.

What is significant about the 1839 title is the paratextual addition of the 
character “Gammer Grethel” and the term “fairy tales” to give the impression 
that the stories were ancient and magical and had been taken straight from the 
lips of peasants. In fact, the entire book is shaped around the figure of a fictitious 
storyteller, based on a fictitious representation of Dorothea Viehmann by the 
Brothers Grimm, as an authentic peasant storyteller. In addition, emphasis was 
now placed on fairy tales thanks in part to Taylor’s introducing fairies into the 
Grimms’ tales which did not have them.

Altogether there were forty- two tales in the Gammer Grethel book selected 
from the 1823/1826 editions for this book, and they were organized in a different 
sequence within a frame. There are twelve evenings with three or four tales told 
each evening. The anonymous collector and translator of the tales informs his 
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readers that he had gathered the tales in Germany from Gammer Grethel, an 
honest farmer’s wife, and asked her permission to write them down for the benefit 
of young friends in England. With this dramatic paratextual change, Taylor ob-
viously hoped to gain and influence more young readers. Indeed, all his different 
editions gained in popularity, especially since his works were the only collections 
of putative Grimms’ tales on the market that began using the latest forms of ad-
vertising to sell them. Success came in different forms of reprints and advertising.

In 1869, thirty years after Taylor’s death, Taylor’s widow granted the publisher 
John Camden Hotten permission to combine the first two editions of German Pop-
ular Stories into one book with the original prefaces by Taylor, an introduction 
by the famous critic John Ruskin, a letter endorsing the book by the even more 
famous author Sir Walter Scott, and a new advertisement. (Incidentally, this was 
the first edition in which Taylor’s name as translator appeared on the title page.) All 
these peripherals added to the meaning of Taylor’s adaptations, not to the integrity 
of the Grimms’ collections. By this time the paratextuals were all geared to present 
the Grimms’ tales as morally appropriate literature for children.

In another example of how the Grimms’ tales were hyped in strange inter-
textual and intracultural ways, Taylor’s distant cousin, John Edward Taylor, pub-
lished his own free translation called The Fairy Ring: A New Collection of Popular 
Tales in 1846 with illustrations by the gifted Richard Doyle. This volume con-
tained fifty- five newly translated tales from Children’s and Household Tales, and 
they were just as bowderlized as the tales in Edgar Taylor’s collections. What is 
astounding is that the different Taylor editions and publications, many of them 
pirated, disseminated false impressions of the Grimms’ tales in English- speaking 
countries throughout the nineteenth century because these selected adaptations 
were the only versions available until the translations by Mrs. H. B. Paull in 1882, 
Lucy Crane in 1882, and Margaret Hunt in 1884. Nevertheless, Taylor’s versions 
were the ones that that held sway even up through the late twentieth century, 
when Puffin Classics reprinted German Popular Stories in 1948 without men-
tioning Edgar Taylor anywhere in the book but making full use of the Cruik-
shank illustrations.

All the changes that Taylor made in his 1823 and 1826 editions of German 
Popular Stories along with Gammer Grethel and later editions of his so- called 
translations had powerful cultural consequences not only in the United King-
dom and North America but also in Germany. As I have previously demon-
strated, the Brothers Grimm were so impressed by the format of Taylor’s book 
that they decided to publish a shorter version of their Large Edition (Große Aus-
gabe) in 1825, which contained fifty of their most popular tales10 and six charm-
ing illustrations such as “The Goose Girl” by Ludwig Grimm (figure 4), much 
more serious than those by George Cruikshank.
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Figure 4. “The Goose Girl.” Illustration by Ludwig Grimm.
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Yet, in no way, despite the Grimms’ creation of the Small Edition in 1825, 
did they want their German tales to be treated as tales for children. In no way 
did they, or Taylor for that matter, want the philological and historical attributes 
of Kinder-  und Hausmärchen to be neglected. Yet this was exactly what hap-
pened throughout the nineteenth century in Germany and in English- speaking 
countries.

Contemporary Hyping of Fairy Tales

The Grimms promoted the collecting of all sorts of folk tales throughout the 
nineteenth century, and they were certain that if other educated men and women 
began gathering tales from the common people, these stories, especially the fairy 
tales, would resonate among young and old from all social classes. Indeed, to 
a great extent, they were right. The nineteenth century, especially in Europe 
and North America, became the golden age of fairy- tale collecting that led to 
the foundation of folklore societies. By the twentieth century, the fairy tale and 
other simple folk genres began to thrive not only by word of mouth and through 
print as they had for centuries, but they were also transformed, adapted, and 
disseminated through picture books of single tales, radio, postcards, greeting 
cards, comics, cinema, fine arts, performing arts, wedding ceremonies, televi-
sion, dolls, toys, games, theme parks, clothes, the Internet, university courses, 
and numerous other media and objects. Among the modes of hyped advertising 
were posters, billboards, interviews, window dressings, department store shows, 
radio, TV, parades, theme parks, and Internet interviews, ads in newspapers, 
magazines, and journals, and all the other kinds of paratexts that accompany a 
cultural product. As I have argued in my book Why Fairy Tales Stick: The Evo-
lution and Relevance of a Genre, the classical fairy tales have become memes, 
cultural bits of relevant information, and the paratexts of fairy tales have formed 
memeplexes— that is, groups of variants that add to the meaning of the meme. 
In correspondence with Michael Drout, who has written a significant book about 
memes, How Tradition Works: A Meme- Based Cultural Poetics of the AngloSaxon 
Tenth Century, he suggested:

In memetic terms, I think a para- text is a meme- plex that forms 
around a text, and the para- textual material can provide extra 
data about how to interpret what’s inside the text. That material, 
because it stays in its own form, can become separated from its 
original cultural context, which evolves more quickly than some-
thing in a fixed form can. The para- text, then, provides meta- data 
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about how ambiguities in the main text should be interpreted. The 
most obvious place where this happens is when we get a particular 
image of an actor or actress (or animation) of a traditional tale, 
and that image is thereafter fixed in place even when some of the 
written descriptions might be more ambiguous, but I’m thinking 
that material like toys, posters, etc., also works to form around 
the text in this way (I have a box in the basement filled with my 
daughter’s Disney princesses; these dolls lock into place a partic-
ular look for fairy tale characters whose descriptions are not quite 
as fixed as the icon designed to sell merchandise to little girls).11

Today we are inundated by fairy tales that are not only present in the home 
but are also taught from preschool through the university in the United King-
dom and North America. They are in all walks of life, and to some degree, we 
even try to transform our lives into fairy tales. They have become second nature, 
or as Roland Barthes might say, fairy tales have become “mythic.” They appear to 
be universal and natural stories of the way life should be while concealing their 
artistic constellations and their basic history and ideology. In my book Fairy Tale 
as Myth/Myth as Fairy Tale, I remarked that it is impossible to grasp the history 
of the fairy tale and the relationship of the fairy tale to myth without taking into 
consideration the manner in which tales have been revised, duplicated, adapted, 
and manipulated to reinforce dominant ideologies and often to subvert them. To 
be more precise, the evolution of the fairy tale as a cultural genre is marked by a 
process of dialectical appropriation involving imitation, memorization, and re-
vision that set the cultural conditions for its mythicization, institutionalization, 
and expansion as a mass- mediated genre through radio, film, television, and the 
Internet. For the most part, the history of this memetic process that is connected 
to cultural memory is obscured if not negated today by hyping newly produced 
fairy- tale films, books, musicals, and other products as extraordinary achieve-
ments that actually cheapen the meaning of fairy tales that the Brothers Grimm 
and other nineteenth- century collectors sought to preserve. Hyping is the exact 
opposite of preservation and involves, as I have argued, conning consumers and 
selling products that have meager cultural value and will not last.

Some recent fairy- tale films produced by the mainstream culture industry 
in America reveal how filmmakers and producers hype to sell shallow products 
geared primarily to make money. They use the mass media to exploit the wide-
spread and constant interest in fairy tales that has actually deepened since the 
nineteenth century. For instance, in December of 2010, the Disney corporation 
dubbed the Grimms’ “Rapunzel,” called it Tangled, and announced: “Disney 
presents a new twist on one of the most hilarious and hair- raising tales ever 
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told.”12 Actually, the Disney promoters should have called the film “Mangled” 
because of the way it slaughtered and emptied the meaning of the Grimms’ and 
other “Rapunzel” folk tales. When viewed closely, Tangled is yet another inane 
remake of Disney’s Snow White. The major conflict is between a pouting adoles-
cent princess and a witch. The Disney films repeatedly tend to demonize older 
women and infantilize young women. Gone are any hints that “Rapunzel” might 
reflect a deeper initiation ritual in which wise old women keep young girls in 
isolation to protect them.

Gone, too, are any hints in Catherine Hardwicke’s 2011 film Red Riding Hood 
that “Little Red Riding Hood” is a serious and complicated tale about rape. Let us 
recall the serious nature of this story that is made into a mockery by Hardwicke’s 
film. The history of the tale type “Little Red Riding Hood” reflects the remark-
able ways in which the oral and literary traditions have interacted to produce 
conflicting versions of the same incident. The incident is the violation or rape of 
a young girl who goes into the forest on an errand or to undertake some kind of 
initiation test. Of course, the motif of rape can be found in many Greco- Roman 
myths and most pagan cultures, and it is not clear when all the other signifi-
cant motifs were brought together to form the basic structure of the “Red Riding 
Hood” tale that was disseminated in Europe. Jan Ziolkowski and Yvonne Verdier 
have maintained that fragments of this tale, without the red cap, can be found in 
late- medieval oral tales.13 In particular, Verdier, along with the great French folk-
lorist, Paul Delarue, have argued that the tale was probably circulating among 
women during the early part of the seventeenth century in southern France and 
northern Italy and was told among women in sewing societies. These tales were 
never titled, and so the red cap (chaperon) does not play a role in them.

Delarue published a composite tale made up of several nineteenth- century 
versions that he called “The Grandmother”: Here a young peasant woman takes 
some bread and milk to her grandmother. At a crossroads in the woods, she 
meets a werewolf, who asks her whether she is going to take the path of the 
pins or the path of the needles. She generally chooses the path of the needles. 
He rushes off to the grandmother’s house and eats the grandmother, but he also 
puts some of her flesh in a bowl and some of her blood in a bottle before getting 
into the grandmother’s bed. When the girl arrives, the werewolf tells her to re-
fresh herself and eat some meat in the bowl and drink some wine. A cat or some 
creature at the fireplace condemns her for eating the flesh of her grandmother 
and drinking her blood. Sometimes there is a warning. All at once the werewolf 
asks her to take off her clothes and get into bed with him. She complies, and 
each time she takes off a piece of her clothing, she asks what she should do with 
it. The werewolf replies that she should throw it into the fireplace because she 
won’t be needing it anymore. When the girl finally gets into bed, she asks several 
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questions such as “my, how hairy you are, granny,” until the customary “my what 
a big mouth you have, granny.” When the wolf announces, “all the better to eat 
you, my dear,” she declares that she has to relieve herself. He tells her to do it in 
bed. But she indicates that she has to have a bowel movement, and so he ties a 
rope around her leg and sends her into the courtyard through a window. Once 
there the smart girl unties the rope and ties it around a plum tree and then runs 
off toward home. The werewolf becomes impatient and yells, “What are you 
doing out there, making a load?” Then he runs to the window and realizes that 
the girl has escaped. He runs after her, but it is too late, and she makes it safely 
to her home.14

It is unclear whether Charles Perrault knew a definite oral tale like this when 
he published the first literary version in 1697. But it is clear that he must have 
known some version like this and transformed it into a tale in which a naïve 
bourgeois girl pays for her stupidity and is violated in the end. Both Perrault’s tale 
and the oral folk version became popular in the eighteenth century, and more 
than likely they began influencing oral and literary stories that gradually became 
widespread throughout Europe. In Gustav Doré’s fascinating nineteenth- century 
illustration (figure 5), there is already an indication that artists and readers also 
saw the possibility that Little Red might have wanted to seduce the wolf. Today 
the “Red Riding Hood” tale type (ATU 333) is considered one of the most fa-
mous fairy tales in the world. Perrault’s tale was translated into English, German, 
and Russian during the eighteenth century. In 1800 Ludwig Tieck published 
Leben und Tod des kleinen Rothkäppchens (Life and Death of Little Red Cap), and 
he was the first to introduce a hunter, who saves Red Cap’s life. The Grimms also 
felt sympathy for Little Red Cap and followed Tieck’s example in their versions. 
In addition, they added a second didactic part to show that the grandmother and 
Little Red Cap learned their lesson. Their tale includes two intact segments that 
were sent to them by two sisters, Jeanette and Marie Hassenpflug, who were fa-
miliar with the Perrault version. The first segment includes the hunter who saves 
granny and Little Red Riding Hood; the second is similar to a moralistic coda 
in which Little Red Riding Hood and her granny demonstrate that they have 
learned their lesson and can defeat the wolf by themselves.

Following the publication of the Grimms’ more optimistic “Little Red Cap,” 
storytellers and writers have chosen either their version or Perrault’s tale to adapt 
in hundreds if not thousands of different ways, and these two tales have also 
entered into the oral tradition. Indeed, the best writers, artists, and filmmakers 
have interpreted the basic plot in unique ways and have either consciously or 
unconsciously entered into a discourse about the civilizing process that involves 
rape, pedophilia, and manners. Not Hardwicke, however. She is attracted to hype 
and the spectacle.
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Here much of the hype, which cost millions of dollars, began long before 
Hardwicke’s film was even shown. For instance, the Los Angeles Times pro-
claimed: “Catherine Hardwicke understands impetuous teen heroines the way 
George Lucas reverse- engineers robot sidekicks. In March, the director of ‘Twi-
light’ and ‘Thirteen’ will unleash her newest troublemaker upon the world with 
a dark, sensuous spin on ‘Red Riding Hood.’ ”15 However, the only thing that this 
film demonstrated is that Hardwicke understands neither teens nor fairy tales, 
and her theme- park sets, stereotyped characters, and father- turned- werewolf 
gave rise to a ridiculous, convoluted plot that bored audiences. Her film was 

Figure 5. “Little Red Riding Hood.” Illustration by Gustav Doré.
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basically about hype and selling all the products connected with the film. Writ-
ing on March 8, 2011, in the Los Angeles Times, Susan Carpenter reported about 
the novel and e- book, which were issued before the film:

The book debuted at No. 1 on the New York Times children’s 
paper back bestseller list when it was released in late January, 
serving as a sort of multimedia prequel and pump- primer for 
the film, directed by Catherine Hardwicke. As an e- book, “Red 
Riding Hood” includes video interviews with Hardwicke and her 
many collaborators, an animated short film, audio discussion 
about the set design and props, costume sketches and Hardwicke’s 
hand- drawn maps of the world where “Red Riding Hood” takes 
place, among other things.  .  .  . To novelize “Red Riding Hood,” 
Hardwicke got the OK from her publisher, Little Brown. She just 
needed an author to write it. For that, she turned to a 21- year- old 
graduate of Barnard’s creative writing program named Sarah 
Blakely- Cartwright.16

Neither the print novel nor the e- book are worth the paper or screen on 
which they are printed or beamed. Somehow, however, Hardwicke and her 
producers had to keep trying to make money, and of course, there was a DVD 
 issued in June with special features including an alternative ending to the film, 
which depicts Valerie alias Red Riding Hood with a newborn child in her arms 
at her grandmother’s house, where her lover unites with her. If this were not 
enough, there was a sequel book to the film and prequel to the DVD, Red Riding 
Hood from Script to Screen, written by Hardwicke and David Leslie Johnson and 
published on April 12, 2011. It contains an introduction, notes, and sketches 
by Hardwicke; the screenplay by Johnson; ninety- six pages of color concept art, 
storyboards, and costume evolution and illustrations; and behind- the- scenes 
photographs. The synergy was completed later in June by the DVD. Profits for 
a planned blockbuster that was a critical flop and commercial fiasco have to be 
obtained several weeks after the premiere. But nothing could save Hardwicke’s 
film, not even her vapid comments about the tale nor the ridiculous hyperbole 
to foster consumerism.

As for other ridiculously hyped films, there is Hoodwinked Too! Hood vs. 
Evil, touted on one of the official websites on October 28, 2009, a year and a half 
before the film was even released: “This is a film that all children should watch! 
A fun, exciting movie with a lesson to be learned by the end. The animation is 
quite exceptional, and the actors as well as actresses do a great job in displaying 
their roles within the film. The story is a must have for those who enjoy good 
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happy endings. Not to reveal too much but the story of Hood vs. Evil is a very 
attractive one. Keep your eye on this film because it could be something to talk 
about for some time.”17 Yet, this computer- animated film is nothing less than an 
uninspired sequel to the 2005 Hoodwinked, which features Red Riding Hood 
and the wolf as sleuths, called upon to work together to rescue Hansel and Gretel 
from a witch. As the AP reporter Jake Coyle has written, “Such mash- ups of fairy 
tales have become commonplace since ‘Shrek’ and children’s books like David 
Wiesner’s ‘The Three Pigs.’ .”18

What has also become commonplace, of course, is hype that currently forms 
the core of the production and distribution of Hollywood fairy- tale films. In the past 
three years several mass- mediated, spectacular fairy- tale films, often called “block-
busters,”19 have appeared: Mirror, Mirror (2012), Snow White and the Huntsman 
(2012), Hansel & Gretel: Witch Hunters (2013), Oz the Great and Power ful (2013), 
Jack the Giant Slayer (2013), Frozen (2014), and Maleficent (2014), to name but a 
few. What these films have in common is not only hype but also a tendency to dis-
regard the binding responsibility that the legacy of traditional storytelling needs to 
develop the cultural value of the Grimms’ tales. These films “thrive” parasitically by 
draining meaning and from warping memetic stories. Not all these films are based 
on the well- known classical Grimms’ tales, but all these fairy- tale films tend to dis-
tort source stories to such a degree that the narratives basically celebrate the massive 
technological power of Hollywood corporations through spectacle. The story is triv-
ialized while the paratexts assume the center of attention, shifting the focus to the 
glossy aspects of special effects, actors, and discussions of the film. In his remarkable 
analysis of the spectacle in contemporary society, Guy Debord noted that

by means of the spectacle the ruling order discourses endlessly upon 
itself in an uninterrupted monologue of self- praise. The spectacle is 
the self- portrait of power in the age of power’s totalitarian rule over 
conditions of existence.  .  .  . But the spectacle is by no means the 
inevitable outcome of a technical development perceived as natural; 
on the contrary, the society of the spectacle is a form that chooses its 
own technical content. If the spectacle— understood in the limited 
sense of those “mass media” that are in its most stultifying super-
ficial manifestation— seems at times to be invading society in the 
shape of a mere apparatus, it should be remembered that this appa-
ratus has nothing neutral about it, and that it answers precisely to 
the needs of the spectacle’s internal dynamics.20

In the case of the recent “Snow White” films, the spectacular techniques 
of the two films Mirror, Mirror and Snow White and the Huntsman depend on 
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special effects that conceal their ideologies and make it seem natural that rich 
princesses should by virtue of their bloodline regain their rightful place to rule 
over the people in their kingdom. Of course, to do this successfully, the young 
princesses must learn that true womanhood demands that they become war-
riors and killers like men. From a feminist perspective, we can see what Debord 
means when he asserts that the ruling classes just enjoy speaking to themselves 
and receiving accolades when power is at stake. More and more fairy- tale films 
and TV series such as Once Upon a Time portray the women as finally having 
their say in the manner in which power will be adjudicated just as long as they 
play by men’s rules and just as long as evil is represented by “vicious” and neu-
rotic women threatening to dominate a society. Almost all the recent Hollywood 
fairy- tale films, unless they have been made in other countries or by indepen-
dent filmmakers, trivialize the plots of the Grimms’ fairy tales and make it ap-
pear that women are demented witches and are threatening to corrupt the world.

Despite the fact that Tommy Wirkola’s ludicrous Hansel & Gretel: Witch 
Hunters, filled with gratuitous violence, stereotypical characters, and banal black 
humor, had bad ratings by major film critics, this film not only gained over $200 
million dollars and was a huge success in Germany, Russia, Brazil, and Mexico, 
it has also spawned plans for a sequel and other grade B horror films such as 
Witchslayer Gretl (2012), Hansel & Gretel (2013), and Hansel & Gretel: Warriors 
of Witchcraft (2013). It is difficult to say whether the commercial success of this 
very stupid film that condones all kinds of violence and depicts the hunting of 
female witches as an infantile game much like the violent video games that are 
sold throughout the world is due to all the paratexts that surround it. But it is 
clear that the pathetic storyline and screenplay are an insult to the Grimms’ fairy 
tale and that the film would not have attained its success without the hyped re-
ception and the “fun” that the director, producers, and actors sought to provide 
audiences.

Wirkola constantly uses the word “fun” in interviews in discussing his inten-
tion in making the film. For instance, he has stated:

I have a strong memory from my childhood of just how dark and 
gruesome their tale was and I wondered what would have hap-
pened to the two of them [Hansel and Gretel] when they grew up? 
They had this dark past and this intense hatred of witches. So as 
I thought about it, it made sense to me that of course they would 
be fated to become great witch hunters. We wanted to feel like this 
could be happening 300 years ago but at the same time, there is a 
modern spin on all the action, characters and weaponry. It was a 
fun way to make a classical world feel fresh.21
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And in another interview, he explained:

We wanted the movie to feel timeless and for the movie to feel 
like a fairy tale, but still grounded. It was a lot of fun coming up 
with the different weapon designs and ways of killing witches. We 
mixed old and new elements. But no matter how modern some of 
the weapons are, they all have an old- fashioned feel and look like 
they could fit into this world.22

But is it really “fun” to watch handsome Hansel and beautiful Gretel mur-
der one person after another with weird weapons? Are we supposed to enjoy 
violence? Should we indulge the puerile fun the actors, crew, and director have, 
all who show no sign of comprehending what the Grimms’ legacy is? Wirkola’s 
imaginative projection of Hansel and Gretel in adulthood is purely an infan-
tile fantasy that detracts from all the nineteenth- century serious versions about 
child abandonment and famine. According to Wirkola, Hansel and Gretel be-
come professional mercenaries seeking revenge after they discover that their 
mother and father had been killed unjustly by townspeople who thought they 
were witches. There is not the slightest hint in the film that the Grimms’ various 
versions illuminated the harsh conditions under which the poor peasants lived 
and how they starved and were compelled to make desperate choices. Instead, 
Wirkola takes delight in weaponry, monstrous images of women as witches, con-
stant killing, and all kinds of magical special effects. As Claudia Puig wrote in 
USA Today: “This convoluted hybrid of fairy tale and fantasy/action/comedy/
horror aims for campy fun, but comes off tedious and blood spattered.”23

Yet despite numerous negative reviews of the film, announcements by Par-
amount Studios have revealed that a sequel to Hansel & Gretel: Witch Hunters is 
in the making,24 and paratextual discussions on the Internet and in the media 
have begun to feed the public with hype that will inevitably turn into millions 
of dollars. Even if the Grimms may have contributed somewhat to the hyping of 
their tales, they would never have approved how filmmakers have exploited their 
stories for shallow purposes.

Ever since the end of World War II, advertising and publicity have exag-
gerated and distorted the value of all products. We live in a world of hype, but 
it is also a world that manages to produce works of art that take fairy tales and 
the Brothers Grimm seriously— and not only the Grimms but also many of 
the writers of classical fairy tales such as Charles Perrault, Madame d’Aulnoy, 
Hans Christian Andersen, Carlo Collodi, and Lewis Carroll. Their works con-
tinue to resonate with us not because of hype, but because of their integrity: 
they have tapped into our utopian need for the “corrective” worlds of fairy tales. 
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In respecting the integrity of past fairy- tale artworks, numerous contemporary 
filmmakers such as Michel Ocelot and Catherine Breillat in France, Hayao Mi-
yazaki in Japan, Jan Svankmajer in the Czech Republic, Christoph Hochhäusler 
in Germany, Yim Phil- Sung in South Korea, Garri Bardin in Russia, Guillermo 
del Toro and Tim Burton in the United States, and Pablo Berger in Spain have 
re- created fairy tales with such verve and imagination that, though they need 
advertisement, they do not depend on hype to appeal to audiences. They de-
pend on our hope for changing the world in a meaningful way. The same can be 
said for some of the remarkable fairy tales written by such talented authors as 
Angela Carter, Salman Rushdie, A. S. Byatt, Marina Warner, Tanith Lee, Philip 
Pullman, and Helen Oyeyemi in the United Kingdom; Margaret Atwood in Can-
ada; Margo Lanagan and Kate Forsyth in Australia; Robert Coover, Jane Yolen, 
Donna Jo Napoli, John Barth, Francesca Lia Block, Catherynne Valente, and 
Kelly Link in the United States. They do not need hype to be recognized as story-
tellers who are keeping the profound tradition of the fairy tale alive. Thanks to 
them the Grimms can rest peacefully in their graves, for hype can never destroy 
the substantial quality of meaningful fairy tales.

ramifications of Hyping

Initially, the text, the book, the oral tale, the play, the vaudeville show, the film, 
the church ceremony, and so on did not depend on paratexts and hyping to cir-
culate and become known. Or, if they did, the advertisement and promotion 
were minimal and certainly not central to the reading or viewing of the primary 
source and the creation of meaning by recipients. With the rapid technological 
development of paratexts and peripherals by the end of the twentieth century 
that were once marginal, we are witnessing a most unusual transformation of the 
way meaning becomes established in the public spheres of the West. What was 
marginal has now, through hyping, become central and has practically effaced 
the source text, artwork, or event in the cultural field of production. Moreover, 
the peripherals have driven what I call the more complex and quality texts to the 
margins of conflicts within cultural field of production. The result is that  critics 
are compelled— and paid— for the most part to discuss and review schlock, 
whether it is a book, film, play, television show, or some kind of product to be 
celebrated, just as celebrities lend themselves to schlock, which is waste without 
any redeeming value. But it is not just the profession of critics that is driven to 
dwell in schlock. We are all defined by and define ourselves by peripherals that 
is, the surroundings that have become central to our lives. Not all of it is schlock, 
for relevance and value continue to be produced on the margins of society. 
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Unfortunately, much of what is relevant and valuable is transformed into schlock 
when it is moved to the center.

The major product of consumerist societies is waste, and most socio-
economic systems today do not know what to do with waste that engenders taste 
and determines choice. Therefore, corporate culture is in the business of obscur-
ing how and why schlock is produced and of hyping it as a miracle cure to the 
sociopolitical crises affecting our lives that we cannot cure. To a great degree, 
the fairy tale as flexible and expansive genre becomes a metaphorical mode of 
communication in which invested hopes, wishes, ideas, and information are ex-
changed to hype and question the dominant production of waste. The goal of 
hype is the uncritical acclamation of con and medicine men, witch doctors, and 
waste and the celebration of hegemonic rule, while marginal questioning seeks 
to expose the contradictions in society and expose the hype that dominates our 
lives. Given cultural flux, there is no clear- cut dichotomy between hype and real 
value. What is at the center of culture— namely, waste— vanishes rapidly, and the 
paratextual center must rapidly replace what wastes away.
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CHAPTER THREE

americanization of the Grimms’ Folk and 
Fairy Tales: Twists and Turns of History

In public discourse, the Grimms’ tales became an issue of values, both 
ethical and commercial, and folklorists devoted to the search for the 
authentic and “natural” use in culture appeared to avoid discussion of 
both. Increasingly, the Grimms’ tales in America became a children’s 
genre, a visual medium and form of entertainment. The discourse over 
their use heatedly engaged parents and teachers because of the image of 
children’s innocence altered by vivid romance, violence, and prejudice— 
depending on the moral position taken. The tales became the center of 
a tension between the unity, the hope, of Western tradition in Ameri-
can social reality. They became simultaneously a sign of Eurocentrism 
and commercial Americanization. The tales in their various consumed 
forms were part and parcel of mass culture, and drew attention to the 
Hollywood recontextualization from America to a global audience.

— Simon Bronner, “The Americanization of the Brothers Grimm,”  
Following Tradition (1998)1

Hey Folks!
Welcome to Grimmer Tales, a collection that takes you to a dark and 
magical place near and dear to my heart. Back in the old (old with 
an e, actually) days, fairy tales were scary, full of blood and trickery. 
They taught you something— don’t trust strangers, never tell a lie! But 
nowadays, fairy tales are gentle and fluffy. There’s simply no room 
for screaming or sobbing anymore. And nobody learns anything ex-
cept that being a spoiled princess will still get you your way. I’d bet the 
Brothers Grimm are rolling in their graves.

— Erik Bergstrom, Grimmer Tales: A Wicked Collection of  
Happily Never After Stories (2010)2

Although it might seem to most Americans that the Grimms’ folk and fairy 
tales have been with us for centuries and that they are part and parcel of true 
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Americana, thanks to Walt Disney’s films, books, merchandise, and theme parks, 
these notions about the Americanism of the Grimms’ tales are far from the truth. 
The Grimms and their tales have a very distinct history of their own in their own 
culture. But very few Americans know anything about Jacob and Wilhelm, when 
they lived, or how they came to write their tales. There are three nonsensical 
American films3 about their lives that are so infantile, misleading, and corny 
that it will take the best of the very best American biographers many years to 
set the record straight about the Grimms’ lives and their project of collecting 
tales, if they ever do.4 Very few Americans know anything about the German 
legacy of the Grimms’ tales, which, as we know, were not called fairy tales by the 
Grimms but Märchen, or “little tales,” a term indicating all types of folk tales. 
And very few people in the world realize how Americanized the Grimms’ tales 
have become through the advent of globalization. Though the Grimms’ stories 
are still widely disseminated and revered in Germany as part of the Germans’ 
profound cultural heritage, and though many people regard the tales as the Ger-
mans’ most significant cultural gift to the world and to classical children’s liter-
ature, the so- called German narratives have been greatly appropriated by the 
powerful American culture industry, and the American reception of the tales, 
primarily as entertaining children’s literature and family films, has led to a gross 
misunderstanding of the Grimms’ intentions and the early reception of the tales 
in Germany. (Incidentally, the same could be said of Charles Perrault’s and Hans 
Christian Andersen’s tales.)

Of course, the intentions of authors, composers, inventors, and so on are 
often incidental in determining the meaning and in influencing the reception 
of their works. It is also very difficult to know the intentions of an author and 
to grasp the essence of an artwork. As I have already demonstrated in chapters 
one and two, however, the Brothers made their intentions very explicit in letters, 
essays, prefaces and introductions to the different editions of their tales: they in-
tended to salvage ancient German folk stories that stemmed from oral traditions 
before they disappeared. Their hope— and they initially addressed educated 
adult readers as their major audience— was that the tales and their publications 
of Germanic legends, proverbs, epics, sagas, and fables as well as their schol-
arly studies would contribute toward unifying the Germanic peoples within one 
nation- state. Little did they realize that the tales they collected would be trans-
formed into classics of worldwide children’s literature by the end of the twentieth 
century and that their “Germanic” essence, if there ever was one, would be al-
most totally effaced by and associated with American popular culture.

The process of the Americanization5 of the Grimms’ tales, which one could 
also call globalized Disneyfication, has a long history to it that began in England 
at the beginning of the nineteenth century, and I want to concentrate on just two 
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key features of Americanization: (1) the English and American translations and 
adaptations of the Grimms’ tales from 1823 to the present; (2) the filmic adap-
tation of the Grimms’ tales in the age of globalization. Before I begin analyzing 
the literary translations and the cinematic adaptations, however, I want briefly to 
discuss three significant essays and an anthology of European folk and fairy tales 
that provide important information and analyses of the Americanization of the 
Grimms’ tales: “The Tales of the Brothers Grimm in the United States” (1963) by 
Wayland Hand; “The Americanization of the Brothers Grimm” (1998) by Simon 
Bronner; and Cinderella in America: A Book of Folk and Fairy Tales (2007), edited 
and compiled by William Bernard McCarthy.6

Hand’s essay deals mainly with the reception of the Grimms by philologists, 
folklorists, and literary critics. He points out that the Grimms’ tales were virtu-
ally ignored by most American scholars in the nineteenth century. If the Grimms 
received any attention, it was by philologists who wrote about the linguistic 
achievements of the Brothers. Even in the twentieth century, Hand maintains 
that the Grimms’ influence on American folklore and fairy- tale studies had been 
minimal. It was only after World War II that the tales were fully recognized by 
leading folklorists such as Stith Thompson and Richard Dorson, but there were 
no significant studies of the Grimms’ tales by folklorists, who tended to neglect 
them as well as the great tradition of European folklore. The Grimms’ tales were 
generally sequestered in the field of children’s literature and pedagogy, where the 
interest of educators in fairy tales has always been strong. Though Hand cites 
the popularity of the Grimms’ tales in American culture, he does not explore the 
great diversity and revision of the tales in any depth. As we shall see, the fortunes 
of the Grimms’ tales in America were more varied at the end of the nineteenth 
and beginning of the twentieth century than Hand indicates, and they changed 
greatly after 1945, when the United States became a political and cultural super-
power dominating the market of fairy tales.

Bronner’s superb essay, published thirty- five years after Hand’s article, has 
the advantage of time and more accumulated research on the Grimms so that he 
can explore the manifold historical and complex reception of the Grimms’ tales 
in much greater depth than Hand. He states at the beginning of his essay that

the Grimm connection to folklore in American cultural discourse 
is evident first in the popularity of the fairy tale as a public refer-
ence for entertaining fantasy and wish- fulfillment. Second is the 
idea that folk traditions representing the character of nature pro-
vide renewing spiritual or poetic powers for modern existence. 
Third is the juxtaposition of folklore’s international spread with its 
use for building a romantic sense of nation of peoplehood. Each of 
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these connections brings up the centrality of tradition taking or-
ganic form and drawing on the past in references to the Grimms’ 
influence on American uses of folklore.7

Bronner demonstrates that there were three conflicting tendencies in the 
American reception, production, and appropriation of the Grimms’ folk and 
fairy tales from the nineteenth century to the present. One tendency focused on 
the Grimms’ tales, which were viewed in connection to German romantic na-
tionalism and the notion of cultural unity. The second involved the disparity be-
tween folklorists and literary critics in their treatment of the Grimms’ tales. Like 
Hand, Bronner demonstrates that there has been a great neglect of the tales by 
folklorists, and that the significant critical work on the Grimms’ stories has been 
done by literary critics and theoreticians with a few exceptions. The third ten-
dency has been a transformation of the Grimms’ tales into children’s literature 
as well as the commercialization of the tales. Most important for my purposes is 
his closing statement:

The Grimms became recast toward the close of the twentieth cen-
tury as literary artists and inspirations, who presented problems 
of cultural constructions. If folklorists mused about tales as ex-
perienced “narratives,” as socially real traditions of the informal 
and noninstitutional, public rhetoric focused on therapeutic uses 
of fantasy in institutional settings. That difference in rhetoric re-
flected the need of a public to commodify the Grimm legacy as 
products for modern consumption serving different ends of unity 
and fragmentation, while academic practice called for recovering 
objective ways of knowing and following tradition.8

To complement the work of Bronner and Hand, it is necessary to situate 
the reception of the Grimms’ tales in a larger historical and sociocultural con-
text. As is well known, Germans began to emigrate to America in large groups 
from the eighteenth century up through the early part of the twentieth century. 
They spoke German at home and brought with them German books and devel-
oped their own communities, schools, and traditions. It is difficult to estimate 
whether the Grimms’ tales played a large role in these German communities, 
but one can gauge from Henry Pochmann’s study, German Culture in America: 
Philosophical and Literary Influences, 1600– 1900 (1957),9 that the Grimms’ tales 
were known and told by a fairly large part of the growing American population, 
In this respect William McCarthy’s anthology of “Americanized” European folk 
tales, Cinderella in America, provides concrete evidence of their influence and 
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dissemination. The title of this carefully edited book is misleading and yet accu-
rate. At first glance one might think that the book’s focus would be on different 
versions of the tale type “Cinderella” in America. This is not at all the case. Yet 
the title is apt, for the book is truly about a neglected and mistreated “Cinderella 
genre,” the European wonder fairy tale in America, in all its diverse oral and lit-
erary forms, and about how scholars and educated readers have tended to believe 
that the European tale types never took root in the early days of the founding of 
America. Some have even asserted that there is no such thing as an American 
fairy tale. McCarthy’s purpose is to prove them wrong. His goal, he states, is “to 
demonstrate the scope of the Old World repertoire as it settled into U.S. Amer-
ican culture, changing, developing, and acclimating in much the same way the 
tales of this repertoire have always settled and acclimated, wherever they have 
found themselves”10 Not only does he fulfill his goal, but he does it convincingly 
and with great thoroughness and originality and with a stunning collection of 
approximately 200 tales from the eighteenth century to the present.

McCarthy explains that “credit must go to the Grimm brothers, Jacob and 
Wilhelm, for recognizing the scope of this repertoire and its unity. Their famous 
collection of ‘fairy tales,’ the Kinder- und Hausmärchen, provided the model for 
many later national and regional collections. The Grimm collection includes a 
wide range of genres or types of tales.” McCarthy’s purpose is to “keep the tales 
as told, not as reimagined by the editor.”11 Therefore, all the tales taken from print 
are reproduced as they were unless there were typographical errors. With regard 
to translations and tales based on recordings, McCarthy has tried to preserve the 
voice and oral style of the narrator as best he could. His insightful explanations 
that follow each tale provide important historical information and clarification 
about the sources and informants.

Since nobody can define and decide what “America” or “American” means, 
McCarthy takes a historical and “existential” approach to designating what 
American folk and fairy tales are and in justifying the selection of the tales that 
he includes in this anthology. All of the tales in the collection are American be-
cause they are based on the storytelling of storytellers whose families had been in 
America for generations, including tales from Native Americans, of course, and 
from all possible ethnic groups. What fascinates McCarthy, and what is fascinat-
ing about the “American” versions of the wonder tales from the Indo- European 
tradition is how they express the American experience with clear traces of the 
old world. One need only study the derivation of tale types such as “The Three 
Stolen Princesses” (ATU 301) or “The Boy Steals the Ogre’s Treasure” (ATU 328) 
in McCarthy’s anthology to sense how the British, German, and Irish sensibil-
ities have been altered to address a different audience in another sociocultural 
context. The tales are roughly hewn, in verse, humorous, and inventive. Their 
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transformations delineate the adaptive practices and transformative experience 
of the narrators and people who kept them alive. It is to McCarthy’s great credit 
that he has resuscitated the “Cinderella” tradition of folklore in America with 
a profound understanding of what these tales meant and mean for American 
culture and with acute insights into the extraordinary diversity of American cul-
ture. What is also significant is that the German- American tales in the collection 
and others as well are not meant specifically for children, nor are they part of 
children’s literature. Though reflecting a clear influence of the Grimms’ tales, 
they have been appropriated by storytellers and writers to speak to the American 
experience.

From Germany to the World

The most fascinating aspect, I believe, in the history of the Grimms’ collecting 
and editing of so- called pure German tales is how the publication, dissemina-
tion, and translation of the tales began on a provincial level and led to global-
ization. In seeking to uncover the profound meanings and mysteries of German 
folk tales at the beginning of the nineteenth century, the Grimms, who were 
assiduous scholars, living and working in the small, provincial city of Kassel, fos-
tered a worldwide movement of research and cultural appropriation that enabled 
folklorists, historians, philologists, writers, translators, musicians, and artists to 
demonstrate how and why we are so different and at the same time how we are 
extraordinarily similar and connected through storytelling, more than we real-
ize. There is something particularly personal and universally relevant that drove 
the storytelling behind the Grimms’ tales and led to the Americanization and 
globalization of the tales. Though we might celebrate the “universality” of the 
tales, there is a danger in what I call their “Americanized globalization,” and it 
lies in the trivialization and commercial homogenization of the tales by current 
cultural forces that respect market conditions more than they respect diversity, 
particularism, sovereignty, history, and art.

