Notes for Chapter 13, Fairy Tales and Myths
1. Oral Stories, or Folktales

a. Fairytales were “originally what folklorists call folktales, stories that circulated orally.”

b. In order to remember them, the first tellers used the following devices:  repetition, antithesis, alliteration and assonance, epithets, standard settings, proverbs.

c. Other features – including violence and stereotyping – can upset current readers.  However, N. argues that kids in earlier times “weren’t singled out as needing a kind of story different from that for adults.  The original audience for oral tales would have included both children and adults…so the tales defy current ideals of what is appropriately childlike.”

d. Folktales are told differently by each teller, so folklorists identify them as types – “as similar plots that can be told in different ways.”  Antti Aarne and Stith Thompson set up a system of classification.  For instance, “Cinderella” is 510A, a sub-type of “type 510:  the story of a girl mistreated by members of her family who receives magical help to get out of trouble and gain the attention of a marriageable male.”

2. From Oral Tale to Written Tale

a. Folktales were written down only “when people in general stopped telling them orally.”

b. The first tales were written down for the general entertainment of those who could read back in the 17th and 18th centuries.  The genre didn’t start out as being one for children alone.

3. The First Familiar Tales:  Perrault’s Versions

a. Perrault, a member of the French court, published a collection of tales in 1697.

b. N. discusses how Perrault would have thought of his intended audience:  “it seems…likely that he believed that children were, or ought to be, …knowing.  Perrault allows Little Red Riding Hood to go off into the woods without any warning of potential danger – not because her mother thinks there is none, but because she seems to take it for granted that a child capable of surviving in a dangerous world should already know such things.  The moral of his version is that ignorance is dangerous.
4. The Grimm Versions

a. Jacob and Wilhelm Grimm published their first collection in 1812.  They were part of a movement to unify various German states – they felt that if they published a collection of tales that emphasized “the basic linguistic and cultural oneness of the German people,” that it would help with unification.

b. Unlike Perrault, the Grimms were scholars and folklorists; however, they didn’t just transcribe tales as they were told them.  Instead, “the Grimms thought they could uncover the most authentic version of a tale by combining the supposed best features of the various versions they heard.”  The result was that their own tastes and values came to the forefront, rather than those of the tellers.
c. In 1825, the Grimms republished some of their tales specifically for an audience of children.

d. N. contrasts Perrault’s version of Little Red Riding Hood to that of the Grimms, noting that the mother warns her daughter about all of the dangers she might encounter on her way to her grandmother’s house.  “Unlike Perrault’s mother, this mother believes her daughter is too innocent or too ignorant to look after herself.  And she’s right.  The child ignores the warnings and is eaten by the wolf.  But, since the problem was her disobedience rather than her lack of knowledge, she is allowed a second chance.  A hunter comes along and rescues her, and she herself makes the significance of her adventure clear to young readers: ‘She said to herself, “Never again will I leave the path and run off into the wood when my mother tells me not to”’”.

e. For Perrault, children “were supposed to know enough about evil to protect themselves from it.  For the Grimms, children need only know how much they don’t know so that they can see the wisdom of accepting the wise advice of their parents…”
5. Fairy Tales After Grimm

a. In the latter half of the 19th century, people who had read the Grimms’ tales decided to collect ones from their own countries.  At that point, they viewed their audience as children, and this tendency cemented the connection between children and fairytales.

b. Even though many educators have believed that exposing North American children to folktales from other parts of the world is a good idea, N. points out that if a reader doesn’t know the culture from which the tales are taken, the reader can miss important concepts.  He gives as an example the way that he and Reimer reacted negatively to the plot structure of some Native American tales, until they recognized that they were using European standards of plot structure as the norm.  Once they realized this, they came to appreciate the difference of the Native American tales.

6. Oral Tales from Written Version:  Variant Versions and Cultural Values

a. “Fairy tales seem to retain the oral characteristic of memorability even for those who first experience them through reading, probably because the written versions use some of the same mnemonic techniques, or aids to memory, that oral tales do.”  As an example, N. notes that every version of “Little Red Riding Hood” includes a question/answer session between the wolf and Little Red Riding Hood.

b. “The tendency of tales to be modified as they are retold explains why the tales a most people know them now differ from the versions recorded in the original sources.”

c. As an example, N. notes that in earlier versions, the story of the Three Bears didn’t include Goldilocks – instead the main character was a nasty old woman.  However, once fairy tales began to be edited for a child audience, the editors made the main character a little girl.  “Such changes and choices reveal the extent to which versions of fairy tales express the ideological values of the culture that retells them, the consciously or unconsciously held attitudes about goodness and justice.”

