WCCS Recommends
Fairy tales for children (and grown-ups)

‘The Briar Rose’ Series, 4: The Sleeping Beauty, Sir Edward Burne-Jones, c 1885-90

Sleeping Beauty
Grimm’s Fairy Tales
An elderly king and queen have a baby girl, Briar Rose, but forget to invite a wicked sorceress (along with her good fairy
godmothers) to the Christening. The sorceress, cross that she hasn’t been invited, curses the girl: she will prick her finger on a
spinning wheel and die before she is sixteen. However, the blessing of a fairy godmother ensures that Briar Rose, and everyone
else in the castle, will merely sleep when she pricks her finger, until a kiss from her true love breaks the spell. As a precaution, the
king orders every spinning wheel in the kingdom destroyed and the girl lives, garrisoned and mollycoddled, in the castle.
At her sixteenth birthday party, Briar Rose meets an old woman in the attic, spinning wool into thread. Invited to do the same,
she pricks her finger on the spindle and falls into an enchanted sleep, as do the others in the castle. A hundred years pass
until a prince rescues her with a kiss and asks the king and queen for her hand in marriage. They declare the prince to be their
daughter’s ‘true love’ and celebrate.
For the grown-ups…
The sorceress who isn’t invited to the Christening represents the necessary dark element in life. By attempting to over-protect
their daughter from evil (the spinning wheel of fate with its pointed ends), the aged king and queen have made her so naïve that
she wills her own unconsciousness, wills to sleep the sleep of the credulous, the insentient.
Can the awoken princess escape her catalepsy, become truly conscious and survive? And should the reader accept her parents’
endorsement of her new ‘true love’ uncritically?

Hans Andersen: The Emperor’s New Clothes, Rex Whistler, 1935

The Emperor’s New Clothes
Hans Christian Andersen
Two swindlers, posing as weavers, arrive at the city of an emperor who spends lavishly on clothes, but neglects his duties. They
offer him magnificent clothes, magically invisible to anyone unfit for office or stupid. The Emperor orders them immediately: he
wants to be able to see the unworthy, and sift the wise from the foolish at a glance. The swindlers set up empty looms and
pretend to weave.
An old minister, a trustworthy official, even the Emperor himself visit to check on progress: each sees only empty looms, but
pretends otherwise.
Eventually the swindlers declare the new clothes ready and the undressed Emperor begins a public procession to display them.
Everyone pretends to admire them, until a little child says:
‘But he hasn’t got anything on.’
And the whole town follows suit, crying out at last: ‘But he hasn’t got anything on!’
The Emperor knows they are right, but knows also that his procession must go on, and walks prouder than ever, his nobleman
holding high his invisible train.
For the grown-ups…
The Emperor is an archetype: vain, insecure, neglectful of his duties and obsessed with outward appearances. And even when
a small child exposes him, he maintains the pretence, and his courtiers collude with it. What does the story tell us about the
relations between power, self-preservation, conformity and truth?

Hansel and Gretel, Arthur Rackham, 1909

Hansel & Gretel
Grimm’s Fairy Tales (retold by Philip Pullman)
During a famine, Hansel and Gretel are abandoned in the forest by their domineering stepmother and supine father. Lost and
starving they are enticed and captured by a wicked witch who lives in a gingerbread house and wants to fatten Hansel and eat
Gretel with him. Gretel, however, outwits the witch and cooks her in her own oven.
Taking the witch’s treasure of precious stones, the children escape the witchy woods and return home. Their stepmother is dead,
and their father poor, alone and miserable. But he delights to see them, and the precious stones, and they all live happily ever
after.
For the grown-ups…
Originally the tale contained not a stepmother but a mother. Can the image of the idealised mother only survive in folklore by
banishing her from such stories, and substituting her with a stepmother? Or did the pre-existing association between witches and
stepmothers make for an easy swap?
The tale is also a brutal depiction of rural poverty and its desperate consequences: children abandoned in the forest during a
famine; the too-good-to-be true witch (in her gingerbread house) who wants to fatten and devour them. Even the father’s ultimate
happiness seems as much about the witch’s jewels as the return of his children.