I shall comment in more depth about both the positive and negative as-
pects of “Americanization” at the end of this chapter. For the moment, a few 
general remarks about this process are necessary to frame my present analysis. 
In the case of the Grimms’ tales we must be aware that, when we read them 
in English, we are reading translations of translations. That is, one of the roles 
that the Grimms played as cultural mediators was that of translator. But the 
 Brothers did not translate literally. The Grimms continually adapted and edited 
the words from the lips of informants and texts that were sent to them from 1810 
to 1857. It is important to emphasize this point about translation, for the tales 
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were never “authentic German,” nor did they ever belong to the Grimms. Most 
of the tales they collected were originally told in some kind of German dialect or 
other European dialects and were translated either by literate informants or by 
the Grimms themselves into high German. Since more than a third of the tales 
stemmed from oral traditions, they underwent many changes before they were 
written down in high German. There are only two dialect tales in the Grimms’ 
final collection of 1857 that were left from the eleven in the first edition, and 
even these tales were edited by the Grimms to provide an exemplary model for 
the “perfect” folk tale. In short, the Grimms were not simply collectors but trans-
lators, adapters, and mediators of tales, who endeavored to create poetic stories 
based on German folklore and based on what they imagined an authentic oral 
story to be. As Orrin Robinson has pointed out in his meticulous study, Grimm 
Language: Grammar, Gender and Genuineness in the Fairy Tales, “The Grimms 
wanted their fairy tales to appear authentic. With a few exceptions, they rejected 
tales in pure dialect, because the audience for this would have been small. As a 
compromise, the body of the tale itself normally appears in more or less stan-
dard, if not antiquated German prose, while occasional bits of verse provide the 
stamp of regional authenticity.”12 The poeticization of oral art was never far from 
their minds— that is, from Wilhelm’s mind. As Thomas Frederick Crane, one 
of the first great American folklorists, has claimed: “For all their scientific inter-
est the brothers, especially Wilhelm, could not escape the influence of their liter-
ary milieu. The result is that the Kinder-  und Hausmärchen is a great literary work 
which has had a profound influence upon the language and the literary forms of 
Germany. The result was not gained at once, but was the consequences of nearly 
fifty years of patient revision.” 13 This is not to say that the tales should be treated 
only as literary texts. This would be a simplistic and reductionist approach to the 
tales. What is truly unusual about the Grimms’ pioneer collection is the manner 
in which they wove oral and literary versions together so that the nineteenth- 
century texture of their tales is like a magic tapestry that represents different 
aspects of telling, representing, interpreting, and translating ancient tales.

As other European translators began translating the Grimms’ “translations,” 
they also used their distinctive “high” languages such as standard English, French, 
Danish, Dutch, and so forth and sought to appeal largely to the educated classes 
in their respective languages and cultures. Translation always involves adaptation 
and appropriation to make a foreign text comprehensible for a native reader who 
does not know the foreign language or culture. Depending on the purpose of the 
translator, he/she will either use markers to denote the unique foreign character 
of the original text or eliminate any indication that the text is foreign so that it 
appears to have been created and produced in the same language and culture 
in which it is published. I call this “appropriation,” and appropriation can work 
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in manifold ways. In English- speaking countries, the tendency in the nineteenth 
century was to anglicize the Grimms’ tales so that there was very little “German-
ness” about them by the end of the nineteenth century. Americans were first in-
troduced to the Grimms through the British translations, and it was only at the 
end of the nineteenth century and beginning of the twentieth that the American 
appropriation of the Grimms’ tales began in full force. A good example is Horace 
Elisha Scudder (1832– 1902), a prolific man of letters, who was not only a writer 
of children’s books but also editor of the prestigious Atlantic Monthly and also 
River side Magazine. Among the numerous books he published are three anthol-
ogies of tales, The Book of Folk Stories Rewritten by H. E. Scudder (1887), The 
Book of Legends (1899), and The Book of Fables and Folk Stories Told Over Again 
(1906). Influential and inventive, Scudder’s revisions of the Grimms’ tales— and 
he also revised tales by Perrault, d’Aulnoy, and other European writers— are lively 
abbreviated versions geared to his notions of how children read, their tastes, and 
what children read. In his preface to The Book of Fables and Folk Stories Told Over 
Again, he states: “In the case of the folk- stories, I have not departed knowingly 
from the generally accepted structure. I have tried simply to use words and con-
structions which present the fewest difficulties. I should like to believe that I have 
succeeded to some extent in thinking out these stories as a child would think 
them, and so have used that order and choice of words which would be the nat-
ural expression of a child’s mind.”14 The fact that Scudder did not work as an ed-
ucator or a psychologist with children did not prevent him from making false 
pronouncements about children, children’s literature, and how children related to 
stories. Nor did it matter much that he knew next to nothing about folklore even 
though he corresponded with Hans Christian Andersen. Scudder set himself up 
to be a judge of good children’s literature, and the Grimms’ tales were thus appro-
priated by Scudder and marked as positive and healthy for children— just as long 
as they were carefully edited. Indeed, he was not alone in his appropriation of the 
Grimms’ tales, as I will shortly show.

The American appropriation was unlike any other national appropriation 
of the Grimms’ tales because it led to a cultural hegemony of fairy tales. Within 
America, it was clearly important to translate the tales and appropriate them in 
some manner so that they would become culturally accessible for readers and 
viewers of the tales, especially for children. With the rise of the American film 
and culture industry in the period between 1920 and 1960, the Americanized 
models of the Grimms’ tales were exported to countries throughout the world 
as books, films, advertisements, and comics so that the notion of fairy tale or a 
Grimms’ fairy tale is generally associated with American standards and norms. 
American appropriation can thus be tied to cultural imperialism. However, it is 
misleading to interpret Americanzation of the Grimms’ tales as totally one- sided 
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and without conflict. I shall return to the questionable nature of Americaniza-
tion. First, it is important to turn to history.

English and american Translations of the Grimms’ 
Tales from 1823 to the Present

There are three factors about English translations of the Grimms’ tales and how 
they were received in America that must be taken into consideration when 
studying the process of Americanization. The first is that the Grimms’ tales were 
often confused with the fairy tales of Charles Perrault, which were first pub-
lished in 1697 and translated into English by Robert Samber in 1729. All ten of 
Perrault’s tales, “Cinderella,” “Sleeping Beauty,” “Little Red Riding Hood,” “Blue-
beard,” “The Fairies,” “Tom Thumb,” “Donkey Skin,” “Puss in Boots,” “Riquet 
with the Tuft,” and “The Foolish Wishes” circulated orally in France, England, 
and different European countries and in print in diverse forms such as chap-
books and anthologies before the publication of the first edition of the Grimms’ 
Kinder-  und Hausmärchen (1812/1815) in Germany.15 Moreover, the French 
fairy tales of Perrault, Mme d’Aulnoy, and Mme Leprince de Beaumont along 
with “Aladdin and the Wonderful Lamp” from The Arabian Nights and English 
folk tales such as “Jack and the Beanstalk” were well known in England by the 
end of the eighteenth century, thanks to various translations and chapbooks and 
in part to the publisher Benjamin Tabart (ca. 1767– 1833), who produced a  series 
of fairy- tale pamphlets called “Tales for the Nursery.”16 All the illustrated pam-
phlets were collected and published as a four- book set in 1804 under the title 
Tabart’s Collection of Popular Tales, and they were revised and published in one 
volume as Fairy Tales; or the Lilliputian Library in 1817 and Popular Fairy Tales 
in 1820. Tabart’s collections and other early books of fairy tales prepared the 
way for the very first translation of selected Grimms’ tales by Edgar Taylor. As 
I have noted in chapter one, he called them German Popular Stories, which he 
published in two volumes in 1823 and 1826 and in a later book, Gammer Grethel, 
in 1839. Almost from the beginning they were associated with French fairy tales, 
and this led to a confusion that has lasted up through our present day, especially 
because many of Perrault’s tales can be found in the Grimms’ editions, and to 
make things even more complicated, many of the Grimms’ tales can be found in 
French nineteenth- century editions such as Contes Bleus et Roses (1865), which 
is dedicated to the amusement of big and little children with some of Taylor’s 
adaptations and Cruikshank’s illustrations.17

The second important factor to consider about the early English transla-
tions of the Grimms’ tales is that, as I have already demonstrated, Taylor did not 
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faithfully translate them. Instead, he adapted them and made immense changes. 
For example, in “Ashputtel” or “Cinderella,” the girl’s own father tries to prevent 
the prince from recognizing Cinderella, and the wicked stepsisters are not pun-
ished by having their eyes pecked out. Taylor avoids all extreme and cruel pun-
ishments so that even the nasty queen in “Snow White” is not forced to dance to 
death in red- hot shoes. Taylor’s “Hansel and Grettel” is actually an abbreviated 
version of the Grimms’ “Brother and Sister,” and his “Roland and May- Bird” is 
a combination of “Foundling,” “Sweetheart Roland,” and “Hansel and Grethel.” 
Instead of a tale about the abandonment of children, it becomes a romantic and 
sentimental story about true love in which brother and sister, who are not really 
brother and sister, marry in the end. Incest is avoided but suggested. In many of 
the original Grimms’ tales, which did not contain fairies, Taylor added them as 
if they were similar to the tales of the French tradition of Perrault and d’Aulnoy. 
The changes in the two volumes of German Popular Stories and in Taylor’s other 
edition, Gammer Grethel, in which he further revised the tales that he had trans-
lated, are so great that one must use the term adaptation not translation when 
reading and citing his tales. And they are his tales, for Taylor “appropriated” the 
Grimms’ tales, shaped them primarily for English bourgeois families and their 
children, and anglicized them through the linguistic references that took into 
consideration a British sensibility when it came to religion, sex, violence, and 
ideology.

And this leads us to the third important key factor that determined the early 
reception of the Grimms’ tales in England and America: Taylor’s adaptations for 
young readers, which also began circulating in America right after they were 
published in London, included twenty- two humorous illustrations by the tal-
ented caricaturist George Cruikshank. These drawings heightened the comic 
and sentimental changes made by Taylor and helped transform the tales into 
classical fairy tales for children. Altogether Taylor published fifty- five stories 
from the 1819 Grimms’ edition. Remarkably, this collection was reprinted and 
pirated in all sorts of formats up through the end of the twentieth century in 
England and America. In short, two different editions of Taylor’s adaptations 
were published throughout the nineteenth century, generally without scholarly 
notes or long introductions about the Grimms and the German qualities of the 
tales. The Taylor editions competed with one another: German Popular Stories 
combined the 1823 and 1826 editions into one volume, and Gammer Grethel 
provided a totally different framework for a smaller selection of tales once again 
heavily revised by Taylor.

Some of the titles of Taylor’s tales were vastly changed. For instance, his books 
were often labeled German Popular Tales and Household Stories or Grimms’ Fairy 
Tales. One of the more exotic titles is Grimm’s Goblins: Grimm’s Household Stories, 
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Translated from the Kinder und Haus Marchen by E. Taylor in 1876. Other pub-
lishers combined Taylor’s tales with well- known European folk and fairy tales. 
The publisher James Burns published two volumes of tales, Popular Tales and 
Legends (1843) and Household Tales and Traditions of England, Germany, France, 
Scotland, etc. (1846), which included a few new translations and modified Taylor 
translations. Edgar Taylor’s cousin John Edward Taylor, a London printer, pub-
lished another selection of the Grimms’ tales in 1846 under the title The Fairy 
Ring: A New Collection of Popular Tales, Collected from the German of Jacob and 
Wilhelm Grimm. This volume, which contained thirty- six Grimms’ tales never 
translated before, was illustrated by Richard Doyle, one of the great Victorian il-
lustrators, and it added to the popularity of the Grimms’ collection as a children’s 
book. None of these books— and there were several other minor translations— 
rendered a complete faithful translation of the Grimms’ tales, which grew to 210 
by the publication of the final German edition in 1857. Almost all of the editions 
that I have mentioned were also published in America.

As Martin Sutton has demonstrated in his thorough study, The Sin- Complex: 
A Critical Study of English Versions of the Grimms’ Kinder-  und Hausmärchen in 
the Nineteenth Century, it was not until 1884 that Margaret Hunt produced the 
first complete translation of all 210 tales of the Grimms’ last edition of 1857.18 For 
the most part Hunt’s edition, which contained all the Grimms’ scholarly notes, 
became the most reliable English translation of the twentieth century until Ralph 
Manheim’s excellent version, Grimms’ Tales for Young and Old: The Complete 
Stories, in 1978. It should be noted that the first complete American translation, 
The Grimms’ German Folk Tales, by Francis P. Magoun Jr. and Alexander Krappe, 
was not published until 1960. However, it did not have an introduction or notes. 
In 1988 I published The Complete Fairy Tales of the Brothers Grimm, which was 
the first American publication of the tales to include all the tales from the 1857 
edition and a substantial introduction about the Brothers Grimm along with 
minimal notes. Successive editions of my work also contained additional tales 
from the Grimms’ notes and posthumous papers. There were also other Ameri-
can books with the complete tales published in the twentieth century that were 
revisions of the British Hunt translation. In general, the dissemination of the 
complete Grimms’ tales in America up through the end of the twentieth century 
was dominated by British versions that were at times Americanized through ed-
iting and illustrations by Americans.

This does not mean that American readers received the Grimms’ tales en-
tirely through a British lens. By the late nineteenth century many of the major 
classical tales in the Grimms’ collection were published individually as illus-
trated “toy” books or picture books for children in Great Britain and America. 
Moreover, in the first half of the twentieth century the tales were re- created and 
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revised throughout America as vaudeville acts, plays for children, postcards, 
poems, parodies, novels, cartoons, radio plays, and feature films. While many of 
the Grimms’ fairy tales were mixed with those by Perrault, Andersen, and other 
European classics such as Mme Leprince de Beaumont’s “Beauty and the Beast,” 
and while they were often addressed to adults as well as children, it was generally 
assumed that fairy tales belonged in the nursery and were a basic component of 
children’s acculturation.

By 1916 Laura Kready published A Study of Fairy Tales, one of the first im-
portant educational manuals that argued for the inclusion of fairy tales as part of 
the literature curriculum in elementary schools. Aside from discussing the high 
literary standards of the tales and the importance of adaptation, Kready argued:

The fairy tale is also related to life standards, for it presents to the 
child a criticism of life. By bringing forward in high light the char-
acter of the fairy, the fairy tale furnishes a unique contribution to 
life. Through repeated impressions of the idea of fairyhood it may 
implant in the child a desire which may fructify into that pure, 
generous, disinterested kindness and love of the grown- up, which 
aims to play fairy to another, with sincere altruism to make appear 
before his eyes his heart’s desire, or in a twinkling to cause what 
hitherto seemed impossible. Fairy tales are thus harbingers of that 
helpfulness which would make a new earth, and as such afford a 
contribution to the religion of life.19

While Kready is too idealistic in her approach to fairy tales, her pedagogical 
and historical book was a comprehensive and useful textbook for teachers at 
that time and indicated how the fairy tale had become acceptable among educa-
tors and a large segment of the American population. Little did she realize just 
how intricately the Grimms’ tales would weave themselves or be woven into the 
American acculturation process. Some of the notable early American transla-
tions and adaptations of the Grimms’ tales include the following:

• Grimm Tales Made Gay (1902) by Guy Wetmore Carryl. This book contains 
twenty witty verses such as “How Fair Cinderella Disposed of her Shoe,” 
How Rumplestilz Held Out in Vain for a Bonus,” and “How Little Red Rid-
ing Hood Came to be Eaten,” which had first been published in popular 
magazines, The Smart Set, The Century, Life, The Saturday Evening Post, and 
Harper’s.

• Fairy Tales from Grimm (1905) in the Christmas Stocking Series. This book 
contains four sentimentalized Grimms’ tales translated by an anonymous 
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writer with an introduction by L. Frank Baum, whose Wonderful Wizard of 
Oz (1900), an American fairy- tale novel, bears the strong influence of the 
Brothers Grimm. Unfortunately, Baum’s introduction drips with Christian 
sentimentality, and the Grimms’ tales are treated as pious gifts.

• Grimm’s Fairy Tales (1914) containing the complete 210 stories translated 
by the British Margaret Hunt, unvarnished and without notes, but with the 
illustrations by the talented American artist John Gruelle. The brief intro-
duction by P. W. Coussens indicates that the stories and illustrations were to-
tally designed for children: “The child is entitled to pass through the golden 
door into a Fairyland pictured by Tale and Rhyme. He has not only a right, 
by reason of his tender years. to a childhood shielded from all possible lack 
of that which appeals to his imagination (and every normal child is happily 
well supplied in this respect by an all- wise Providence), but the glorious 
vista revealed to his immature mind by means of the Fairy and Wonder Tale 
is a great and primary appeal making for his intellectual and moral develop-
ment.”20 It should be noted that Gruelle, who also illustrated My Very Own 
Fairy Stories (1928), went on to become the famous illustrator and author 
of the Raggedy Ann and Andy Stories, which included some of the Grimms’ 
tales, such as Raggedy Ann’s Fairy Stories (1928). There were other import-
ant American and immigrant illustrators such as Millicent Sowerby, George 
Soper, Louis John Rhead, Kay Nielsen, and Fritz Kreidl, who contributed 
unusual images for editions of the Grimms’ tales designed for young readers 
during the first three decades of the twentieth century.

• Nize Baby (1926) by Milt Gross, a well- known New York cartoonist, who 
retold some of the Grimms’ tales in a Yiddish- American dialect with such 
titles as “Baby Sleeps on Cheecken Fets— Sturry from Rad Rindink Hoot” 
and “Ferry Tale from Romplesealskin for Nize Baby Wot Ate Opp All de 
Crembarry Suss.” Later, in 1948, Dave Morrah published a similar collec-
tion of tales in German- American dialect called Cinderella Hassenpfeffer 
and Other Tales Mein Grossfader Told. In general, Gross’s work indicates 
how cartoonists who worked for magazines and newspapers and illustrated 
books were also entering the film industry to create fairy- tale films based 
on the Grimms’ tales and the stories of other writers such as Perrault and 
Andersen.

• The most important American adaptations of the Grimms’ tales for children 
in the 1930s and 1940s were published by Wanda Gag in four books: Tales 
from Grimm (1936), Snow White and the Seven Dwarfs (1938), Three Gay 
Tales (1943), and More Tales from Grimm (1947). Born in New Ulm, Minne-
sota, Gag spoke German during her early childhood, and after she became 
famous as the author/illustrator of Millions of Cats (1928), she turned her 
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attention to her beloved Grimms, in part to rectify the “damage” that Disney 
had done to “Snow White” in his 1937 film and to preserve the Germanness 
of the tales. Gag had never set foot in Germany, and since she was familiar 
with Germany only through the Grimms’ tales and other books, she could 
not possibly preserve anything German or European. On the contrary, she 
was creating something new, and this “novelty” was her imagined concep-
tion of what it might be like to be German or European, and how Ameri-
can children should receive something German. All this she sought to do 
through the American language that she learned to speak in New Ulm, col-
ored by anecdotes and information of the old country, and through her dis-
tinctive artwork. In the final analysis, however, she added very little to our 
understanding of the Grimms’ tales, nor did she daringly revise or challenge 
some of their messages and themes. That is, her interpretations of the tales 
through her revisions are bland, as is her artwork. Nevertheless, there is a 
quaint appealing quality to her translations and a sweetness to her illustra-
tions that set the tone for hundreds of illustrated Grimms’ tales that were to 
follow the publication of her books up through the twenty- first century. In-
cidentally, her work was more in keeping with the sanitization of the Disney 
films and books than she realized.

Ever since the end of the nineteenth century there has been a tendency to 
protect the innocence of American children by sweetening and purifying the 
Grimms’ tales. Whether they were cheap, individual fairy- tale books as in the 
long- running series Golden Books, expensive glossy illustrated books of sin-
gle tales for upper- class families, or a group of modified, that is, sanitized tales, 
American publishers have tended to hire writers and illustrators to reflect Amer-
ican values and customs, and their books are primarily designed to amuse chil-
dren, certainly not to reflect critically about the products that have increasingly 
become mere merchandise. In contrast, some contemporary illustrators such as 
Will Eisner, Margot Tomes, Babara Cooney, John Wallner, Trina Shart Hyman, 
Mercer Mayer, Paul Zelinsky, William Steig, and Maurice Sendak have been cre-
ative in their endeavors to interpret the Grimms’ tales, but underlying their di-
verse images is the notion that children should delight in the illustrations and 
not be exposed to the seriousness of the tales. This is not to say that American 
illustrators and writers are in agreement with one another, and in fact, there 
has been a startling change in the rewriting and reimagining of the Grimms’ 
tales, especially for young adults and adults, ever since the publication of Anne 
Sexton’s Transformations (1971), which includes twenty- five highly provocative 
verse renditions of the Grimms’ tales that questioned the treatment of women in 
the stories, and Bruno Bettelheim’s The Uses of Enchantment: The Meaning and 
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Importance of Fairy Tales (1976), a controversial pseudo- Freudian book, which 
argued that the dark side of fairy tales helps children grapple with emotional 
problems.

In particular it was the feminist and civil rights movement that, among 
other things, called for a revising of the literary canon in accordance with the 
“revolutionary” spirit of the 1960s and 1970s, inspiring numerous writers, art-
ists, producers, and critics to re- create and reutilize the Grimms’ fairy tales. 
The more profound transformation and Americanization of the tales occurred 
largely in the domain of young adult and adult literature. Writers such as Jane 
Yolen, Robin McKinley, Donna Jo Napoli, Robert Coover, Vivian Vande Velde, 
Gail Carson Levine, Francesca Lia Block, Gregory Maguire, Catherynne Valente, 
Carolyn Turgeon, Camille Rose Garcia, and many others have explored prob-
lems concerning child abuse, drugs, sexism, violence, and bigotry through their 
transformation of the traditional fairy- tale motifs and plots. Many of their fairy- 
tale adaptations can be considered crossover books. At the same time there has 
been a large number of American short- story writers and novelists who have 
written complex and unusual fairy- tale works for adults. There are too many to 
note, but I would like to mention Donald Barthelme, Snow White (1967); Robert 
Coover, Pricksongs & Descants (1969) and Briar Rose (1996); Jane Yolen, Briar 
Rose (1992); Robin McKinely Deerskin (1993) and Spindle’s End (2000); Nancy 
Springer, Fair Peril (1997); Gregory Maguire, Confessions of an Ugly Stepsister 
(1999); Francesca Lia Block, The Rose and the Beast: Fairy Tales Retold (2000); 
Kate Bernheimer, The Complete Tales of Ketzia Gold (2001) and The Complete 
Tales of Merry Gold (2006); Kelly Link, Stranger Things Happen (2000) and Magic 
for Beginners (2005); Lauren Slater, Blue Beyond Blue: Extraordinary Tales for 
Ordinary Dilemmas (2005); Catherynne Valente, The Orphan’s Tales: In the Night 
Garden (2006) and Six- Gun Snow White (2013); Mercedes Lackey, The Sleeping 
Beauty (2010); Erik Bergstrom, Grimmer Tales: A Wicked Collection of Happily 
Never After Stories (2010); and Tom McNeal, far far away (2013).

In addition to the novels and stories by individual authors, there have been 
numerous anthologies such as Martin Greenberg’s and John Helfers’ Little Red 
Riding Hood in the Big Bad City (2004); Denise Little’s Hags, Sirens, and Other Bad 
Girls of Fantasy (2006); and Nancy Madore’s Enchanted: Erotic Bedtime Stories for 
Women (2006). Michael Buckley has written The Sisters Grimm, a series of nine 
novels for young readers, beginning with The Fairy- Tale Detectives (2005) and 
ending with The Council of Mirrors (2012), while Ellen Datlow and Terri Wind-
ling have edited an important series of fairy- tale anthologies for adults with such 
titles as Black Thorn, White Rose (1993) and Black Heart, Ivory Bones (2000) 
containing stories by some of the best fantasy writers in North America. In ad-
dition, many talented American and Canadian poets have made extraordinary 
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use of the Grimms’ tales in verse as can be seen in the important book The Poets’ 
Grimm: 20th Century Poems from Grimm Fairy Tales (2003), edited by Jeanne 
Marie Beaumont and Claudia Carlson.

More recently, graphic artists and writers have produced important series of 
graphic novels such as Scary Godmother (1997– 2006), developed by Jill Thomp-
son, in which an odd fairy- witch befriends a young girl named Hannah and 
helps her in comic situations in the modern world. Linda Medley’s Castle Wait-
ing (1996– 2006) uses the fantastic to subvert the classical fairy tales. She self- 
published her graphic novel with black- and- white ink drawings in 1996 and has 
intermittently produced comic book sequels and graphic novels that focus on 
different characters who come to inhabit the castle that Sleeping Beauty aban-
doned after she had been wakened by a prince. Zenescope Entertainment began 
publishing a horror comic book series, Grimm Fairy Tales, in 2005 that is still 
being produced. It concerns a professor of literature named Dr. Sela Mathers 
who helps people by showing them gruesome fairy tales that provide lessons 
about their lives. Another series, Nightmare and Fairy Tales (founded in 2002), 
also introduces the macabre into traditional fairy tales. One of the more inter-
esting series of comic books is Fables, which began appearing in 2002. It deals 
with a besieged community of refugees and now includes over sixty issues of 
stand- alone comics and composite graphic novels. Conceived by Bill Willing-
ham, the series begins with the premise that numerous characters from fairy 
tales,  legends, myths, and folklore have been compelled to leave the lands of 
their origins, or Homelands. They do not know their mysterious enemy called 
the Adversary, except that he has taken over their homelands. So they migrate 
to New York City and form a clandestine community called Fabletown. How-
ever, many of them have difficulty adapting to the contemporary world, and their 
community is dysfunctional. The first five episodes, gathered in a trade paper-
back titled Legends in Exile and illustrated by Lan Medina, Steve Leialoha, and 
Craig Hamilton, concern the alleged murder of Rose Red, whose body is missing 
from her devastated apartment that has a warning written in blood on a wall: 
“No More Happy Endings.” Actually, there will be a happy ending because Bigby 
Wolf, security officer of Fabletown, discovers that Jack the Beanstalk and Rose 
Red concocted a scheme to make it appear she had been murdered because they 
were in need of money. During the investigations we learn that King Cole is 
the incompetent head of the Fabletown community; Snow White is the intrepid 
director of operations, trying to hold the fairy- tale and legendary characters to-
gether; Prince Charming is a philanderer; Beauty and the Beast are having mar-
ital problems; Bluebeard is a wealthy baron and philanthropist; and a talking pig 
escapes the Farm in upstate New York where nonhuman characters from fables 
must live. Inversion and subversion of classical fairy tales are characteristic of the 
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more prominent fairy- tale graphic novels, which are at their best when they em-
ploy irony so that they are not taken seriously. Some of these graphic novels have 
inspired new American fairy- tale TV series in the fall of 2011, either directly or 
indirectly: Once Upon a Time (ABC), a TV version of Fables, which dumbs down 
the graphic novels; and Grimm (NBC), a bizarre crime drama, which distorts 
the Grimms’ tales beyond recognition and imitates the standard detective films 
that generally feature buddy cops and a touch of romance. And as if American 
viewers have not had enough to satisfy their fairy- tale hearts, Beauty and the 
Beast returned to the small screen in 2012 thanks to a series produced by CW 
that depends very much on the CBS 1987 series. In this trivial stereotypical show 
Beauty witnesses her mother’s murder and is saved from the murderers by an 
ex- soldier, the beast, whom everyone believes is dead. Later Beauty becomes a 
policeman, and a romance ensues with guess who?

Of course, well before TV, Broadway had adapted some of the Grimms’ fairy 
tales for the stage; the most significant was Steven Sondheim’s and James  Lapine’s 
Into the Woods (1986), a rare tragic- comedy and musical, which makes use of 
several fairy tales to explore the meanings of wishes and desires and their con-
sequences. This remarkable musical is now scheduled to be adapted for the cin-
ema, and it will be interesting to see whether the Disney corporation shapes the 
adapted tales in the play artistically and takes the ideas seriously.

In all the novels, stories, poetry, plays, TV series, and musicals the Grimms’ 
tales have been thoroughly Americanized even when there is a pretense to set 
the stories in the eighteenth or nineteenth centuries. There are always clear ref-
erences to the contemporary period and sociocultural concerns of the period 
in which the adaptations and translations have been made. The idioms, social 
references, jokes, innuendos, and topics bear the marks of American culture. 
Perhaps the clearest evidence of the Americanization of the Grimms’ tales can be 
found in the filmic adaptations. In my opinion, the most powerful factor in the 
process of Americanization was the cinema and the revolutionary technological 
inventions that allowed the tales to be fleshed out and represented on screen. 
Thanks to the cinema and the film industry the Grimms’ tales are now continu-
ally reformed in live- action, cel and digital animation, and other unique collages.

The Filmic adaptation of the Grimms’ Tales  
in the age of Globalization

The adaptation of fairy tales, largely French tales and the Arabian Nights, began 
almost as soon as the cinema industry developed in the 1890s. The first pio-
neer of this genre was Georges Méliès, the French magician and filmmaker, who 
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made numerous live- action films based on the French cultural tradition. His 
films were widely distributed and influenced a great number of European and 
American filmmakers, who largely produced live- action fairy- tale films until the 
1920s, when more and more artists began experimenting with fairy- tale anima-
tion. A case in point is the work of Walt Disney from 1922– 24 in Kansas City, 
when he produced five fairy- tale films called Laugh O’ Grams based on the tales 
of the Grimms and Perrault. More indicative of the work during the 1920s was 
the adaptation of American daily comic strips for animated and live- action films. 
For instance, Bud Fisher, a talented artist and writer, began the first American 
daily comic strip, Mutt and Jeff, on November 15, 1907, in the San Francisco 
Chronicle, that became widely popular in America. By 1911 Nestor Studios of 
New Jersey bought the rights to the cartoon strip to make short films. However, 
in 1913 Fisher set up his own film company in 1913 with American Pathé, and 
together they produced thirty- six short comedies about the rivalry between the 
tall Mutt and the short Jeff. One of his most innovative films was A Kick for 
Cinderella (1926), which was animated and directed by Raoul Barré and Charles 
Bowers. The tall Mutt decides to show off his talents at a dance hall, where he 
wants to perform the Charleston, and he leaves the desolate Jeff at home before 
a fireplace. As Jeff weeps, a fairy appears and graciously grants him a tuxedo 
and magic dancing shoes. She then offers him a limousine that drives through 
the wall of the house to take him to the dance hall. He is warned, however, that 
he must return home by midnight. Once Jeff appears at the hall, he dances solo 
and outdoes Mutt, who had made a grand impression on the audience. As Jeff 
is showing off, however, Mutt throws banana peels on the floor and ties his coat 
tails to a large plant to interfere with his performance. This does not stop Jeff, 
but when he sees the clock about to strike twelve, he anxiously tries to stop it 
by springing in vain onto the clock’s hands. As soon as the clock strikes twelve, 
Jeff loses his clothes, to his embarrassment, and suffers from humiliation. Then, 
all at once, he is struggling with a pillow in front of the fireplace. He had been 
dreaming, and Mutt appears to call him a sap!

Not only is the cartoon unusual because the main character is a tiny op-
pressed male, but also because it ends abruptly with a disappointed “Cinderella 
man,” who does not realize his dreams. And there is certainly no marriage on 
the horizon. Jeff is a mock Cinderella. Unlike many early cartoons, there are no 
chase scenes. The adroitly drawn characters dance in a delightful way, and their 
facial expressions reveal their jealousy and competitive spirits. The competition 
between Mutt and Jeff is fierce, and the gags are satirical, if not a bit sadistic. All 
the scenes are set in American locales of the early twentieth century, and the ref-
erences to either a Grimm or Perrault tale are indirect. Indeed, Jeff is Cinderella 
as an American loser.



96  CHaPTEr THrEE

Another one of the most interesting films about “Cinderella,” produced the 
very same year as A Kick for Cinderella, was Ella Cinders (1926), directed by 
Alfred Green and starring Colleen Moore and Lloyd Hughes. Here, too, the film 
was based on a syndicated comic strip written by Bill Conselman and drawn 
by Charles Plumb that originated in 1925 and ended in 1961. The comic strip 
featured a wide- eyed pert girl named Ella, with black hair in a dutch- bob hair-
cut, who must carry out all the housework in a dysfunctional family run by the 
tyrannical Myrtle “Ma” Cinders and her two nasty daughters, Lotta and Prissy 
Pill. There is a clear Midwest ambience. Though not beautiful, Ella wins a beauty 
contest, and the prize enables her to leave the small town of Roseville with her 
kid brother, Blackie, and head for Hollywood, where she discovers that the film 
company that had sponsored the contest no longer existed. However, during the 
next thirty- five years of the comic strip she stays in Hollywood and endeavors to 
make a name for herself in all sorts of adventures in the West and in a marriage 
to a young man named Patches, who has his own sort of amusing experiences. In 
the process of producing a comic strip over many years, Conselman and Plumb 
dropped the core Cinderella story in favor of a series of brief tales depicting a 
smart young woman who would fall into and out of trouble.

In contrast, Green’s filming of Ella Cinders retains the core Cinderella plot 
of both the Grimm and Perrault tales; he transformed it into an exceptional 
farce that focuses on class differences and reinforces the personality of Ella as a 
young woman with determination, a great sense of humor, and pride. Again, the 
provincial ambience of the Midwest is pervasive and clear. Green discards the 
brother as best friend in favor of Waite Lifter, who is a handsome iceman/fairy 
godfather and soon to become suitor. Although Ella knows how to fend for her-
self, she does need some protection and encouragement from Waite to enter the 
beauty contest. When she must submit a picture to the judges, her photographer 
submits one in which she makes a funny face. The reason she wins the contest 
is because the down- to- earth judges value personality and humor above beauty. 
They are also apparently critical of the pretentious class climbers represented by 
Ma Cinders and her daughters. There is no love lost between Ella and her step-
mother and stepsisters. They do not part on good terms. But it is clear that she 
and Waite are in love with each other as he drives her to the train station and she 
departs for Hollywood. Shortly thereafter, we learn that Waite is actually from a 
very rich family and the star of the Illinois football team. He rebels against his fa-
ther and follows Ella to Hollywood, where we see her sneaking into a Hollywood 
film studio, determined to become a star even though she has no connections. In 
an amusing scene in which she busts through the gates of a studio and interrupts 
the shooting of a film, Ella shows her acting talent and becomes a “discovered” 
young star. In another amusing scene, Waite arrives to rescue her from what he 
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thinks is her impoverished existence, and he, too, interrupts the shooting of a 
scene to propose to her.

There are no miraculous transformations in this very American fairy- tale 
film. Instead, we have fortunate accidents that enable a young woman from the 
lower classes to discover her profession and to find a young man who accepts her 
for what she is: frank, funny, forceful, and talented. It is true that she abandons 
acting for marriage and a family, but she makes the decision to follow her heart. 
The “modernization” of Perrault’s and the Grimms’ tale and the adaptation of 
the comic strip are effective. Green does not dabble in melodrama. The action 
combines elements of Méliès’s burlesque humor with a touch of Chaplinesque 
comedy, especially when the gifted actress Colleen Moore makes faces at the 
camera. Indeed, she brought a new face to Cinderella.

But this film was not exceptional in adapting “Cinderella” to American con-
ditions either in live- action or animated versions. Between 1926 and 1934 there 
were twelve unusual Americanized adaptations of “Cinderella” with titles such 
as Mr. Cinderella (1926), A Bowery Cinderella (1927), The Patsy (1928), The Bush 
Cinderella (1928), The Jazz Cinderella (1930), Cinderella Blues (1931), A Modern 
Cinderella (1932), and Naughty Cinderella (1933).21 To a certain degree, these 
fairy- tale films and others reflected the changing role of women in the United 
States. Soon after women attained the right to vote in 1920, there was a marked 
change in their attitudes in a challenge to traditional notions of woman hood. 
Aside from sexual liberation, women sought greater educational and economic 
opportunities, and they began to identify themselves with the modern image of 
the New Woman, free from patriarchal restraints and discrimination.

One of the most influential cartoon figures who reflected the changing be-
havior of women was Betty Boop. Created by Max Fleischer in 1930 as a carica-
ture of the popular singer Helen Kane, Betty Boop soon became a sex symbol as 
a pert and frank young flapper, not afraid to speak her mind. Initially, the Betty 
Boop cartoons were designed for adult audiences and were filled with all kinds of 
sexual innuendos that had to be toned down after the 1934 National Production 
Code brought about censorship. Nevertheless, the Fleischer Brothers, Max and 
Dave, produced about 110 cartoons starring Betty during the Depression period 
in America. Autonomous, fearless, smart, and attractive, Betty Boop was more 
than just sexy, she expressed the force of a feminist movement.

The Fleischers sensed this, and their 1933 version of Snow White is a minor 
masterpiece, which can be interpreted as a generation conflict between older and 
younger women (figure 6). The film begins immediately with a series of frames 
that show the common- looking, conceited queen powdering her nose in front of 
a hand mirror. At one point the mirror actually polishes her nose as if polishing 
a shoe. When the queen asks who’s the fairest in the land, the mirror turns into a 
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male face singing that she’s the fairest in the land. This is the first anthropomor-
phized depiction of the magic mirror in cinematic history, and the Fleischers add 
a great deal of personality to it: the mirror is saucy, frank, and rebellious, and 
the queen spends much of her time trying to tame and control the mirror. She 
wants absolute control over her representation and the standard for beauty in the 
world. Once Betty swoops and swaggers into the court, the queen commands the 
two clown figures Koko and Bimbo, dressed in armor, who appear in many Betty 
Boop films, to execute her. But they fall down into a strange underworld fol-
lowed by Betty who slides into the Seven Dwarfs’ house on a sled. The queen asks 
the mirror again whether she’s the fairest in the place, and the mirror responds: 
“If I were you, I’d hide my face.” Outside the palace, the witch turns the mirror 
into a shovel at the grave site of Snow White. Then she steps through the mirror 
as a witch and descends into the underworld, where she joins a funeral march 
to the music of Cab Calloway singing “The St. James Infirmary Blues.” Once 
the march is concluded, the queen returns to her original shape and asks the 
mirror one more time who the fairest in the land is. This time the mirror sticks 
out its tongue with a duck attached to it and points to Snow White. The queen 
transforms herself into a snarling dragon and pursues Betty, Koko, and Bimbo 

Figure 6. Betty Boop as Snow-White. Max and Dave Fleischer, directors. Fleischer Studios, 1933.
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in a hilarious chase scene. In the end, she is turned into a skeleton, and the three 
friends hold hands and dance.

In their radical adaptation of “Snow White,” the Fleischers introduced key 
motifs that would appeal to American audiences: a wacky male mirror that keeps 
changing his perspective; a vain old- maid stereotype who thinks she is beautiful; 
a saucy, fresh Betty Boop, no longer the passive virgin, but the New Woman, 
who struts and shows off her wares; a vaudeville repartee; a frenzied chase scene 
that parodies the classical fairy tale; jazz music by Cab Calloway; and the elim-
ination of the prince as savior. There is nothing smooth about the early images 
in the Fleischer cartoons, but the frenzy derives from a resistance to the norm. 
The Fleischers opposed traditional storytelling, especially sweet and saccharine 
retellings of fairy tales. If fairy tales were to be sweetened and infantilized, they 
left this to Walt Disney.

Indeed, by the early 1930s, it was clear that a conflict about the cinematic ad-
aptation of the Grimms’ and other classical fairy tales was under way in America. 
The Fleischers along with many other cartoonists and filmmakers, who created 
live- action films, wanted free rein to experiment and free expression to critique 
and reenvision the classical fairy tales. To the extent that they targeted adults 
as their major audience, they were allowed to be as artistic and liberal as they 
desired. However, the dominant trend, even for adults, was toward conserva-
tism with an emphasis on stressing the morals and values of the Protestant ethic 
as well as sentimental love. The major promoter of good family fairy- tale films 
in accord with so- called American norms, especially with patriarchy and capi-
talism, was Walt Disney. His “Three- Little- Pig- Trilogy” at the beginning of the 
1930s is a good example of how he and his corporation were to Americanize and 
market classical fairy tales for decades to come.

Disney, who had been somewhat radical in revising fairy tales in the early 
1920s, changed his perspective on animation when he began developing his Silly 
Symphonies, the 1930 cartoons that favored smooth transitions, carefully com-
posed characters and sets, a rational plot, and appropriate gags for family audi-
ences that barely had a trace of sexual innuendo. His conservatism, despite his 
technological and artistic innovations, are very evident in The Three Little Pigs 
(1933), The Big Bad Wolf (1934), and The Three Little Wolves (1936). Most signifi-
cant is The Big Bad Wolf because it is Disney’s infantilized rendition of “Little Red 
Riding Hood,” with clear references to the depression era and Disney’s expecta-
tions for little girls and the American work ethic. At the beginning of the car-
toon, the oldest pig is, as usual, constructing something with bricks and pictured 
high above his two brother piglets when Little Red Riding Hood comes skipping 
along. She is characterized as a sweet simpleton, and when the two piglets want 
to accompany her to grandma’s house, they are warned by the master inventor 
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and builder to beware of the big bad wolf. Their response is typical; they sing the 
famous song, “Who’s Afraid of the Big Bad Wolf?” already made popular by The 
Three Little Pigs, a song that resonated in America because it was a challenge to 
cruel capitalism, which Disney had originally identified with Jews. So, despite 
the song, the two younger piglets are scared to death when they meet the wolf in 
the forest. In truth, however, the wolf, who disguises himself as a transvestite, is 
ludicrous and somewhat of a klutz. While he chases dainty Red Riding Hood to 
grandma’s house, the piglets run to their fatherly brother, who takes his tools to 
teach the wolf a lesson, not to kill him. After the eldest pig sends the wolf flying 
from granny’s house, the final scene is set in the pigs’ home sweet home with the 
piglets and Little Red Riding Hood singing “Who’s Afraid of the Big Bad Wolf?” 
Everything is regulated— form and content.