7. Which Versions Should Children Read?

a. N. argues that reading the tales in the original gives children “the chance to experience painful circumstances without actually suffering from them and, therefore, to rehearse difficult situations and emotions before having to deal with them in real life.”

b. Also, N. observes that the presences of so many versions of fairy tales actually helps young readers broaden their schemata – “the sameness of the shared plot puts the variations, most of which imply different values and assumptions, into sharp relief.”

8. Characteristics of Fairy Tales

a. Setting:  

i. Tales are set in a time that evokes a combination of real time and fantasy.  Magical things happen, but against the backdrop of reality.  

ii. The characters in fairy tales are either rich or poor – there are very few “middles” in fairy tales.  “Although the lack of middles makes the fairy tale world seem harsh, it is actually utopian.  With none of the confusion caused by reality’s complex mixtures of good and bad, problems are easily understood.  Adversity is the result of the specific actions of individuals rather than of uncontrollable forces like social inequity or war”

b. Characters:  

i. Readers are confronted with characters who are either good or bad.  “As soon as a story begins with a description of someone in trouble, that person will end up happily.  In fairy tales, in fact, goodness is defined by situation rather than by action.  A character who begins in the position of being abused is automatically defined as good.”  And once a character is good, they typically remain good, no matter what they do.  

ii. N. notes that Cinderalla actually does very little, nor does Snow White – they are passive and are assisted it would seem because of this.  

iii. Algirdas Greimas has come up with six roles that most fairy tale character fall into, in pairs:  sender or giver/beneficiary or receiver; subject/object; helper/opponent.  

iv. According to N. “the heroes and heronies are children, poor people, or foolish people” who are powerless in relation to their opponents, and are helped by someone or something to overturn their opponents.  The opponents who have power – who are richer or stronger than the main character – are viewed as evildoers who misuse their power.  [You can see why children might like these stories – they can identify.]

c. Events:  A Basic Story Pattern

i. In the typical fairy tale, “the events allow the powerless underdog to exchange places with the character who first had power over him.  Usually through some magical assistance, the underdog comes to a position of great wealth or social influence, and the previously powerful character dies or becomes an outcast…”

ii. The “magical elements in fairy tales allow events to take place that couldn’t easily happen in real life.”

d. Wish-Fulfillment Fantasy

i. “The most significant truth about fairy tales is that they represent things not as they really are but as the implied audiences imagine they ought to be….  They are wish-fulfillment fantasies for people who perceive or who enjoy pretending to perceive themselves as underdogs.”

ii. Some people who don’t think that fairy tales are healthy for children think this because they assume that kids can’t “distinguish between fantasy and reality and read wish-fulfillment fantasy as a description of the way things actually are.”

iii. As an example, N. notes that feminist scholar Karen Rowe has argued that because fairy tales are so approved by the culture, naïve readers might come to assume that women are impotent beings who rely upon men to rescue them:  “As long as cultural norms and social practice accord with such fairy-tale conventions, the ‘awesome imaginative power’ of the tales can and does lead readers to ‘transfer from fairy tales into real life those fantasies which exalt acquiescence to male power and make marriage not simply one ideal, but the only estate toward which women should aspire.”

e. Meaning

i. According to N, fairy tales awaken a sense of wonder in the reader, thus they “teach their audience to appreciate the mystery of the real world.”

ii. N. notes that many critics have argued that fairy tales represent “popular wisdom,” but he questions this assertion because the tales that have been written down have been edited so much by middle class individuals.  In fact, N. notes that the literary critics who have analyzed the tales also have biases which influence the “popular wisdom” they identify in the tales.  Feminists see the truths of feminism, Marxists see the truth of Marxism, and psychoanalysts see the truths of psychoanalysis.  “Even for interpreters, then, the tales seem to be wish-fulfillment fantasies.”
iii. Because fairytales can take on so many meanings, they are open to a variety of interpretations – this may explain why they remain so popular.

f. Structure

i. At their root each fairy tale contains a sequence of events that recurs in version after version – this defines the tale’s type.  The small details that alter “establish an individual storyteller’s sense of the meaning of the tale and its function for an audience.”

ii. Most people wouldn’t consider a particular story to be a version of “Little Red Riding Hood” if it didn’t contain the central sequence of events:  mother gives LRRH instructions and sends her to grandma’s house; LRRH talks to wolf; The wolf gets to grandma first and either eats her or hides her; LRRH arrives, and she and the wolf discuss his appearance, after which he eats her (or threatens to).

iii. N. notes that the central moments in this sequence of events often fall into a pattern – such as the conversations between characters in Little Red Riding Hood, which illustrate the “shifting power relationships with the story.”