The Threatened Swan, Jan Asselin, 1650

The Ugly Duckling
Hans Christian Andersen
What appears to be a duckling, hatched with his supposed brothers and sisters, is mocked and spurned because he is big and
ugly. Bitten by a duck, pecked, pushed and ridiculed by chickens, attacked by an imperious turkey gobble until he is red in the
face, and kicked by the girl who feeds his family, even his mother wishes him miles away. During a cruel and wretched winter, only
the beauty of some swans consoles him.
But in the Spring, he realises that he can fly and meets some swans on a stream who sweep down upon him. He bows his head
over the water to wait for death, but sees in his reflection a swan. The other swans stroke him with their bills, children throw bread
and grain, and everyone agrees that he is the most handsome swan of all. ‘I never dreamed there could be so much happiness
when I was the ugly duckling,’ he cries.
For the grown-ups…
There may be a biographical element in this story: Hans Christian Andersen was an ungainly child who said his schooldays were
his darkest.
The story has become a symbol for the spurned outsider, latterly transformed to beauty and approbation. But consider the image
of the swan: a bird majestic and serene, yes, but heavy-bodied, big-footed and vicious when threatened. Does the trauma of the
ugly duckling’s childhood remain, despite the physical transformation?

Old woman drinking from a wine glass, Petrus Taverners, c 1650

Little Red Riding Hood
Grimm’s Fairy Tales (retold by Philip Pullman)
Little Red Riding Hood is Granny’s favourite. One day, Mummy orders her to go through the woods and deliver a bottle of wine
and some cake to Granny, who isn’t very well. She warns her not to step off the path, lest she break the bottle and drop the cake.
A wolf, wanting to eat Little Red Riding Hood and the contents of her basket, approaches her. Naïvely she tells him that she is
heading to Granny’s house, stepping off the path at the wolf’s suggestion, and picking flowers as a gift for her. Meanwhile the
wolf sneaks off, tricks his way into Granny’s house with promises of cake and wine, eats her whole and, disguised in her clothes
and nightcap, waits for Little Red Riding Hood.
When she arrives, late, her grandmother looks very strange to her: big ears, big eyes, big hands, a great grim ghastly mouth!
Then the disguised wolf eats Little Red Riding Hood in one big gulp and falls asleep.
A hunter, hearing a loud snore from within the house, enters and cuts the wolf open. The girl and Granny (a bit out of breath)
emerge unhurt. They fill the wolf’s sleeping body with heavy stones; when he awakens, he leaves the house but the stones are
so heavy that he falls down dead.
The hunter goes home with the wolf’s fur, Granny devours the wine and cake, and the girl reflects: ‘If mother tells me to stay on
the path, that’s exactly what I’ll do.’
For the grown-ups…
The warnings against talking to strangers, and the dangers of rapacious wolves, will be obvious.
But what is the reader to make of Granny?
In Philip Pullman’s hilarious re-telling, it’s a ‘bottle of wine’ that will make Granny ‘feel a lot better’; the wolf hoodwinks Granny
with promises of ‘cake and wine’ when she’s ‘feeling too weak to get out of bed’; the passing huntsman recognises Granny’s
snoring; and by the end, Granny’s ‘very happy’ to have ‘drank the wine’. Does the trouble caused by Granny’s boozing keep Little
Red Riding Hood on the path of sobriety?

The Werewolf
Angela Carter
In the remote and superstitious woodlands of a Northern country, a mother tells her daughter to visit her sick grandmother with
oatcakes and butter. She must not leave the path because of the starving wolves.
‘Here, take your father’s hunting knife; you know how to use it.’
Dressed in a sheepskin coat, she is apparently attacked by a wolf and, swiping, cuts off its forepaw. It lollops off on three legs,
leaving a trail of blood behind it. The girl cleans the knife, wraps the paw in the cloth in which her mother had packed the
oatcakes, and heads for her grandmother’s house. Thick snow obscures her tracks.
She finds her grandmother sick in bed and, feeling her forehead, guesses she has a fever. She decides to use the cloth in the
basket as a cold compress, but instead of a wolf’s paw, a human hand falls out of it and onto the floor! By a wart, she recognises
it as her grandmother’s hand.
The grandmother awakes, struggles and shrieks. Armed with her father’s hunting knife, the girl holds her grandmother down and
discovers that her hand has been chopped off! She cries out to the neighbours who come rushing in. The wart on her hand is
proof that she’s an evil werewolf, so they drive her from her house and stone her to death.
The girl gets the house, and prospers.
Appendix for grown-ups
This time Granny doesn’t fare so well.
This darkly comic tale explores how a remote setting, poverty and superstition conspire, enabling a cunning mum and daughter to
dispatch Granny and acquire her property.
You can read The Werewolf online here.
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Philip Pullman’s Grimm Tales for Young and Old

Hans Christian Andersen’s Complete Fairy Tales
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