By complying with notions of a well- made suitable film for young audiences, 
Disney outraged many animators, who still believed that the animated cartoon 
was the art form that defied harmony and synchronicity and raised provocative 
questions about social decorum and propriety. Moreover, they preferred off- 
color jokes and ambivalent acts. In the case of “Little Red Riding Hood,” many of 
the animators objected to making the wolf harmless and to creating a sense that 
all was well with the world, especially during the years of the Great Depression. 
Their cinematic versions of “Little Red Riding Hood” differed greatly from Dis-
ney’s, and though not all of them departed clearly from Disney’s fixed character-
ization of the wolf and the dainty little girl, there was certainly a debate if not a 
battle over these two characters and how they should be represented with more 
focus on male desire, guilt, and stupidity.

A good example is Tex Avery’s Swing Shift Cinderella (1945), loosely based 
on his Red Hot Riding Hood film of 1943 (figure 7). Avery was one of the greatest 
American animators during the golden age of cartoons, approximately 1930 to 
1960, and he constantly tested the limits of conventionality and acceptability. His 
Swing Shift Cinderella begins with the wolf chasing a tiny and bratty Red Rid-
ing Hood until the wolf realizes it is the wrong character. (Incidentally, they are 
both modeled after Disney stereotypes.) So he ditches Little Red Riding Hood, 
transforms himself into a debonair gentleman, and drives to Cinderella’s house. 
Cinderella is a voluptuous blonde, and he attempts to invade her house. She calls 
upon an older fairy godmother to protect her. Eventually, Cinderella goes off to 
perform in a nightclub, and the fairy godmother tames the wolf and brings him 
to the nightclub where Cinderella, reminiscent of Red Riding Hood in Red Hot 
Riding Hood, struts and sings, “All the little chicks are in love with a groovy wolf. 
Oh, Wolfie, Oh Wolfie!” In the end, she escapes, returns home, and changes into 
factory clothes for her swing shift. When she boards a bus, she thinks she is free 
of the wolf, but the passengers all turn out to be wolves who ogle her.
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Figure 7. (a) Swing Shift Cinderella. Tex Avery, director. (b) Red Hot Riding Hood. Tex Avery, director. 
Metro-Goldwyn Mayer, 1943.
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Avery’s Cinderellas and Red Riding Hoods are cunning, strong, and feisty 
young women. Marriage is far from their minds. Even in cartoons in which Cin-
derella marries, it is clear that she refuses to be a wimp. Swing Shift Cinderella 
resounds with references to wartime in America and chaotic times. After World 
War II, the cinematic Americanization of the Grimms’ and other classical fairy 
tales became more stable and were dominated by the Disney mode of production 
and ideology. Disney had already set a standard for the well- made sexist fairy 
tale with Snow White in 1937, and following 1945, almost all the major Disney 
feature animated fairy- tale films followed a certain prescription based on Broad-
way and Hollywood musicals: beautiful young Barbie- doll virgin is persecuted 
and needs to be rescued by a prince- like Ken doll. From Cinderella (1950) and 
Sleeping Beauty (1959) up through the The Princess and the Frog (2009) and Tan-
gled (2010), the Disney fairy- tale films have followed conventional principles of 
technical and aesthetic organization to celebrate stereotypical gender and power 
relations and to foster a world view of harmony consecrated by the wedding of 
elite celebrity figures.

However, as we have seen in the early cartoons of the 1930s and 1940s, the 
Disneyfication of the Grimms’ fairy tales has never been without opposition, and 
numerous American film producers have contested the reign of the Disney fairy- 
tale model in different ways through the markets of movies, television, video, 
DVDs, and the Internet. As early as 1969, Jim Henson, the founder of Sesame 
Street (1968) and The Muppet Show (1976– 81), created Hey, Cinderella!, using 
his puppet creations such as Kermit the Frog to parody “Cinderella.” He followed 
this with other unusually provocative adaptations such as The Muppet Musicians 
of Bremen (1972) and Tales from Muppetland: The Frog Prince (1972). In many 
of the animated TV series, The Muppet Babies (1984– 90), muppet children in a 
nursery experiment with fairy tales in highly original and post- modernist inter-
pretations of the Grimms’ tales. And, of course, Henson’s crowning achievement 
was his TV production of The Storyteller (1988), a series of ten short films, in 
which several Grimms’ tales such as “The Youth Who Wanted to Learn What 
Fear Was,” “Hans My Hedgehog,” “The Three Ravens,” and “The True Bride” were 
scripted by Anthony Minghella and adapted brilliantly with montage, estrange-
ment effect, and sophisticated artistic techniques.

In 1975, Tom Davenport, an independent filmmaker, assisted by his wife 
Mimi, began producing eleven live- action fairy- tale films all based on the 
Grimms’ stories and set in the rural South.22 For instance, his first film was 
 titled Hansel and Gretel: An Appalachian Version, which was followed by other 
Grimms’ tales such as Rapunzel, Rapunzel (1979), The Frog King (1980), Bear-
skin, or The Man Who Didn’t Wash for Seven years (1982), The Goose Girl (1983), 
Ashpet: An American Cinderella (1990), and Willa: An American Snow White 
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(1996). Davenport is one of the few filmmakers who meticulously researched the 
background of the Grimms’ tales and Appalachian folklore to draw out unusual 
historical parallels. Produced as antidotes to the Disney versions and for use in 
schools, his films have never received the recognition and dissemination that 
they deserve.

In contrast, Shelly Duvall’s films have received more attention than they de-
serve. A popular American actress, Duvall produced twenty- seven live- action 
adaptations of fairy tales for cable television in her series Shelly Duvall’s Faerie 
Tale Theatre (1982– 87) that have had a broader reception than Davenport’s films. 
Duvall hired celebrity directors and actors to re- create the tales as they wished, 
and the lack of a unified concept shows. Among the films Duvall produced, sev-
eral were taken from the Grimms’ collection such as Rumpelstiltskin (1982), The 
Frog King (1982), Hansel and Gretel (1983), Sleeping Beauty (1983), Rapunzel 
(1983), Little Red Riding Hood (1983), Snow White and the Seven Dwarfs (1984), 
and The Boy Who Left Home to Find Out about the Shivers (1984). These films, 
still available as DVDs, were made in haste and vary greatly in quality. The over-
all tendency, however, was to make sweet entertainment for young viewers and 
to dumb down the stories.

The dumbing down of the Grimms’ tales is most apparent in the Canon 
Movie Tales, a series of nine films that included The Frog Prince (1986), Rum-
pelstiltskin (1987), Snow White (1987), Sleeping Beauty (1987), Hansel and Gre-
tel (1987), and Red Riding Hood (1989). The producers, Menahem Golan and 
Yoram Globus, intended to compete with the Disney films, but their live- action 
adaptations, some of them musicals, suffer from shoddy conceptions of the tales 
and hackneyed acting and sets. The commercial purposes of the Canon group 
overwhelm any sincere artistic and educational concern to appeal to young 
viewers.

The Rugrats animated television series that ran from 1991 to 2004 is a dif-
ferent story. Similar to Henson’s Muppet Babies, this Nickelodeon production 
featured eight babies and a dog who speak in baby language and use their imag-
inations to make sense out of their environment and actions of their parents. In 
2005 a special DVD, Rugrats Tales from the Crib: Snow White was produced and 
questioned the sentimental Disney love story, just as the Muppet film did. Both 
the Rugrats and Muppet adaptations transform the mirrors into characters who 
reveal that they are helpless when the queen wants to take over the narrative for 
her own selfish reasons. The primary conflict is not between the queen and Snow 
White, but between the queen and the mirror. Even though the mirrors claim 
they know the truth, they are challenged and dismissed. They have little author-
ity and power. The truth is difficult to uphold in the world of American babies, 
and both films depict the conflict over narrative authority that is threatened by 
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the powerful will and desire of young American Snow Whites insistent on tell-
ing their own stories and gratifying their ambitions. Autonomous voices always 
cause conventional narratives to crack and fracture.

The trend in Americanized fairy- tale films for young viewers since the 
1960s has been to fracture the original Grimms’ and classical tales in the tra-
dition of the early cartoon work of the Fleischers, Tex Avery, Fitz Freleng, and 
many other animators. The most obvious example in America is the Rocky and 
Bullwinkle TV series, when the animators of the show began producing their in-
imitable four- minute fractured fairy- tale cartoons in 1959. From 1959 to 1961 
and from 1961 to 1964, a total of ninety- one fairy- tale cartoons were filmed, 
all narrated by Edward Everett Horton. All were parodies of the classical and 
not- so- classical fairy tales, reconceived to provoke audiences with a blend of 
irony, minimalist techniques, and sophistication. Some of the tales such as “Jack 
and the Beanstalk,” “Beauty and the Beast,” “Snow White,” and “Little Red Rid-
ing Hood” were fractured two or three times. For instance, in Rumpelstiltskin 
(1959) a young woman named Gladys will do anything to become famous. A 
tiny, weird character suddenly appears and informs her that he is a public re-
lations man. All she must do is sign a contract that has a tiny clause in which 
she must promise to give him her first- born child. She signs, becomes famous 
thanks to the PR man’s work, marries a prince, and has a child. However, Gladys 
finds a loophole in the contract and prevents the PR man from taking her son. 
He moves on, looking for a girl who will make diamonds out of turnips. In 
Rumpelstiltskin Returns, the tiny PR man encounters a young woman who 
wants to win prize contests and become rich. She, too, signs a contract, and 
begins winning every contest imaginable, even one that allows her to marry a 
prince and have a son with him. She calls the boy Blunder. Since the PR man 
makes his money by recruiting boys for a rich summer camp, he returns to 
the princess when Blunder, an uncontrollable child, is about seven or eight. In 
fact, Blunder is so bad and mean that he causes catastrophes at the camp, and 
Rumpelstiltskin wants to bring him back to the princess, who refuses to have 
anything to do with her terrible son.

In both these two cartoons, drawn as colorful comic strips, audience ex-
pectations are constantly reversed, and the conclusions are ironic morals that 
pertain to a modern sensibility and changed social relations. Thus, in Sleeping 
Beauty (1959), the princess only pretends to be asleep for twenty years while the 
prince and the evil fairy godmother make an amusement park out of the prin-
cess’s castle and earn a good deal of money. Only when there is a great amount of 
money does the princess decide to awake and take her cut of the profits. In Leap-
ing Beauty (1960), a princess jumps about and makes ordinary people happy, but 
she steps on the toe of an evil fairy godmother, who curses her by having her leap 
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about and bore people to sleep. Eventually, she collides with a prince, kisses him 
accidentally, and breaks the curse. This is a consummate fractured fairy- tale film.

From the very beginning of the twentieth century the fracturing of the 
Grimms’ fairy tales has been a major American characteristic of their appropri-
ation in the United States— tearing them apart so that the original tales become 
unrecognizable; parodying them so they become ludicrous; turning them up-
side down and inside out so that they contradict themselves; imbuing them with 
ironic and complex meanings; resetting the tales in contemporary American so-
ciety and also in the future; combining and mixing the Grimms’ tales with other 
classical fairy tales as in the case of the four Shrek films (Shrek, 2001; Shrek 2, 
2004; Shrek the Third, 2007; and Shrek Forever After, 2010) and Hoodwinked 
(2005) and Hoodwinked Too! Hood vs. Evil (2011). These are just some of the 
techniques and devices that one can note in the Americanzation of the Grimms’ 
tales for young viewers, and it should be borne in mind that the filmmakers and 
producers of these “fractured” Grimms tales also have Disney in mind and the 
conventional format of the Disney fairy- tale films. The Disney model is often 
mistaken for the Grimm model.

Of course, the filmic adaptations of the Grimms’ tales, designed more for 
adult audiences, have also taken every and any liberty with the Grimms’ tales 
in what could best be described as a free- for- all fight over who can produce the 
most innovative, if not profound interpretation of the essence of a Grimms’ fairy 
tale or fairy tales in general. The putative adult films, which are often more in-
fantile than adult, cover a wide range of perspectives, approaches and modalities 
with an eye more on producing profit than on creating art. Some recent examples 
are Mike Nichols’s Bread Crumbs (2011), a vapid horror film, in which a group of 
filmmakers and actors who want to film a porno film in the woods are brutally 
slaughtered one by one by two zombie- like adolescents representative of sicko 
Hansel and Gretel; Catherine Hardwicke’s Red Riding Hood (2011), a pubes-
cent teeny- bop film that includes incest, romance, and werewolves and may win 
awards for the most sensationalist film without meaning in 2011; Joe Wright’s 
Hanna (2011), an intriguing thriller in which a sixteen- year- old girl, likened to a 
super- powered Red Riding Hood, is trained by her father to become an assassin 
and seek revenge for him in a world out of joint flickering with fairy- tale motifs 
and symbols. I have already discussed the questionable spectacular features of 
films like Mirror, Mirror (2012), Snow White and the Huntsman (2012), and Han-
sel & Gretel: Witchhunters (2013). There are literally hundreds of live- action films 
with fairy- tale plots, characters, motifs, and references taken from the Grimms’ 
tales that reveal how the Grimms have inundated the American film industry 
while being transformed in American culture. The question I would like to ask 
now is how are we to assess the Americanization of the Grimms’ tales?
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The Consequences of americanization

In assessing the Americanization of the Grimms’ tales, I want to summarize 
some of the more prominent factors in the appropriation of the stories and then 
raise questions about the consequences of Americanization:

 1. Translated and adapted first by British writers, the Grimms’ tales, intended 
for scholars and adult educated readers, were changed into entertaining and 
moral tales for children during the course of the nineteenth century. There 
were no great signs of Americanization. The British influence was strong, 
and the Grimms’ tales were primarily disseminated as children’s tales. 
American folklorists were familiar with the tales, but did not study them or 
write about them in great depth. About the only American folklorist who 
had a thorough understanding of the Grimms and their legacy was Thomas 
Frederick Crane, who wrote extensively about the Grimms in two important 
essays, “The Diffusion of Popular Tales” and “The External History of the 
Kinder-  und Hausmärchen of the Brothers Grimm.”23 Basically, American 
folklorists paid very little attention to the Grimms’ accomplishments, and 
Americans read and published anglicized Grimms’ tales.

 2. At the beginning of the twentieth century, American writers, illustrators, 
playwrights, and filmmakers began to experiment with the tales and radi-
cally transform them into American stories, whether produced for young or 
old. The characters of the tales became easily recognizable American types 
and spoke in an American vernacular using slang, idioms, sayings, and ref-
erences. The setting of the action in most revisions was clearly in America, 
and the topics and plots were related to American issues. Any allusion to 
Germanic qualities or characteristics of the Grimms’ tales was minimal, and 
this approach may have been due in part to the negative reaction to Ger-
many during and after World War I. Essentially, any credit to the Grimms 
and their original designs and intentions were obliterated. Nevertheless, the 
Grimms’ tales did become a kind of brand in the realm of children’s liter-
ature that connoted fairy tale, and fairy tale was associated with children’s 
culture.

 3. The Grimms were not the only ones who suffered “obliteration” in the twen-
tieth century. Charles Perrault, Hans Christian Andersen, Madame d’Aul-
noy, Madame Leprince de Beaumont, and other writers suffered the same 
fate. Their tales were also fully Americanized, and as I have mentioned be-
fore, some of their tales were mixed with the Grimms’ tales. What counted 
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was simply the title as reference. For instance, in the case of “Cinderella,” 
“Little Red Riding Hood,” or “Sleeping Beauty,” it is often impossible to 
know whether a writer or filmmaker is drawing upon a Perrault or Grimm 
tale as source, or both. Just the titles are to serve memetically as recalls of 
whatever the reader/viewer experiences. It is as though the titles of the tales 
were second nature and as though all Americans should know something 
about these tales. The popular diffusion of the tales occurred during the in-
terwar years of 1919– 42, and it was as if the Grimms had nothing to do with 
Germany or transcended Germany, as Walt Disney’s Snow White and the 
Seven Dwarfs, produced in 1937, demonstrated. In this sense, the American-
ization fostered a kind of universalization of the tales or provided evidence 
for the universality of the Grimms’ tales. In other words, Americanization 
returned the Grimms’ tales to common people. Nobody could be considered 
their owner. There are no property rights. The tales cannot be copyrighted. 
Whether in German or any other language, the Grimms’ tales are in the 
public domain. Anyone can tell them, retell them, change them, reinvent 
them, film them any way she or he wishes.

 4. Yet, at the same time, Americanized versions do become property and are 
copyrighted. Publishers, film companies, corporations make their versions 
of the Grimms’ tales their property. In their view, the tales are commodities— 
that is, their renditions— and thus the tales in whatever form are expected to 
make profits. The ideal form is the blockbuster. In order to generate profits 
and distinguish their tales from other corporate versions, American com-
panies and corporations concentrate on marketing the tales through sensa-
tionalist advertising. Art is abandoned for commercialism, or put another 
way, commercial ads and publicity become artful and more important than 
a given tale. This does not mean that all adaptations and appropriations of 
the Grimms’ tales are trivial distractions and amusements. But it does mean 
that millions of dollars are wasted on wasteful projects.

 5. Although it is difficult to make comparisons, I would argue that America 
has become more home to the Brothers Grimm than Germany and that the 
Americanized Grimms’ tales are better known than the German versions, 
thanks to the massive power of the American culture industry and global-
ization. Given the immense size difference between America and Germany, 
and given the vast spread of American English and American popular cul-
ture, the Americanized versions of the Grimms’ tales dominate all others in 
the world and have led to various types of homogenization.

In his astute sociological study, Network Power, David Grewal claims,
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What we are experiencing now, in “globalization,” is the creation 
of an international in- group that welcomes the entire globe on set-
tled terms: a new world order in which we clamor for connection 
to one another using standards that are offered up for universal 
use. Yet, while we may all come to share these new global stan-
dards— to the extent, at least, that we desire access to the activities 
that they mediate— we may not all have much influence over their 
establishment.24

Grewal views the convergence of values, coordination of production, and coop-
eration of multinational corporations, governments, and institutions that con-
stitute the major thrust of globalization as part of network power that hinders 
free choice and sovereignty. It has already led to the elimination of hundreds of 
languages and cultures and created a situation in which we are coerced to accept 
what have become standardized ways of thinking and behaving. Grewal does 
not believe that we are living in a “Brave New World,” but that we are living in 
a world in which particular cultural narratives and histories are disappearing 
or are being destroyed. There are many forces propelling the intricate power of 
network systems, and certainly Americanization has been a dominant force. It 
is for this reason that we should try to understand what has happened to the 
Grimms and their tales, for in many respects their tales are being used today to 
wipe out their memory and their quest to understand the particular essence of 
storytelling. When Erik Bergstrom jokes that the Grimms are rolling in their 
graves because their tales today have become gentle and fluffy, he may be right, 
but the reasons he gives are all wrong. The Grimms are turning in their graves 
because they can no longer identify with the tales that they so graciously gave to 
the world.
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CHAPTER FOUR

Two Hundred Years after Once upon  
a Time: The Legacy of the Brothers  
Grimm and Their Tales in Germany

The thoughts of philosophy, which we had taken to be timeless, are 
not— and the word should be taken quite literally— ”thinkable” with-
out the the new science, which focused on tracing the phases of this long 
history, “philology,” which he [Vico] contrasted with the timeless ratio-
nality of “philosophy.” Philology is thus the disciplined act of remem-
bering that, by following the thread of language through etymologies, 
finds its way back to the long buried visual substance of poetic, sensual, 
primeval imagery. According to Jacob Grimm, a similar journey back-
ward through time can also be effected through the art of etymology, 
“which acts as a beacon where no written history can lead us.”

— Aleida Assmann, Cultural Memory and Western Civilization (2011)1

Any critical history of Germanistik that wants to unearth its origins, 
especially in struggles for national identity, seems always to begin with 
the Grimm Brothers. The Grimms represent in their work what [Hans 
Ulrich] Gumbrecht typifies for Romanticism: “National identity— as a 
representation of collective identity— seems to depend— at least for the 
early 19th century— on the existence of socially distant folktales and 
historically distant medieval cultural forms, which can be identified as 
the objectivations of one’s own people.” Merely the titles of the Grimms’ 
publications reflect their preoccupation with “the German” and the 
German past: German Legends (2 vols., 1816– 18) and their periodi-
cal Old German Woods (1813– 16); Jacob’s own projects Old German 
Song (1811), German Grammar (1819– 37), German Monuments of 
Law (1828), German Mythology (1835), History of the German lan-
guage (2 vols., 1848); and, of course, their well- known Fairy Tales and 
the German Dictionary.

— Jeffrey Peck, “ ‘In the Beginning Was the Word’:  
Germany and the Origins of German Studies”2
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The first question to ask when discussing the legacy of the Brothers Grimm and 
their tales in Germany, two hundred years after the publication of Kinder-  und 
Hausmärchen in 1812 and 1815, is: Would the Grimms have been happy with the 
way their legacy of folk and fairy tales have been treated by people in their so- 
called fatherland? The second important question is: What is their legacy exactly 
and what are their tales? As we have already seen, the stories in their collection are 
not strictly speaking all fairy tales or Germanic, for there is hardly a fairy in any 
of their tales that range from fables, legends, and animal tales to folk anecdotes, 
trickster stories, tall tales, and religious narratives. On the other hand, there is, of 
course, a great deal of magical or miraculous transformation and moral counter 
worlds that constitute prime characteristics of the great tradition of fairy tales. 
Bearing that in mind, the third question, for there must always be three, is: What 
has happened to their tales, which are not really their own, in Germany since the 
1990 reunification of East and West Germany, and why are they still so relevant? 
Why is there a contemporary fairy- tale boom in all cultural fields in Germany, 
not to mention in the United States and other parts of the world?

Since there have been excellent studies about the influence and heritage 
of the Grimms’ tales up to 1990— I am thinking here of Ludwig Denecke and 
Ina- Maria Greverus’s Brüder Grimm Gedenken: 1963 and Donald Haase’s The 
Reception of Grimms’ Fairy Tales, two informative collections of essays,3 among 
others— I want to set the discussion of the legacy of the Grimms’ tales in the 
German sociocultural context of the last twenty- five years and begin by discuss-
ing some of the more recent popular manifestations of their stories. There are 
literally hundreds if not thousands of Grimm fairy- tale products and produc-
tions that have been created in the cultural fields of literature, theater, fine arts, 
opera, music, dance, film, television, Internet, comics, and so on that it would 
be impossible to do all of them justice. The same can be said about fairy- tale 
products in the world of advertising, commerce, and trade. The dissemination 
of the Grimms’ tales is enormous. Therefore, I shall focus mainly on literature, 
including picture books, and filmic adaptations, and even here I must be very 
selective due to the large amount of material. Following my discussion of popu-
lar manifestations, I shall discuss the concept or notion of a Grimm legacy and 
conclude with an analysis of scholarly studies that, in contrast to popular cul-
ture, have grounded the legacy of the Grimms in substantial ways that, I believe, 
would have gratified the Grimms. To be sure, I don’t believe that the Grimms 
would have been upset by popular culture and the manner in which the culture 
industry has bowdlerized their tales, but they certainly would have been shocked 
and at times, distressed by the massive transformation of the tales that runs the 
gamut from banal and infantile kitsch to sublime and profound re- creation— 
something that they had not experienced during their lifetime.
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The contemporary kitsch aspect of their tales has been more or less “cele-
brated” and certainly exposed in the exhibit “Grimmskrams & Märchendising: 
Die Popularität der Brüder Grimm und ihrer Märchen” (Grimms’ Junk and 
Fairy- Tale Merchandising: The Popularity of the Brothers Grimm and Their Fairy 
Tales),4 held from December 2008 to February 2009 in Marburg and organized 
by the Institute for Ethnology and Cultural Studies of the Philipps- University 
Marburg. The exhibit was divided into modules consisting of the German fairy- 
tale road and regional marketing, language and storytelling, psychology, pornog-
raphy and fairy- tale fetishism, fairy- tale illustrations, fairy- tale films, fairy- tale 
archaeology, Grimm street art in Marburg, and the poetry of boxes. “The basic 
idea of the exhibit,” according to the organizers was “to comprehend objects as 
nodal points that to a certain extent dwell within the popularity of the Brothers 
Grimm as they manifest themselves today and to comprehend where they are 
stored and preserved. In this regard the theory of the exhibit is based on the 
notion that things contain an energy that radiates, and they have an effect that 
harks back to the context of their origins through the network of their forces.”5 
Whether this is true— that is, whether the seemingly trivial and everyday objects 
associated with the Grimms and their tales actually vibrate and effectually res-
onate with traces of their original sociocultural context— is questionable. But it 
is certainly important to study and analyze junk and kitsch as part of a “culture 
of experience” (Erlebniskultur) that has always been an intrinsic part of folklore.

While the exhibit in Marburg reveals how seriously German curators and 
scholars take the slightest popular traces of the Grimms’ legacy in the twenty- first 
century, it is important to note that there have been other exhibits and catalogues 
that explore fascinating aspects of the Grimm legacy and are just as significant. 
I am thinking here of five publications in particular that originated either in 
conferences or in exhibits: Klaus Kaindl and Berthold Friemel, eds., Die Brüder 
Grimm in Berlin (The Brothers Grimm in Berlin, 2004)6; Harm- Peer Zimmer-
mann, ed. Zwischen Identität und Image: Die Popularität der Brüder Grimm in 
Hessen (Between Identity and Image: The Popularity of the Brothers Grimm in 
Hessia, 2009)7; Ehrhardt Holger, Dorothea Viehmann (2012)8; Andreas Hedwig, 
ed., Die Brüder Grimm in Marburg (The Brothers Grimm in Marburg, 2013)9; 
and Thorsten Smidt, ed. Expedition Grimm (2013).10 Taken together all these 
works provide a broad basis for understanding different facets of the Grimms’ 
lives, the societies in which they worked and moved, their experiences, and the 
reception of their tales and other philological works. For instance Kaindl’s and 
Friedl’s catalogue was derived from the exhibit about the Grimms’ work on the 
German Dictionary after they moved to Berlin in 1841 and documents how the 
Grimms lived and conducted their research during the latter part of their lives. 
In Zwischen Identität und Image, Zimmermann has gathered nineteen essays 
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from international scholars who explore the significance of Hessian culture, 
past and present, for the Grimms as well as the imprint that the Grimms left on 
Japanese culture and the general commercialization of the Grimms’ legacy. Die 
Brüder Grimm in Marburg is also a collection of essays that stem from an exhibit 
and conference held at the University of Marburg, where the Grimms studied at 
the beginning of the nineteenth century. Here the papers are much more specific 
and deal with such topics as the work ethic of the Brothers Grimm, the places 
where they lived, the posthumous papers in the Marburg archives, the collection 
of tales contributed by Dortchen (Wild) Grimm and her talent as storyteller. Of 
course, the most famous of the Grimms’ informants was Dorothea Viehmann, 
and the book of essays dedicated to her work, Dorothea Viehmann, is a superb 
collection of seven essays which analyze her family background, the French in-
fluences in her tales, the cultural importance of the Huguenots and the legends 
surrounding her as the ideal folk storyteller. Finally, Expedition Grimm accom-
panied the large exhibit held in Kassel in 2013 and includes essays by prominent 
Grimm scholars such as Steffen Martus, Heinz Rölleke, Bernhard Lauer, and 
Holger Ehrhardt among others. Their essays focus on topics such as the Grimms 
as modern traditionalists, the Grimms’ studies of animal epics, their work on the 
German Dictonary and legal customs, and the world success of their tales.

While all these studies and catalogues are invaluable for comprehending the 
complex legacy of the Grimms in Germany, none of them deal with the contem-
porary literary and cinematic reception. There is a world of difference between 
the way the Grimms’ tales have been received by academics and by writers and 
filmmakers, but the differences are part of the very same legacy that has pro-
found contradictions.

Literature and Film

In the field of literature, as I have already mentioned, it is well known that the 
Grimms’ tales constitute one of the most widely published and disseminated 
books in Germany that can be categorized as fiction. Large and small publishing 
houses such as Insel, Reclam, Rowohlt, Goldmann, Fischer, Diederichs, Beltz & 
Gelberg, Wissenschaftliche Buchgesellschaft, Heyne, Die bibliophilen Taschen-
bücher, Zweitausendeins, and Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht have issued various 
editions of the complete tales during the past thirty years, many of them with 
illustrations by contemporary artists. The most significant books are the an-
notated scholarly reprints of different editions that the Grimms published. For 
instance, Heinz Rölleke has edited the first edition of 1812 and 1815 for Van-
denhoeck & Ruprecht, the third edition of 1837 for Deutscher Klassiker Verlag, 
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and the seventh edition of 1857 for Reclam, and Hans- Jörg Uther has edited the 
second edition of 1819 for Olms- Weidmann and the seventh edition of 1857 for 
Diederichs.11 As I have already noted, the body of the tales, including the notes, 
is a vast and never- ending collection, which keeps appearing in many different 
versions. For instance, in the latter part of the twentieth century Rölleke edited 
three significant volumes of tales that were omitted in the final 1857 edition as 
well as tales from letters, endnotes, and manuscripts.12

The never- ending aspect of the Grimms’ tales can be seen especially in the 
variety of the books intended for children and family audiences. There have been 
well over 500 different types of Grimms’ books published in German during the 
past twenty- two years, including single volumes for pre-  and beginning  readers, 
comic books, graphic novels, picture books, selected tales for young readers, 
pornographic books, adaptations, and fine art books. Here is a tiny sample of the 
diverse products that have been cast onto the book market:

• Dagmar Kammer as illustrator for Mein großes Märchenbuch (My Big Book 
of Fairy Tales, 2009).13 Her illustrations are typical of the standard illustra-
tions for children— sweet, cute, literal, nonprovocative. They are basically 
intended to amuse and divert children, provide brief entertainment, lull 
them to sleep, or stimulate them to buy similar products. The tendency of 
most Grimm picture books and small collections for children is to infan-
tilize the texts and to provide illustrations that downplay sensitive but sig-
nificant social issues. An example of infantilization is Claudia Blei- Hoch’s 
Das große Märchen Bilderbuch der Brüder Grimm (The Big Picturebook of 
the Brothers Grimm, 2006).14 This expensive book is noteworthy because 
five young illustrators reveal how imbecilic it is to cater to a false illusion of 
what children need visually to grasp the supposed benefits of fairy tales à la 
Bruno Bettelheim. Blei- Hoch’s afterword is a travesty of good commentaries 
that seek to provide information about the Grimms. Her remarks are totally 
misinformed. A good example of a witty book for children is Rotraut Su-
sanne Berner’s work, actually two books, Märchen- Stunde (Fairy- Tale Hour, 
1998), which she reissued as Märchen- Comics (Fairy- Tale Comics) in 2008.15 
Similar to the tradition that George Cruikshank started in 1823, Berner 
transforms the characters of the tales into funny caricatures that enliven the 
plots of the tales. This is also the case in another book, Grimmige Märchen: 
13 kurze Märchen aus der Sammlung der Brüder Grimm (Gruesome Grimm 
Fairy Tales: 13 Short Fairy Tales from the Collection of the Brothers Grimm, 
1999), edited by Berner and Armin Abmeier.16 This book is highly unusual 
because thirteen talented artists illustrate some of the more gruesome and 
dark tales from Kinder-  und Hausmärchen that are not fairy tales and are not 
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as well known as the classical fairy tales. The illustrations are exceedingly 
provocative and uncover an aspect of the Grimms’ tales that needs more 
attention.

• As pedagogical complements to the standardized picture books and small 
collections that tend to trivialize the Grimms’ tales, there have been a 
large number of books that explain how parents and teachers can use the 
Grimms’ tales. Some examples are: Linda Knoch’s Praxisbuch Märchen: 
Verstehen- Deuten- Umsetzen (Practice Book for Fairy Tales: Understanding- 
 Interpreting- Transforming, 2001); Cordula and Reinhold Pertler’s Kinder 
in der Märchenwerkstatt: Kreative Spiel-  und Projektideen (Children in the 
Fairy- Tale Workshop: Ideas for Creative Play and Projects, 2009); and Ute 
Hoffmann’s Die kreative Märchen- Werkstatt (The Creative Fairy- Tale Work-
shop, 2010).17

• In my opinion, the most interesting illustrated books of the Grimms’ tales 
are the experimental works of Nikolaus Heidelbach, Susanne Janssen, Květa 
Pacovská, and Ulrike Persch. Heidelbach illustrated 110 of the Grimms’ 
fairy tales in 199518 and has also published two other important illustrated 
books, Hans Christian Andersen’s Märchen (2004) and Märchen aus aller 
Welt (2010).19 His images are stark, surrealistic and folk interpretations of 
the tales that tend to bring out both the deep dark side of the stories as well 
as their blasphemous humor. Susanne Janssen has published two picture 
books, Rotkäppchen (2001) and Hänsel und Gretel (2008).20 Both are extraor-
dinary retellings of the tales that use montage, distorted figures, and modern 
settings to bring out the horrific aspects of the tales. In her interpretation of 
“Hansel and Gretel,” she focuses on the desperation of the parents and the 
children and counters the happy ending of the tale through a disturbing col-
lage of boy, duck, and fish that do not leave the reader with the impression 
that Hansel and Gretel’s lives will be saved through a “ferry” to home. In 
keeping with the innovative ways that Heidelbach and Janssen tend to frac-
ture fairy tales— that is, to challenge the trivialized and standard depictions 
of the classical tales with complex and tantalizing compositions— the Czech 
illustrator Pacovská, who works and publishes a great deal in Germany, has 
used stunning graphics, paper collages, and bizarre figures. Unlike Janssen, 
however, she emphasizes the free play of the imagination with fairy tales in 
her versions of Rotkäppchen (2007) and Hänsel und Gretel (2009)21 and lends 
an optimistic aura to her fairy tales. Perhaps the most optimistic and subver-
sive adaptation of “Little Red Riding Hood” is Ulrike Persch’s Rot käppchens 
List (2005),22 which portrays a tiny Red Riding Hood in a contemporary 
city that often looms as dangerous. However, she is street- smart and outwits 
the wolf on her own. Persch uses black- and- white drawings as panels with a 
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striking similarity to graphic novels. Only the little girl is colored, with a red 
cap, violet t- shirt, and blue jeans, and the feminist implications of the adap-
tation are made clear through contrasting colors.

• While the subversive illustrations by Heidelbach, Janssen, Pacovská, and 
Persch are clearly intended to appeal to adults as well as young readers, 
there are a number of books for adults that are mildly interesting or highly 
provocative if not outrageous. For instance, Peter Ellinger has edited a book 
with the title If the Grimms Had Known That! New Fairy Tales in the Grimms’ 
Year 2012 (Wenn das die Grimms wüssten! Neue Märchen zum Grimm- Jahr 
2012),23 which includes eighty- six mildly interesting stories by eighty- six 
different authors. Although the book contains a few remarkable tales such 
as Bettina Ferbus’s “Die drei roten Haare des Teufels” (The Three Red Hairs 
of the Devil) and Irene Beddies’s” Die singende Prinzessin” (The Singing 
Princess), the majority of the narratives are formulaic and suffer from being 
commissioned and not having originated from the authors’ own motiva-
tions. The Grimms’ tales fare no better with the provocative porno graphic 
and erotic adaptations. The Unfug- Verlag published an outlandish sexy ver-
sion, Rotkäppchen, in 2009 that leaves nothing to any reader’s sexual imagi-
nation.24 Some other examples of erotic Grimm fairy tales are Theodor Ruf ’s 
novel Die Schöne aus dem Glassarg: Schneewittchens märchenhaftes und 
wirkliches Leben (The Beautiful Maiden from the Glass Coffin: Snow White’s 
Fabulous and Real Life, 1995) and Anne Kühne’s collection of  stories, Der 
goldene Mörser (The Golden Mortar, 2000/2008).25 Less erotic but very sub-
versive are the fractured tales of murder, sex, and gore in René Hemmer ling’s 
Total versaute Märchen: Die Brüder finden das schlimm (Totally Messed- Up 
Fairy Tales: The Brothers Find This Awful, 2006).26 Hemmerling calls his 
parodies “trash fairy tales,” and they have titles such as “Hansel and Grethel, 
& Co. Celebrate Halloween,” “Rapunzel Among Druggies,” and “The Frog 
King and the Ungrateful Barber’s Daughter.”

There have, of course, been more serious adaptations of the Grimms’ tales 
such as Cornelia Funke’s Reckless (2010) and Fearless (2012),27 Karin Duve’s 
 Grrrimm (2012),28 and Florian Weber’s Grimms Erben (2012).29 It is obvious that 
these works were timed to appear during the bicentenary celebrations of the first 
edition of the Grimms’ Kinder-  und Hausmärchen, and all of them have a critical 
edge to them. Funke’s two novels are part of a trilogy, “Mirror World series,” in 
which she depicts the Brothers Grimm as Jacob and Will Reckless in their early 
twenties. They enter a nineteenth- century fantasy world through a mirror, and 
in the first novel, Reckless, Jacob must rescue his brother, who is transformed 
into a Goyl, a humanoid race with stone skin. In this fast- paced narrative Jacob 
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encounters dwarfs, wicked and good fairies, and a female shape- shifting fox. 
Motifs from several Grimms’ tales such as “The Frog King,” “Rapunzel,” “Sleep-
ing Beauty,” and “Snow White” are thrown into the brew to enliven the plot. In 
the end Jacob can save his brother only by sacrificing his own life. He sends Will 
back to the “real” world and has only a year to live unless he finds a cure for 
his curse. Of course, this ending leads to a new beginning in Fearless, in which 
Jacob falls in love with the shape- shifter fox, also called Celeste, while seeking to 
obtain an antidote to the deadly moth implanted in his heart. Again, motifs such 
as a miraculous apple, water of immortality, and magic blood are employed as 
possible cures for Jacob’s curse. Whether he will ultimately find peace and happi-
ness will be determined in the third novel that is in the process of being written. 
This process includes a critical revision of the Grimms’ tales, which Funke has 
called somewhat reactionary in a 2010 interview: “Fairy Tales play with many 
kinds of wishes, sometimes for revenge, sometimes for power. They often appeal 
to everything other than what is good in us. When one reads a fairy tale, one is 
astonished by how reactionary they often are. Indeed, often fairy tales merely 
reinforce existing norms. In addition when one regards what the Grimms did 
with the female figures, then one is really horrified.”30

Yet, while the female figures, even the evil fairies, in Funke’s novels tend 
to be more politically correct, her character portrayal of women (and men) is 
somewhat thin and predictable in her narratives intended for a young adult (YA) 
audience. In fact, Funke’s fantasy works tend to be conventional and stilted. She 
arbitrarily uses clichés and worn- out fairy tale motifs in absurd and imitative 
ways so that her characters become more caricatures suited for comic strip than 
a novel. In contrast Karin Duve’s characters in her five unusual tales are highly 
complex and original. Using different narrative voices that are blunt, colorful, 
and idiomatic, she retells five of the Grimms’ tales (“Snow White,” “The Frog 
King,” “Sleeping Beauty,” “Brother Lustig,” and “Little Red Cap”) to explore hid-
den meanings that add greater social and philosophical depth to the stories. For 
instance, “Zwergenidyll” (Dwarf Idyll) is told in the first person by a dwarf who 
is in love with Snow White and tries to seduce her. He makes several unsuccessful 
and somewhat comic attempts to sleep with her, but she is eventually carried off 
by a prince, married, and then divorced within a year because the prince consid-
ers her beneath him. Consequently, Snow White becomes the mistress of a series 
of members of the royal court and finally drifts off to nowhere, while the dwarf 
becomes rich after discovering gold and waits for her in the cottage in which 
Snow White used to clean and cook. There is nothing idyllic in Duve’s version of a 
Grimm tale that suggests Snow White will live happily ever after. In “Die Frosch-
braut” (“The Frog’s Wife”) narrated by the princess, we learn that her tyrannical 
father is a criminal and maltreats his daughter. Under investigation for his illegal 
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activities by the police, he hides incriminating papers in a golden ball, the prin-
cess’s favorite plaything. A young policeman, disguised and transformed into a 
frog, finds the ball and investigates the father’s illegal activities. Eventually, he 
liberates the daughter from her prison- like existence, instead of the typical end-
ing in which the princess breaks the frog’s magic spell by throwing him against 
a wall. Duve clearly undermines expectations of readers of the classical versions 
of the Grimms’ tales to cast light on the seamy side of “real life.” In the title story, 
“Grrrimm,” a tour- de- force retelling of “Little Red Cap” combined with “The Boy 
Who Set Out to Learn about Fear,” she sets the tale in a contemporary village 
in the mountains of some apparently Slavic country, where conditions are very 
primitive. Told from the alternating perspectives of Elsie (Little Red Cap) and 
Stepan, Elsie’s childhood friend, who has moved to a village farther down the 
mountain and has become a young man who knows no fear, we learn that Elsie is 
the one of twelve children in a poor family. Both the mother and father appear to 
be alcoholics. The village and district are without funds so that garbage is every-
where as are wolves. Elsie’s father, Kimi, and his friend Istvan are attacked by a 
werewolf. The friend dies and the father appears to be dying from a bite. So Elsie, 
wearing her red cap, is sent to her grandmother, Uchtatka, a feisty witch, for a 
cure. She accidentally meets Stepan as she walks through the forest, and he helps 
her to bring the cure to Elsie’s father. However, he dies. After the burial and bru-
tal treatment from her mother and siblings, Elsie decides to run off with Stepan 
and wants to meet him at her grandmother’s house. However, when she arrives 
there, she discovers that her grandmother, herself, is a werewolf but has learned 
to control her aggressive instincts. As they wait for Stepan, the dead Istvan, who 
has arisen from his grave as a vampire, arrives and kills the grandmother. Then 
Stepan appears, and since he doesn’t know what fear is, he attacks Istvan and 
is saved when Elsie uses an ax to cut off Istvan’s head. Ironically, the narrative 
ends with Stepan revealing that Elsie was bitten by her grandmother so that she 
could defend herself against Istvan. Fortunately, Stepan has no fear about living 
with Elsie. Duve’s narrative harks back to eighteenth-  and nineteenth- century 
European versions of “Little Red Riding Hood,” and though it is gruesome, she 
captures the heroic aspect of two young people born into a barbaric society. To-
gether, despite the depraved conditions of the village and surrounding commu-
nity, Elsie and Stepan have learned to survive on their own.

