FAIRY tale is a term that is often used rather loosely. A dictionary
tells us that it is a story about fairies (which is often not the case),
or else that it is an unbelievable or untrue story (which reflects the
rationalistic criticism to which the fairy tale has been subjected).
This vagueness of definition has made the term something of a
catch-all and, therefore, of limited usefulness: Lewis Carroll, for
instance, described Through the Looking-Glass as a fairy tale, and
Andrew Lang saw fit to include an abridged version of Book 1 of
Swift’s Guilliver's Travels in his Blue Fairy Book. So let us clarify the
subject by introducing two more accurate terms: “folk tale” and
“literary tale.” Appreciating the essential difference between these
two is like establishing North and South on a map; once we have
those reference points, we can begin to look around with more
confidence and can identify our position in relation to the literary
landscape that surrounds us. And, as we shall discover, that task can
sometimes turn out to be much more complex than we might
expect.

“Folk tale” means exactly what it says: it’s a tale of the folk. If
we resort again to our dictionary, we learn that “folk” (when used
as an adjective) signifies the common people of a nation; the
important point to realize here is that the “common people” were,
in the past, generally illiterate. Consequently, their tales were
orally transmitted; in other words, they were passed down from
generation to generation by word of mouth, until they were even-
tually recorded and published by such famous individuals as
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Charles Perrault (1628-1703) and Jacob and Wilhelm Grimm
(1785-1863; 1786-1859). Because we hear so often of “Perrault’s
Fairy Tales” or of “Grimms' Fairy Tales,” it’s natural to assume that
these men actually wrote them, but this isn't the case; while all
three were highly accomplished literary men, none of them were
fairy-tale writers. They wrote them down, which is quite a differ-
ent thing—and they did it for quite different reasons, as we shall
see.

In most cases, we have no idea how old folk tales are. Once 2
tale has been told, it is gone; no trace of it remains except in the
memories of the teller and the audience. And for the great major-
ity of people today, memory is a fickle instrument— we only
have to think back to that examination, or to the last time we lost
the shopping-list, to realize how quickly (and how thoroughly)
we forget. We are thus confronted with the realization that the
only authentic version of the folk tale is an oral version, and, since
one telling will necessarily differ from the next, we must confer
authenticity equally on all tellings, or—even more problemat-
ic—on the first telling alone, wherever and whenever that may
have taken place.

Consider for 2 moment what happens when a tale is trans-
posed from oral performance. Even if the collectors of eardier
times had had modern tape-recorders at their disposal, they still
could not have published the tales exactly as they had heard them,
for the simple reason that spoken language is very different from
written. The most judicious of collectors then had (and has) a
task of making the tale “read” properly, which naturally involves
the exercise of personal judgement and taste, thus imposing the
“imprint” of this new intermediary. Moreover, the number .of
separate recorded versions of a single folk tale is sometimes quite
amazing, reaching well into the hundreds. They come from all
over the world, which presents us with some clues, and also some
conundrums, about the universal use of story to help people
come to terms with the fears, the challenges, and the mysteries
that are all part of life. -

The children’s party-game “Broken Telephone” provides us
with an idea of just how a folk tale may have evolved as it was
passed on from generation to generation. The first Elaycr begins
by whispering a phrase or sentence to his or her neighbor, who
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must then pass it on to the next, and so on until it reaches the last
individual in the chain. Needless to say, in its progress from first to
last, the words undergo some startling and often amusing changes,
as they are variously misheard, misunderstood, or improved on.
On the simplest level, the game entertains by allowing us to play
around with language; on a more sophisticated level, we might see
those changes as reflecting the preoccupations (conscious or
otherwise) of the players. To put it another way, our moods,
desires, and emotions will inevitably affect what is heard; we hear
what we want (or expect) to hear. So it is with the folk tale; what
we find there is—in part—a fragment of psychic history. An
archeologist unearths a piece of pottery and uses his professional
skill and knowledge to determine its significance and function in
the wider context. In the same Way, we can use our growing
familiarity with folk tales to identify some of the psychological
elements (the “preoccupations™) that give each tale much of its
energy and color.

The Grimm brothers might be described as archeologists of a
sort —although contrary to what was once believed, they were
rarely if ever involved with any “digs” that first discovered these
tales among unlettered country folk. Such is the pre-eminence of
the Grimms’ collection that we tend to regard it as being almost as
organic and timeless a phenomenon as the tales themselves. It is
nevertheless a fact that in more recent times, controversy has
swirled around the Grimnis' methodology and motivation in
assembling their collection. The image of the brothers roaming
the German countryside, gathering the tales in remote villages
and hamlets, is attractive but false; generally, they were contributed
by literate, middle-class friends and relatives, who thus represent
yet another intermediary stage between the genuine folk ale on
the one hand and the literary tale on the other. In compiling the
tales and revising them for publication, the scholarly brothers re-
created them for their new audience —one radically different
from the illiterate country folk amongst whom they originated.
The brothers were at first more enthused by the cultural and his-
torical aspects of folk tale, rather than by its potential as children’s
literature, although Wilhelm in particular revised later editions of
their tales with a child audience increasingly in mind. The tenets
of nationalism and Romanticism were fhi two driving foric:s
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