9. Literary Fairy Tales

a. “Once fairy tales were collected and retold for children, they became models for writers such as Hans Christian Andersen, George MacDonald, and Oscar Wilde, who created similar stories of their own.  These stories, based on traditional fairy tales but often substantially different from them, are called “literary fairy tales.”  For instance, Andersen upends the convention that an underdog ends up on top, when his Little Match Girl dies (except that her ascent to heaven is supposed to turn the story again, towards a different type of happy ending).

b. Feminist Fairy Tales

i. “A whole body of literature has developed that presents variations of fairy tale situations with more acceptable values, particularly in the portrayal of women.”
ii. N. notes that in Robert Munsch’s The Paperbag Princess, the main character, Princess Elizabeth “reverses expectations by using her wits to rescue Ronald, the prince she plans to marry, from a dragon, only to discover that he’s too conceited to be worthy of her.  In the end, she decides to remain single.

iii. N. notes, however, that when researcher Bronwyn Davies read this tale to young kids, the kids fell back on society’s stereotypes regarding women – they thought that being single was Elizabeth’s punishment for not being nicer to Ronald and accepting him as a rescuer.  Davies notes that “the idea that children learn through stories what the world is about or that they use the characters in stories as ‘role models’ is not only too simplistic but it entirely misses the interactive dimension between the real and the imaginary.”

iv. N. concludes by observing that “in any case, all stories reflect the ideologies of their tellers.”  He gives the example of “Cinderelma,” from Dr. Gardner’s Fairy Tales for Today’s Children by Richard Gardner & Gail Carson Levine’s Ella Enchanted, where even supposedly liberated heroines end up focusing exclusively on marriage.

c. Variations:  In recent years, publishers have put out variations of well-known fairy tales.  N. notes that when children read these multiple versions, they get “the double pleasure of using schemata.  Readers can recognize a pattern they’re familiar with.  Then, because they can do so, they can perceive and understand the significance of divergences from it.  One example he gives is Mary Rayner’s Mr. and Mrs. Pig’s Evening Out, a variation of “The Three Little Pigs,” in which Mr. and Mrs. Pig hire Mrs. Wolf as a babysitter, and she attempts to try to roast their children.  “The pleasure here emerges from the way in which the story plays the dangerous but tantalizing game of bringing the horrific events of the original much closer to home.”

10. Myths as Stories

a. Myth “is the name given to stories that express religious truth by t hose who happen not to believe they are true.”

b. N. notes that when we introduce young readers to another culture’s religious beliefs, but call them myths, we may be disrespecting their religion or culture.  

i. Also, N. argues that “the versions of myths and legends found in books intended for children have almost always been reworked to suit current ideas about what children might enjoy or ought to hear.”  For instance, he notes the way that the sexual adventures present in the myths upon which Erdoes and Ortiz base their American Indian Myths and Legends are removed, watering them down.

ii. N. brings up the example of Christie Harris’ retelling of the story “Mouse Woman and Porcupine Hunter,” a legend of the Tsimshian people, noting the differences between the original tale and Harris’s retelling.  In the original, Chief Porcupine is a divine being in the impressive shape of a human chief and the Porcupine Hunter is a villain for killing too many porcupines.  In the retelling, both Chief Porcupine and the Porcupine Hunter are figures of fun, who are bowlegged, near-sighted, and passive.  Strangely, Harris adds a character to the tale in the person of Porcupine Hunter’s wife, who henpecks her husband in the manner of a European comic shrew.  As N. observes, “without knowledge of the original legend, readers would have to believe, inaccurately, that the Tsminshian were as sexist as traditional European culture.”

iii. N. concludes that “it may well be that children can benefit from access to myths and legends of different people.  But, as the issues we’ve raised here suggest, adults can’t simply assume that children will, or should, benefit from hearing these stories without first providing them with some sense of the distinctive qualities of this special kind of story.”
Possible Questions
· Compare and contrast the way that Perrault and the Brothers Grimm retell the folktale “Little Red Riding Hood.”  What do the differences tell us about each author’s cultural assumptions regarding children?

· Nodelman calls the setting of fairy tales “utopian.”  Explain why.

· What is the typical sequence of events in a fairy tale?  

· What is the difference between a fairy tale and a literary fairy tale?

· Nodelman notes that even when Robert Munsch tried to challenge sexist stereotypes by writing The Paperbag Princess, his intended audience might not receive his texts in the way he intended.  Explain how Bronwyn Davies’ research calls into question the effectiveness of updating fairy tales.

· How does reading multiple versions of a fairy tale expand a reader’s schemata?

· Why might adults need to introduce children to myths in a culturally-sensitive manner?

Effective Steps in Studying a Chapter

1. Read and highlight the chapter

2. Write up notes on the chapter

3. Highlight terms and ideas that you might want to memorize

4. Come up with possible questions that a teacher might ask

5. If necessary, outline responses to your possible questions.