Survival also plays a major role in Florian Weber’s extraordinary novel, 
Grimms Erben (Grimms’ Heirs), which concerns the fate of writers of fairy 
tales, or storytelling in general, in the post- Holocaust era. The novel, filled with 
gallows humor and strange coincidences, is divided into three parts that take 
place in the Warsaw Ghetto in 1943, in the latter part of the twentieth century 
and early part of the twenty- first century in Lower Bavaria, and then in the 
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contemporary world of the Austrian Alps. The plot is based on an oath that two 
brothers, Ignaz and Zacharias Buchmann, sons of a shoemaker in a tiny village 
in Bavaria, make to each other at the beginning of World War II, when they 
decide to avoid serving in the German army: they intend to live in a hut in the 
Austrian Alps until the war is terminated and to publish a book of Ignaz’s fairy 
tales under the title “Grimms’ Heirs.” Before they seek refuge in the mountains, 
Ignaz wants to publish his book as a sign of resistance to the Nazis and as a 
gesture for a peaceful world. Zacharias is to be the publisher. However, they be-
come separated in Warsaw, where they had hoped to find a printer for the book. 
Ignaz is captured by the Nazis and sent to Treblinka as a Jew. Zacharias is re-
cruited into the German army as a truck driver, and unfortunately, he witnesses 
the execution of his brother when he is sent to pick up supplies in Treblinka. 
Nevertheless, he is able to save five of his brother’s tales, and thereafter, his mis-
sion in life is to fulfill the oath that he made to Ignaz. To do this, he changes 
his identity and becomes Zacharias Locher, and the rest of the novel focuses on 
how this oath is passed on to his grandson August in postwar Germany, and the 
difficult conditions under which August, also a writer of tales, must learn, like 
Job, to suffer and prove himself “worthy” to carry out the oath after his grand-
father commits suicide. The final part of the novel includes a fairy tale written 
by Ignaz that exemplifies the morality behind the oath: Night challenges Day 
to a duel to determine who will dominate the world for all twenty- four hours 
instead of sharing each day for twelve hours. As their armies are about to engage 
in war, the Tides, Ebb and Flow, appear and talk sense to Day and Night so that 
they realize it would be too much work to control the world for twenty- four 
hours. So Day and Night settle their conflict in peace. The result is that “Ebb and 
Flow still continue to ensure there will be chaos in human emotions— because 
they have not expired.”31

Aside from the fairy- tale novels of Günter Grass, Weber’s work is one of 
the few narratives that deepen the ethical legacy of the Grimms’ tales, and his 
novel sets out to explore the morality of writing fairy tales as a mission in light 
of the Nazi past without being overly didactic. Weber’s unusual approach shows 
how entangled the Grimms’ heritage is, and this is what makes Weber’s novel so 
significant.

Filmic adaptations

Whether there is such a strong moral aspect in the adaptation of the Grimms’ 
tales for the cinema remains to be seen. The quantity, quality, and variety of these 
films, made mainly for television and DVD markets, are vast. First, it should be 
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noted that the reunification of Germany allowed all the East German Deutsche 
Film- Aktiengesellschaft (DEFA), Czech, and Russian fairy- tale films to be mar-
keted in the former West Germany, and today many of these films have been 
shown on television and in theaters, and are readily available as DVDs through 
the small distribution company Icestorm. As Sebastian Heiduschke points out,

By transforming the films from intangible products into com-
modity items that could be purchased and owned by individuals, 
Icestorm established DEFA as a unique German brand name, al-
lowing former GDR citizens to claim them as part of their identi-
ties. Initially, the company selected titles for release based on the 
input from previous customers to determine the most successful 
DEFA film genres in the GDR and therefore the most promising 
products for commercialization on home video. Thus the first 
wave of VHS releases saw fairy tales such as Wolfgang Staudte’s 
Die Geschichte vom kleinen Much (The Story of Little Mook, 1953) 
that had enchanted children and adults alike in the GDR and now 
targeted parents who wanted their children to grow up with these 
movies from their childhood.32

Most of them are live- action films, although one should not forget that numer-
ous excellent animated fairy- tale films were also created in Eastern Europe from 
1945 to 1990.

DEFA produced twenty- three live- action fairy- tale films from 1956 to 1989 
based on the Grimms’ tales, not to mention other films adapted from the fairy 
tales of Hans Christian Andersen and Wilhelm Hauff and co- productions with 
Czech filmmakers.33 Intended for young viewers, the DEFA fairy- tale films were 
directed by some of the best filmmakers in East Germany and included many 
of the country’s foremost actors. Moreover, the manner in which the Grimms’ 
tales were transformed to emphasize class struggle, the radical transformation 
of society, industriousness, and social and political justice makes it clear that the 
filmmakers and their crews did a thorough study of the ideology of each tale and 
sought to highlight textual contradictions as well as the contradictions of the 
East German state and party. For the most part the aesthetic quality of the films 
is very good, even when the plots and themes may be overly didactic. What is 
interesting today is that, while DEFA sought to demonstrate how the Grimms’ 
tales were part and parcel of a German socialist heritage, the films as DVDs cir-
culate in a reunified capitalist Germany and must compete with other German 
series of fairy- tale films that are ideologically more in keeping with patriarchal 
and capitalist ideas.
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For instance, Greenlight Media introduced the animated series Simsala-
Grimm in 1999 and produced fifty- two episodes up through 2010 based largely 
on the Grimms’ tales and several tales from the works of Hauff, Andersen, and 
Joseph Jacobs. The format of each 25- minute episode calls for two charming char-
acters, a zany mischief- maker named YoYo and the more serious and studious 
Doc Cro to become involved in a revised tale geared primarily toward amusing 
audiences. Their major function is to provide comic relief as they intervene in 
the action always to help the good characters. For the most part the directors of 
these skits have simplified the tales in an effort to provide commercially digestible 
amusement for children between the ages of four and ten without questioning 
the ideology of the original Grimm texts as the DEFA films always did to address 
political conflicts. To a great extent the focus tends to be on the two comic charac-
ters Yo Yo and Doc Cro rather than on exploring the Grimms’ tales in any critical 
or creative depth. For this reason, despite the good reception of SimsalaGrimm 
by young viewers, two important societies, the Europäische Märchengesellschaft 
and the Märchen- Stiftung Walter Kahn, along with numerous independent story-
tellers, educators, and film critics, initiated a controversial debate in 2000 about 
the denigration of the Grimms’ legacy that continues up to the present day. Ac-
cording to Daniel Drascek, the critics of SimsalaGrimm (and also other fairy- tale 
TV series) accuse the producers of falsifying the folklore tradition of the Brothers 
Grimm, commercializing the tales irresponsibly, and harming the imagination of 
children by visualizing tales that were created to be told.34

Diverse opinions were represented in the book, Märchen— Kinder— Medien 
(Fairy Tales— Children— Media, 2000), edited by Kurt Franz and Walter Kahn,35 
that reveal how critics are seriously concerned about the Grimm’s legacy of folk 
and fairy tales and how differently they assess the filmic adaptation of the tales. 
Some such as Christoph Schmitt, Joachim Giera, and Lutz Röhrich suggest that 
the questionable or nonauthentic fairy- tale films keep the Grimms’ tradition 
alive and that it will remain resilient no matter how differently it is interpreted 
or transformed. Despite or because of the critical reception, the SimsalaGrimm 
series continues to enjoy popular success; it is well- funded and widely dissem-
inated throughout the world, and it is accompanied by toys, puzzles, coloring 
books, games, and other peripheral products. To a certain extent, the success of 
this series has spawned two live- action fairy- tale series for television, Märchen-
perlen (Fairy- tale Pearls, 2005) and Sechs auf einen Streich (Six with One Blow, 
2008). Both series are modernized interpretations of the Grimms’ tales and are 
intended for older children and families. Thus far, there have been over twenty 
different adaptations that vary greatly in quality and draw large audiences. While 
the producers of these series tend to draw contemporary meanings from these 
tales and at the same time preserve their so- called original messages, it is clear 
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that the films are bound by the demands and ideologies of German television 
codes and prescriptions.

It seems as though the success of these television fairy- tale films has discour-
aged filmmakers from producing films for the cinema. Aside from various for-
eign films, there have been relatively few feature- length fairy- tale films produced 
by German corporations in the last twenty years. Two films are noteworthy for 
their high kitsch “quality”: 7 Zwerge— Männer allein im Wald (7 Dwarfs— Men 
Alone in the Woods, 2004) and the sequel 7 Zwerge— Der Wald ist nicht genug 
(7 Dwarfs— The Woods Are Not Enough, 2006), live- action films both directed 
by Sven Unterwaldt and both with great success at the box office. The comedies 
are loosely based on the Grimms’ “Snow White” and depict the absurd adven-
tures of seven men named Brummboss, Sunny, Cloudy, Tschakko, Cookie, Bubi, 
and Speedy, who have decided to live deep in a forest without women because 
they have all had mishaps with the female sex. Indeed, they are all misfits, and 
when Red Riding Hood and Snow White wander into the forest, the blundering 
men are at first flustered but eventually save Snow White from the evil queen. 
In the sequel, they rescue her once again, this time from Rumpelstiltskin. Both 
films are insipid; the gags are infantile and offensive to anyone who has a mind; 
the slapstick acting is worse than the acting of the Three Stooges; the pandering 
directors simply want to feed nonthinking audiences accustomed to trivial fun 
some more junk food to go along with the popcorn they eat.

Two other films, Christoph Hochhäusler’s Milchwald (In This Very Moment, 
2003) (figure 8) and Doris Dörrie’s Der Fischer und seine Frau (The Fisherman 
and His Wife, 2005), are to be taken much more seriously. In a clear reference 
to the Grimms’ “Hansel and Gretel,” Hochhäusler’s bleak but brilliant film con-
cerns the accidental abandonment of two children, Lea and Constantin, or the 
incapacity of parents in our post- industrialist world to provide the young with 
the nurture and care that they need. The plot is simple and straightforward: a 
young woman named Sylvia has become a stepmother by marrying an older man 
named Joseph, a widower, who has two children. They are clearly well- to- do and 
have recently moved into a suburban house still in the midst of renovation in the 
former East Germany, which itself is in need of renovation. Everything is white, 
sterile, and unfinished inside the house, and Sylvia has obviously not adjusted 
to the house and the two stepchildren, who resent her. The house undergoing 
renovation and the unprepared young wife married to a rich professional can 
easily be interpreted as a representation of contemporary East Germany after 
the fall of the wall in 1989. The young stepmother is not up to the task of raising 
children who do not belong to her. In the film’s initial scene, she picks them up 
from school and drives them to do some shopping in Poland, where prices are 
cheaper than in Germany. However, she has an argument with Lea and abandons 
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both children temporarily on the road to the shopping center. The abandonment 
turns out to be permanent when the children wander into a forest and become 
lost and eventually are taken to a Polish city by a worker who delivers cleaning 
fluid to different hotels in the region. At first he wants a reward for finding them, 
but he eventually abandons them on a highway because they cause him so much 
trouble.

There is no happy ending in this film, for the family has degenerated and 
cannot hold itself together in an apathetic world. The children are left to their 
own devices because anxiety and alienation cannot create bonds of support for 
the young. The film reflects how misunderstanding is the way people commu-
nicate, whether it be in the former East Germany or Poland, and certainly the 
language and cultural misunderstandings contribute to the conflicts concerning 
the children. Silence, alienation, and repression are also contributing factors to 
the dilemma of the family. Certainly, the children are not willfully abandoned in 
this film, but they have been psychologically abandoned, and though they head 
for home at the end, it is questionable whether they can find home in a world of 
lies and miscommunication.

Such is Hochhäusler’s comment on the Grimms’ legacy, while Dörrie is much 
more optimistic even if she is somewhat simplistic and reactionary. That is, she 
simplistically argues for a simple anti- capitalist life while she reacts to the femi-
nist movement by displaying how women are weak and more drawn to glamour 
and money than men. Her film is a comedy based on the Grimms’ dialect tale, 

Figure 8. Milchwald (In This Very Moment). Christoph Hochhäusler, director. Feiber Film, 2003.
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“The Fisherman and His Wife,” and it begins first in Japan, where a young Ger-
man fish doctor named Otto accidentally meets a lovely young fashion designer 
named Ida. They fall in love and decide to have a blitz marriage in Japan. When 
they return to Germany, they live in a shabby caravan, where Otto makes a living 
curing and dealing in exotic fish. Ida designs unusual scarves and dresses. As 
they begin to prosper, Ida insists on moving to more comfortable and luxurious 
places— an apartment, a condominium, a huge mansion with servants— and she 
also changes her looks to become more stylish and fashionable. Her ambition 
leads to marital strife and separation, until Ida and Otto lose all their money and 
wealth. Most of the blame is placed on Ida, as is the case with the fisherman’s wife 
in the Grimms’ tale. Gradually, she realizes how much happier she was with Otto 
when they were living in a caravan and struggling. Consequently, she returns to 
Otto in a grand, sentimental gesture of reconciliation.

The film is framed by two talking fish— Otto’s pets, so to speak— who com-
ment on the relationship between Otto and Ida. They appear to be humans living 
under a curse and will be released from the spell if Otto and Ida stay together 
three years. Ironically, they are then transformed into frogs, supposedly Dörrie’s 
light- hearted joke about the Grimms’ tale and fairy- tale expectations. But it is 
not a joke to depict a young contemporary woman punished because she is too 
ambitious while her tender young man tries to preserve the integrity of their 
marriage. While not as banal as the “Snow White” filmic adaptations, Dörrie’s 
film is a superficial interpretation of the Grimms’ tale with stereotypical Holly-
wood touches.

With films such as the The Fisherman and His Wife, 7 Zwerge, and many 
other kitsch uses of the Grimms’ tales in the past twenty- five years, it is a won-
der that the Grimms’ legacy has survived. However, as I have already suggested, 
there are always conflicts and disputes over legacies and heritages. There are al-
ways valid and invalid claims. Now, I should like to turn to what I believe are 
the more serious and legitimate claims to the Grimms’ legacy in Germany, and I 
want to begin with another brief discussion about the meaning of legacy before 
turning to Günter Grass and some important scholarly endeavors to preserve 
and deepen the Grimms’ contribution to folklore.

The Legacy and Heritage of the Brothers Grimm

As I have already explained, the general meaning of “legacy” is associated with 
a bequest, generally money and property, handed down by an ancestor or pre-
decessor. A bequest may be anything— land, houses, articles, jewelry, letters, 
documents, and so on. The bequest is generally recorded in a will or legally 
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determined by courts. It is frequently based on a conscious decision by the be-
queather before his or her death. Sometimes legacy is connected to a heritage or 
inheritance, what the Germans call Erbe. During the existence of the two states, 
East and West Germany from 1948 to 1990, there was a continual, sometimes 
fierce debate about which nation- state was entitled to inherit the great cultural 
tradition of the German humanities— the socialist East or the capitalist West. In 
the case of the Brothers Grimm and their tales, there are no written testimonies 
that indicate exactly what they wanted to bequeath or pass on as a heritage to 
the German people. Yet their intentions are clear— that is, they were clear almost 
from the beginning of their careers as scholars when they were still in their early 
twenties, especially after they began studying with their mentor Carl von Savigny 
at the University of Marburg at the beginning of the nineteenth century. As I have 
already shown, the Grimms sought to collect and preserve all kinds of ancient 
relics that consisted of tales, myths, songs, fables, legends, epics, documents, and 
other artifacts as if they were sacred and precious gems. They intended to trace 
and grasp the essence of cultural evolution and to demonstrate how natural lan-
guage, stemming from the needs, customs, and rituals of the common people, 
created authentic bonds and helped forge civilized communities. This is one of 
the reasons why they called their collection of tales an educational primer (Er-
ziehungsbuch), for the tales recalled the past foundation of the Germanic people 
and also other European groups. Yet, the Kinder-  und Hausmärchen is only a 
small part of the Grimms’ legacy, and to understand the role that the tales played 
in their bequest to the Germans, we must bear in mind the following points:

 1. Before they began collecting folk tales in 1806, the Grimms had begun gath-
ering all kinds of sagas, epics, legends, songs, and manuscripts and writing 
about their historical significance. As Steffen Martus has demonstrated in 
his significant biography of the Grimms,36 they were diligent workaholics, 
determined to prove themselves as the foremost scholars in the new fields of 
philology, ethnology, and folklore and bent on uncovering the mysteries of 
the origins of older texts. They were very competitive and ambitious.

 2. Once they decided to publish the first two volumes of the Kinder-  und 
Hausmärchen in 1812 and 1815, the framework of the corpus of their tales 
that kept changing formed one of the bequests that the Grimms made to the 
German people.

 3. While they appreciated that their collected tales appealed to children, they 
intended that their seven collections of the large edition to be read by adults 
as an educational primer.
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 4. It was not until 1819, when Wilhelm took complete charge of editing all 
future editions of Kinder-  und Hausmärchen, that there was a noticeable 
change in their consistent adaptation of their tales and publishing policy. 
Wilhelm expanded the bequest. Under the influence of Edgar Taylor’s trans-
lation, German Popular Stories (1823), the Grimms decided to have their 
tales illustrated and to publish a small edition of fifty tales more dedicated to 
family reading and children, and not to publish footnotes or notes with the 
tales in the larger edition.

 5. Though the Grimms focused on tales that seemed to have a clear Germanic 
lineage, they never called their tales German, as did Ludwig Bechstein, or 
label them Tyrolean, Austrian, Hessian, Swabian, Swiss, and so on, as other 
collectors of tales did. The more they collected, the more they realized that 
their tales were part and parcel of a large and extensive European oral and 
literary tradition.

 6. By 1837— that is, with the publication of the third large edition— Jacob paid 
very little attention to the Kinder-  und Hausmärchen, and even Wilhelm, 
who kept refining the tales to find the appropriate oral folk mode, did not 
devote much research or time to expand and revise the collection. By 1840 
the Brothers turned their attention to collecting notes for the great project of 
their mature years, The German Dictionary, and other philological projects. 
The tales, if anything, were part of a huge body of the Grimms’ philologi-
cal works that formed a unique part of their legacy to the German people. 
The significance of the tales cannot be understood without grasping their 
relationship to the German language and culture— that is, to the German 
civilizing process.

Günter Grass and the Grimms

This last point is made significantly clear in Günter Grass’s work, Grimms Wörter: 
Eine Liebeserklärung (Grimms’ Words: A Declaration of Love, 2010),37 part mem-
oir and part testimony to the great legacy of the Grimms. In a 2010 interview 
with the German magazine, Der Spiegel, Grass reveals a deep gratitude to the 
Grimms: “My relationship with Wilhelm and Jacob Grimm reaches far back into 
my childhood. I grew up with the Grimms’ fairy tales. I even saw a theater pro-
duction of ‘Tom Thumb’ during Advent at the State Theater in Danzig, which my 
mother took me to see. Then later in my life, the brothers influenced my creative 
work. . . . This book is about the political and social side. The life of the Grimms, 
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who lived through a period marked by radical change, just as I did, lends itself to 
this.” 38 Indeed, Grass’s sprawling declaration is a thought- provoking book with 
an unusual interpretation of the legacy of the Brothers Grimm that has little to do 
with fairy tales but more to do with politics and the usefulness of words. Indeed, 
what else could be expected from Günter Grass, the most famous, if not most 
notorious writer of postwar Germany? Despite the fact that he has written two 
fairy- tale novels, Der Butt (The Flounder, 1977) and Die Rättin (The Rat, 1986), 
as well as Die Blechtrommel (The Tin Drum, 1959), which has clear parallels with 
“Tom Thumb” tales, his book about the Brothers Grimm and their words does 
not focus much on their tales and their influence but on his own writing.

There are three strands of history that Grass weaves in this memoir: (1) a 
socio political biography of the Brothers Grimm, Jacob (1785– 1863) and Wil-
helm (1786– 1859); (2) a chronicle of the development of the German Dictionary 
(Das deutsche Wörterbuch, 1838– 1961), first edited by the Brothers, who were 
only able to complete four volumes up to the letter F during their lifetime; and 
(3) pungent memories of Grass’s political activities (from the 1930s to the pres-
ent), which are linked to his two more recent memoirs.

The first strand deals with the sociopolitical conditions that shaped the 
Grimms’ own declaration of love for the research of ancient words, tales, and 
documents. Grass’s focus on the Göttingen period (1829– 37) allows him to show 
how the Grimms, who were banished by the tyrannical King of Hannover, were 
swept up by the political struggles of the times and how their allegiance to the 
integrity of words such as their oath to the constitution of Hannover formed 
bonds that they refused to break. The Brothers developed a deep attachment 
to one another and to Germany through words, even though Germany was not 
unified at that time.

The second strand of Grass’s book demonstrates that it is the Dictionary and 
the other philological works published by the Grimms that provide the basis of 
their legacy in Germany. He traces the remarkable and contradictory history of 
the Dictionary through the Nazi period to 1961, when all thirty- two volumes 
finally appeared together, and he explains how work on German words in a re-
vised Grimms’ Dictionary continues today.

The Grimms’ legacy is, therefore, never- ending, just as Grass’s interventions 
and play with words in his book are never- ending and form the third strand of 
his book. Grass inserts himself everywhere as he records the biography of the 
Grimms and their Dictionary. In fact, throughout the book, Grass tends to cel-
ebrate himself and his political actions more than the Grimms and their words. 
Yet, in many respects it is thanks to the provocative Grass that the Grimms’ leg-
acy receives the “proper” homage that it deserves. For most people in the world 
and in Germany itself, the Grimms are famous because of their tales. Yet more 
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than ninety percent of their work involved profound philological research into 
the history and vitality of words and how and why we speak them. And so, Grass’s 
verbosity and immodest celebration of his personal debt to the Grimms should 
help us alter our perspective as to why the words of their tales are so meaningful.

Scholarly Endeavors to Preserve  
the Grimms’ Legacy to Folklore

This shift in perspective does not mean that we should spend more time ana-
lyzing the Dictionary and other philological works of the Brothers Grimm. It 
means that that we should be paying more attention to the interrelationship be-
tween philology and narratology in the Grimms collection of folk tales. Indeed, 
German scholars have been at the forefront of the historical and philological 
scholarship that deals with the Grimms’ voluminous works. The Brüder Grimm- 
Gesellschaft in Kassel and the Europäische Märchengesellschaft have sponsored 
conferences and exhibits as well as the publication of annuals, magazines, and 
monographs for over fifty years. Some of their work is tedious and in need of 
critical revision, but for the most part, the scholarship is dependable and useful. 
It is also not by chance that the monumental Enzyklopädie des Märchens, the 
most significant and resourceful encyclopedia of folk and fairy tales in the west-
ern world, is housed in Göttingen and edited by some of the foremost scholars 
of folklore, who also contribute to Fabula, the leading European journal of folk 
and fairy tales.

Amid all the remarkable work of German folklorists, linguists, and liter-
ary critics, it is, in my opinion, Heinz Rölleke, who has been crucial for under-
standing the Grimms’ legacy during the past fifty years. Rölleke began to make 
a name for himself as the most eminent scholar of the Grimms’ tales when he 
published Die älteste Märchensammlung der Brüder Grimm (The Oldest Collec-
tion of the Tales of the Brothers Grimm) in 1975, the first and most thoroughly 
annotated edition of the Grimms’ written manuscript of 1810, usually referred 
to as the Ölenberg manuscript.39 This work enabled scholars to examine how the 
Grimms vastly changed the tales before they went into print in the first edition of 
1812– 15. Rölleke followed this book with Märchen aus dem Nachlaß der Brüder 
Grimm (Tales from the Unpublished Papers of the Brothers Grimm, 1977), se-
lected tales from the Grimms’ posthumous papers; Wo das Wünschen noch ge-
holfen hat (When Wishing Still Helped, 1985), a collection of his shorter essays; 
and Die Märchen der Brüder Grimm (The Tales of the Brothers Grimm, 1985), 
an exceedingly informative introduction to the Grimms’ tales that he revised 
in 2004.40 Altogether he has published well over sixty books that deal with the 
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Grimms’ tales, and he has also edited reprints of the first, third, and seventh edi-
tions of the Kinder-  und Hausmärchen as well as the Grimms’ correspondence. 
In short, Rölleke’s careful philological work has laid the basis for most of the 
important scholarly work on the Grimms’ tales in the late twentieth century and 
early twenty- first century.

His most recent book, whose title in English reads, Once Upon a Time.  .  . 
The True Tales of the Brothers Grimm and Who Told Them to Them (2011),41 is a 
collaboration with the talented German illustrator, Albert Schindehütte, a nota-
ble Grimm specialist in his own right, who has provided highly unusual illustra-
tions. The purpose of this edition— and to a certain extent Rölleke has come full 
circle in his research— is to uncover and pay tribute to the people who provided 
the Grimms with different kinds of tales in their earliest versions before they 
were changed and honed, largely by Wilhelm Grimm. It is commonly known 
that the Grimms did not provide detailed information about their informants 
and exactly when, where, and how they passed on the stories that they either told 
to the Grimms or wrote down for them. Even when the Grimms did indicate the 
sources of the tales, some of their information was misleading.

Rölleke has made it his “mission” during the past thirty- five years or so to 
trace the history of the informants. During the course of these years, his volumi-
nous essays clarified how the Grimms obtained their tales and what their sources 
were. Finally, in Es war einmal, he has published selected tales from twenty- five 
informants that can be found either in the Ölenberg manuscript or in the 1812– 
15 edition. These tales are truer to the authentic storytelling tradition of their 
time and quite different from the same tales that the Grimms gradually edited 
until they reached their polished form in the seventh edition of 1857. Rölleke’s 
plan is to let the informants speak for themselves, true to the present methods of 
modern folklorists, who generally take care to provide biographical information 
of the storytellers and the context in which the tales are recorded.

In Es war einmal, we now gain a more comprehensive understanding of the 
background of the tales and how the Grimms worked. Despite certain contra-
dictions in their work, Rölleke maintains that the Grimms managed to uncover 
numerous mythological motifs, parallels, and explanations, important for the 
study of folklore and the German language. At the same time, they artfully re-
constituted the tales they received in accordance with their philological concept 
and growing awareness that the tales were widespread in Europe. Moreover, as 
Rölleke stresses, these so- called Hessian or German tales owed more to a greater 
European literary and folklore tradition than most people realize. And per-
haps this is the reason why the tales never belonged to the informants or to the 
Grimms and why they are so globally popular today. Whatever the truth may be, 
Rölleke’s spadework adds luster to the accomplishment of the Grimms as great 
European folklorists, who bequeathed their tales to Europe and the world.
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Rölleke is, of course, not the only major German scholar, who has added 
to our understanding of the multicultured legacy of the Brothers Grimm and 
their tales. For instance, after making a significant contribution to the field of 
international folklore by revising Antti Aarne and Stith Thompson’s The Types 
of the Folktales: A Classification and Bibliography in 2004, Hans- Jörg Uther has 
performed another useful deed by producing Handbuch zu den “Kinder-  und 
Hausmärchen der Brüder Grimm. Entstehung— Wirkung— Interpretation (Com-
panion to the Children’s and Household Tales of the Brothers Grimm: Origin- 
Recpetion- Interpretation, 2008),42 the most thorough handbook of annotations 
to the Grimms’ collection of folk tales to date, including all the tales that the 
Brothers had deleted or omitted in the course of publishing seven editions from 
1812 to 1857. This is a major accomplishment, for Uther provides a plethora of 
references and sources to scholars and students who might be interested in the 
origins, impact, and criticism of the Grimms’ tales, and he covers a wide range 
of scholarship (most of it German) with élan and perspicacity. Aside from this 
Handbook, Uther has written numerous essays about the Grimms’ tales and has 
also edited reprints of the Grimms’ second and seventh editions of the Children’s 
and Household Tales.

In a much different and incisive theoretical study, Das Buch, das wir sind: 
Zur Poetik der “Kinder-  und Hausmärchen, gesammelt durch die Brüder Grimm, 
43 Jens Sennewald develops Rölleke’s notion of the Grimms as modernist and ro-
mantic cultivators of folk tales, not just fairy tales. Following Jacob Grimm’s de-
bate about natural and artistic poetry and the meaning of fairy tales with Achim 
von Arnim, Sennewald makes clear what the Grimms’ intentions were. It is to 
Sennewald’s credit that he explores and explains the intentions and conceptions 
of the Grimms’ as romantic writers and philologists. As I have remarked in pre-
vious chapters, Sennewald emphasizes that there was not just one edition of their 
tales, but seven, and that the narratives, consisting of fairy tales, animal tales, leg-
ends, religious stories, fables, and anecdotes, were constantly edited and changed 
over the course of forty- seven years. These seven editions were influenced by the 
Grimms’ other linguistic and philological works. Sennewald maintains that the 
editions of the tales need to be considered as a collective whole, which, accord-
ing to the Grimms, originated in antiquity and continued to be formed and re-
formed in a flowing process of remaking that sought to make words come alive, 
to resuscitate relics of the past and silenced words, so that they could speak for 
themselves in tone and structure.

Indeed, the Grimms paved the way for research— the collecting of tales 
and the gradual development of “romantic” precepts of folklore that numerous 
folklorists were to follow in the nineteenth century. This is not to say that the 
Grimms were idealistic visionaries who misrepresented the folk and folk tales 
by claiming they all emanated from a pristine past or mysterious divinity. The 
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German romantics such as Wackenroder, Tieck, Novalis, Friedrich and August 
Wilhelm von Schlegel, Brentano, Arnim, Eichendorff, and Hoffmann, were 
experimental, innovative, and highly educated. The Grimms intensely studied 
words, sayings, etymologies, themes, plots, and history and pieced together hun-
dreds of versions and variants of folk and fairy tales to understand their core. 
This is why it is so difficult to talk about a single Grimm legacy, even if we limit 
ourselves to discussing just the tales that they collected. As Donald Haase has 
astutely pointed out:

The problem has to do with the extraordinarily difficult nature 
of Grimms’ text. Identifying Grimms’ collection as a published 
text— as a book— is, perhaps surprisingly, a formidable task. 
While we speak without qualification and generously generalize 
about “Grimms’ Fairy Tales,” as if the referent of that phrase re-
quired no elaboration, the textual and editorial history of that title 
makes it impossible to speak definitively of a single text. In fact, 
Grimms’ fairy tales constitute not simply a book but many books. 
As Grimm scholarship over the last twenty- five years has stressed, 
the Kinder-  und Hausmärchen is a dynamic publishing phenome-
non that existed in seventeen different authorized editions in the 
Grimms’ lifetime alone.44

As pioneers who issued a call for more collecting of folk tales in the nine-
teenth century, the Grimms helped to open the dikes that had dammed the oral 
folk tales from being spread and had kept them from being known among the 
general population in Germany and European countries, and consequently, hun-
dreds of unusual collections of folk tales appeared during their lifetime through-
out Europe. By the 1870s, the great Sicilian folklorist Giuseppe Pitrè, who 
stemmed from a poor fisherman’s family, collected fairy tales in dialect from illit-
erate lower- class women and men. They exhibited large repertoires of tales as did 
many of the peasant storytellers in France in the collections of François- Marie 
Luzel, Jean François Bladé, Paul Sébillot, Henry Carnoy and in other countries 
such as Russia in the collections of Alexander Afans’ev and Czechoslovakia in 
the collections of Karel Erben. The Grimms’ “German” legacy of tales was always 
much more than German, and for the most part, they can sleep peacefully in 
their graves because the profound multicultural origins and essential historical 
meaning of their tales have been acknowledged, whether it be through popular 
kitsch and comics, artistic adaptations in literature, theater, opera, ballet, and 
film, or in thorough historical and philological research. Their “German” tales 
mean more in the world than words can articulate.



      131

CHAPTER FIVE

How Superheroes Made Their Way into  
the World of Fairy Tales: The appeal  
of Cooperation and Collective action  
from the Greek Myths to the Grimms’ 
Tales and Beyond

The attempts to distinguish myth from folktale in current usage are a 
methodological nightmare: this has only a limited bearing on the an-
cient usage of the Greek term mythos, which tends to mean simply a 
tale, without any certain connotation of its truth. Partly, our perspectives 
have evolved historically, with nineteenth- century notions of folklore 
and folktale suggesting primitive survival and some twentieth- century 
notions of myth suggesting an element of genuine belief; this converges, 
up to a point, with the idea of myth as largely confined to creation and 
early etiological stories, but it is hardly practical to press such distinc-
tions,. In this case, no definition at all is probably less misleading than 
one so loaded with qualification as to be practically useless.

— Graham Anderson, Greek and Roman Folklore1

Several years ago I came across a book with the title Snow White and the Seven 
Samurai (2000), written by the popular British writer Tom Holt. Intrigued by the 
title, I bought the book and read it to the end, even though the novel is absurdly 
ridiculous, often boring, and always outrageous à la Monty Python. To demon-
strate how preposterous this fairy- tale novel is, I shall summarize the complex 
plot, a pastiche of post- modern comic episodes, reminiscent of the American 
animated TV show Family Guy, to show how Holt makes a mockery of the heroic 
aspects of fairy tales, especially “Snow White” and other stories related to the 
Grimms’ Kinder-  und Hausmärchen.

Holt’s fairy- tale novel, if one can call the book a novel, begins with three 
young hackers, two brothers and a sister, who break into fairyland’s operating sys-
tem controlled by the wicked queen’s magic mirror. They accidentally cause the 
mirror’s operations to crash; the sister is zapped into the fairy- tale domain; the 
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brothers are turned into mice and seek to rescue their Sis; and everything in the 
system becomes so scrambled and confused that the wicked queen, who had been 
planning to kill Snow White, is prevented from carrying out her plans. Instead, 
she must take a backup memory bucket and find someone in the nearby forest to 
reload the liquid memory into the system to fix it. In the meantime all the fairy- 
tale characters and their stories have become meshed and messed up so that there 
are about ten different confusing plots occurring at the same time without rhyme 
or reason. The big bad wolf is transformed into a handsome prince named Fang 
and is supposed to rescue princesses. The Beast is persecuted by Beauty. Snow 
White becomes vicious, seeks to avenge herself on the queen, and hires the seven 
samurai to forget altruism and to murder the queen. In the meantime the dwarfs, 
led by Dumpy, Rumpelstiltskin, Tom Thumb, and an elf, go on a quest to protect 
the three pigs with anti- tank weapons and later do battle with the samurai. The 
Sis of the real world and the wicked queen, incapacitated ruler of the domain, be-
come companions while trying to fix the operating system. At the same time the 
Brothers Grimm ruthlessly seek to gain control of the system so that they can have 
complete power over the anarchically transformed domain. All the crossed- plots, 
conflicts, and misunderstandings become so chaotic that Mr. Dawes, the owner 
of the domain in the real world, pulls the computer plug and causes the fairy- tale 
realm to be flooded. In the end the three young hackers return to the real world, 
and Mr. Dawes reveals how he controls the computer game, mixes reality with 
fantasy, and can arbitrarily start the fantasies again that lead to different stories.

Now, some of the novel’s tangled plots may seem amusing if not intrigu-
ing, but as I said at the beginning, the more one reads this novel, the more one 
becomes bored and begins to think: Why am I reading this? And perhaps one 
might wonder why I kept reading and what I was perhaps hoping for. Well, I 
must confess that once I become engaged in reading anything dealing with fairy 
tales, it is difficult for me to stop even when the story may be banal, twisted, or 
dreary. I keep hoping I will find something unusual and generally read to the 
bitter end. After all, I am a fairy- tale junkie. In this case I was drawn to the novel 
because I thought it might shed some light on a unique connection between 
the samurai and dwarfs as well as on an important theme in the Grimms’ fairy 
tales that few scholars have discussed— cooperation or superhuman cooperative 
efforts necessary to defeat evil. To say the least, the novel disappointed me, and 
yet it set off a string of associations about cooperation in fairy tales that I want 
to share before explaining why a tale such as “How Six Made Their Way in the 
World” and other similar tales in the Grimms’ Kinder-  und Hausmärchen signifi-
cantly touch on a relevant memetic topic that we can find in myths and folk and 
fairy tales throughout the world.
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utopian Free association: Samurai, Dwarfs, Helpful 
animals, Superheroes, and Extraordinary Humans

I have always had an immense fondness for stories and artworks that involve 
collaboration and radical action to defeat tyranny. I don’t know where it comes 
from. But all I can say is that when I hear or read the word “samurai,” I im-
mediately think of Akira Kurosawa’s Seven Samurai (1954) and any film that 
depicts samurais who come to the rescue of oppressed people. I have watched 
Kurosawa’s film numerous times as well as his Yojimbo (1961). I have marveled 
at Kenji Misumi’s The Tale of Zatoichi (1962), which recounts the stunning deeds 
of an amazing blind samurai, and I have viewed many of the twenty- six other 
Zatoichi films that stir my soul because this superhuman warrior uses his skills 
and humor to help exploited people. Of course, not all samurai are noble protag-
onists; many are criminal. Nevertheless, even in their marginality, the samurai 
often raise the issue of collaboration, struggle of the oppressed, and social justice. 
And, the Japanese samurai films are not the only ones that have caught my imag-
ination and interest. I have also been entranced by John Sturges’ The Magnificent 
Seven (1960), Sergio Leone’s A Fistful of Dollars (1964), and Phillip Noyce’s Blind 
Fury (1989), all based on the samurai tradition.

To my playful mind, however, the samurai films and stories owe their ap-
peal to the great tale of Japanese folklore, “Momotarō, the Peach Boy,” which 
originated some time during the Edo period of the seventeenth century. Suppos-
edly, Momatarō appeared on earth inside a giant peach that an elderly childless 
woman finds floating down a river. She takes the peach to her home, and when 
she and her husband pry open the peach to eat it, they discover the baby called 
Momatarō, which means peach and eldest son, and he tells them that he had 
been sent from the gods or heaven to be their son, for they had often lamented 
that they never had a child. As a baby Momatarō is already articulate and fan-
tastically strong and intelligent. Moreover, he also has a gentle heart. When he 
is fully grown, he asks his parents for permission to depart because he wants 
to conquer the ferocious demons living on an island off the northern coast of 
Japan. They have caused great destruction among the Japanese. Knowing that 
he is divinely blessed, the elderly couple give their blessing. Along the way Mo-
matarō meets a talking dog, monkey, and pheasant, wondrous helpful animals, 
who want to join him in his quest. They often squabble with one another, but 
Momatarō warns them: “If there is the slightest quarreling between you, I will 
send you back that very moment. In a war a good position is better than good 
luck, but union is better than either good luck or good position. However weak 
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the enemy, we cannot be victorious unless we do not fight together.”2 Soon after 
they set sail for the demons’ isle, they defeat the ferocious mauraders in a furious 
battle. In some versions of the tale the demon king is brought back to Japan and 
executed, and in others, he is pardoned by Momatarō, and the demon king is so 
grateful for this merciful act that he gives Momatarō all his vast treasures. Then 
Momatarō and his animal friends return home to share the treasures with the 
people of Japan.3

Like any folk tale, there are hundreds of oral and literary variants as well 
as films and plays about Momatarō. (Even the French director Michel Ocelot’s 
recent films about a miraculous heroic baby, Kirikou and the Sorceress [1998], 
Kirikou and the Wild Beasts [2006], and Kirikou and the Men and Women [2012], 
owe a great debt, I think, to Momatarō, whether Ocelot knew the Japanese tale or 
not.) What has always thrilled me when I reread this tale is the way the extraor-
dinary hero unites with some unusual companions to redress the wrongs done 
to weaker people. Moreover, they do not fight for personal gain but usually for 
social justice. As a child, I was always a sucker for stories like Momotarō. Per-
haps “sucker” is the wrong word, but I was always instinctively drawn into and 
enraptured by stories and films that depicted strange, somewhat marginal char-
acters joining together altruistically to resist exploitative and sinister upper- class 
rulers. Robin Hood and his merry men were my heroes in the early 1940s, and 
so were the camp- like seven dwarfs in Disney’s “Snow White” film. Indeed, they 
work together to protect the dainty, helpless girl, and then they “accidentally” 
cause the wicked witch’s death. During my comic- book phase (which has never 
totally ended) I wanted to join with Superman, Batman, Captain Marvel, the 
Green Hornet, Spiderman, and, despite my macho proclivities, even with Won-
der Woman, Hawkgirl, and Batwoman to fight against evil and corruption and 
bring about justice. In some of the comic books these superhuman characters 
unite to do battle against the enormously sinister people and monsters bent on 
ruling the world. Again, it was this notion that cooperation and collective action 
were necessary to overcome wicked and monstrous criminals that appealed to 
me most. And even in my adult years, when I read about Howard the Duck and 
later the adventures of the Fantastic Four, the X- Men, and the  Avengers, I con-
tinued to be entranced by the feats of these extraordinary  heroes in comic books 
and films, generally portrayed as outsiders and even geeks, and how they were 
willing to come together to save humanity. I was particularly attracted to the X- 
Men (and Women) and the variety of their very unusual talents that stemmed 
from mutations. I was moved that Wolverine, Rogue, Storm, Colossus, Night-
crawler, Shadow Cat, Gambit, Psylocke, and other extraordinary mutants, out-
casts, and marginal humans used their weird distortions collectively to benefit 
so- called normal people and stabilize moral order in the world.
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But I don’t want to privilege superheroes whose individual special talents 
must be collected for oppressed people to attain a goal or to be rescued from evil 
oppressors. I have also been very fond of the flawed protagonists and common 
people who need help to deal with their weaknesses and/or wounds and collab-
orate with others to fight for a just cause. For instance, one of my favorite books 
is J.R.R. Tolkien’s The Hobbit, in which the petit bourgeois Bilbo Baggins, a nerdy 
hobbit, who has more talents than he realizes, must be awakened to confront a 
threat to moral order. Alone he is helpless, but in the right company, he becomes 
an accidental hero. It is through collective action, the joining and integration of 
forces, that creates the power necessary for social justice. Individual integrity 
depends on intentional collective action.

Although it was not obvious to me when I was young, it gradually became 
clear to me that all these superheroes, flawed heroes, and nerds in need were 
related to the Greek and Roman gods and also to other divinities conceived in 
the ancient pagan world thousands of years ago. I also became aware that many 
of the folk sagas and legends as well as popular heroes in dime novels and fiction 
such as Robin Hood, Zorro, the Scarlet Pimpernel, and Tarzan were part of this 
tradition of superheroes who used their skills and talents to benefit defenseless 
“normal” people. Deep down, very deep down, I identified with the super heroes 
and wished that I might someday become like them. And, I confess, I still have 
daydreams and wish that I might discover some extraordinary power in me that 
I could use to change the world. I see myself always working with other commit-
ted people who have extraordinary talents. When not caught up in my fantasies 
and when I am somewhat more rational, I realize that I shall never become a 
superhero, that I am a mere mortal commoner, if not a needy nerd, and that 
I am more like the discharged soldier in the Grimms’ tale of “How Six Made 
Their Way in the World,” and it is to this tale that I now want to turn to explore 
what draws me to it and to tales of superheroes and why we are all more or less 
attracted to superheroes who work together to help underdogs. I shall also con-
tinue my free association and focus on the theme of cooperation and how telling 
tales about the cooperation of superheroes has a relevant moral and memetic 
quality to it.

How Six and More Extraordinary Heroes Made  
Their Way in the World and into Our Minds

Another confession: “How Six Made Their Way in the World” is my favorite 
Grimms’ fairy tale, and yet, to my dismay, it is barely known today, or it is known 
through hundreds of variants such as “The Fool of the World and the Flying 
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Ship,” which has been published as a children’s book, included in anthologies, 
and adapted as a film in the twentieth century.4 However, the Grimms’ “How Six 
Made Their Way in the World” has rarely been published separately as a picture 
book for young or older readers in any language.5 Nor has it been made into a 
film. The Brothers Grimm obtained their version orally from the gifted story-
teller Dorothea Viehmann and published it first in the second edition of Chil-
dren’s and Household Tales of 1819; and it was not altered very much by Wilhelm 
in the following years so that it remained essentially the same text in the final 
publication of the Grimms’ tales in 1857. It begins this way:

Once upon a time there was a man who had mastered all kinds 
of skills. He had fought in the war and had conducted himself 
correctly and courageously, but when the war was over, he was 
discharged and received three pennies for traveling expenses.

“Just you wait!” he said. “I won’t put up with that. If I find the 
right people, I’ll force the king to turn over all the treasures of his 
kingdom to me.”6

So he goes full of rage into the forest, and sure enough he finds five extraordi-
nary humans who agree to serve him: a strong man, who can easily tear up trees 
and carry them; a sharpshooter, who can hit a fly on a branch two miles away; 
a blower, who can make the sails of windmills rotate two miles away; a runner, 
who flies faster than birds when he unbuckles one leg; and a man who can make 
the air freeze if he takes off his cap.

Once they are together, they travel to the city, where the king has proclaimed 
that anyone who can defeat his daughter in a foot race can have her for his wife. 
However, if he loses, he will be beheaded. The discharged soldier asks the king 
if he can use his servant the runner, and the king agrees saying that both will 
lose their heads if the runner is defeated. Of course, he doesn’t lose thanks to 
the sharpshooter, who shoots a rock out from beneath his head when the run-
ner decides to rest midway through the race and falls asleep with his head on a 
rock. However, the princess refuses to marry a common discharged soldier, and 
the king pretends to invite them to celebrate their victory with a feast in an iron 
room. Then the king locks the room and orders the cook to heat it to roast them 
to death. Little does the king know that the man with the cap can cool off the 
room, and in the morning the six heroes are well and alive. Once more, the king 
tries to prevent the discharged soldier from marrying his daughter, and instead 
of his daughter, he offers him all the gold he can carry from the castle. The soldier 
agrees but asks for two weeks to gather together all the tailors in the realm so 
that they can make the largest sack in the world for the strong man to carry away 
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the gold. Indeed, not only does the strong man carry off all the gold but also the 
entire royal treasure. Infuriated, the king sends his cavalry after the six heroes, 
but the blower sends them dancing into the air and allows only a brave sergeant 
to return to the king to warn him that the blower will blast any regiment that the 
king sends. So the king gives up, and the six bring their treasure back home and 
divide it among themselves and live happily until they die.

Hans- Jörg Uther calls this tale a Schwankmärchen (a farce or tall tale) and 
cites similar types in the Grimms’ collection such as “The Six Servants,” “The 
Golden Goose,” “The Gnome,” “The Four Skillful Brothers,” and “Strong Hans,”7 
but to label the tale a farce is to this miss the point of this serious story about co-
operation to attain justice and its significance in the other tales that he cites as well. 
As we know, there are a number of ways that one can name, interpret, and classify 
tale types, and to my mind, “How Six Made Their Way in the World” is clearly a 
story of class warfare and revenge or, put more positively, a wish- fulfillment tale 
of social justice, probably first told by underdogs or exploited soldiers. It has its 
light side to it, as Uther astutely points out, but it is also revolutionarily comic, 
a daydream shared by commoners, a carnevalesque folk tale. In his most recent 
book about the informants of the Brothers Grimm, Heinz Rölleke writes that 
Viehmann suffered a good deal in her life and had a predilection for telling tales 
of social justice, generally tales in which young women manage to find happi-
ness.8 In this case it is a discharged soldier who needs extraordinary help.

There are ten tales about soldiers in the Grimms’ Kinder-  und Hausmärchen 
that reflect how common soldiers were exploited by their superiors and how the 
common soldiers, generally peasants, sought some kind of retribution. I have 
discussed the role of discharged soldiers briefly in my book The  Brothers Grimm: 
From Enchanted Forests to the Modern World 9 and pointed out that they are 
fearless and virtuous and seek most of all to reintegrate themselves into society 
after serving in a war. A couple of these tales were contributed by an elderly ex- 
soldier Johann Friedrich Krause, who exchanged his stories with the Grimms 
for leggings. Krause was not an exception, for many ex- soldiers or soldiers could 
tell tales. Johann Wilhelm Wolf, a neglected German folklorist, systematically 
collected tales from soldiers in the region near Darmstadt in 1847 and published 
them as Deutsche Hausmärchen in 1851. They, too, reflect dreams and wishes 
of common soldiers for some kind of social justice.10 Indeed, it is very import-
ant to try to trace oral tales to their informants to understand their ideological 
perspective, especially since there has been relatively little study of soldier tales 
and wish- fulfillment in the Grimms’ collection and other German collections of 
the nineteenth century. Here, however, I am more interested in the role that co-
operation plays in tale types that celebrate collective action against tyranny and 
injustice, whether the oppressed protagonist is a soldier or not.
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“How Six Made Their Way in the World” (ATU 513A) has been catego-
rized as part of the cycle ATU 513, “The Extraordinary Companions,” and some 
folklorists have also related it to ATU 313 “The Magic Flight,” also called “The 
Obstacle Flight.” The so- called heroes or protagonists of the numerous hybrid 
tales are not only soldiers but also wronged princes, third maltreated sons, bum-
bling dumblings, disguised princesses, maltreated daughters, simple peasants 
and craftsmen, and yes, discharged soldiers. Without the help of extraordinary 
human companions and some amazing talking animals or the intercession of a 
superhuman deity, they cannot succeed in their quest to gain respect for their 
integrity and to right wrongs done to them. In the Grimms’ final notes to the 
1857 edition of Children’s and Household Tales, Wilhelm makes clear that he and 
Jacob knew several German variants as well as literary tales written by Giambat-
tista Basile and Mme d’Aulnoy. It does not appear that they were familiar with 
the epic poem Argonautica by Apollonius of Rhodes written in the third century 
BCE. However, it is clear that this poem along with oral tales and legends played 
a major role in the formation of folk and fairy tales that gave rise to “How Six 
Made Their Way in the World” and hundreds if not thousands of tales about the 
cooperation of superheroes, and I want to briefly recall the interesting ways that 
authors like Apollonius, Giovanni Sercambi, Giambattista Basile, Mme  d’Aulnoy, 
and Peter Christen Asbjørnsen varied the quests of their protagonists while al-
ways insisting that no hero can succeed without the cooperation of extraordi-
nary companions. Then I shall conclude by exploring if not speculating why our 
disposition to cooperate has generated memetically a long tradition of similar 
tales and why the Grimms themselves were “driven” to emphasize cooperation 
throughout their lives.

Literary Variants

Written tales and printed stories are extremely valuable because they serve as 
concrete markers in cultural traditions of storytellers, who disseminated and 
disseminate their tales orally or in images, and it is for this reason I am turning 
to Apollonius, Sercambi, Basile, Mme d’Aulnoy, and Asbjørnsen, for they signal 
what tales were circulating in their cultural environments in changing times and 
also the possibilities for adapting them and addressing particular societal con-
cerns. They make us alert that there are many ways to tell the same relevant story.

In his superb chapter on Apollonius’s Argonautica, Graham Anderson para-
phrases the paradigmatic plot of the tale complex that will be helpful to us in 
understanding how and why heroes continually need cooperation to succeed in 
their quests:



Superheroes in Fairy Tales       139

A hero sets out on a quest with the help of a range of specialised 
companions with separate human skills, and/or a marvellous ship; 
or is tricked into the power of a mysterious other- worldly figure 
whose domain he must reach, sometimes with the help of aged 
informants and/or after viewing a battle of birds. He acquires a 
king’s/ogre’s daughter after the performance of three tasks with 
her help. On the return voyage the girl eludes her father’s pursuit 
by creating a series of magic obstacles to the pursuers. But on re-
turn to her new husband’s kingdom he forgets her, and she leaves 
him for a sequence of suitors whom she ingeniously prevents from 
spending the night with her; she finally returns to her husband.11

Apollonius’s epic poem, written sometime during the third century BC, 
bears the markings of legends, oral tales, and literary works such as Homer’s 
Iliad and Odyssey, and it is strange that the Grimms did not cite the Greco- pagan 
origins in the notes to “How Six Made Their Way in the World.” This may be 
due to the fact that they were always looking for Nordic origins of the tales that 
they collected. Whatever the case may be, it is clear that the Argonautica became 
a foundational story for rip and roaring fairy tales about superheroes and col-
lective action that flourish throughout the world as well as for chapbooks, dime 
novels, comics, cartoons, and films.

A short summary of the poem reveals just how pregnant it is with fairy- 
tale motifs: Once upon a time there was a nasty king named Pelias who had 
usurped the throne of Iolkos in Thessaly from his half- brother Aeson. Warned 
by an oracle that Aeson’s baby son, Diomedes, would kill him one day, Pelias 
seeks to murder the baby. However, his mother smuggles him to Mount Pelion, 
where he is raised under the name of Jason by the centaur Chiron. When Jason 
turns twenty, an oracle sends him back to Iolkos in disguise. Along the way he 
loses a sandal because he kindly helps an old woman, the goddess Hera in dis-
guise. In gratitude, Hera, who bears a grudge against Pelias, will assist Jason in 
the future. When Jason arrives in Iolkos, he attends a celebration and games to 
honor Poseidon, god of the sea, and is recognized by Pelias because an oracle 
had informed him that a young man with one sandal would kill him one day. 
Therefore, Pelias devises a plan to make sure Jason will die by sending him on 
a perilous mission to obtain the Golden Fleece in Colchis, guarded by a vicious 
dragon that never sleeps. To reach Colchis, Jason needs the help of the great 
shipmaker Argus, who builds the ship Argo. Then Jason recruits fifty of the most 
extraordinary superhuman and divine heroes to accompany him. Among this 
valiant group are Actor, Amphion, Heracles, Pollux, Nestor, Telamon, Atalanta, 
Lynceus, Phineas, Castor, Philias, Ihphitos, Peleus, Orpheus, and so on. They 



140  CHaPTEr FIVE

are all committed to this quest because they understand that they will be right-
ing a wrong. They are champions of justice. They have numerous adventures 
in which Jason plays but a minor role, and they encounter all sorts of obstacles 
including the clashing rocks through which the Argo must sail. It is only thanks 
to his shipmates that Jason arrives in Colchis, where he faces another obstacle: 
King Aeetes of Colchis demands that Jason perform three impossible tasks if 
he is to obtain the golden fleece. Fortunately, Hera intercedes in his behalf and 
has Medea, the witch- daughter of Aeetes, fall in love with Jason. Consequently, 
Medea assists him in completing the tasks, and after he puts the ferocious dragon 
to sleep with a magic potion, Jason sails away in the Argo with Medea on board. 
However, King Aeetes pursues them, until Medea chops up her brother Apsyrtus 
and scatters his pieces in the sea, compelling Aeetes to stop and pick them up. 
So, Jason and Medea escape and eventually return to Iolkos, where Medea uses 
her sorcery again to trick Pelias’s daughters to chop up their father and cook him 
in a cauldron. However, there is no happy end to this tale, for Medea and Jason 
must flee to Corinth, where Jason betrays her by becoming engaged to Creusa, 
the daughter of the King of Corinth. Medea, unlike the forgotten brides in later 
folk and fairy tales, takes her revenge by using her sorcery to burn Creusa and 
her father to death. Then she kills the two sons that she bore to Jason and flees to 
Athens. Jason later dies, a miserable and lonely flawed hero, when a piece of the 
rotting ship Argo falls upon him while he is sleeping.

There are hundreds if not thousands of versions of this tale that may have 
been a variant itself, and these tales have come down to us in the present; some 
even predate Apollonius’s version. There have been two spectacular films with 
the same title, Jason and the Argonauts (1963), with special effects by Ray Harry-
hausen, and Jason and the Argonauts (2000), 180 minutes long, directed by Nick 
Willing, as well as an unusual animated variant, The Fool of the World and the 
Flying Ship (1990), narrated by David Suchet. Indeed, in modern times, Apollo-
nius’s tale has also been interpreted in manifold ways as an initiation voyage or 
a shamanistic exploration of the other world. But there is one consistent theme 
of shared intentionality and collaboration that is at the basis of all the stories and 
accounts for its appeal to us; it is why we retell it in so many different ways. As 
Richard Hunter remarks in his excellent introduction to Apollonius’s Jason and 
the Golden Fleece: “Jason is not so dominant in his poem as Odysseus is in his, or 
even Achilles in his absence is in his. This is partly because of the extraordinary, 
in some cases . . . supra- natural crew which surrounds him, and partly because 
Apollonius chooses to be interested in other Argonauts as well as Jason (Herak-
les, Orpheus, Peleus). Guiding aesthetic principles of diversity and discontinuity 
are as visible in this facet of the poem as in all others.”12 Hunter adds that “the 
central Argonautic virtue is group solidarity and communality.”13
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Jason is significant, in my opinion, because he is a flawed and somewhat 
weak protagonist who seeks collective action even though his moral standing 
is questioned by the Argonauts. Moreover, his human and moral frailty, if you 
will, is central in many of the variants that owe their telling to the pool of stories 
surrounding the Argonautica: the hero lacks qualities that he needs to confront 
an injustice, and it is only through the solidarity of others that he can bring back 
order to the world, that is, regulate it according to norms of naïve morality. The 
tales that became known for fostering a sense of shared intentionality and com-
munity and that were told and published in the fifteenth and seventeenth centu-
ries reveal how “flawed” protagonists compensate through supernatural heroes 
who modestly and altruistically use their talents for a cause they all support.

In Sercambi’s Novelle (ca. 1400), there is a delightful tale “De Bon Facto di 
Pincaruolo” (About Pincaruolo’s Good Deed),14 which shows how the figure of 
Jason and his quest have been altered and adapted to be relevant in a different 
sociocultural context.15 Sercambi’s protagonist is a bumbling but clever peasant 
named Pincaruolo, who appears to be a child of fortune. In fact, many Italian 
Renaissance writers celebrated the role that Fortuna played in enabling flawed or 
humble protagonists to succeed in a kind of initiation into an outside world, often 
in humorous circumstances. Here Sercambi, who was influenced by Boccaccio, 
relates how a simple peasant boy of about fifteen makes his way in the world after 
his father dies. (See my translation of the tale in the appendix.) Left to support 
his mother, he cuts down trees in a village near Milan, loads them on the family 
ass, and sells the wood in the city. However, he inadvertently causes the death 
of the ass and compensates for his mistake by selling the ass’s skin. Later, he de-
cides to catch one of the ravens feeding upon the ass’s corpse because ravens were 
supposed to have magical qualities. Once he accomplishes this feat, Pincaruolo 
forgets all about his mother and heads west to seek his fortune in the world.

Toward evening, when he is tired and hungry, he asks for lodging from a 
peasant woman who tells him to wait in the house until her husband returns 
home. While waiting he observes that she is hiding delicious food and drink 
from her husband that she intends to share with a priest the next day. The wife 
is unaware that Pincaruolo knows where she is hiding everything. When the 
husband returns home, Pincaruolo uses his wits and convinces the husband that 
the raven is a soothsayer and can prophesize where delicious food and drink 
are hidden. Consequently, Pincaruolo receives a great deal of money from him 
by revealing the wife’s hiding places. As soon as he has this money, Pincaruolo 
changes his name to a more respectable one and calls himself Torre. Then he 
heads west again, and on his journey, he meets the swift runner Rondello, the 
grass- listener Sentimento, the sharpshooting archer Diritto, and the mighty 
blower Spazza, who agree to help him on his quest. When he hears King Philippe 
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of France is offering his daughter Princess Drusiana to any suitor who can defeat 
her in a foot race, Torre agrees to race her with his helpers. However, if the suitor 
loses, he is to be beheaded. Torre is confident he will win, and thanks to his com-
panions, he does. As usual, the princess tries to trick the runner Rondello during 
the race while Torre is imprisoned. But his friends alert Rondello to the princess’s 
deception and Torre’s life is saved, and he marries Drusiana. His companions are 
rewarded and depart to live long lives.

Sercambi was not a great stylist. He was a merchant and local politician in 
Lucca, who wrote chronicles about the city and aspired to mix with the elite. 
His language is dry, coarse, and terse. It is clear that he was influenced by oral 
storytelling in Lucca and intended his tales to be read aloud. It is also clear that 
he sympathized with marginal figures and simple souls and that there are some 
autobiographical elements that he weaves into this tale, which is one of the few 
fairy tales in his collection of 155 tales. While not emphasizing social justice, 
he does stress the necessity of cooperation and good fortune to attain success. 
What’s more, it is evident that this tale stems from other tales that owe a debt to 
Greek tales about Jason and the Argonauts.

This is also the case with Basile’s marvelous tale, “The Ignoramus” (ca. 1632), 
which is, however, much more humorous and artistic than Sercambi’s story. 
Moscione, the protagonist, is described almost immediately as a jackass. He, too, 
is the son of a merchant, but he is called “wretched and worthless,” and his rich 
father sends him off to the Orient because “he knew that seeing diverse countries 
and associating with different people awakens wits, sharpens reason, and makes a 
man clever.”16 On his way to Venice, where he intends to embark for Cairo, Mosci-
one meets Flash, who runs as fast as lightning; Hare’s- Ear, who can hear anything 
that’s happening in the world; Sharpshooter, who can hit the smallest thing with 
his crossbow; Blowboy, who has the power of all four winds; and Strongback, who 
can carry a mountain on his back as if it were a feather. Once they are united with 
Moscione, they never make it to Venice. Instead, they come upon the realm of Bel 
Flower, where the king is offering his daughter in marriage to any man who can 
defeat her in a foot race. The tale then follows the traditional plot with the super-
heroes winning the race for Moscione and the king reneging on his promise. Here 
one can gain a flavor of Basile’s unique Baroque carnevalesque style and how he 
depicted the flawed hero by reading the king’s response to Moscione’s triumph:

Upon seeing that the victory had gone to a booby head, the 
palm to a featherbrain, and the triumph to a big sheep, the king 
thought long and hard about giving his daughter to Moscione. He 
called the wise men of his court to council, and they told him 
that Ciannetella was not a morsel for the teeth of a scoundrel 
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and a good- for- nothing birdbrain, and without the stain of going 
against his word he could commute the promise of his daughter 
into a monetary gift, which would satisfy this big ugly ragamuffin 
more than all the women in the world.17

Of course, Strongback empties the king’s treasury, and Blowboy disperses the 
armed men who pursue the six companions. In the end they share the earnings, 
and Moscione returns to his father as a “gold- laden ass.” If this was supposed to 
be an initiation tale in which the hero demonstrates how much he learns from 
his experiences to become a valiant hero, Basile denies expectations and turns 
it into a farce. And yet the comic diversion shows how important solidarity and 
cooperation is for success in societies in which fathers rule arbitrarily. Moscione 
is an anti- hero, while his companions are admirable, especially as they work to-
gether to prevent a corrupt king from cheating them and possibly killing them. 
As a naïve bumpkin, who lacks great qualities, Moscione has a moral innocence 
that is celebrated through comedy. But other protagonists in tales of cooperation 
do tend to be more noble and mature.

For example, let us explore the adventures of Belle- belle in Mme d’Aulnoy’s 
“Belle- belle, or the Chevalier Fortuné” (1698). Youngest daughter of an impover-
ished nobleman, Belle- belle seeks to join the forces of her king who wants to re-
gain his properties and power after having been vanquished by the evil Emperor 
Matapa.The king will only accept well- armed noblemen or sons of aristocrats 
in his army, and since Belle- belle’s elderly father is too old to serve, and since 
he does not have sons, Belle- belle and her sisters dress up as men to join the 
king’s army, but her two sisters fail to help a fairy in a forest and are sent home. 
Belle- belle is more generous and kind to the fairy disguised as an old woman so 
that the fairy rewards her noble actions with a magnificent talking horse named 
Comrade, who will provide her with advice, and a magic trunk that contains 
treasures and any kind of marvelous clothing that she needs. Then the fairy dubs 
her with the name Chevalier Fortuné and disappears. Disguised as a man, Belle- 
belle moves on, and after making a great impression on the people in a nearby 
city, she enters a forest, where she meets seven men with amazing talents, and 
her horse Comrade advises her to recruit them into her service: a woodcutter 
named Strongback, who has extraordinary strength; a runner named Swift, who 
can outrace deer; a hunter named Sharpshooter, who can spot and kill game 
more than four miles away; a man named Hear- all, who can listen to and under-
stand the slightest sounds; another man named Boisterous, who can blow down 
anything; Tippler, who can swallow lakes when he is thirsty; and finally, Gorger, 
who has such a great appetite that he can eat sixty thousand loaves of bread at 
one time.
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Despite their talents, these superhumans are all either poor or unfortunate, 
and Belle- belle promises to reward them and satisfy their needs if they help her 
and keep her identity secret. Soon they arrive at the king’s ravished city, where 
he and his beautiful but arrogant sister are preparing to do battle with the enemy 
forces of Matapa. But there is some difficulty when brother and sister both fall 
in love with Belle- belle. Yes, even the king is enamored of Belle- belle dressed 
as a cavalier. To make a long complicated fairy tale short, the king’s sister be-
comes infuriated when Belle- belle spurns her amorous advances. Consequently, 
she deceives her brother and manages to convince him that Belle- belle wants to 
kill a dragon and later wants to force the evil emperor Matapa to return all the 
treasures he had taken from the king. Of course, Belle- belle triumphs in all her 
battles with the aid of her seven champions and wise horse. One of the impossi-
ble tasks that Belle- belle is compelled to perform is to race against the emperor’s 
daughter. If she wins— and of course, she wins thanks to her magnificent horse, 
the runner Swift, and the other extraordinary companions— he will be able to 
recover everything that her beloved king had lost. In the last melodramatic 
scene, after she returns victorious to the king’s castle, the king’s sister pretends 
that Belle- belle has violated her and demands that the cavalier be burned at the 
stake. When the guards rip off her blouse at the stake, everyone realizes that the 
 Chevalier Fortuné is a woman and would not have violated the king’s sister, who 
is poisoned to death. The seven extraordinary heroes are duly rewarded, and 
predictably, Belle- belle becomes queen.

Though naturally and socially noble, Belle- belle needs the help of a fairy and 
the cooperation of her horse and seven highly talented companions to succeed 
in her quest to serve the king and right a wrong. She has more dignity than 
Jason, Pincaruolo, and Moscione, but like them, she is interdependent, and the 
tale of her exploits celebrates collective action rather than individualism. Writ-
ten in a totally different style than Basile’s mock manneristic narrative, d’Aulnoy 
seeks to laud the precociousness of women. Indeed, she combines folk motifs 
through an elegant and sentimental style to depict a moral order that countered 
the decadence of Louis XIV’s court. Belle- belle becomes exceptional, perhaps 
not because of superhuman talents, but because of her moral inclination and 
predisposition for shared intentionality.

Later, in the nineteenth century, most of the protagonists in similar tale 
types become just as exceptional, but they are mainly male— maltreated third 
sons, bumpkins, craftsmen, and peasants. In their 1857 notes, the Grimms cite 
Johann Wilhelm Wolf ’s “The Violinist and His Three Apprentices” (“Der Geiger 
und seine drei Gesellen,” 1851), Ernst Meier’s “The Ship That Runs on Water 
and Land” (“Das, Schiff, das zu Wasser und zu Lande geht,” 1852), and Carl and 
Theodor Colshorn’s “Peter Bear” (“Peter Bär,” 1854), which involve a poor violin 
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player, a merchant’s third son, and a blacksmith, all who recruit unusually tal-
ented companions to help them. One of the more amusing Norwegian versions, 
“Ashiepattle and His Goodly Crew” (1887), collected by Asbjørnsen, was pub-
lished posthumously later in the nineteenth century. The tale distinguishes itself, 
as do some other folk versions, because of a boat that recalls the Greek ship Argo. 
In this instance, however, it is a boat that sails on land. Asbjørnsen’s tale is much 
more a Schwankmärchen than the Grimms’ “How Six Made Their Way in the 
World.” It concerns Espen Ashiepattle, the youngest of three sons, who received 
his name because he always sat in the hearth, raking ashes. One time, however, 
he goes to church with his brothers, where they learn that the king has pro-
claimed he would give half his kingdom and his daughter to anyone who could 
build a boat that sails just as fast by land as by water. The two elder brothers want 
to try and build such a boat but are dishonest with a decrepit old and mysteri-
ous man in the forest and fail in their quest. In contrast, the kind and generous 
Ashiepattle tells the wizard- like old man the truth and gives him something to 
eat. As a reward, the old man builds a magical boat while Ashiepattle is asleep, 
and afterward he instructs the naïve young lad to take everyone on board whom 
he meets as he sails to the king’s palace over land. Then the old man disappears. 
Ashiepattle sails off and recruits a tramp eating stones because he cannot satisfy 
his appetite; a drinker sucking on the plug of a barrel of beer because he cannot 
get enough to drink; a man listening to the grass; a sharpshooter who can hit 
anything right to the end of the world; a runner who wears weights on his legs, 
otherwise he would zoom to the end of the world; a blower holding his mouth 
because he has seven summers and fifteen winters in his body. Soon they arrive 
at the king’s palace on the boat, and Ashiepatttle expects to marry the king’s 
daughter and receive half the kingdom. Of course, since Ashiepattle is black and 
sooty, the king refuses to give him his daughter unless he performs several tasks, 
the last of which is a race with the princess, which Ashiepattle wins thanks to his 
six companions. Reluctantly, the king gives him his daughter and kingdom, and 
the narrator closes the tale by remarking: “And so the wedding took place and 
they feasted and made merry and fired off guns and powder. While the people 
were running about searching for wadding for their guns, they took me instead, 
gave me some porridge in a bottle and some milk in a basket, and fired me right 
across here, so that I could tell you how it all happened.”18

Given the mock tone of the narrator, we are not to believe this tall tale even 
though it is a serious daydream. Time and again these tales about cooperation 
and collective action rectify injustices and reinforce our urge to work with other 
talented people to bring about a new moral order. The sequence of events of most 
narratives from antiquity to the present that deal with a protagonist, who enlists 
the help of god- like X- Men and supernatural heroines, builds upon a proposition 
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that social justice can be obtained only by people with a shared moral purpose 
or with a shared intention of improving their lot in the world. We instinctively 
rejoice in their actions, for they often succeed against the odds. We also know, 
however, that such cooperation among humans can be exploited for nefarious 
purposes; it can also lead to dictatorships and unjust societies. However, the 
strength and allure of fairy tales like “How Six Made Their Way in the World” are 
difficult to resist because the stories remind us of the virtues of cooperative action 
and almost always offer a more just counter world that contradicts the perversion 
of justice in real- existing societies. We seem to be driven to respond instinctively 
and memetically to these tales of cooperation, and I want to close by considering 
the significance of cooperation in these tales that offer us so much hope.

Why We Want Gods, Goddesses, Superhumans, 
Samurai, Dwarfs, Cowboys, Outlaws, X- Men and 
Women, and Other Extraordinary Mutants to  
Cooperate and Bring Justice to the World

We know we cannot depend on human kings, queens, presidents, prime min-
isters, generals, police chiefs, mayors, corporate executives, secretaries of ed-
ucation, university administrators, and religious leaders to bring justice to the 
world. They know it, too, but they like the aura of power to try their luck, and 
if they fail, which they always do, they will at least always have tasted power to 
dominate others and lead comfortable lives until they die or are killed. Power 
corrupts, and we know full well that we cannot depend upon these so- called nor-
mal humans to create and maintain social justice. We need the help of abnormal 
or supernormal creatures and/or, we need to cooperate more effectively among 
ourselves to reduce inequalities and create social and cultural conditions that 
benefit social democracy.

In his book Why We Cooperate (2009), Michael Tomasello, a rigorous devel-
opmental psychologist, maintains that

whereas the “cultures” of other animal species are based almost 
exclusively on imitation and other exploitive processes, the cul-
tures of human beings are based not only on exploitation, but on 
fundamentally cooperative processes as well. To an unprecedented 
degree, homo sapiens are adapted for acting and thinking coopera-
tively in cultural groups, and indeed all of humans’ most impressive 
cognitive achievements— from complex technologies to linguistic 



Superheroes in Fairy Tales       147

and mathematical symbols to intricate social institutions— are the 
products not of individuals acting alone, but of individuals inter-
acting. As they grow, human children are equipped to participate 
in this cooperative groupthink through a special kind of cultural 
intelligence, comprising species- unique social- cognitive skills and 
motivations for collaboration, communication, social learning, 
and other forms of shared intentionality. These special skills arose 
from processes of cultural niche construction and gene- culture 
coevolution; that is to say, they arose as adaptations that enabled 
humans to function effectively in any one of their many different 
self- built cultural worlds.19

It is not the first time that Tomasello has written about the significance of co-
operation for humans. He emphasized it in The Cultural Origins of Human 
Cognition (1999), when he wrote: “Individual human beings are able to create 
culturally significant artifacts only if they receive significant amounts of assis-
tance from other human beings and social institutions.”20 And he also argued in 
The Origins of Communication (2008) that the evolution of a biological mech-
anism in humans that enabled us to speak some two hundred to three hun-
dred thousand years ago fostered linguistic and interpersonal communication 
and collaboration that allowed for greater learning and innovation in cultures 
throughout the world. In Why We Cooperate he introduces some new theses 
based on more than a decade of scientific work with apes, chimpanzees, and 
children that explain how children are instinctually predisposed to help victims 
and show empathetic concern in other human victims in laboratory experi-
ments. He concludes that

this suggests that infants’ naturally occurring empathetic or sym-
pathetic responses to the victim’s plight affected their tendency to 
help. It is this “concern” then, we would argue, and not external 
rewards that motivates young children’s helping. For these five 
reasons— early emergence, immunity from encouragement and 
undermining by rewards, deep evolutionary roots in great apes, 
cross- cultural robustness, and foundation in natural sympathetic 
emotions— we believe that children’s early helping is not a be-
havior created by culture and/or parental socialization practices. 
Rather, it is an outward expression of children’s natural inclination 
to sympathize with others in strife. Research in other laboratories 
is consistent with this conclusion: even infants below one year of 
age distinguish helpful from unhelpful agents.21
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In sum, Tomasello explains that humans develop social norms of altruism 
and cooperation that are derived from a natural instinct to cooperate. Such co-
operation is based on shared intentionality that creates interdependence among 
us and also rational values that demand a certain conformity to be maintained. 
Those natural norms are transformed through social environments that affect 
the manner in which cooperation will be employed to benefit a culture. As 
Tomas ello writes,

The development of altruistic tendencies in young children is 
clearly shaped by socialization. They arrive at the process with 
a predisposition for helpfulness and cooperation. But then they 
learn to be selective about whom to help, inform, and share with, 
and they also learn to manage the impression they make on 
others— their public reputation and self— as a way of influencing 
the actions of those others toward themselves. In addition, they 
learn the social norms that characterize the cultural world in 
which they live, and they actively attempt to learn what these are 
and to follow them. They even begin to participate in the enforce-
ment process by reminding others of the norms . . . and punishing 
themselves through guilt and shame when they cannot live up to 
them. All of this reflects not only humans’ special sensitivity to 
social pressure of various kinds, but also a kind of group identity 
and social rationality that is inherent in all activities involving a 
shared, “we” intentionality.22

Tomasello is not alone in emphasizing the significance of cooperation in 
our daily lives no matter what our culture and society might be. For instance 
Richard Sennett has recently explored different aspects of cooperation in To-
gether: The Rituals, Pleasures and Politics of Cooperation (2012). He maintains 
that “cooperation oils the machinery of getting things done, and sharing with 
others can make up for what we may individually lack. Cooperation is embedded 
in our genes, but cannot be stuck in routine behaviour; it needs to be developed 
and deepened. This is particularly true when we are dealing with people unlike 
ourselves; with them, cooperation becomes a demanding effort.”23 His book is 
a study of how cooperation has evolved and historically been shaped through 
sociocultural behaviors such as solidarity, commitment, responsiveness, and 
competition. Throughout his analysis he is concerned about how people have 
lost the skills and ability to strengthen cooperation through dialogue and ritual 
thus fostering great social and political inequalities. According to Sennett we are 
living in a critical period when cooperation has been perverted in the name of 
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solidarity and individualism. Unfortunately, as Terry Eagleton has pointed out 
in a review of Sennett’s study,24 his proposal to counter the perversion of cooper-
ation through ritual is fatalistic and is basically a piecemeal repair proposal that 
remains idealistic in light of the devastation of social relations caused by global 
capitalism.

This does not mean that cooperation has become totally perverted and use-
less as a positive force in contemporary society. It is at the basis of all that we 
undertake and make.25 In another book, Moral Origins: The Evolution of Virtue, 
Altruism, and Shame (2012), Christopher Boehm, a notable evolutionary anthro-
pologist, points out that we were, are, and shall always be cooperative and altru-
istic because we naturally benefit from such behavior in developing our relations 
and communities. Indeed, this behavior formed our social conscience, grounded 
our morals, and transcended families and clans thousands of years ago. Boehm 
focuses on the late Pleistocene foraging societies over 12,000 years ago to trace 
how bands of people forged morals from their interactions and cooperation. At 
the basis of morality is altruism, which Boehm equates with extrafamilial gener-
osity that has become part of human nature: “The altruistic type of beneficence 
may refer either to acts of costly generosity toward specific unrelated individuals 
or to sacrifices of personal interests as the individual contributes to enterprises 
that benefit the community as a whole. Thus, altruism and the possibilities for 
human cooperation are intertwined, for altruistically generous individuals make 
for superior cooperation in groups that include nonkin.”26

In the epilogue to his book, “Humanity’s Moral Future,” Boehm, like Sen-
nett, provides a bleak prognostication of what might ensue from the interna-
tional conflicts and wars that are presently causing havoc in the world. However, 
based on his anthropological and historical analysis of late Pleistocene foraging 
societies that brought about a sense of morality based on cooperation, he argues 
that that we all share a “basic, pro- socially- oriented moral capacity, which is in-
herent in being human,” and that this capacity, a “sympathy for other human 
beings will always serve as a counterweight to conflict” that can be systematically 
amplified and used for the greater good.”27

One of the cultural means that we have developed naturally to foster coop-
eration and shared moral intention is storytelling of all kinds that is sometimes 
studied by anthropologists as information, communication, gossip, and ritual in 
early history. Whatever the case may be, storytelling involves the transmission 
and dissemination of ideas and norms. From the ancient world to the present, 
storytelling, whether oral, printed, drawn, painted, or filmed, has involved group 
participation and dialogue that are predicated on social codes. Over thousands 
of years, certain tales, more relevant for the adaptation to social and natural envi-
ronments than others, became similar to memes because they were remembered, 
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stored in our brains, and passed on in various ways to reinforce naïve norms that 
enabled humans to benefit from cooperation and establish mutually beneficial 
rules of behavior.

In his book about the natural history of human cooperation, Wired for Cul-
ture: The Natural History of Human Cooperation, Mark Pagel notes:

With the advent of culture, another sphere of evolving entities 
arose that does not share the same route into the future as our 
genes. The new sphere of evolution was the world of ideas. They 
are cultural replicators that exist by inhabiting our minds, and 
their purpose is to get us to transmit them to other minds. Rich-
ard Dawkins coined the term memes to describe these units of 
cultural evolution, which, like the biological brain parasites, will 
not necessarily evolve to have our interests in mind but theirs. . . . 
This is not to say that all elements of cultural evolution evolve to 
exploit us, or that all memes are viruses of our minds. Among the 
most common memes will be those that do us the most good.28

With the rise of language, memes as cultural replicators played a prominent and 
pertinent role to foster cooperation. Indeed, Pagel insists that language itself 
evolved because we would not have been able to undertake acts of cooperation 
without it: “Language evolved to solve the crisis that began when our species 
acquired social learning— probably some time around 160,000 to 200,000 years 
ago— and immediately had to confront the problem of ‘visual theft.’ Language 
solves this crisis by being the conduit that carries the information our species 
needs to reach agreements and share ideas, and as we saw earlier, it makes the 
‘marketplace of reputation’ possible. It disarms our conflicts and turns them to-
ward our advantage.”29

All tales are conduits of information and ideas, and we tend to choose and 
remember those stories that enable us to live better lives or help us to adjust to 
difficult circumstances. Relevantly remembered tales arise in our minds in so-
cial contexts or when we are alone, and we tell them and pass them on when an 
incident calls for them. We do this consciously and unconsciously. These tales 
become viral and are spread because they benefit humankind and all cultures, 
particularly if they include notions of social justice that are natural to the species. 
Relevant and salient tales that enable us to grasp our abuses and contradictions 
and that propose naive moral principles to correct them become memetic for 
good reason,

As I have endeavored to explain in Why Fairy Tales Stick and as Michael 
Drout has so astutely elaborated in How Tradition Works: A Meme- Based Cultural 
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Poetics of the AngloSaxon Tenth Century and in Tradition and Influence in Anglo- 
Saxon Literature, similar relevant tales form memeplexes or pools of stories from 
which we draw to articulate our needs, wishes, values, and so on. They are never 
exactly alike, but they have similar plot structures, themes, characters, and motifs. 
We can call them “tale types” or use some other identifiable label that helps us 
order them, but they actually order themselves for us. They reach out to us, appeal 
to us, to be told. They are also within us.

From or before the times of Apollonius, through the Grimms’ times, and up 
to the present, people have recounted tales that celebrate the exploits of super-
humans who cooperate and come to the assistance of people in need and lacking 
qualities they need to resolve conflicts. These superhumans are almost always 
altruistic. Though there are also nefarious superhumans who work together to 
support tyranny or to exploit other humans for self- interests, the major relevant 
tales about superhumans throughout the world have radical seeds— that is, they 
are rooted in the human proclivity to cooperate in a shared intentionality to 
help one another and benefit a group. The tales by the Alexandrian Apollonius, 
the Lucchese Sercambi, the Neapolitan Basile, the Breton d’Aulnoy, the Hessian 
Grimms, and the Norwegian Asbjørnsen, as well as the anonymous Japanese 
peach- boy story and hundreds of samurai tales and films are part of a massive 
memeplex or ocean of specific tales with their own peculiar currents. They repeat 
the same plot of collective radical action in unusual and original ways, and they 
continue to be disseminated through every kind of media because they contain 
what we lack and wish for— pure social justice that will suffer no compromise.
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CHAPTER SIX

The Grimmness of Contemporary Fairy 
Tales: Exploring the Legacy of the Brothers 
Grimm in the Twenty- First Century

The Grimms were especially pleased that their immortal collection 
of tales was soon translated into Dutch, Danish, English, French and 
eventually throughout the world and prompted similar endeavors 
every where. Their collection of tales, which they had first conceived 
as “genuinely Hessian,” soon extended over and beyond the Hessian 
borders: contributions from Westphalia, Mecklenburg, and eventually 
from all over Germany were received and included. Nevertheless, the 
Grimms avoided using the title “German Tales” and rightfully so, for it 
had become clear to them through the background of some of their more 
important informants and their repertoires that tales know no borders, 
that they represent an entire European rich source of story telling, and 
that their origins could rarely be traced and ordered according to a cer-
tain country. In the end the Brothers Grimm expanded their footnotes 
to the Kinder-  und Hausmärchen to include Indian, American, and 
even Japanese tales. Jacob and Wilhelm Grimm were and, to be sure, 
remained Hessians in their hearts and souls, but as their research in-
creased, they felt themselves more and more to be Germans, Europeans, 
and citizens of the world. In this regard it was an excellent decision by 
UNESCO to declare the personal copy of the Grimms’ Kinder-  und 
Hausmärchen as the nucleus of the many great achievements made to 
the cultural heritage of the world.

— Heinz Rölleke, “Ein literarischer Welterfolg: Grimms Kinder-  und 
Hausmärchen”1

It is virtually and realistically impossible to escape the Brothers Grimm and 
their folk and fairy tales in the twenty- first century. Whether we like it or not, 
especially in the western world, their tales have penetrated our lives through 
all sorts of media, and they tend to stick with us. Of course, there are many 
other “classical” fairy tales that are also just as pervasive and were written by 
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such well- known authors as Charles Perrault, Hans Christian Andersen, Lewis 
Carroll, and L. Frank Baum, not to mention the relevant memetic stories such 
as “Jack and the Beanstalk” by anonymous authors and storytellers. But just as 
the stories in the Bible and Koran have captured the minds and imaginations of 
millions of religious and even secular people, the Grimms’ folk and fairy tales in 
all their different variants have become, more than any other group of classical 
tales, the most dominant in the cultural and commercial domains throughout 
the world and appeal to young and old. Here I think it is also important to bear 
in mind that the Bible and the Koran are compulsory ritual reading for millions 
of people, and their sacred tales have been institutionalized and are supported by 
wealthy hierarchical organizations. In contrast, the Grimms’ folk and fairy tales 
are— despite some pinches of Christianity sprinkled by Wilhelm— generally 
pagan and secular, and nobody is compelled to read them. There is nothing holy 
about the Grimms’ folk and fairy tales, and yet they have flourished the more the 
world has become secular and the more that people realize that their “verities” 
have become just as valuable for learning how to live as the Bible or the Koran.

Though there were parodies and unusual adaptations of the Grimms’ tales 
in the nineteenth century and the first half of the twentieth century, the “de-
viations” of these works were not drastic nor memorable. For the most part, 
the Grimms’ tales have been disseminated in the original German, in numerous 
translations and adaptations, and in various comic parodies that have validated 
the Grimms’ stories as the “classical” fairy tales of the western world. This valida-
tion occurred mainly in the domain of children’s literature, although folklorists 
always recognized the major role the Grimms tales played in the development 
of western folklore. In my opinion, it was not until Anne Sexton provocatively 
rewrote twenty- five Grimm tales in her book Transformations in 1971, however, 
that a new era, sparked in part by the feminist movement, signaled a change in 
the western world that led to a wave of new critical perspectives on the Grimms’ 
tales and erupted into a tidal wave of experimenting with the tales in literature, 
theater, television, ballet, opera, film, storytelling, and other cultural fields of 
production by the end of the twentieth century.

The tidal wave became global by the beginning of the twenty- first century, 
as has been documented by the essays in Vanessa Joosen and Gillian Lathey’s 
Grimms’ Tales around the Globe (2014). Not only has the strong feminist strain in 
the adaptations and re- creations been maintained, but there have been numer-
ous post- modern and post- post- modern experiments that are difficult to “label” 
and interpret. In the twenty- first century they have appeared not only in Ger-
man-  and English- speaking countries but throughout the world. There are liter-
ally thousands of diverse manifestations of and references to the Grimms’ tales, 
but do we really know what the designator “Grimm” means? Do the Grimms’ 
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tales as source have a magic appeal? What is the cultural relevance of Grimm 
adaptations and remakes today?

Since it would take an enormous book or two to treat this vast topic, I want 
to limit myself to exploring some of the more salient contemporary Grimm 
variants primarily in the fields of literature and poetry that have appeared in 
North and South America, the United Kingdom, Ireland, and Australia during 
the twenty- first century. I shall endeavor to choose and discuss works that, in my 
opinion, represent significant artistic contributions to our understanding of the 
Grimms’ folk and fairy tales and are innovations that seek to alter our viewpoints 
on how these tales relate to current sociopolitical conditions. But before I discuss 
the contemporary fairy tales, I want to explain what I mean when I use the terms 
“Grimmness” and “Grimm.”

Grimm and Grimmness

Clearly, the name and word “Grimm” resonate among English-  and German- 
speaking people strongly for two major reasons. First, the meaning of the word 
is older than the family name, and in the German language it can be traced back 
to old high and middle high German, when it generally meant a deeply repressed 
anger, restrained fury, or explosive rage. There are over twelve pages of defini-
tions, quotations, and meanings in The German Dictionary, first edited by the 
Brothers Grimm until their deaths, and later developed and finished by German 
philologists in the twentieth century. The Grimms published the first volume 
in 1854, and the last one appeared thirty- two volumes later in 1961. As a noun, 
adjective, and adverb, “grimm” and “grimmig” have been used to indicate fury, 
anger, outrage, and terror.2 In middle English the word “grim” tended to mean 
fierce or angry- looking as well as furious and hostile. It was sometimes used as 
a verb in other languages such as Icelandic and Dutch: to rage, to roar, to grunt, 
or to foam with rage. Today, most English speakers associate “grim” with some-
thing ghastly, forbidding, somber, and gloomy. In short, the word as adjective 
possesses its very own peculiar appeal.

Second, the family name Grimm, which may have derived somehow from the 
word meaning anger, gradually became a recognized and authoritative reference in 
the field of philology and folklore due to the accomplishments of the Grimms. This 
process began some time during the 1820s, and the fame of the family name spread 
throughout Europe and North America. By the end of the nineteenth century and 
beginning of the twentieth century, the name Grimm was associated more often 
with folklore and fairy tales, to be sure, with classical fairy tales, than with philo-
logical or linguistic laws. But it is important to bear in mind that one of the great 
linguistic laws of sound change is named after Jacob Grimm. In his book Deutsche 
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Grammatik (1822), he was among the first scholars to explain a nontrivial system-
atic sound change that was a turning point in the history of linguistics.

At first glance, linguistic distinctions about the word Grimm may seem 
somewhat incidental in efforts to identify the “grimmness” of contemporary 
fairy tales. However, they may help us understand part of the symbolical appeal 
of the word “Grimm” that harbors notions of rage, terror, forbidding gloom, and 
recognized authority. The popularity of the name Grimm in titles of all sorts of 
published materials grew in the twentieth century so that, in Germany, the book 
of the Grimms’ tales is now second only to the Bible in popularity. Whether 
this is the case in English- speaking countries is difficult to say, but if one does a 
search either through Google, Amazon, Abebooks, and so on, one can easily see 
that book publications of the Grimms’ fairy tales are by far more popular than 
those by any other classical or nonclassical author. Recently, the very popular 
British writer of fantasy works, Philip Pullman, rewrote fifty tales in a book ti-
tled Fairy Tales from the Brothers Grimm: A New English Version (2012), which 
derives its significance from the name Grimm. Pullman’s name also lends the 
eloquent translations a certain celebrity status, but if it were not for the relevant 
and famous status of the Grimms, Pullman would not have engaged himself so 
seriously with the tales. Moreover, the Grimms’ tales are cited in the mass media 
and the public spheres constantly, and motifs from their tales pervade our lives. 
For commercial and publicity reasons, as the two recent American television 
series Grimm (premiere October 28, 2011) and Once Upon a Time (October 23, 
2011) have blatantly shown, the name Grimm has been ghastly and brazenly 
mined and exploited, or it has been associated with meaningless spectacles in 
films such as Mirror, Mirror (2012), Snow White and the Huntsman (2012), and 
Hansel & Gretel: Witch Hunters (2013).

Yet we must ask what’s in the name Grimm other than gloom and authority 
that makes the tales of the Brothers Grimm so popular and what is it that draws 
so many writers and artists to them and compels them to want to rewrite and re-
visualize them? What nerve do they want to touch in us? What sensibility? What 
makes for the Grimmness of their tales?

In my opinion, the great accomplishment and attraction of the Grimms that 
accounts for the resilient Grimmness of their tales resides in the Brothers’ pro-
found philosophical, philological, and artistic approach to storytelling and all 
kinds of folk genres. As I have pointed out in other chapters, Jens Sennewald 
has amply demonstrated in one of the most significant studies of the Grimms’ 
tales3 that the Grimms were first and foremost philologists who artistically re- 
created tales they collected with the intention to trace their origins or preserve 
their origins, which they considered to be primeval if not somewhat divinely in-
spired. In fact, more than any of the other collectors of folk tales in Europe up to 
the beginning of the nineteenth century, they were interested in and fascinated 
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by every single word, phrase, proverb, joke, allusion, motif, and reference that 
they gleaned from the tales they collected through listening to storytellers and 
through reading letters, manuscripts, and books. They began as curious neo-
phytes in the study of law and philology and became experimental founders of 
folklore and internationally renowned philologists. Indeed, they stamped the 
manner in which the tales would be shaped and preserved in print throughout 
Europe and North America.

The Grimms were unique in the early part of the nineteenth century, and 
most Europeans interested in tales and storytellers recognized their pioneer ef-
forts to conserve and restore folk tales to their rightful place in culture. They were 
especially unique because they did not believe that the narrative plots of their 
stories were absolute and definitive. Transformation and diversity were needed to 
disclose the truths that the tales conveyed. They worked hard to make their tales 
precise and striking. They rejoiced when they received different versions from 
friends and colleagues. They emphasized comparison of variants and historical 
research. They believed in the evolution of tales and in diversity. The Grimmness 
of their tales resides in their commitment to conserve tales of the people that stem 
from a great oral tradition that transcended Germany, and their commitment was 
their bequest to future writers, artists, storytellers, and artists to continue explor-
ing words and truths that might form a moral compass for readers and viewers 
of the tales. To be sure, the Grimms were conservative in their conservation but 
tolerant of other voices and views implicit in the tales they collected. Ideologically 
speaking, they reinforced patriarchal and bourgeois notions of propriety. And yet 
a naïve or basic notion of social justice always weaves its thread through most of 
the narratives in the seven large editions of their tales. Sometimes they contra-
dicted themselves and seemed to betray the standards they set for collecting tales 
faithfully from the lips of common people. The challenge for creators of fairy tales 
in the twenty- first century who call upon the Grimms is, nevertheless, to live up 
to the standards that the Grimms set despite or because of their contradictions. 
What can we build upon? What must we try to change?

In her book Ghost Season (Temporadada fantasmas), Ana María Shua, 
a fascinating Argentinean writer, who has written short, stunning stories and 
some critical adaptations of the Grimms’ tales, produced an unusual version of a 
Grimm tale, which is not very popular and yet highly significant. Her microtale 
reads as follows:

The Stubborn Child
In the section of their work dedicated to children’s legends, the 
Brothers Grimm refer to a popular German story that in its time 
was considered an appropriate cautionary tale for children. A 
stubborn boy was punished by God with illness and death, but 
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after all that, he still didn’t mend his ways. His pale little arm, with 
its hand like an open flower, would poke out of the grave time and 
time again. Only when his mother gave him a good swat with a 
hazelnut stick, did his little arm slip below the earth again, proof 
that the child had found peace.

Those of us who have passed by that cemetery know, however, 
that it still creeps out whenever he thinks no one’s looking. Now 
it’s the strong and hairy arm of an adult man, with fingers cracked 
and nails encrusted with dirt from struggling to force its way up 
and down. Sometimes the hand makes obscene gestures, surpris-
ingly modern ones, which philologists assume are meant for the 
Brothers Grimm.4

Shua’s other short, pungent adaptations, often told from a feminist perspec-
tive, indicate a serious, thoughtful, and critical Grimmness that I want to explore 
in the works of other contemporary authors and filmmakers. To tell the Grimms’ 
tales again, no matter what form and no matter how critical, involves a serious 
engagement with their legacy within a storytelling tradition that the Grimms 
openly bequeathed to us. And yes, this engagement may sometimes involve 
making obscene gestures that include fingering the Grimms but also the culprits 
who have watered down and sanitized the Grimms’ tales.

How and Why the Grimms and Grimmness  
are Celebrated and Contested

Indeed, it is not so easy to explore Grimmness today because the pervasive-
ness of the Grimms’ tales is so vast and unusual not to mention the enormous 
commercialization and banalization of their tales. Therefore, I shall primarily 
concentrate on a few examples that indicate how writers and filmmakers have 
grappled with Grimmness and banality. It should be noted that I shall exclude 
about ninety percent or more of the cultural and commercial merchandise that 
uses the name Grimm primarily to make a profit of some kind, and I shall avoid 
discussing parasitical writers and artists who try to make their name by living off 
the name of the Grimms with their trivial adaptations. Moreover, I shall not dis-
cuss the numerous reprinting of their tales and scholarly studies that have often 
been published in good faith with Grimmness. Nor shall I review the national, 
regional, and international celebrations that took place from 2012 through 2014 
to commemorate the publication of the first edition of Kinder-  und Hausmärchen 
(1812– 15). There are always mixed motives behind the institutional honoring of 
celebrated cultural figures, and while the intentions may be good, these motives 
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have relatively little to do with the motives of writers, artists, and intellectuals 
who want to engage themselves with the Grimmness of the Grimms.

The most salient aspect of the diverse works that have contended and con-
tend with Grimmness can be seen in their ideological and aesthetic distinctness. 
What sets the more serious adaptations of the Grimms’ tales apart from the triv-
ial and commercial products of the culture industry is their careful and critical 
exploration of the social issues raised in the Grimms’ tales. The most unusual 
adaptations of the Grimms’ tales derive from writers and artists who share a 
feminist perspective, tend to be politically more secular and multicultural, are 
artistically experimental, and endeavor to address contemporary sociopolitical 
problems in light of the deleterious changes in the various national civilizing 
processes that have occurred throughout the world. Since it is impossible to an-
alyze all the remarkable Grimm adaptations at the beginning of the twenty- first 
century, I shall limit myself to works that have personally struck me as mean-
ingful efforts to question the Grimms’ tales and yet continue their tradition of 
Grimmness. My examples are taken from recent North and South American, 
British, Irish, and Australian novels, short stories, poems, children’s books, and 
graphic novels. And I shall begin with a novel that echoes the complaint aired in 
Shua’s short story, “The Stubborn Child.”

Diverse Novels of Grimmness for Young and Old

In a conversation with the Australian author Margo Lanagan, placed at the back 
of her book Tender Morsels (2008), she explains what it was that inspired her to 
write her novel:

Seeing what the Brothers Grimm did when they took an old 
tale (Caroline Stahl’s “The Ungrateful Dwarf ”) and rewrote it as 
“Snow- White and Rose- Red” was what started me thinking about 
this story. The changes they made transformed the fairy tale from 
an odd story about justice being done by luck into a moralistic 
tale for girls about putting up with men’s behavior, no matter how 
beastly that behavior happens to be. I much preferred Stahl’s lack 
of a message to the Grimms’ urging girls to be passively accepting 
and reliably amiable, and it annoyed me that their version had 
survived rather than Stahl’s. So in a way the story was an argument 
against their imposing their agenda on that story.5

While Lanagan is a bit harsh on the Brothers Grimm and also forgets that 
“Snow White and Rose Red” was entirely written by Wilhelm Grimm as a literary 
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fairy tale, she rightfully focuses on a major flaw in the Grimms’ conventional 
notions of gender and social justice. For them, as for most Europeans of the 
nineteenth century, principles of behavior and justice were to be determined 
by men whose moral duty was allegedly to protect and save helpless women, 
who were not capable of making decisions for themselves. Moreover, marriage 
and household sanctity were depicted as the major goals of most young women. 
Happiness was to be found either in a palace, a good clean home, or the arms of 
a noble hero. In Lanagan’s challenging fairy- tale novel, the focus shifts to resil-
ient women who learn to use their powers and cooperate among one another to 
counter the brutality of men and to gain retribution. Lanagan makes immense 
changes in Wilhelm Grimm’s sentimental tale: instead of a sweet, mild mother 
who more or less guides her daughters to marry an enchanted bear/prince, she 
begins her tale, set in a medieval European country, by recounting how Liga, a 
fifteen- year- old girl, is brutally and continually violated by her father. At one 
point she dares to give birth to the daughter whom he sires, and the father acci-
dentally dies. She names the blonde- haired baby girl Branza and begins to fend 
for herself. Soon thereafter, however, Liga is gang- raped and gives birth to an-
other daughter, named Urdaa. Devastated, Liga wants to commit suicide but is 
magically saved by some natural force when she desperately wishes for another 
world and her wish becomes reality. She raises her daughters in this idyllic world, 
where the girls learn to trust bears and a wolf, who are men transported acci-
dentally from a ritual in another world. One day, however, one of the daugh-
ters, Urdaa, wishes herself into this other world, which is actually the brutal true 
world that Liga had fled through magic. At one point Liga and the other daugh-
ter, Branza, join her, and all three fortunately learn to cope with injustice and 
inequality, thanks to the guidance of two witches. In the end Branza will marry 
one of the more decent men in this world; Urdaa will become a witch; Liga learns 
that her daughters must make their own way in an uncivil world and that her 
own struggle will never end.

This brief summary does not do justice to Lanagan’s novel. For instance, she 
creates a unique language that has a quaint old Saxon and cockney flavor. The 
prominent male protagonists tell their own versions of the events in the first per-
son so that readers have an array of colorful perspectives. Moreover, Flanagan 
does not mince words when describing scenes involving incest, rape, and vio-
lence. Her intent is clear: not only does she critique the Grimms’ sexism, but she 
reflects upon the machismo and coarseness of men in contemporary Australia 
that is not unrelated to male aggressiveness and violence throughout the world.

Ironically, in critiquing the Grimms and retelling Wilhelm’s fairy tale, Lana-
gan is following in their footsteps. As I have already mentioned, Wilhelm (and 
sometimes Jacob) continually reshaped their tales to bring out their deeply rooted 
truths and make them more effective. The difference between the Brothers and 
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Lanagan is that the Grimms held many patriarchal notions and customs to be 
truths and did not question the contradictions of the tales. Their major concern 
was conservation, and we must remember that the tales were not theirs. Lana-
gan’s adaptation of “Snow White and Rose Red” is more an appropriation than 
conservation. That is, she makes Wilhelm’s story her own and in doing this with 
great sincerity and commitment, she emphasizes innovation more than conser-
vation because she does not believe that tradition holds venerable or absolute 
truths. Her process is dialectical, and it is important to remember that in the 
German concept of dialectics (Aufhebung), the thesis negated by the antithesis 
forms a new thesis. That is, what is old is not totally negated. The resilient and 
relevant qualities of the old are carried on in the new thesis. In Lanagan’s case, 
she dialectically cancels elements of Wilhelm’s tale while creating his tale anew 
with highly pertinent elements and motifs to address contemporary concerns 
related to social and human issues that we all share for better or worse. Without 
fully realizing it, Lanagan works within the Grimms’ tradition of storytelling and 
writing while making it more viable and relevant for the present. This innovation 
constitutes the Grimmness of her novel.

Another Australian writer who has undertaken a provocative and innovative 
revision of the Grimms’ tradition is Kate Forsyth. Her historical novel The Wild 
Girl (2013) focuses on Dortchen Wild (1793– 1867), who provided the Brothers 
with numerous tales and also married Wilhelm Grimm in 1825. Daughter of a 
pharmacist and one of four sisters, she had known Wilhelm ever since she turned 
twelve. Why she and Wilhelm waited so long to marry is unclear, although Heinz 
Rölleke suggests that Dortchen, the last daughter in the Wild family to marry, 
had to wait until her parents died before assuming the task as “housekeeper” 
(Hausfrau) for the Grimms, who had lost their caretaker/sister through mar-
riage.6 Rölleke implies that one of the Brothers had to marry— Jacob refused to 
marry— so that some one would look after them. Whether that is true cannot be 
proven, and whether Forsyth’s version is true cannot be proven either, but her 
narrative makes for a much more interesting story.

Forsyth has done exhaustive research and paints an intricate and colorful 
picture of life in Kassel from 1800 to 1825, tumultuous times when Kassel was 
occupied by the French, when the Grimm family suffered due to their impov-
erished condition, and when the Wild family also underwent great changes due 
to rebellion and marriage of the sisters, the death of their sick mother, and the 
wounded condition of their brother Rudolf, forced to fight for the French in the 
Napoleonic Wars. During this period, according to Forsyth, Dortchen fell in love 
with Wilhelm, and her love was reciprocated, but Wilhelm could not propose 
marriage to Dortchen because he was unemployed and could not support her nor 
neglect his own family. Moreover, Rudolf Wild, senior, the pharmacist, a cruel 
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and hypocritical religious man, detested Wilhelm, and at a certain point began 
forcing Dortchen and one of the other sisters to have sex with him as punishment 
for their alleged sins. The shame felt by Dortchen drove her to separate from Wil-
helm, and it was only through some of the tales that she told to him that she gave 
hints of the abuse she was suffering. After her father died, she works through the 
trauma of the incest, and by “confessing” to Wilhelm she was able to wed him. 
Though there is no historical evidence whatsoever that Dortchen’s life was so tor-
mented, Forsyth paints a convincing picture of daily life in the Wild family and 
the city of Kassel, and she also draws a convincing picture of Ferdinand Grimm, 
the ne’er- do- well brother, who becomes addicted to opium and tries to force him-
self on Dortchen. The imaginative sequences drawn by Forsyth brings readers 
closer to understanding the great difficulties that Dortchen and the Grimms en-
dured as the Brothers began embarking on their great career as scholars. Most of 
all, her novel celebrates Dortchen and other women who made great contribu-
tions to the early collection of the Grimms that have been neglected. Thanks to 
Forsyth’s serious and feminist reconstruction of history, the Grimms also become 
more “human” figures, and their humanity is revealed as well.

While not so historically based as Forsyth’s narrative, the American Tom 
McNeal’s unique fairy- tale novel, far far away (2013), delves into the “secret” life 
of Jacob Grimm and portrays him as more sensitive and fallible than most biog-
raphies about this famous “bachelor” that generally depict him as a supremely 
confident and unperturbed scholar. In fact, in his tour- de- force work, McNeal 
transforms Jacob Grimm into a very sympathetic ghost, who undertakes the 
task of protecting a young nerdy teenager named Jeremy Johnson Johnson living 
in a small town called Never Better, a microcosmic representation of American 
small- town life that bears the marks of petty minds and generous hearts at the 
same time. There are two strands to the plot of the first- person narrative told by 
Jacob Grimm: the mystery about the disappearance of a large number of young 
people from Never Better that the fifteen- year- old Jeremy and his friend Ginger, 
feisty and impetuous, endeavor to solve, and Jacob’s revelations about the “fail-
ings” in his life that he tries to grasp and undo as a ghost in a world in between 
(Zwischenraum). Jacob has learned from a dead maiden “that only the troubled 
remain here in the Zwischenraum, those who are agitated and uneasy, still look-
ing for what this maiden and others have called the thing undone. . . . It is unique 
to every ghost, tailored to his own failures, disenchantments, or regrets.”7 As a 
ghost, Jacob can see but cannot touch, smell but cannot taste, suffer but cannot 
weep, hasten but cannot fly, rest but cannot sleep, and speak but cannot be heard. 
That is, there are exceptional human beings who can hear ghosts, and Jeremy is 
one of those exceptions, probably because he grew up in a bookstore filled with 
fairy tales. Jacob learns that an evil Finder of Occasion is a threat to Jeremy and 
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has probably been responsible for kidnapping and killing the youngsters who 
have disappeared from the town. To a certain extent, the novel’s two mysteries 
are related: Jacob must learn who the kidnapper/killer is, and through his efforts 
to save Jeremy, he must try to understand the mystery of what he had left undone 
during his life and the desires that he had not realized while he had lived. If he 
is able to do this, he may be able to move beyond the Zwischenraum and find his 
brother Wilhelm.

As Jacob describes the events in Never Better, McNeal brilliantly weaves 
 Jacob’s inner monologues with dialogues that he holds with Jeremy often push-
ing Jeremy to speak in different languages and to utter surprising things that as-
tonish his friends and townspeople— and himself. Often the dialogues between 
Jacob and Jeremy are comic and demonstrate Jacob’s tender side. For instance, 
when Jeremy receives a notice of foreclosure that will drive him and his father 
from their house, Jacob writes:

Jeremy touched his finger to his temple. “You here?” he whispered.
I am.
“Kind of a bad day,” he said.
Yes, But things will turn out for the better. Often in the tales 

it is when circumstances seem most hopeless that good fortune 
intercedes.

“I thought you really didn’t believe in the tales.”
That does not mean I would not like to.8

Jeremy restores Jacob’s faith in the meaning of the different tales that are 
recalled in the course of events, and Jacob treats Jeremy with great care and con-
cern as if he were his son. We learn from Jacob that he was once very much in 
love with Dortchen Wild, his brother Wilhelm’s wife, but he never acted upon 
his deep desire to have a relationship with her because of his love for Wilhelm. 
After Dortchen married Wilhelm, they named their first son Jacob, and the child 
became very close to his uncle Jacob until he died at the age of four. His death 
devastated Jacob, and according to McNeal, Jacob threw himself even deeper 
into work that brought him success and fame. And it is one of the reasons that he 
keeps reiterating to Jeremy in a heavy German accent: study, study, study. Jeremy, 
who is steeped in the lore of the Grimms’ tales and grew up in an attic filled with 
fairy tales, wants to please his talking ghost, but he also wants to fulfill his love 
for Ginger, who has drawn him from his shell. It is Ginger who encourages him 
to go far far away from Never Better, and who also wants to break away from the 
town. However, they trust the wrong person, the seemingly sincere and jovial 
Swedish baker Sten Blix. But eventually they discover that he is like the witch in 
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“Hansel and Gretel” and entices young people with his pastries and false kind-
ness only to imprison them and kill them. It is Sten who is the Finder of Occa-
sions, and Jacob must exert himself to save Jeremy and Ginger, who are captured 
and poisoned by the baker. It is through his dialogues and efforts that Jacob not 
only saves them but also realizes that there is more to life than just work and will 
probably be allowed to move beyond the Zwischenraum to find his brother.

McNeal writes very much in the spirit of the Grimms, whose tales were col-
lected with the hope that they provide more than just entertainment for readers 
and listeners. Hope, as I shall discuss in the following chapter, is the “principle 
moral agent” that drives the Grimms’ tales. In McNeal’s novel, all three of the 
major protagonists are living hopeless lives when the ghost arrives in Never Bet-
ter. Others too, like Jeremy’s father and the mother of the kidnapped Possy, are 
miserable. But through resistance to perverse forces and by enlightening them-
selves, the protagonists learn what it means to live a “better” life, better than the 
lives they had led in Never Better. Throughout the novel, McNeal introduces 
relevant Grimm tales to guide them, and even Jacob learns to listen to tales that 
he never really appreciated. Reintroducing Jacob Grimm to the tales that he col-
lected and that still maintain their deep value and power in contemporary times 
forms the unusual Grimmness of his exceptional novel.

There is no attempt in John Connolly’s The Book of Lost Things (2006) to 
reconstitute the history of the Grimms by writing about the Brothers and their 
works. Yet his fantasy novel offers an intriguing view of the Grimms’ tales. His 
narrative takes place in England at the outset of World War II. A twelve- year- old 
boy named David becomes extremely disturbed when his mother dies, and his 
father remarries and has a child with his new wife. Moreover, the bombing of 
London coincides with the traumatic events in David’s life. The only things that 
enable David to cope with his shattered existence are the stories from books that 
his mother used to read him, and he comes to view himself as the caretaker of 
her books. Connolly writes:

These stories were very old, as old as people, and they had survived 
because they were very powerful indeed. These were the tales that 
echoed in the head long after the books that contained them were 
set aside. They were both an escape from and an alternative real-
ity themselves. They were so old, and so strange, that they found 
a kind of existence independent of the pages they occupied. The 
world of the old tales existed parallel to ours, as  David’s mother 
had once told him, but sometimes the wall separating the two 
became so thin and brittle that the two worlds started to blend 
together.9
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In fact, when a German bomber plane crashes into the garden near his 
house, it creates a hole in a wall through which David enters into a strange world 
of stories. It seems that his mother’s voice beckons him to undertake a quest to 
find her and be with her again. Yet he finds that the strange world is dangerous 
and filled with numerous obstacles, and the only way that he can find his way 
home is by seeking out the king of the realm and his book of lost things. As 
he learns, however, this is not an easy task because wolves and werewolves are 
gathering their forces to overthrow the king. He is also blinded by his resent-
ment toward his stepmother and stepbrother. Fortunately, he encounters first 
the woodsman and then a soldier named Roland, who guide him on his quest so 
that David manages to elude the wolves, werewolves, and a trickster named the 
Crooked Man, who actually controls the realm and to a certain extent David’s 
mind and imagination. In the end, after the Crooked Man kills the king, David 
resists the temptation to become the new king. He overcomes his fears and re-
sentment toward his stepmother and finds his way back to the hole in the wall. 
Once he climbs through it, he finds himself in a hospital bed recuperating from 
the crash of the bomber.

The frame of the novel is formed around a conventional and contrived nar-
rative of initiation. A disturbed young boy travels to another world to find him-
self. After he returns to the so- called real world, there is an epilogue that reveals 
David as the author of The Book of Lost Things, and his life after the bomb crash 
as a very unhappy one. His death is portrayed as a happy return to the other 
world of his imagination. Quite a trite ending. Nevertheless, this flawed novel 
has one major quality: it is a treatise about the capacity of fairy tales, in partic-
ular, about the capacity of the Grimms’ tales, to make sense out of the conflicts 
in the real world and to enable us to come to terms with trauma and incompre-
hensible events. It is only through David’s imaginative recall of fairy tales that he 
wakes up ready to confront and engage with a difficult real situation.

Within the frame narrative David has a series of difficult adventures that 
are marked by Connolly’s unique retelling of Grimms’ fairy tales such as “Little 
Red Riding Hood,” “Hansel and Gretel,” “Snow White,” “The Goose Girl,” “Rum-
pelstiltskin,” and “The Water of Life.” For the most part, they are startling and 
provocative adaptations and lead David to a new awareness of his situation. For 
example, in the terse retelling of “Little Red Riding Hood” by the Woodsman, 
we learn about a young girl who was always dressed in red and more clever than 
any man she met. Fearless, she frequently visited her grandmother in the woods. 
One day she encountered a wolf, fell in love with it, and seduced the animal. 
They had a werewolf offspring called a Loup, and since the girl in red wanted to 
help the wolves reproduce more Loups, she lured other girls into the woods to lie 
with the wolves. None of the girls were ever seen again, and the Loups eventually 
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turned against humans. This story helps David understand the uprising of the 
Loups, as do other adaptations of the Grimms’ tales, while familiar characters 
such as Snow White and Rumpelstiltskin actually appear in the main action as 
treacherous individuals. In a “Conversation with John Connolly” at the end of 
the novel, the author writes:

I was always interested in something that the Brothers Grimm 
wrote in the introduction to one of their collections. They said 
that every society, and every age, produced its own version of the 
same tales. I think I saw some similarities between the earlier tales 
and elements of mystery and supernatural fiction, which was why 
they found their way into my earlier books too. In The Book of Lost 
Things, they become the building blocks for the creation of the 
world into which David retreats after the death of his mother. They 
are the first stories, the essence of later tales, and so he returns to 
them, and over the course of the book, learns from the variations 
upon them that he himself composes in his imagination.10

In the final analysis what is significant about Connolly’s fairy- tale novel is 
his serious innovative endeavor to weave the Grimms’ tales of the past to deal 
with personal and social trauma in the context of the dissolution of family. More 
recently, Catherynne Valente has demonstrated how a tale such as “Snow White” 
can be used not only to comment on the disintegration of family life in America 
but also to critique the barbarity of American imperialism and its devastating 
effects in the nineteenth century. Her unique novel, Six- Gun  Snow White (2013), 
is narrated by Native Americans in a conversational unlettered English, first by 
Snow White and then by an anonymous storyteller familiar with the girl’s history. 
The language is blunt, ungrammatical, and filled with metaphorical allusions 
to Indian folklore. It is the language of otherness told by a persecuted young 
girl and then by an unknown narrator who clearly sympathizes with the fate of 
the girl, representative of thousands of Native Americans in the nineteenth and 
twentieth centuries— and in this case, the focus is on Native American women.

But Valente’s story of “Snow White” is not a documentary of American co-
lonialism. Rather it is a pithy, somewhat poetic depiction of an unnamed girl 
whose name becomes symbolic of the racism in the American civilizing process. 
The young female narrator begins the novel by relating in a voice from below 
how she was born to a beautiful Crow maiden named Gun That Sings and to a 
brutal and an enormously rich Nevada miner named Mr. H. Her mother dies 
in childbirth, and her father neglects her and has her cared for by a series of 
governesses. However, the girl is never properly educated, although she becomes 
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an expert with a six- gun. Allowed to roam free on a vast estate, her life changes 
at eleven when her Mr. H. comes home at one point with a new wife, beautiful 
and cruel, evidently a woman who has suffered abuse and fallen in social status. 
It is at this point that life changes for the young stepdaughter, as the new Mrs. H. 
proceeds to take control of her, and the girl utters comments such as:

“Maybe it’s not a lesson so much as it’s a magic trick. You can 
make a little girl into anything if you say the right words. Take her 
apart until all that’s left is her red, red heart thumping against the 
world.”11

“When Mrs. H. said I was not human she meant I was not white. 
She was wrong about the reason but not about the thing. I wasn’t 
human. I was a small device who knew only how to shoot a gun, 
play the slots, and dress up in fancy clothes to please a rich man.”12

“She put me in her own corsets like nooses strangling my waist 
till I was sick, my breath gone and my stomach shoved up into my 
ribs— there, now you’re civilized, she said, and I did not know if it 
was the corset or the sickness that did it.”13

“For myself I thought: this is how you make a human being. A 
human being is beautiful and sick. A human being glitters and 
starves.”14

Mrs. H. fires all the help and compels her stepdaughter, whom she names 
“Snow White” sarcastically because the girl is dark and will never become white. 
No matter how much Snow White tries to please her “mother,” she cannot suc-
ceed, and the “white” civilizing process becomes torture for the girl. Eventually, 
five years later when Mrs. H. gives birth to a son, Snow White decides to flee 
and search for her Crow relatives in Montana. It is at this point that the novel 
suddenly shifts narrators: “Girl deserves a rest, anyhow. You can tell a true story 
about your parents if you’re a damn sight good at sorting lies like laundry, but no 
one can tell a true story about themselves.”

The droll humor in the shifting narration conceals the desperate plight of 
Snow White. Mrs. H. hires a Pinkerton detective to track and capture her, but 
Snow White manages to evade him and eventually finds some comfort in a com-
munity of seven strange, outlaw women. This brief “happy” period in her life 
where she feels at one with nature and herself ends when she is tracked down by 
her witchlike stepmother, eats a poisoned apple, and falls into a deadly trance. 
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Instead of being rescued by a prince, however, she is put on display in a glass 
coffin in a traveling Wild West show:

Alive and dead, alive and dead. Both happening so fast you can’t 
see the blur. It doesn’t matter which. The live girl carries around 
the deadness she worked on all those years. The dead girl holds 
on to that wick of living that’s still green in there. It flips back and 
forth forever like a tick ace. Thump, thump, thump in the night as 
a girl sits up and lays down again.15

Though the novel ends on a tragic note, there is an exhilarating element to it. 
Perhaps exhilarating is the wrong word, but Valente, like Lanagan, has managed 
to appropriate the Grimms’ version of “Snow White” in a manner that enables 
her to critique the Brothers’ patriarchal bias while exploring the racist aspects of 
the American “civilizing” process. The clarity and poetry of the voices of under-
dogs are actually what the Grimms also endeavored to mediate. As much as they 
expressed sympathy for persecuted heroines in the tales that they collected, how-
ever, they lacked the profound understanding of female suffering that Valente 
and Lanagan clearly have, and it is because of their insights that their novels 
transform the Grimms’ tales into strong and unusual indictments of contem-
porary sexist and racist tendencies that expose contradictions in what we often 
proclaim to be civilized behavior.

There is no “civilized” behavior at the beginning of Helen Oyeyemi’s un-
flinching exploration of race and gender in Boy, Snow, Bird (2014), another 
remarkable adaptation of the Grimms’ “Snow White,” with its fantastic happy 
ending. Unlike the Grimms’ optimistic story, however, this novel is highly realis-
tic and told in the voices of a mother and a daughter, who become entangled in 
bitter struggles that appear to be endemic among women. In an interview with 
the British newspaper Guardian/Observer Oyeyemi has remarked:

For me Boy, Snow, Bird is very much a wicked stepmother story. Every 
wicked stepmother story is to do with the way women disappoint each other, 
and encourage each other, across generations. A lot of terrible things can come 
out of that disappointment. I also wanted to explore the feminine gaze, and how 
women handle beauty without it being to do with men, per se. The women all 
want approval from each other, and are trying to read each other. I also wanted 
to look at the aesthetics of beauty— who gets to be deemed the fairest of them all. 
And in Snow White that is very explicitly connected with whiteness. It had to be 
an American story because “passing” is an American phenomenon.16

Oyeyemi’s novel begins in New York City during 1953 when a young blonde- 
haired woman named Boy, the narrator of the first part of the story, escapes 
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her abusive father, a sadistic ratcatcher, and by chance, lands by bus in a small 
Massachusetts town called Flax Hills. After taking refuge in a boardinghouse 
and working odd jobs, she finds a pemanent position in a bookstore while dat-
ing a widowed history professor turned metal jewelry maker named Arturo 
Whitman. Eventually she marries Arturo, who has a beautiful seven- year- old 
daughter named Snow, and Boy is very much attracted to and fond of this poised 
black- haired girl with pale skin. However, when Boy has her own daughter, 
named Bird, with Whitman, the baby turns out to be black and reveals that the 
Whitman family had been passing for white for many years and had even sent 
Arturo’s younger sister Clara to live in Mississippi with relatives because Clara 
had been born too “dark.” Instead of following this pattern and sending her dark 
daughter, Bird, to Mississippi, however, Boy insists that Snow go to Mississippi 
because Snow is too beautiful and would cause her own daughter to suffer com-
parisons. This separation causes bitter tension among the sisters that they even-
tually resolve later in the 1960s.

Part two of the novel is told from the perspective of thirteen- year- old Bird 
suffering from racism and confusion, and part three, again from her blonde 
mother Boy, who tries to mend the hurt and misunderstandings that she has 
caused. There is no happy end to all the personal conflicts among the women 
from different generations, but there is a deeper awareness of the intricacies of 
race, gender, and beauty mirrored in the American landscape of the 1950s and 
1960s. Throughout the novel there are references to “Snow White” and other 
fairy tales that set a framework for the different narrative perspectives, which 
never corraborate one another. What is unusual about Oyeyemi’s book is that it 
reinvents and uses a fairy tale to intervene in a long discourse about how racism 
and notions of beauty define some of the more destructive aspects of American 
culture.

Other contemporary fairy- tale novels are also innovative and critical of gen-
der bias and racism, but they tend to have more of a strong didactic feminist 
strain that streaks through the narratives. For instance, Carolyn Turgeon’s The 
Fairest of Them All (2013) combines “Rapunzel” and “Snow White” to form an 
unusual tale that eventually pits the two famous fairy- tale characters against one 
another. Rapunzel, a witch’s daughter, becomes pregnant after a passionate affair, 
but the prince marries another woman and has a child with her named Snow 
White. After seven years the wife dies, and the prince marries Rapunzel, who 
discovers from her magic mirror that Snow White is more beautiful than she 
is. From this point on, there are many twists and turns that include Rapunzel’s 
desire for revenge, rape, rivalry, and incest. In the end, the conflict between Ra-
punzel and Snow White is resolved, for Turgeon is more interested in resolution 
between women than disagreement. As she states in the interview at the end of 
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her novel: “I think all my fairy- tale books have a feminist undercurrent. I’m in-
terested in looking at the roles of women in these stories, and especially the rela-
tionships these women have with each other. . . . There’s a lot of rivalry and anger 
and unhappiness in these tales, and I like to explore that and then see if there’s 
some way for these women to transcend their tales a bit and form alliances with 
each other. Female friendship is important to me, and there’s typically not a lot 
of room for it in the original stories, and certainly not in the Disney movies.”17

The significance of strong fairy- tale heroines can be seen in other contem-
porary novels. Marissa Meyer’s Cinder (2012), which is the first volume of a 
science- fiction trilogy, transforms Cinderella into a cyborg living in a futuristic 
China. Treated poorly by her guardian mother, Cinder proves her worth as a 
mechanic, falls in love with the Emperor Kai and protects him from a wicked 
empress Levana, who wants to kill her because Cinder is actually a true princess 
named Selene. In another Cinderella- novel, Bleeding through Kingdoms: Cin-
derella’s Rebellion (2005), Riley Lashea sets her story in the Black Forest several 
hundred years ago, and she blends several of the Grimms’ tales in a narrative that 
depicts Cinderella fleeing from Prince Charming and causing havoc in different 
kingdoms by entering into the lives of Rapunzel, Snow White, Hansel and Gretel, 
and Red Riding Hood, who rebel against their author or the arbitrary authority 
of Grimm. In the end, Grimm is defeated by Cinderella and her allies, but their 
freedom from his pen/penis will not bring them eternal peace and harmony. 
What is important for Lashea is that women become free to write and live out 
their own destinies.

Two other novels, based mainly on “Little Red Riding Hood,” display hero-
ines with a feminist disposition. In Jackson Pearce’s Sisters Red (2010), she em-
ploys two teenage sisters, Scarlett (eighteen) and Rosie (sixteen), to narrate their 
stories in alternating chapters and to explain why they seek to destroy were-
wolves called Fenris, who prey upon adolescent girls in the vicinity of Atlanta. 
In the end, Rosie leaves her sister for the love of a woodsman named Silas, while 
Scarlett continues to dedicate herself to hunting Fenris, indicating that the threat 
of rape and violence will continue until all werewolves are dead. In Vivian Vande 
Velde’s Cloaked in Red (2010) she weaves eight different quirky versions of “Little 
Red Riding Hood,” to mock the conservative and religious fundamentalists who 
believe that this tale is a strange and disturbing story and should not be shared 
with children. The difficulty is that Vande Velde actually yields to these critics by 
transforming the story of “Little Red Riding Hood” into harmless comic tales.

In other books such as Shanon Hale’s The Goose Girl (2003) and Polly Shul-
man’s The Grimm Legacy (2010), the authors tend to be more conventional in 
adapting the Grimms’ tales. Yet, the feminist aspect remains strong. In Hale’s 
reworking of “The Goose Girl,” she endows a young princess named Ani, a misfit 
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in the family, with the power to understand animals. When she is compelled to 
travel to a warlike kingdom to marry a prince whom she does not know, Ani 
is betrayed by her lady- in- waiting and flees into the forest, where her power 
to communicate with animals saves her. It is also in the forest where she tends 
geese that she comes into herself and ultimately finds her prince and becomes 
champion of the oppressed. In The Grimm Legacy (2010), we have another misfit 
or outcast as heroine. This time it is Elizabeth Rew, a teenager, mistreated by 
her stepmother and schoolmates. Fortunately, she finds a job at the New York 
Circulating Material Repository, where she works in a room with the special 
Grimm Collection, which contains objects such as dancing shoes, the seven- 
league boots, a mermaid’s comb, a magic mirror, and so on. Soon after she begins 
working, she discovers that some of the magic objects have gone missing, and 
she organizes her coworkers to track down the culprit, and in the process she 
also comes to terms with her family and school mates.

All the novels that I have discussed thus far, with the exception of Lana-
gan’s Tender Morsels, Forsyth’s The Wild Girl, Connolly’s The Book of Lost Things, 
Valente’s Six- Gun Snow White, and Oyeyemi’s Boy, Snow, Bird, have been writ-
ten expressly for the YA market and reveal the limits of innovation when the 
authors adhere to the conventions of this market. Their tales have either been 
self- censored or censored by their editors to maintain propriety and good taste, 
not to mention happy endings. The writing is competent, but there is more ded-
ication to convention than to Grimmness. The most obvious artificial adapta-
tions of the Grimms’ tales for young readers are the series manufactured for 
profit such as The Sisters Grimm by Michael Buckley and the Simon and Schuster 
“Once Upon a Time Series” for teenagers. Buckley’s books depict two orphaned 
sisters who flee foster families and a social worker to become detectives in the 
town of Everafter, while the Simon and Schuster books written largely by Su-
zanne Weyn, Tracy Lynn, and Debbie Viguié are kitschy retellings of classical 
Grimms’ tales intended to appeal to the sentimental interests of female readers. 
There are of course exceptions. For instance Adam Gidwitz’s A Tale Dark and 
Grimm (2010), intended for young readers, is a novelistic pastiche of several tales 
told with provocative humor. The introduction by the fictitious narrator reveals 
his style and also purpose:

Once upon a time, fairy tales were awesome.
I know, I know. You don’t believe me. I don’t blame you. A 

little while ago, I wouldn’t have believed it myself. Little girls in 
red caps skipping around the forest? Awesome? I don’t think so.

But then I started to read them. The real, Grimm ones. Very 
few little girls in red caps in those.
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Well, there’s one. But she gets eaten.
“Okay,” you’re probably saying, “if fairy tales are awesome, 

why are all the ones I’ve heard so unbelievably, mind- numbingly 
boring?” You know how it is with stories. Someone tells a story. 
Then somebody repeats it, and it changes again. Then somebody’s 
telling it to their kid and taking out all the scary, bloody scenes— in 
other words, the awesome parts— and the next thing you know 
the about an adorable little girl in a red cap, skipping through the 
forest to take cookies to her granny. And you’re so bored you’ve 
passed out on the floor.

The real Grimm stories are not like that.18

And the narrator concludes his introduction by stating:

Before I go on, a word of warning: Grimms’ stories— the ones that 
weren’t changed for little kids— are violent and bloody. And what 
you’re going to hear now, the one true tale in The Tales of Grimm, 
is as violent and bloody as you can imagine.

Really.
So if such things bother you, we should probably stop right 

now.
You see, the land of Grimm can be a harrowing place. But it is 

worth exploring. For, in life, it is in the darkest zones one finds the 
brightest beauty and the most luminous wisdom.

And, of course, the most blood.19

What is stunning about the book is not the blood but the serious defense 
of children’s rights and interrogation of the Grimms’ tales that underlie the 
comic style. Gidwitz employs a frame narrative based on the Grimms’ “Faith-
ful  Johannes” and “Hansel and Gretel” with the narrator providing an estrange-
ment effect by constantly interrupting the narrative flow with ironic and caustic 
comments. The plot is initially determined by the action of the young king in 
the realm of Grimm who cuts the throats of his two children, Hansel and Gre-
tel, because he is beholden to his loyal servant Johannes, who had been turned 
into a statue to save the king’s life. Similar to the biblical story of Abraham and 
Isaac, the king sacrifices his children for the sake of a high principle that will 
save  Johannes, and of course, Johannes rewards the king by restoring the twins 
Hansel and Gretel to life. This would seem to be a happy ending, but it isn’t, 
for the children realize that they cannot trust their parents or Johannes, who 
are essentially murderers. So they run away from the palace and seek a home 
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where they will be loved and protected. Their adventures are meshed with other 
Grimms’ tales: “The Seven Ravens,” “The Seven Swallows,” “Brother and Sister,” 
“The Robber Bridegroom,” and “The Three Golden Hairs.” In each case, they are 
threatened with death by brutal adults who either want to devour them or exploit 
them. Eventually, they meet Faithful Johannes, who persuades them to return 
to the Kingdom of Grimm because a dragon is destroying the realm, and their 
parents need their help. When they return, they participate in a bloody battle 
against the dragon only to discover that their father, the king, is the dragon. That 
is, there is a malevolent worm within him, and his head must be cut off to destroy 
the worm. When this is accomplished, Hansel and Gretel bind his head back on 
his body with magic twine. The king and queen abandon the throne in recog-
nition that Hansel and Gretel can take better care of the subjects of the Grimm 
Kingdom, whom they call their children, than they have.

This ending may seem somewhat sentimental and didactic, but it is really 
not an ending but a beginning, and in light of the comic, terse style of the narra-
tion and its structure, it gives pause for thought more than a lesson. This is also 
the case in his second fairy- tale novel, In a Glass Grimmly, which Gidwitz bases 
on the story of “Jack and Jill,” while interweaving other Grimms’ tales such as 
“The Frog King” and tales by other authors such as Hans Christian Andersen 
and  Jacobs. As he explains, “For hundreds of generations, writers and story tellers 
have taken the threads of older tales and have rewoven them into new garments— 
new garments that reflect our hands and our visions, and that fit the children we 
know and care for. All writers do this, even today. We who write in folk traditions 
are just a little more transparent about it.”20 This is evident in Gidwitz’s third 
novel, The Grimm Conclusion (2013), in which he relies heavily on the Grimms’ 
tale “Jorinda and Joringel,” and sends the brother/sister pair on all kinds of per-
ilous adventures that reveal how children must learn to fend for themselves and 
conceive their own world. He concludes this novel by stating: “There is no king, 
no queen in the Jungeich. Children are allowed to live their lives there— to run, 
to play, to tell their tales. At night, they go home to their parents in the Kingdom 
of Grimm. Mostly. And they go to school and do their chores. Mostly. But they 
venture into the woods whenever they want— to tell their tales and face their 
fears and let whatever is inside out.”21

In all three of his novels, Gidwitz touches on some very problematic as-
pects of the Grimms’ tales, expressed already by Ana María Shua— namely, 
the abuse of children that is often rationalized or repressed in the tales. More 
than seventy- five percent of the Grimms’ tales involve the manipulation and 
exploitation of young people whose lives are put at risk because of their parents 
or other adults. In Gidwitz’s dedication to Grimmness, he demonstrates how 
children are maltreated not only in the tales but in contemporary society, and 
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he echoes the sociopsychological critique of the great Swiss psychoanalyst Alice 
Miller, who wrote:

The tradition of sacrificing children is deeply oriented in most 
cultures and religions. For this reason it is also tolerated, and in-
deed commended, in our western civilization. Naturally, we no 
longer sacrifice our sons and daughters on the altar of God, as in 
the biblical story of Abraham and Isaac. But at birth and through-
out their later upbringing, we instill in them the necessity to love, 
honor, and respect us, to do their best for us, to satisfy our ambi-
tions— in short to give us everything our parents denied us. We 
call this decency and morality. Children rarely have any choice in 
the matter. All their lives, they will force themselves to offer par-
ents something that they neither possess nor have any knowledge 
of, quite simply because they have never been given it: genuine, 
unconditional love that does not merely serve to gratify the needs 
of the recipient.22

Gidwitz is not the only writer who innovatively transforms the Grimms’ 
tales in defense of children. Liesl Shurtliff ’s recent novel YA novel, Rump: The 
True Story of Rumpelstiltskin (2013), is a unique defense of the little fellow who 
is always chastised for exploiting a miller’s daughter through his unique gift 
of spinning straw into gold and demanding her first- born child. In Shurtliff ’s 
version of the “true” story of Rumpelstiltskin, we learn that an orphan named 
Rump, raised by his Granny, discovers that he has inherited the talent of spin-
ning straw into gold from his mother, who was originally from a region called 
Yonder and had unique powers that she abused. As Rump grows, he is constantly 
picked on by the miller, his sons, and daughter Opal. Despite the bad treatment 
that he receives, Rump enables Opal to wed a pompous king interested in money 
by spinning straw into gold for Opal. But he does not really want to have her 
first- born child as a reward. Instead, Rump goes on a quest to discover the com-
plete meaning of his name Rumpelstiltskin, and it is by learning the meaning of 
his name, his magic powers, and how to control them that he frees himself of any 
obligation that he has to the miller’s family and the king.

While Shurtliff ’s novel is filled with gnomes, pixies, and other magical char-
acters often found in fairy tales, and while the redemption of Rumpelstiltskin is 
commendable, her work is not as provocative and innovative as some other ad-
aptations of the Grimms’ tales for young readers. For instance, Linda Lee began 
a remarkable series of cartoon books about angry little girls with different ethnic 
backgrounds, all furious about the way they are perceived and treated. In her 



174  CHaPTEr SIX

fourth book, Fairy Tales for Angry Little Girls (2011), she depicts the antic di-
lemmas of five of them: Kim, the Angry Little Asian Girl; Maria, the Crazy Little 
Latina; Wanda, the Dresh Little Soul Sistah; Xyla, the Gloomy Arabic Girl; and 
Deborah, the White Disenchanted Princess. All the girls are feisty and compli-
cated, and two of the tales are based on similar complaints aired in Gidwitz’s 
novel: child abuse. In Lee’s hilarious version of “Rapunzel,” which she titles “Rap-
PunsWell,” Wanda is angry because her parents abandon her to an old white lady, 
who wants to make her into a clever little rapper who will make money for her. 
The first song she must learn as a baby is “I am black but my mom is not. But 
that’s okay cuz I love her a lot!” Eventually, RapPunsWell does make a fortune 
but is locked up in a tower as punishment for disobeying the old white lady. 
Then she is thrown from the tower by the lady and is reunited with her blinded 
prince, who cannot find his way back to his own kingdom. In “Little Miss Wears- 
a- Hood,” Xyla plays a guilt- tripped daughter who questions her mother when 
asked to bring the sick grandmother baked bread.

“Why do I have to go? What if I catch her germs and die?”
The mother responds: “I have chores to do. Besides, I’m your mother, so you 

must do as I say and be helpful and dutiful to me.”
Xyla thinks: “There she goes using duty to guilt me into doing stuff for her!”
The mother declares: “And you know I never go outside. It’s too scary.”
Xyla thinks: “Why is the world so scary?”
“You must wear your hood so strange men can’t see how pretty you are. Walk 

quickly and don’t talk to any strangers!!!”
“Can I pick flowers along the way?”
“No! They might be poisonous! Don’t touch anything and do not talk to 

anyone! Just walk straight to Grandmother’s!”
Xyla thinks: “Why must my mother speak of so much doom and gloom? She 

makes me think everyone is out to get me.”
So Xyla turns away from a woodsman in favor of an animal, the wolf, only 

to be saved by the woodsman, who also learns that Little Miss- Wears- A- Hood 
demands that he also save her from her own thoughts.

The irony of Lee’s tales raises important questions concerning the use of 
Grimms’ tales to socialize children. Long before Bruno Bettelheim falsely ex-
plained how fairy tales could therapeutically help children, as if that were the 
purpose of tales told and written for adults, the Grimms’ tales had been sanitized 
to convey proper morals and manners and a notion of happiness and rewards 
for good behavior. Lee’s adaptations like the best of fractured fairy tales explodes 
these ideas while addressing contemporary issues of racism and stereotyping. 
Like Gidwitz, Lee shows her dedication to Grimmness through provocation and 
innovation that deepen and expand the quality of storytelling that the Grimms 
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themselves sought. Clearly, they lacked the humor of contemporary writers. But 
one can’t expect everything from those diligent philologists, whose lives were 
marred by the loss of their father at a young age, social prejudices, war, needy 
brothers and a sister to support, and political battles at German libraries and 
universities!

Short Stories and Poetry

In contrast to the Grimms, contemporary authors in Europe and North and 
South America tend to be more humorous and ironic than the Grimms. In ad-
dition, they often alter the dynamics of the Grimms tales in highly complex 
narratives that probe the darker side of the stories. The list of remarkably tal-
ented American and British writers of the late twentieth and early twenty- first 
centuries who have experimented with the Grimms’ tales is enormous, and I 
cannot include all of their works in a discussion of their Grimmness. For ex-
ample, here is a very short list of prominent talented writers who have taken 
the Grimms’ tales seriously to task: Angela Carter, Donald Barthelme, Peter 
Redford, A. S. Byatt, Margaret Atwood, Robert Coover, Jane Yolen, Donna Jo 
Napoli, Francesca Lia Block, Emma Donoghue, Terri Windling, Tanith Lee, Ste-
ven Millhauser, Kelly Link, Neil Gaiman, Robin McKinley, Kate Bernheimer, 
Sara Maitland, Philip Pullman, Gregory Maguire, Luisa Valenzuela, and so on. 
Many other writers and their fairy tales can be found in my anthology Spells 
of Enchantment, as well as in the numerous fairy- tale anthologies edited by 
Terri Windling and Ellen Datlow and in several other anthologies published 
in the 1990s and beginning of the twenty- first century. The radical aesthetics 
and themes of contemporary stories based on the Grimms’ fairy tales are so 
great that it is impossible to summarize the extraordinary appropriation of the 
Grimms’ tales that began in the 1970s. What is significant is that most of these 
writers have contested the Grimms’ authoritative versions while simultaneously 
exploiting them and carrying on the Grimms’ tradition of editing, reshaping, 
and retelling tales that have deep roots in folk traditions throughout the world. 
In fact, educated writers and artists have always played an enormous role in 
registering, marking, and changing stories that might have evaporated if it were 
not for the invention of writing and printing. And once again, let me state that 
the Grimms were part of this tradition and broke new ground for a greater ex-
change between the oral and literary traditions. And yet, within this discursive 
tradition, it is important to question and contest their authority and forbidding 
dominance and at the same time to provide elaboration and validation of the 
tales they conserved.
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As I have already mentioned, the depiction of gender and gender roles in the 
Grimms’ tales leaves a lot to be desired, and beginning with Anne Sexton and 
Olga Broumas in poetry and followed by Tanith Lee, Angela Carter, and Margaret 
Atwood in prose, contemporary writers have revealed a great disposition to turn 
the Grimms’ tales literally inside out, often in carnevalesque and postmodern 
fashion. For instance, Rikki Ducornet published two tales, “Electric Rose” and 
“Sleeping Beauty,” which drastically change the Grimms’ “Briar Rose” and Charles 
Perrault’s “Sleeping Beauty.” Her version of “Sleeping Beauty” begins this way:

It is written in the Sacred Books: at puberty she will be pricked 
and bleed and sleep one hundred years. Then a frog will tumble 
down the chimney and, leaving a rope of slime across the counter-
pane, kiss her. Or, depending on this and that, a wolf reeking of 
the shit of slain deer will leap into her bed and eat her. Beauty’s 
destiny hangs from the fitful runes that totter and dance upon the 
face of the moon.23

Ducornet’s disturbing short tale, which is filled with images of red, blood, shoes, 
and dancing, turns the princess’s dark destiny at the side of a king into a flight of 
liberation. Her awakening is a rupture with a binding tradition.

In “Rapunzel Revisited,” Sara Maitland also emphasizes the need to come to 
terms with a tradition that has held her captive. She begins her retelling of the 
Grimms’ tale by presenting an elderly Rapunzel who returns to her tower after 
her husband has died and her twins have grown. It is there that she reminisces, 
and her poetic revelry raises questions about whether her parents had loved her, 
whether she hated the witch, and whether she loved the prince. In her solitude 
she comes to a new awareness in old age, and the narrator remarks:

It is, and you were fairly warned, not a story, only the ghost, the 
legend of a story. There is no plot, no narrative. Nothing happens. 
But still the wind swings in from the sea and the birds sing before 
the day’s dawn; and still she listens to the sounds of silence which 
she had missed, despite the delights of the Court. Still she finds 
witches and whimbrels to enchant her days and still she looks 
through the refracting lens of all the stories to try and find her 
own truth, her own story: the story of the woman who has been 
child and beloved and queen and has finished with all those tasks 
and must now try to learn to be herself.24

Maitland is clearly concerned in rewriting fairy tales to comprehend the 
identity formation of young and elderly women and in voicing those concerns 
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from a personal and critical perspective. In another one of her tales, “The 
Wicked Stepmother’s Lament,” she surprisingly paints a picture of a vindictive 
stepmother who rationalizes her abuse of Cinderella because she is too sweet, 
kind, and passive. The story, told in the first person by the stepmother, is not 
really a lament but an ironic accusation that charges Cinderella with masochism, 
questioning the traditional stereotype of the good persecuted heroine.

Maitland’s unique dedication to maintaining the Grimmness of the Grimms’ 
tales through adaptation can best be ascertained in her latest book, Gossip from 
the Forest: The Tangled Roots of Our Forests and Fairytales (2012), which is a 
highly original and poetical rendition of twelve Grimms’ fairy tales inter woven 
with stunning essays about their relationship to British forests. Reading her 
book is like taking a stroll with one of the wise women of the woods who has 
a profound knowledge of folk tales, their underlying meanings, and how they 
emanated from forests. Her observations of places, plants, trees, and animals 
are subtly embedded in her stories, which lend a new vitality to the Grimms’ 
nineteenth- century tales. Moreover, Maitland does not shy away from a political 
critique of deforestation and other “inhumane” ways that we regard and treat our 
natural environment. There is also a strong feminist current in her essays and 
tales. On the page that follows the dedication of her book, she already strikes 
a challenge to the mindless definitions of the Oxford English Dictionary, which 
equates gossip with women’s idle talk: “This is one of my favorite examples of 
how the trivialising of women’s concerns distorts language. The Gossip of my 
title is the encouraging, private spiritual talk that we all want in times of trouble. 
Stories that are not idle; tales that are not trifling.”25

One example will suffice to demonstrate the unusual quality of her essays 
and tales. In her chapter about Epping Forest and “Hansel and Gretel” she links 
her observations about forest preservation with the resilience of children. Her 
marvel at the public spaces in this serene environment leads her to think about 
free spaces in which children can play and find themselves. As she meditates 
about children, she comments that we are failing to nourish the quality of resil-
ience in children that enables them to cope even when horrible and dangerous 
things happen. Maitland maintains that forests and fairy stories are antidotes to 
the lack of nourishment in contemporary society:

Forests offer infinite possibilities for creative play— especially 
I think because they often provide a choice of physical levels; 
climbing up a tree is different from hiding inside one. A long view 
through or over woodland is radically other from hiding behind or 
within a thicket. And, where stores are still told, everyone knows 
that forests are magical. The fairy stores themselves are also train-
ing grounds for resilience. Terrible, terrible dangers threaten the 
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children in fairy stories— from cruel and abusive parents to giants, 
wolves and witches. But in every single case, not through special 
skills or miraculous interventions but through the application of 
good sense (and interestingly good manners) the children do not 
merely survive they return home wiser, richer and happier.26

Maitland’s ruminations lead her to retell “Hansel and Gretel,” but it is the 
post- history of the brother and sister, when they have become older and pros-
perous. Hansel is head forester to the king, married to a miller’s daughter, and 
they have five children. Gretel lives alone in the forest by choice, a woman of the 
woods, who cultivates herbs, flowers, and vegetables. Her sturdy house resem-
bles a bright gingerbread house. Occasionally, Hansel visits her as he tours the 
forest. They live two miles away from each other. One time, when he visits her 
in her idyllic spot, they talk about what happened many years ago, and Gretel 
bursts into tears and confesses that she feels terribly guilty for having pushed 
the witch into the oven. She wonders whether what they tell themselves is a true 
story. Then Hansel responds: “Sometimes they are true. . . . Here is a true story. 
Once upon a time there was a brave little girl; she had a foolish brother, a weak 
and pathetic father, and an evil cruel stepmother who certainly wanted to kill 
her. But in terrible fear, in the raging danger and sadness and terror, she kept her 
head. She rescued them both. That is a true story.”

And Maitland’s revised “Hansel and Gretel” tale probes the trauma more 
deeply than the Brothers Grimm. Gone is a father who profits from abandon-
ing his children, and gone is a silly duck. What is left is a learning experience 
transformed into a tale that grown- ups tell to one another because, as Maitland 
stresses, the tale has allowed them to come back into sunshine.

Whereas Maitland’s revisions of the Grimms’ tales are striking because of 
their poetic quality, Michael Cadnum prefers humor and sarcasm. In “Ella and 
the Canary Prince” (2006), he uses the first person to tell a droll story. Here the 
narrator is one of the beautiful stepsisters who insults the fairy godmother de-
scribed as a “chewed- looking thing,” while Ella— that is, Cinderella— is a simple- 
minded klutz. However, the fairy godmother brings about her marriage with a 
prince who is gay, while the stepsister narrator reveals that she has been sleeping 
with the king, the prince’s father, and will eventually become Ella’s mother. In 
this slight amusing tale all stereotypical roles are reversed to mock the Grimms’ 
fairy- tale tradition.

Most of Cadnum’s amusing tales in his collection Can’t Catch Me and Other 
Twice- Told Tales (2006) are based on motifs from the Grimms’ tales and tend to 
be modernized. In fact, this is the tendency in two recent anthologies, Grimm & 
Grimmer: Dark Tales for Dark Times (2009), edited by Adrienne Jones and Pete 
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Allen, and in Kate Bernheimer’s My Mother She Killed Me, My Father He Ate Me 
(2010), a title taken from the Grimms’ disturbing tale “The Juniper Tree.” There 
is a problem, however, in these anthologies because most of the writers were 
recruited and commissioned to produce “modernized” tales, and it is clear from 
their endeavors to be original that their stories are often contrived and artificial 
and lack a certain integrity of purpose. That is, most of the tales did not emanate 
from the writers’ own desires to engage the Grimms, and their tales often reveal 
more a desire to be original and spectacular than a desire to grasp the nature 
of storytelling. Nevertheless, all the authors are compelled to question why the 
Grimms’ tales continue to be relevant in our post- modern times.

In Grimm & Grimmer, there are two tales that point in the direction of 
horror to shock and warn readers about the implications of the Grimms’ tales. 
Adrienne Jones’s “Rapugnant” is a Gothic rendition of the Grimms’ “Rapunzel” 
that shows how wary one must be of stories and storytellers. She sets her tale in 
Yorkshire and depicts two elderly men in a pub, quarreling about the truth of a 
tale. They debate whether there really is a beautiful lass who does strange things 
with her hair in a tower up north in Goathland, otherwise called witchland. To 
settle the argument they set out for the tower only to be horrified. When they 
are pulled up into the tower by the golden lass, she turns into a monster and eats 
one of the men. The other escapes, returns to the tavern, where he has a dispute 
with a young farmer and decides to tell a tale to this farmer so he will be curious 
to find out more about the golden lass. Another “horror” tale in this anthology, 
Chris Cox’s “Snow White” takes place in contemporary London, where Snow 
is a heroin addict and has hallucinations with small Boonyars that haunt her. 
They are likened to the dwarfs, and her stepmother, an ex- model, who has lost 
her beauty, wants her killed, but the Hunter lets her go. Consequently, the witch 
stepmother has him executed. After Snow is almost killed and recovers in a hos-
pital, she is saved by the Hunter’s brother, who kills the stepmother. In the end 
Snow escapes with him with the goal of cleaning up her life. In contrast to Jones’s 
tale, Cox’s “Snow White” is a good example of predictable clichéd writing that is 
more like a soap opera than a fairy tale that needs more than window dressing 
to be taken seriously.

Some more serious modernized fairy tales can be found in Bernheimer’s 
anthology. For example Francine Prose’s “Hansel and Gretel” is a subtle remi-
niscence of an incident that took place twenty years ago in the countryside of 
Vermont when a young woman named Polly is taken on a spontaneous honey-
moon by her husband to visit his ex- mother- in- law, an eccentric elderly woman 
named Lucia de Medici. As Polly recounts the story, we become aware that she 
is Gretel betrayed by her callous husband, who puts her through hell by intro-
ducing her to the witchlike Lucia and siding with the witch. Instead of a happy 



180  CHaPTEr SIX

ending, Polly must endure cruelty that she understands only some twenty years 
later through the lens of the Grimms’ original “Hansel and Gretel.” In another 
contemporary fairy tale in Bernheimer’s collection, this time, “Snow White, Rose 
Red” by Lydia Millet, the narrator is the bear— that is, a homeless man suffering 
a midlife crisis when his wife leaves him for another man. He flees to the Ad-
irondack Mountains in upstate New York, where he befriends two girls, eleven 
and twelve, spending the summer at their rich father’s mansion. He lives in an 
abandoned airport hangar and develops a close friendship with the girls and 
observes how they are treated badly by their anorexic mother and aloof father. 
At one point, mother and father have a brutal argument, and as the father begins 
to strangle the mother, the bear/narrator steps in and almost kills the father in 
front of the girls, Snow and Rose. However, he actually saves the family, for the 
mother and father reform themselves, and the bear/narrator draws deep satisfac-
tion in having prevented the breakup of a family. Unfortunately, this adaption of 
“Snow White and Rose Red” is another soap opera indicating that melodramatic 
versions of the Grimms’ tales with modern characters and settings do not suffice 
to make up for a lack of artistic storytelling.

Perhaps the most prolific adapter of Grimms’s tales with Grimmness is the 
American writer Jane Yolen, who collected all her tales, poems, and essays in 
Once Upon a Time (She Said) in 2005. The majority of these works were written 
from the early 1970s to 2000, and not all of them are based on the Grimms’ tales. 
Yet this book reveals just how immersed in the Grimm tradition Yolen has been 
and how she has struggled to address urgent contemporary issues as she did in 
her remarkable fairy- tale novel, Briar Rose (1992), which concerned the Holo-
caust. Two of her more remarkable tales in this collection are “The Fisherman’s 
Wife” (1986) and “Allerleihrauh” (1995), both terse critical commentaries on the 
Grimms’ versions. In “The Fisherman’s Wife” Yolen depicts a fisherman named 
John Merton who lives with his deaf wife, Mair. He is lonely because of the si-
lence between the two of them, and after he rescues a mermaid on the beach and 
throws her back into the sea, he longs to be with her. In fact, he is lured by her 
to his death in the sea. Mair does not accept his death and manages to bring him 
back from the undersea palace, knowing full well that she will never fully break 
the spell that the mermaid had cast on him. There is no explicit reference to the 
Grimms’ misogynous tale, “The Fisherman’s Wife.” There is no need because the 
title is so well- known, and Yolen subtly provides another portrait of a wife, not 
avaricious but rather dedicated, courageous, and more understanding of her hus-
band than he realizes. In “Allerleirauh,” her tale cuts through the happy- ending 
Grimm narrative about incest by realistically depicting how incest is continued by 
kings in power. Yolen’s princess marries her father, becomes pregnant, and dies in 
childbirth. And the king will wait again for another daughter to grow until he can 
continue to cycle of incest. In most of Yolen’s prose and poetic adaptations of the 
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Grimms’ tales, there are unexpected acts and denouements that, while critical of 
the Grimms tales, make them more pertinent, vital, and personal.

Poetic adaptations

As we know, prose can be just as poetic as actual poetry, and before I analyze 
the Grimmness of contemporary poetry, I want to discuss Eva Figes’s unusual 
book, Tales of Experience: An Exploration (2003), because it resists definition. 
Neither novel nor poem, neither fiction nor nonfiction, this poetical memoir is a 
stunning dialogue between a grandmother and her granddaughter as they await 
the birth of the girl’s sibling. Here it is important to know that Figes escaped 
the Nazis in 1939, when she was seven years old, and she spent the rest of her 
life in London. As the grandmother babysits her granddaughter by reading and 
telling stories, questions arise that animate Figes as narrator to explore her past 
through the Grimms’ tales. Taking care to tell tales to her granddaughter that will 
not evoke the terror that she herself experienced, Figes explores their personal 
meanings and relives her past and the discovery of how her own grand parents 
were murdered. Each short chapter in her memoir is a surrealistic interlude in 
which she dwells on incidents and comes to terms with irresolution and death. 
As she writes in one of the final segments:

In my end is my beginning. I have come through the forest, faced 
its terrors, real and imaginary, and reached the fringe, where sun-
light glows on the meadows. I want to put it behind me, go back 
to my starting point, as children do in fairy tales. Unscathed, ob-
viously not. My life is not a fairy tale, and the child who escapes 
the forest cannot possibly be the unknowing child who was sent 
into it. But perhaps the beloved dead do watch over us, as they so 
often do in Grimms’ stories. If only because early loss will never 
dwindle into forgetfulness. Those taken from us too soon refuse to 
die, go with us, wherever we go.27

The poems derived from the Grimm tradition of storytelling are also very 
personal, introspective, and deal forthrightly with salient aspects of the Grimms’ 
tales. The most significant contemporary poems have been gathered in the pro-
digious anthology The Poets Grimm: 20th Century Poems from Grimm Fairy 
Tales, edited by Jeanne Marie Beaumont and Claudia Carlson. There are over 150 
poems organized according to themes such as “Mapping the Way,” “Desire and 
Its Discontents,” “The Grimm Sisterhood,” and “Living the Tales.” Unlike many 
of the prose adaptations, these poems, whether trite or meaningful, critical or 



182  CHaPTEr SIX

complimentary, tend to be deeply felt expressions of attachment to the Grimms. 
The poets all seem to embark on a quest to capture the essence of storytelling 
and the significance of the Grimms’ tales. The last two poems of the comprehen-
sive anthology that appear in the section, “Living the Tales” express many of the 
sentiments in the other poems that deal with the differences between dream and 
reality, pessimism and optimism. In Lisa Mueller’s poem “Reading the Brothers 
Grimm to Jenny,” the narrator asks why she bothers to read the Grimms’ fairy 
tales to the innocent Jenny when her own world is filled with corruption and she 
feels that she is lying:

Why do I read you tales
in which birds speak the truth
and pity cures the blind, and beauty reaches deep
to prove a royal mind?
Death is a small mistake
there, where the kiss revives;
Jenny, we must make just dreams out of our unjust lives.
Still, when your truthful eyes,
your keen, attentive stare,
endow the vacuous slut
with royalty, when you match
her soul to her shimmering hair,
what can she do but rise
to your imagined throne?
And what can I, but see
beyond the world that is
when, faithful, you insist
I have the golden key— 
and learn from you once more
the terror and the bliss,
the world as it might be?28

Mueller clearly values the dialogic impact of the tales as projecting other 
more just worlds that are absorbed by listeners and readers. And in the very next 
poem “Kinder-  und Hausmärchen,” by Diane Thiele, there is an affirmation in 
the quotation from Friedrich Schiller that begins the poem:

deeper meaning
lies in the fairy tales of my childhood
than in the truth that life teaches.29
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She begins by citing unbelievable tales that reveal nothing is what it seems to 
be, and she implies that it is the unbelievable quality of the stories that give her 
hope and optimism.

Rotkäppchen’s wolf was someone that she knew,
who wooed her with a man’s words in the woods.
But she escaped. It always struck me most
How Grandmother, whose world was swallowed whole,
leapt fully formed out of the wolf alive.
Her will came down the decades to survive
in mine— my heart still desperately believes
the stories where somebody reconceives
herself, emerges from the hidden belly, the warring home dug deep 

inside the city.
We live today those stories we were told.
Once upon a time in the deep deep wood.”30

Five more recent books of fairy- tale poems bear out Thiele’s assertion. Poets 
are continuing to live the Grimms’ tales. For instance, Ron Koertge begins his 
unusual collection of fairy tales, Lies, Knives, and Girls in Red Dresses, told in free 
verse with stunning, black- and- white cut- paper illustrations by Andrea Dezsö, 
this way:

Do you want to sleep? Find another storyteller. Do you
want to think about the world in a new way?
Come closer. Closer, please.
I want to whisper in your ear.31

Koertge retells twenty- three tales mainly from the works of the Grimms, 
Perrault, and Andersen, and he addresses contemporary social problems in a 
frank offsetting manner. So Rapunzel’s mother sees a therapist to hold her mar-
riage together after the witch takes away her child. Hansel and Gretel are not so 
happy after they return home to their father even though their sadistic mother 
is dead.

Not so fast. Regularly the siblings slip out from under
their 4000- thread- count sheets and pad into their father’s
plush bedroom. They watch him sleep. They fondle
the lockets that carry the witch’s ashes. They like
being together, just the two of them. They like revenge.
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So they’ll go on a picnic. Dad and the kids.
back into the forest. Deep, deep. So deep
nobody will ever find him.32

In Koertge’s revision of “The Robber Bridegroom,” the miller’s daughter who 
had a near- death experience at the robber’s house and survived to see the robber 
dismembered, does not want to marry any of the men who killed him.

But she finds men untrustworthy now. She prefers
to live alone and teach Feminist Theory & Practice
at the local community college.33

All Koertge’s prose poems have a cutting edge to them as do Jane Yolen’s 
terse retellings in her collection, The Last Selchie Child (2012), which contains 
several poems dedicated to critically reviewing the Grimms’ tales. In one poem, 
“Märchen,” she accuses Wilhelm Grimm of loving words more than stories, 
while she notes:

I, on the other hand,
drink in tales,
giving them out again
in mouth- to- ear
resuscitation.34

Indeed, Yolen has written many novels and stories based on the Grimms’ 
tales. In this poetry collection. There are several poems that make an interesting 
use of their tales. In particular, in “Ridinghood” she suggests that she publishes 
so that her soul does not perish while her wolf- like agent sleeps with editors. 
Ironically, she feels at one point, she will have to follow the old story and kill her 
agent.

Interestingly, there are a series of Grimms’ fairy- tale poems about agents, 
publishers, and editors in Lawrence Schimel’s Fairy Tales for Writers (2007). In 
his version of “Little Red Riding Hood,” the little girl and her grandmother are 
naive amateur poets and fall into a trap by a wolf publisher, who awards them a 
prize to have their poems published in a volume that they must agree to buy. A 
professor from a community college warns them about the scam, but they refuse 
to believe him and accuse him of jealousy. The poem ends on a note of irony:

And even though, in their disillusionment,
they deride him and give him no thanks
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for his disturbing their sleep in the belly of the wolf,
he cannot regret what he’s done. 35

Many poems referring to the Grimms’ version of “Little Red Riding Hood” 
have played with different motifs from this tale, but the most significant revi-
sion of the story in poetry is Cornelia Hoogland’s Woods Wolf Girl (2011), a 
tour- de- force retelling of the tale from the perspective of the mother, Red, and 
the woodsman. Short poems recount what happens to Red when she enters the 
forest. The first poem begins succinctly:

A girl walks into the woods.
Little Red Riding Hood.
Nothing in her life has prepared her.
She’s speechless.36

What follows are a series of short poems about the initiation of the girl and 
the trials and tribulations that she faces: child abuse, lack of protection, violation, 
religious indoctrination. Some of the poems are dialogues between mother and 
daughter, or Red and the woodsman. Some are confessions. For instance, at one 
point, Red states:

It was my stoical self who made me
endure a life
that had to betray me, shock me
to my senses.
O Grandmother, what big eyes you have!37

Hoogland traces Red’s life from puberty to old age and shows, often with ref-
erences to contemporary events in America and Canada, that mother, grand-
mother, wolf, and woodsman will always be inside her and with her. Red will be 
marked and her mark throughout her life.

The Grimms’ “Little Red Riding Hood” is, of course, not the only tale that 
poets have dwelled upon at length. Another superb collection of poems, which 
focus on “Hansel and Gretel,” is Avell Leavell Haymon’s Why the House Is Made 
of Gingerbread. Haymon’s major concern is the plight of Gretel, and she divides 
her poems into four sections: “Every Girl Hungry,” “Smell of Baking,” “Every 
Girl Sings Herself an Old Lullaby,” and “Every Story Makes Its Way Home.” Like 
Hoogland, Haymon uses the Grimms’ tale to recount the initiation of Gretel as 
an every girl into a difficult life that entails murdering a witch to survive aban-
donment in the forest. Gretel, too, will carry this experience as tale throughout 
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her life, her hands scarred by burns from the oven. In one of the last poems in the 
collection that traces Gretel’s maturation as a wife and mother, she looks down at 
herself after freeing Hansel and notes how skinny and sore she is:

Sees she is
the last woman in the story, as her mother
was the first, many adventures ago.
Shoves Hansel in the direction of home
and father, takes nothing in her hands,
no stones, no crumbs, shoves him toward
the ending, where there is no happiness
ever after, not in any version.38

Haymon’s somber revision of “Hansel and Gretel,” somewhat in the tradition 
of Anne Sexton, may not be characteristic of all the poems based on the Grimms’ 
tales, but it does reflect just how seriously poets have sought to engage with the 
Grimms’ tales. Like the writers of novels and stories and artists of paintings and 
illustrations, they have appropriated the Grimms tales to make them meaningful 
for the present. The Grimmness of their works can, in my opinion, be clearly 
determined, felt, and evaluated by the manner in which they take themselves 
and the Grimms seriously and not bow to the commodification of the Grimms’ 
tales that, as Schiller long ago suggested, have deeper meaning than the truths 
that life teaches us.

As I have argued earlier and in previous chapters, there are manifold lega-
cies of the Grimms’ tales in different cultural fields. Consequently, it is difficult 
to determine which writers and artists are following in their footsteps, whether 
their endeavors to go beyond the Grimms is authentic, and what determines au-
thenticity. What is significant for me is that the Grimms challenge us to deal with 
their tales, to confront them, and to question why we think it is still so important 
to retell them and reinterpret them. It is as though we have inherited the golden 
key to the casket buried in the forest and are charged with preserving a magical 
heritage of tales that we are about to discover and will compel us to reconsider 
whether we want to retain and revise them to speak to issues in our present lives.
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EPILOGUE

a Curious Legacy: Ernst Bloch’s 
Enlightened View of the Fairy Tale  
and utopian Longing, or Why the  
Grimms’ Tales Will always Be relevant

Certainly good dreams can go too far. On the other hand, don’t the 
simple fairy- tale dreams remain too far behind? Of course, the fairy- 
tale world, especially as a magical one, no longer belongs to the pres-
ent. How can it mirror our wish projections against a background that 
has long since disappeared? Or, to put it a better way: How can the 
fairy tale mirror our wish- projections other than in a totally obsolete 
way? Real kings no longer even exist. The atavistic and simultaneously 
feudal- transcendental world from which the fairy tale stems and to 
which it seems to be tied has most certainly vanished. However, the 
mirror of the fairy tale has not become opaque, and the manner of 
wish- fulfillment that peers forth from it is not entirely without a home. 
It all adds up to this: the fairy tale narrates a wish- fulfillment that is 
not bound by its own time and the apparel of its contents. In contrast 
to the legend, which is always tied to a particular locale, the fairy tale 
remains unbound.1

— Ernst Bloch, “The Fairy Tale Moves on Its Own in Time”

It is significant that two of the greatest minds in German intellectual history, 
Ernst Bloch (1885– 1977), the great philosopher of hope, and Theodor Adorno 
(1903– 69), the foremost critical thinker of the Frankfurt School, contributed to 
the Grimms’ cultural legacy by exploring the profound ramifications of the fairy 
tale.2 Both were amply familiar with the Grimms’ tales. Both had escaped the 
Nazi nightmare by fleeing to America in the early 1940s and then had returned 
to East and West Germany respectively in the late 1940s with the intention of 
helping rebuild two different kinds of Germanies, which laid claims to represent 
the genuine cultural heritage of Germany. Bloch and Adorno had not met while 
in America. It was only in 1964 that they encountered each other in Frankfurt 
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am Main, and their views on politics and literature were very different. Never-
theless, in this one encounter, late in their lives, they came together to discuss the 
nature of utopian longing with surprising results.

In fact, it was not long after Bloch escaped the dystopian realm of East Ger-
many in 1961 that he held a fascinating radio discussion with Adorno about the 
contradictions of utopian longing. Bloch had been somewhat disappointed by 
the socialist experiment in East Germany that he had experienced from 1949 to 
1961, and Adorno had become a major critic of the culture industry in postwar 
western societies and was disappointed by the commercialization of art and lit-
erature. Their conversation was intriguing because, at times, Adorno sounded 
more like a utopian thinker than Bloch. Moreover, both displayed an unusual 
interest in fairy tales and were very familiar with the Grimms’ tales, which they 
considered to be utopian. To be sure, Adorno questioned the concept of utopia in 
his usual incisive manner, but he seemed to share Bloch’s faith in utopia and yet 
to be very disillusioned about genuine possibilities for the realization of utopian 
longings, while Bloch continued to be more hopeful about the future of utopia, 
despite the fact that his own hope had been disappointed by East Germany and 
the Soviet bloc.

In his opening statement Adorno, very much in keeping with his critique of 
the culture industry,3 asserted that utopian dreams had been fulfilled in a way 
that leads to deception and monotony:

The fulfillment of the wishes takes something away from the 
substance of the wishes, as in the fairy tale where the farmer is 
granted three wishes, and, I believe, he wishes his wife to have a 
sausage on her nose and then must use the second wish to have 
the sausage removed from her nose.4 In other words, I mean that 
one can watch television (fernsehen) today, look at the things that 
are far away, but instead of the wish- image providing access to the 
erotic utopia, one sees in the best of circumstances some kind of 
more or less pretty pop singer, who continues to deceive the spec-
tator in regard to her prettiness insofar as she sings some kind of 
nonsense instead of showing it, and this song generally consists 
in bringing together “roses” with “moonlight” in harmony. Above 
and beyond this, one could perhaps say in general that the fulfill-
ment of utopia consists largely only in a repetition of the contin-
ually same “today.”5

Bloch was not entirely in agreement with Adorno and maintained that the 
wish- images of utopia had not been entirely emptied or banalized. “There is still 
a much older level of utopias that we should not forget,” he responded,
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that we least of all should not forget— the fairy tale. The fairy tale 
is not only filled with social utopia, in other words, with the uto-
pia of a better life and justice, but it is also filled with technolog-
ical utopia, most of all in the oriental fairy tales. In the fairy tale 
“The Magic Horse,” from the Arabian Nights, there is a “helicop-
ter.” One can read the Arabian Nights in many places as a man-
ual for inventions. Bacon addresses this and then sets himself off 
from the fairy tale by saying that what he means, the real magic, 
relates to the oldest wish- images of the fairy tale as the deeds 
of Alexander relate to the deeds of King Arthur’s Round Table. 
Thus, the content of the utopian images change according to the 
social situation.6

Indeed, Bloch insisted that the content always changes over time, but the 
longing for a better life and justice would always remain and indicate what is 
missing in life. Utopian longing keeps generating wish- images that must be ex-
amined and judged critically and individually as to whether they allow for the 
possibility of realization. The formation of utopias that stem from longing not 
only offers a critique of reality, but it also opens up possible alternatives. It is 
because possibility challenges and subverts the status quo of society that it is 
treated poorly and neglected by ruling elites. Yet, possibility as a philosophical 
category must be regarded seriously, and both Bloch and Adorno agreed that the 
utopian wish- image, even when it is false, conveys a critique of what is present 
and points at the same time to what could and should be.

At the end of their conversation, Bloch discussed the principle of hope and 
its relationship to perfection. “But what is valid is that each and every criticism of 
perfection, incompleteness, intolerance, and impatience already without a doubt 
presupposes the conception of, and longing for, a possible perfection.”7 This hope 
for perfection, however, does not provide confidence or security. “Hope is crit-
ical and can be disappointed. However, hope still nails a flag on the mast, even 
in decline, in that the decline is not accepted, even when this decline is still very 
strong. Hope is not confidence. Hope is surrounded by dangers, and it is the con-
sciousness of danger and at the same time the determined negation of that which 
continually makes the opposite of the hoped- for object possible.”8

Even though Adorno appeared to agree with Bloch by the end of the radio 
conversation, we cannot really consider him a “hopeful” philosopher, and he 
certainly did not embrace the hope of the student and anti- authoritarian move-
ment at the end of the 1960s, when he unfortunately died from a heart attack. 
On the other hand, Bloch supported this movement and never abandoned the 
principle of hope throughout his life; he sought traces of it everywhere— in high 
and low culture, in mass movements of protest, in technology, music, art, and 
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daily customs and habits. More than any genre, however, it was in the fairy tale 
that he most often found wishful- images of hope. He frequently used it to illus-
trate the utopian longing and creativity of human beings and the possibilities 
to change the world that it represented. This is undoubtedly why Adorno had 
brought up the topic of the fairy tale early in their conversation, and it is also 
why Bloch almost immediately referred to it as representative of utopia. But 
what was it exactly about the fairy tale that induced Bloch to use it constantly 
as a utopian example? After all, the fairy tale is often associated with escapist 
fantasies, irrelevant in philosophy and politics, and a genre of writing and tell-
ing primarily intended for children. In fact, the traditional fairy tales of Charles 
Perrault, the Brothers Grimm, and Hans Christian Andersen are filled with ten-
dencies that can be considered elitist, sexist, and racist. Did Bloch, who was 
born into the land of the Grimms, really understand what a fairy tale was? Did 
he have a misconception of this genre and place too much value on its utopian 
potential?

Bloch wrote two complete essays dedicated to the fairy tale that are worth-
while examining for an understanding of why the fairy tale was so vital for his 
philosophy of hope: “The Fairy Tale Moves on Its Own in Time” (“Das Märchen 
geht selber in der Zeit,” 1930) and “Better Castles in the Sky at the Country Fairy 
and Circus, in Fairy Tales and Colportage” (“Bessere Luftschlösser in Jahrmarkt 
und Zirkus, in Märchen und Kolportage,” 1959, included in Prinzip Hoffnung). 
In each case Bloch was not concerned with the literary or literary historical 
meaning of the fairy tale, but its philosophical and social implications and rela-
tionship to his principle of hope.

In “The Fairy Tale Moves on Its Own in Time,” he immediately points to 
the unique quality of the fairy tale, often citing the Grimms’ tales. Though the 
wish- fulfillment of the fairy tale may appear to be obsolete and depict feudal 
kingdoms with kings and queens, it transcends time and place. “ Not only does 
the fairy tale remain as fresh as longing and love, but the demonically evil, which 
is abundant in the fairy tale, is still seen at work here in the present, and the 
happiness of ‘once upon a time,’ which is even more abundant, still affects our 
visions of the future.”9

For Bloch, the fairy tale in all its forms, ancient and modern, remains vibrant 
and touches the dreams and wishes of common people who want to overcome 
the dreariness of their daily lives. The appeal of the fairy tale, no matter what its 
form may be, is boundless because its tendency or tendentiousness indicates the 
possibility for change and the fulfillment of dreams. Bloch discusses works by 
Jean Cocteau, Ferenc Molnár, and Jules Verne that are not exactly fairy tales but 
represent the modernization of fairy tales in Bloch’s own time— that is, the time 
of 1930, a year after the Great Depression had erupted:
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What is significant about such kinds of modern fairy tales is that 
it is reason itself that leads to the wish projections of the old fairy 
tales and serves them. Again what proves itself is a harmony with 
courage and cunning, as that earliest kind of enlightenment which 
already characterizes “Hansel and Gretel”: consider yourself as 
born free and entitled to be totally happy, dare to make use of your 
power of reasoning, look upon the outcome of things as friendly. 
These are the genuine maxims of fairy tales, and fortunately for us 
they appear not only in the past but in the now. Unfortunately we 
must equally contend with the smoke of witches and the blows of 
ogres habitually faced by the fairy- tale hero in the now.10

About thirty years later, in 1959, Bloch picked up the theme of cunning and 
courage in his second essay and continued to write about it: “Despite the fantas-
tic side of the fairy tale, it is always cunning in the way it overcomes difficulties. 
Moreover, courage and cunning in fairy tales succeed in an entirely different way 
than in life, and not only that: it is, as Lenin says, always the existing revolution-
ary elements that tie the given strings of the story together here.” 11 Bloch uses 
many of the fairy tales collected and edited by the Brothers Grimm as examples 
in which we can find heroes such as peasants, tailors, soldiers, simpletons, who 
become “enlightened” and knowingly overcome oppressive tyrants such as kings, 
ogres, witches, and so on. At one point he states:

But the fairy tale does not allow itself to be fooled by the present 
owners of paradise. Thus, it is a rebellious, burned child and alert. 
One can climb a beanstalk up into heaven and then see how an-
gels made gold. In the fairy tale “Godfather Death,” the Lord God 
himself offers to be the godfather in a poor man’s family, but the 
poor man responds, “I don’t want you as a godfather because you 
give to the rich and let the poor starve.” Here and everywhere, in 
the courage, the sobriety and hope, there is a piece of the Enlight-
enment that emerged long before there was such a thing as the En-
lightenment. The brave little tailor in the Grimms’ fairy tale kills 
flies in his home and goes out into the world because he feels that 
his workshop is too small for his bravery. He meets a giant who 
takes a rock in his hand and squeezes it with such strength that 
water drips from it. Then he throws another rock so high that into 
the air that one can barely see it. However, the tailor outsmarts the 
giant by squeezing a piece of cheese into pulp instead of a rock, 
and next he throws a bird so high into the air that it never returns. 
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Finally, at the end of the fairy tale, the clever tailor overcomes all 
obstacles and wins the king’s daughter and half the kingdom. This 
is the way a tailor is made into a king in the fairy tale, a king with-
out taboos, who has gotten rid of all the hostile maliciousness of 
the great people.12

Fairy- tale heroes perceive how to take advantage of all kinds of magical or 
wish instruments that benefit their struggles. In this essay, which is much lon-
ger than “The Fairy Tales Moves On in Its Own Time,” Bloch refers to a broad 
array of fairy tales written by Edgar Allen Poe, Wilhelm Hauff, E.T.A. Hoffmann, 
Gottfried Keller, Selma Lagerlöff, and Rudyard Kipling to demonstrate how they 
open up wondrous views and send their protagonists on adventures that break 
down boundaries and reveal how possible the impossible can be. Rarely do the 
dreams of the adventurers go unfulfilled in these literary fairy tales that stem 
from a profound oral tradition based on how adults viewed the world.

For Bloch, who always made unusual if not startling associations in his 
thinking, there is a connection between the wish- images of the fairy tales and 
the sideshows at country fairs and the performances at the circus. The sensa-
tional images in the sideshow or the circus tent, like the miraculous events in 
the fairy tale, cannot be replicated. Yet they leave behind an indelible impression 
in the imagination of spectators. Though the scenes and tales may seem to be 
nonsense, there is a deep sense to our attraction to an unusual attraction that is 
too easily dismissed by people who putatively possess culture and consider the 
circus, sideshows at the country fair, and even fairy tales as trivial, vulgar, and 
decadent. Bloch thinks differently:

The age- old pleasure of people, in no way simple and no way deca-
dent, is preserved in the fair, wanders within it and outside. There 
is a piece of frontier here, set at reduced admission, but with pre-
served meanings, with strange utopian meanings, conserved in a 
brutal show, in vulgar crypticness. It is a world that has not been 
sufficiently investigated for its specific wish areas. In particular, 
it is that “oddity,” the kind that was last called such during the 
Baroque period, that keeps itself above water here, above land.13

By bringing together the fairy tale with sideshows of the country fair and 
the performances in circus rings, Bloch intended to demonstrate how all popular 
culture has traces and remnants of utopian longing. This is why he concludes 
this essay by discussing colportage, the cheap adventure novels and stories, that 
became popular in the latter part of the nineteenth century and prepared the way 



a Curious Legacy  193

for all kinds of “low- brow” romances, adventure stories, criminal novels, science 
fiction, fantasy and so on in the twentieth and twenty- first centuries. “The dream 
of colportage is: never again to be trapped by the routine of daily life. And at the 
end there is: happiness, love, victory. The splendor toward which the adventure 
story heads is not won through a rich marriage and the like as in the magazine 
story but rather through an active journey to the Orient of the dream.”14

Bloch draws comparisons between Schiller’s The Robbers and Beethoven’s 
Fidelio to demonstrate how they were liberating fairy- tale plays about rescue and 
liberation that formed a strong current in all kinds of colportage literature up to 
the present:

Dark dungeons, pistols, signals, rescue— things in the more re-
fined literature of the new kind never appear by themselves. These 
things produce one of the strongest possible tensions available: 
that between night and light. Accordingly, a reevaluation of this 
genre is especially evident on the strength of its highly legitimate 
wish- image in its mirror. Here, missing meanings are fresh every-
where, and those that are not missing are waiting, as in the fairy 
tale. . . . The fairy- tale like colportage is a castle in the sky par ex-
cellence, but one in good air, and insofar as this can at all be true 
about plain wish work: the castle in the sky is right. In the final 
analysis, it derives from the Golden Age and would like to stand 
in such an age again, in happiness, which pushes forward from 
night to light.15

For Bloch, the fairy tale was not a genre of escape literature but rather one 
of enlightenment. It is interesting to note that his own writing was metaphori-
cal, aphoristic, and elliptical often bordering on the mystical, and the process of 
reading Das Prinzip Hoffnung can be metaphysically compared to an abstract 
adventure and experiment that sheds light on human struggles for revelation. 
The writing and telling of fairy tales depend very much the same way on sym-
bol, allegory, surrealism, and magic realism to dispel clouds of deception and 
reveal enlightening ways in which oppressed and disadvantaged protagonists 
might triumph against cruel foes. To be sure, from a literary or folkloristic view-
point, Bloch had a somewhat naïve and indiscriminate understanding of the 
fairy tale and did not distinguish between oral and literary tales or grasp them in 
their sociohistorical contexts. Nor did he offer careful readings of tales to study 
gender and racial stereotypes or how they reinforced feudal notions of power. 
Not every swineherd who becomes a king will use his newly achieved power 
to benefit other disadvantaged people. Not every peasant maiden who becomes 
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a queen and begins bearing children will be autonomous and live happily ever 
after. Not every fairy tale possesses a utopian tendency. Bloch often simplifies 
how fairy tales are received by the reading and viewing public. For instance, 
many fairy tales divert audiences and “blind” them so that they do not gain en-
lightenment. Fairy tales are made for fun and profit. One could argue that the 
manner in which Disney appropriated and adapted fairy tales for the cinema and 
also for book publishing, tales that stem from the seventeenth, eighteenth, and 
nineteenth centuries, did not shed light on liberating possibilities for common 
people but perverted their utopian longings and channeled them so they have 
become better consumers. Louis Marin has written a scintillating and scath-
ing study of how Disney manipulated fairy- tale elements and motifs to create 
a utopic degeneration16 that exploits genuine utopian longings. There is no light 
in the Disneylands spread across the globe, only darkness and banality. Bloch, 
in contrast to Adorno, placed much too much faith in the fairy tale as a beacon 
of light that contained an anticipatory illumination (Vor- Schein) of utopia, just 
as he placed much too much faith in much of commodified art to offer a glow of 
possible change.

Nevertheless, Bloch did have a profound insight about the genre of the fairy 
tale, which is one of the most unique forms of storytelling that pervades almost all 
art forms today— including TV sitcoms, advertisements, toys, garments, fantasy 
literature, films, paintings, sculptures, poetry, Internet sites, and so on. Whether 
a fairy tale is progressive— illuminates contradictions in a fictitious realm and 
tendentiously sides with the oppressed— or regressive— reinforces conservative 
notions of the status quo by furthering elitist ideas of hegemony even if disad-
vantaged people rise to the top— the genre continually brings out what is missing 
in most people’s lives. The constant repetition of the fairy- tale maxims is not 
always and necessarily what Adorno asserted it to be, a banalization of utopia 
or homogenization of daily life, but rather represents a persistent refusal to ac-
cept life as it is and a demand that utopian longings be fulfilled. There is indeed 
something still missing, deeply missing even when people buy into deception. 
The emptiness of life is projected through the flaccid happy fulfillments of the 
fairy tale in all art forms, high and low, and these banal happy fulfillments show 
paradoxically that people deeply feel how much is still missing and that the tem-
porary “plug of happiness” will not stop the longing. I believe that the Grimms 
felt this as well and turned to the ancient folk and fairy tales in an endeavor to fill 
something that was missing in their lives and keeps missing.

In this sense Bloch and Adorno are strange heirs to the Grimms’ legacy of 
folk and fairy tales. Both Bloch and Adorno agreed that something was missing 
in contemporary society— had always been missing— that engendered utopian 
longing. Adorno tried to elaborate a theory of negative dialectics in his Aesthetic 
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Theory toward the end of his life, and it is clearly why he proposed to Bloch that 
“at any rate utopia is essentially in the determined negation, in the determined 
negation of that which merely is, and by concretizing itself as something false, it 
always points at the same time to what should be.”17 Though Bloch felt that the 
world had become completely devoid of a utopian conscience and utopian pre-
sentiment, he believed that “utopia cannot be removed from the world in spite 
of everything, and even the technological, which must definitely emerge and 
will be in the great realm of the utopian, will form only small sectors.” In other 
words, utopia was not only in the determined negation but in the anticipatory 
illumination. Glimmers of hope for this utopia were projected and are projected 
through the fairy tale, but the conditions for its realization must be adequate. 
As Bloch wryly stated toward the end of his conversation with Adorno, “People 
must first fill their stomachs, and then they can dance. That is a condition sine 
qua non for being able to talk earnestly about the other without it being used for 
deception. Only when all the guests have sat down at the table can the Messiah, 
can Christ come. Thus, Marxism in its entirety, even when conveyed in its most 
illuminating form and anticipated in its entire realization, is only a condition for 
life in freedom, life in happiness, life in possible fulfillment, life with content.”18
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APPENDIX: “ABOUT PINCARUOLO’S 
GOOD FEAT,” BY GIOVANNI SERCAMBI

In a village near Milan there was a peasant who was quite well- off and had a 
good- looking son named Pincaruolo. Upon his death, Pincaruolo’s father left 
behind him his wife named Buona, who was to be the mistress of the house and 
his son. Indeed, his widow remained in charge of the fifteen- year- old boy, and 
one day this woman said: “Pincaruolo, my son, your father is dead, and it would 
be advisable for us to live within our means, that is, with what your father’s left 
us. For this reason, my son, I think you should cut wood every now and then and 
bring it to Milan on our ass. This way we’ll be able to manage like our neighbors.”

“Mother,” Pincaruolo said, “I’ll do as you wish.”
And he began to cut wood, which he would carry to Milan and then bring 

the money that he earned back to his mother. And this is how things went for 
some time.

One foggy day full of fumes, Pincaruolo cut down a little elder tree, but the 
ass was loaded too much and couldn’t carry the wood from the forest. Despite 
the blows it received and because of the mud and also because of what it ate, the 
ass happened to die. When Pincaruolo saw the ass was dead, he thought of skin-
ning it and taking the skin to Milan to sell. No sooner thought than done. When 
Pincaruolo received the money for the skin, he returned to his mother and said: 
“Here’s the money I got for our ass’s skin.”

His mother wanted to know how the ass had died, and Pincaruolo told her 
everything.

“My son,” his mother said, “don’t become depressed. We’ll get another ass.”
When evening arrived, his mother went to bed thinking about the ass they 

had lost, as did Pincaruolo.
The next morning Pincaruolo said: “Mother, I want to go and see what has 

happened to our ass.”
“Don’t bother,” his mother replied. “We have the money.”
“I just want to go and see,” Pincaruolo answered his mother, and so he went 

to the place where he had left the dead ass and saw that there were many ravens 
around it.

“Well,” he said to himself, “if I could get one of those birds, I’d be rich.” And 
he immediately took some stones and traps, went to the ass with the intention 
of putting them into the ass’s dead body, and when the ravens approached, he 
would catch one of them by their claws.
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This was the plan that he put into effect. He chased the ravens so that they 
flew into the ass’s skinned body, and then Pincaruolo grabbed hold of one of 
them, joyously took it from the ass’s body, and then tied its claws with some cord. 
He was so overjoyed that he didn’t bother to think of returning to his mother. 
Instead, he started walking toward the west.

By evening Pincaruolo arrived in a village fifteen miles from Milan, and 
when it became dark, he stopped at a peasant’s house. The peasant’s wife was 
there, and he asked her whether he and his bird might have lodging for the night.

“My husband isn’t here,” the woman said. “But wait, and he’ll give you a place 
to stay.”

Pincaruolo waited. He was very hungry and sat down to rest at the entrance 
to the house. As he was resting there, the woman immediately took out a cooked 
capon from a pot and wrapped it in a tablecloth and put it into a chest. Then 
she carried two clay containers with chicken pies and put them into a cupboard. 
After putting the containers away, she opened the oven and took out some buns 
sprinkled with cheese, and she also put them into the chest. Pincaruolo pretended 
not to see anything, and the woman thought that the boy hadn’t noticed a thing.

Soon thereafter the woman’s husband, whose name was Bartolo, called out 
to his wife, Sofia: “Who’s this boy?”

“Seems to be somebody who wants to spend the night here,” she replied. “If 
it’s all right with you, please let him stay.”

“All right,” Bartolo said and took the boy into the house. Then he closed the 
door and turned on the lamp. When he sat down at the table to eat, he told Pin-
caruolo to eat with him. Pincaruolo, who was still very hungry and had thought 
he would be eating those things that the woman had put away, was content and 
sat down at the table. He held the raven in his arm. The woman brought Bartolo 
and his companion a simple loaf of bread and some cold beans and two plates 
with food that was not particularly nutritious. Bartolo, who had dug up a field 
near the house the entire day, was hungry and began to eat and so did the boy, 
and it seemed to them that they were eating ham. The woman had poured them 
some wine, and they gulped down every mouthful together. Then Bartolo said to 
the boy, “Go and lay down in that little bed, “ and he and this wife went to sleep 
in their bed.

Pincaruolo, who had seen the things that the woman had put away, and that 
they hadn’t received, was completely convinced that she was bad- natured. So he 
began thinking of some ways to arouse Bartolo so that they could eat better than 
they had eaten. After some time had passed, the boy squeezed the raven’s claws 
so tightly that the raven began to caw. Pincaruolo cried out to the raven to be 
quiet and said: “Stop behaving so badly! Don’t you wake this good man and his 
wife after they have showed us such great hospitality this evening!”
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When Bartolo heard the boy scolding the raven, he asked what was happen-
ing, and the boy replied: “My bird said to me that he wanted some of the capon 
that was in the chest.”

Bartolo got up at once and went to the chest where he found the capon. 
Then he called to the boy and got him up. Together they ate the capon along with 
some bread. As Bartolo was giving some to the raven, he said, “Sofia treats me 
this way. She gives me simple bread and beans, and she keeps the capon to enjoy 
with some priest.”

When the wife heard all this, she cursed the arrival of the boy in their house. 
After everything had been eaten, Bartolo returned to the bed and said nothing to 
his wife. After two more hours had passed, Pincaruolo once more made the raven 
caw and began reprimanding the bird in a loud voice. Upon hearing the cries, 
Bartolo said he wanted to know what the bird was saying. The boy replied that 
the bird didn’t want to say anything except that he wanted some of the chicken 
pies and buns with cheese in the cupboard. Upon hearing this, Bartolo got out 
of the bed and went to the cupboard where he found the chicken pies and some 
good buns. So Bartolo called the boy, poured the wine, and together they ate the 
chicken pies and the buns. Of course, the raven was given some of this meal.

Now, even though his wife could hear him, Bartolo began whispering to 
Pincaruolo and said, “Eh, tell me please, what kind of a bird is this?”

“This bird’s a soothsayer and can predict anything that anyone will do during 
the day or night,” Pincaruolo said.

“Now that I’ve seen this,” Bartolo said, “I believe you. So, tell me, will you 
sell this bird to me?”

“It’s worth a treasure,” said the boy.
“I’ll give you 500 florins and a pair of my oxen in exchange for your sooth-

sayer,” Bartolo replied.
“Well, since you gave me a place to stay and some food this evening, I’m 

satisfied, but I must tell you that if by chance someone pisses on its head, the bird 
will immediately die. Otherwise, it’s immortal.”

Bartolo answered, “I’ll make such a very high pole with a long string at-
tached to its legs that nobody will be able to piss on its head.”

The boy told him it was a good idea. Meanwhile, Sofia, who had heard every-
thing, remained quiet until dawn.

When morning came, Pincaruolo departed with the money and two oxen 
and traveled westward. Meanwhile, Bartolo set up the pole, placed the sooth-
sayer on top, and then went off with his spade to work in the field near his house. 
His wife remained sad and miserable at home. Suddenly Rustico, the village 
priest, arrived and said, “Sofia, how are you doing?”

“Badly,” Sofia replied.
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“Why?” asked the priest.
Sofia told him about all that happened to the chicken pies, the capon, and 

the buns and all about the boy and his soothsayer. She also told him that Bartolo 
had bought the raven for 500 florins and a pair of oxen and that she would no 
longer be able to make love with the priest.

“Why not?” asked the priest.
“The bird’s a soothsayer.”
“But can’t we bring about the soothsayer’s death?”
“Yes, if someone pisses on its head.”
“I can certainly do this,” the priest said.
“How?” Sofia asked.
“I’ll climb on top of the roof of the house. You hit the soothsayer’s head, on 

top and on the bottom, and I’ll take out my trusty companion to piss on the bird 
and kill it.”

“Oh, my father! May your companion expand and get larger since you have 
thought of such a clever idea!”

So the priest climbed on top of the roof while Sofia started hitting the pole. 
The priest felt his way along the top of the roof and advanced, and once he was on 
the beams, he took out his flourishing companion and pissed on the soothsayer. 
Now the raven behaved according to its nature as soon as it smelled the odor of 
flesh. The bird raised its eyes toward the roof and saw the priest Rustico’s com-
panion, convinced that it was flesh, which it was, and so the raven flew straight 
to Rustico and took some of his flesh in its claws and beak. Feeling attacked from 
the rear, the priest immediately screamed. Now, Bartolo, who was in the field 
working, looked up and heard the screams. Then he spotted the priest Rustico 
on top of the roof. So he ran off to his house and saw his soothsayer holding on 
tightly to a piece of the priest’s flesh.

“Hold on with all your might, soothsayer!” Bartolo yelled.
When the priest Rustico heard Bartolo, he uttered out of pain and afraid of 

dying, “I implore you, Bartolo. Pity me!”
Once again Bartolo yelled at the soothsayer, “Hold on with all your might!”
The priest who was in great pain said, “Oh, Bartolo, I promise you, if you get 

the soothsayer to let go of me, I’ll never enter your house again. Moreover, I’ll 
give you 300 florins and a horse and a new cloak. Just let me go!”

Once Bartolo heard what the priest Rustico had offered, he was content and 
took the string attached to the raven and pulled it down with such force that the 
priest’s flesh was ripped from the bird, something that the priest had very much 
needed.

Now the priest Rustico went into the house and gave Bartolo 300 florins and 
the horse and the cloak. Then, nearly dead, he departed. Meanwhile, Bartolo 
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mounted the horse and took with him the 300 florins and the cloak and set out 
on the road that Pincaruolo had taken. When he found the boy, he said: “Your 
soothsayer is worth ten of them,” and he told him the entire story of what had 
happened to the priest. Then he said: “My boy, I didn’t pay you well enough. Now 
I’m going to give you this horse and another 300 florins, but I ask you to give me 
back my oxen, and I want to keep this cloak.”

“I’m satisfied,” said Pincaruolo, and he took the money and the horse and 
returned the oxen to Bartolo. Then he said his farewell with blessings from God.

Once Pincaruolo was mounted on a horse with his 800 florins, he said to 
himself: “I can be a fine gentleman now that I’m on horseback and have so much 
money. From now on I shall call myself Torre, no longer Pincaruolo.” And he 
headed in the direction of Troyes in the region of Champagne. This road took him 
past the Alps and into the Valley of Briga and the plain of Champagne in France.

As he was riding over the plain, he saw a man who was standing in a position 
as though he wanted to run. So Torre stopped, and since he didn’t see any one 
else with this man, he said to himself: “What’s he doing?” Then he asked him 
what he was doing.

“I’m trying to catch a deer.”
“But you don’t have any dogs or nets. So how do you think you’re going to do 

something like that?” Torre asked.
“I’ll do it by running,” he responded.
Torre was amazed and said: “How’s that possible?”
“If you wait, you will see.”
Soon thereafter a deer came out of the woods, and the man went straight 

after the deer and in a few strides he got hold of it and presented the deer to 
Torre.

“Did you see how fast I run?” he asked.
And Torre responded, “Truly, you run very well, and I want to say to you 

that if you come with me, I’ll pay you 100 florins and expenses, and if I earn 
something, you’ll get your share in each case. But please, tell me, what’s your 
name?”

“I’m called Rondello,” the man responded, “and I’ll be glad to come along 
with you, and I also accept the 100 florins.”

So, Torre opened his purse of florins and gave him 100. Soon after, Rondello 
began traveling with him.

Along the way Torre saw a man lying on the ground and said to Rondello, 
“That man seems to be dead.”

“I’ll go and see,” responded Rondello.
He was immediately at the side of the man and saw that he was alive. Torre 

went over to the man and saw that he was holding his ear to the ground.
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“What are you doing?” Torre asked.
“I’m listening to the grass grow,” he replied.
Torre was amazed by this skill, and the man said, “I heard you when you said 

‘That man is dead.’ ”
Torre asked him whether he wanted to come along with him and what his 

name was.
“My name is Sentimento,” the man said, “and I’d be glad to come along, pro-

viding that I have a salary.”
Torre offered him 100 florins. Sentimento took them, and they set out 

together.
After journeying for some time Torre saw a man with a bow and arrow and 

asked him what he was doing.
“I’m waiting to shoot a bird for my dinner,” he responded.
“But how can you shoot and hit one when there are no trees here where the 

birds can land?” Torre asked.
“If you wait, you’ll see what I can do,” the man said.
Shortly thereafter a swallow flew in the air, and the man shot an arrow and 

hit the bird, which fell dead at Torre’s feet. When Torre saw the man’s skill as an 
archer, Torre thought he’d be a good companion with the others and asked him 
his name and offered him 100 florins if he would come along. The man said his 
name was Diritto and that he would be glad to travel with him. He took the 100 
florins and set out with Torre and the others.

When they were within a day’s journey of Paris, Torre saw a man who had a 
mill without water and wind in front of him.

“What is that man doing?” Torre said, and he went over to him and asked 
what he was doing.

“I’m grinding grain with my breath,” the man responded.
“You certainly have a great breath if you can grind grain,” Torre remarked.
“You’ll have proof right away when you see what I can do,” the man re-

sponded, and he began to stir up three bushels of grain, then blew the wind-
mills and didn’t stop blowing until the three bushels of grain were ground. When 
Torre saw the result, he asked the man whether he would like to come along with 
him. He said he’d give the man 100 florins like he gave the others, and then he 
asked him his name,

“My name’s Spazza,” the man replied, “and I’d be glad to have the 100 florins.”
Torre immediately gave him the 100 florins, and they set out together. Torre 

now had four companions, and as they were approaching Paris, he heard that 
King Philippe had a young daughter named Drusiana, his only daughter, ready 
to wed, but according to custom, the suitor had to defeat her in a race, and if he 
lost, he was put to death. There had already been many men who had raced her, 
and all of them had lost their lives because she had been victorious.
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Upon hearing this, Torre consulted with the runner Rondello and asked him 
to be the man to run against Drusiana and whether he would be willing to put 
his head at stake.

“Master,” Rondello replied, “you needn’t have any doubts. If you want, I’ll 
win the race, and you will get to marry the princess.”

Torre was pleased by Rondello’s good words and pledge. Then he turned to 
the other three companions and asked, “What’s your opinion?”

“Signor Torre,” said Spazza, “since you desire to have King Philippe’s daugh-
ter, who will run the race and is beautiful, please permit me to help you fulfill 
your wishes. If Rondello doesn’t run faster than the princess, I shall hold her 
back with my breath so that Rondello can reach the finish line before she does. 
In this way you’ll be able to gain Drusiana for your wife.”

Torre was pleased by this, and he responded: “You others, what do you say?”
Sentimento and Diritto gave their individual opinions and said that they 

would do everything necessary for him to win. Torre was glad to have their 
pledge as well.

When they arrived in Paris, they stopped at an inn, where Torre dressed 
himself in a dignified way and rested for a few days. Then Torre went to King 
Philippe’s court and told him that he was there to become his son- in- law and 
would fulfill all the customary conditions. The king said that he’d make all the 
arrangements and set the day and date of the race. Meanwhile, he had Torre im-
prisoned. In the event that the man named to run the race with Drusiana were to 
lose, Torre was to be beheaded right away.

On the Sunday scheduled for the race, each participant in the race had to get 
dressed in the appropriate clothes and those assisting them also had to wear the 
appropriate clothes. Rondello stood ready before the king and asked which path 
he was to take, and the king responded: “Both of you are to run with a leather 
bottle until Saint Denis, and the first to return with the bottle full of water from 
the fountain of Saint Denis will be the winner. The one who remains behind will 
be the loser.”

As soon as Rondello heard this, he replied at once: “Now it’s time for the 
signal to begin.”

Spazza took a place along the path with Sentimento and Diritto waiting for 
the signal to be given, and as soon as it was time, the princess began running, 
while Rondello, who could easily outrun any animal, reached Saint Denis right 
away and filled the bottle with water from the fountain. As he was returning, he 
encountered Drusiana midway, and she stopped and said to Rondello: “My boy, 
alas, I see that you’ve won. You’ve certainly served your lord and mine very well. 
So you might as well rest a little without much worry.”

Upon hearing these sweet words, Rondello sat down and rested with Drusi-
ana, and the songs she sang to him were also so sweet that he fell asleep. As soon 
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as she saw he was asleep, Drusiana emptied his bottle of water into her bottle 
and put the empty one by his side. Then she turned around and started running 
back to Paris.

Spazza saw Drusiana coming and said, “It’s going badly for us!”
So he took a position to block her and to blow her backward, and as soon 

as she came, Spazza turned her around ten times, and by doing this he held her 
back for some time. However, since Rondello still didn’t show his face, he said, 
“Rondello’s dead for sure.”

“I’ll soon know his condition,” Sentimento responded.
He put his ear to the ground and heard Rondello sleeping.
“He’s sleeping!”
“Tell me how far we are from where he is and on what part of the path he’s 

sleeping,” Diritto said.
“He’s three miles from here and right in the middle of the path,” Sentimento 

replied.
Diritto took his bow and aimed an arrow in the direction of the bottle be-

neath Rondello’s head. As soon as the arrow hit the bottle, Rondello awoke and 
thought: “I’ve been tricked.” However, he hoped that Spazza was holding back 
the princess, and he immediately took the bottle, returned to Saint Denis, and 
filled it with water. Once that was done, he turned, and in very little time he 
arrived in Paris before the princess reached the city. This was the way that Torre 
escaped with his life.

When Torre was freed from the prison, King Philippe allowed him to marry 
the princess, and he held a grand celebration for a long time. All ordinary activ-
ities were suspended at the court and other parts of the realm of France, such 
as Milan, where Torre had come from. Later his companions, Spazza, Rondello, 
Diritto, and Sentimento gave accounts of themselves in some other countries 
and lived for a long time.
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FILMOGRAPHY

All films are listed chronologically in each section.

General List
THE WONDERFUL WORLD OF THE BROTHERS GRIMM (1962)
USA, color, 135 minutes
Director: Henry Levin and George Pal
Screenplay: David Harmon, Charles Beamont
Music: Leigh Harline
Camera: Paul Vogel
Producer: George Pal
Cast: Laurence Harvey, Karlheinz Böhm, Claire Bloom, Walter Slezak, Barbara Eden

JASON AND THE ARGONAUTS (1963)
USA, color, 104 minutes
Director: Don Chaffey
Screenplay: Jan Read, Beverley Cross
Music: Bernard Hermann
Camera: Wilkie Cooper
Producers: Charles Schneer, Ray Harryhausen
Cast: Todd Armstrong, Nancy Kovack, Laurence Naismith, Michael Gwynn, 

 Douglas Wilmer, Nigel Green

ONCE UPON A BROTHERS GRIMM (1977)
USA, color, 120 minutes
Director: Norman Campbell
Screenplay: Jean Holloway
Music: Mitch Leigh
Camera: Jerry Greene
Producers: Bernard Rothman, Jack Wohl
Cast: Dean Jones, Paul Sand, Betsy Beard, Sorrell Brooke, Arte Johnson, Ruth Buzzi

THE FOOL OF THE WORLD AND THE FLYING SHIP (1990)
UK, animation, color, 60 minutes
Director: Francis Vose
Screenplay: John Hambley
Music: Mike Harding
Camera: Mark Stewart



248  FILMOGraPHY

Producer: Bruce Taylor
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