280 ROBERT DARNTON

when they no longer are compelled to give
humanlike appearance—they need tg
by being ingenious, rid themsel
imagination. By succeeding i
experience, as did Ha

it formless apprehensions
told stories in which children,
of these persecuting figures of their
doing so, they gain immensely from the
and Gretel.

ROBERT DARNTON
Peasants Tell Tales: The Meaning of Mother Gooset

The mental world of the unenlightened during the Enlightenment
seems to be irretrievably lost. It is so difficult, if not impossible, to locate
the common man in the eighteenth century that it seems foolish to
search for his cosmology. But before abandoning the attempt, it might
be useful to suspend one’s disbelief and to consider a story—a story
everyone knows, though not in the following version, which is the tale
more or less as it was told around firesides in peasant cottages during
long winter evenings in eighteenth-century France.!

Once a little girl was told by her mother to bring some bread
and milk to her grandmother. As the girl was walking through the
forest, a wolf came up to her and asked where she was going.

“T'o grandmother’s house,” she replied.

“Which path are you taking, the path of the pins or the path of
the needles?”

“The path of the needles.”

So the wolf took the path of the pins and arrived first at the
house. He killed grandmother, poured her blood into a bottle, and
sliced her flesh onto a platter. Then he got into her nightclothes
and waited in bed.

“Knock, knock.”

“Come in, my dear.”

“Hello, grandmother. I've brought you some bread and milk.”

“Have something yourself, my dear. There is meat and wine in
the pantry.”

So the little girl ate what was offered; and as she did, a little cat
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Cat Massacre and Other Episodes in French Cultural Hi:tf (New York: Basic Books, 1984)
3—22 Co, yﬁght ©rC 13.84 b ];Blas}ilc Bololcs, %%c. Rej rinte;i y permission of Basic Books, a

livision of HarperCollins Publishers, Inc. The author’s footnof i is
Sivion Critica!PEditjon. tes have been edited for this

1. This text and those of the other French folktales discussed in this essay come from Paul
Pelame and Marie-Louise Teneze, Le Conte populaire francais (Paris, 1976), 3 vols., which
is the best of the French folktale collections because it provides all the recorded versions of
each tale along with background information about how &ey were gathered from oral sources.

TuE MEANING OF MOTHER GOOSE o281

said, “Slut! To eat the flesh and drink the blood of your
grandmother!”

Then the wolf said, “Undress and get into bed with me.”

“Where shall I put my apron?”

“Throw it on the fire; you won’t need it any more.”

For each garment—bodice, skirt, petticoat, and stockings—the
girl asked the same question; and each time the wolf answered,
“Throw it on the fire; you won’t need it any more.”

When the girl got in bed, she said, “Oh, grandmother! How
hairy you are!”

“It’s to keep me warmer, my dear.”

“Oh, grandmother! What big shoulders you have!”

“It's for better carrying firewood, my dear.”

“Oh, grandmother! What long nails you have!”

““It’s for scratching myself better, my dear.”

“Oh, grandmother! What big teeth you have!”

“It’s for eating you better, my dear.”

And he ate her.

What is the moral of this story? For little girls, clearly: stay away from
wolves. For historians, it seems to be saying something about the mental
world of the early modern peasantry. But what? How can one begin to
interpret such a text? One way leads through psychoanalysis. The an-
alysts have given folktales a thorough going-over, picking out hidden
symbols, unconscious motifs, and psychic mechanisms. Consider, for
example, the exegesis of “Little Red Riding Hood” by two of the best
known psychoanalysts, Erich Fromm and Bruno Bettelheim.

Fromm interpreted the tale as a riddle about the collective uncon-
scious in primitive society, and he solved it “without difficulty” by de-
coding its “symbolic language.” The story concerns an adolescent’s
confrontation with adult sexuality, he explained. Its hidden meaning
shows through its symbolism—but the symbols he saw in his version of
the text were based on details that did not exist in the versions known
to peasants in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. Thus he makes
a great deal of the (nonexistent) red riding hood as a symbol of men-
struation and of the (nonexistent) bottle carried by the girl as a symbol
of virginity: hence the mother’s (nonexistent) admonition not to stray
from the path into wild terrain where she might break it. The wolf is
the ravishing male. And the two (nonexistent) stones that are placed in
the wolf’s belly after the (nonexistent) hunter extricates the girl and her
grandmother, stand for sterility, the punishment for breaking a sexual
taboo. So, with an uncanny sensitivity to detail that did not occur in
the original folktale, the psychoanalyst takes us into a mental universe
that never existed, at least not before the advent of psychoanalysis.?

2. Erich Fromm, The Forgotten Language: An Introduction to the Understanding of Dreams,
Fairy Tales and Myths (New York, 1951), pp. 235-41, quotation from p. 240.
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How could anyone get a text so wrong? The difficulty does not derive
from professional dogmatism—for psychoanalysts need not be more
rigid than poets in their manipulation of symbols—but rather from
blindness to the historical dimension of folktales.

Fromm did not bother to mention his source, but apparently he took
his text from the brothers Grimm. The Grimms got it, along with “Puss
'n Boots,” “Bluebeard,” and a few other stories, from Jeannette Has-
senpflug, a neighbor and close friend of theirs in Cassel; and she
learned it from her mother, who came from a French Huguenot family.
The Huguenots brought their own repertory of tales into Germany
when they fled from the persecution of Louis XIV. But they did not
draw them directly from popular oral tradition. They read them in
books written by Charles Perrault, Marie Cathérine d’Aulnoy, and oth-
ers during the vogue for fairy tales in fashionable Parisian circles at the
end of the seventeenth century. Perrault, the master of the genre, did
indeed take his material from the oral tradition of the common people
(his principal source probably was his son’s nurse). But he touched it
up so that it would suit the taste of the salon sophisticates, précieuses,
and courtiers to whom he directed the first printed version of Mother
Goose, his Contes de ma mere Ioye of 1697. Thus the tales that reached
the Grimms through the Hassenpflugs were neither very German nor
very representative of folk tradition. Indeed, the Grimms recognized
their literary and Frenchified character and therefore eliminated them
from the second edition of the Kinder- und Hausméarchen—all but “Lit-
tle Red Riding Hood.” It remained in the collection, evidently, because
Jeanneﬁe Hassenpflug had grafted on to it a happy ending derived from
‘The Wolf and the Kids” (tale type 123 according to the standard clas-

sification scheme developed by Antti Aarne and Stith Thompson),
which was one of the most popular in Germany. So Little Red Riding
Hood slipped into the German and later the English literary tradition
with her French origins undetected. She changed character consider-
ably as she passed from the French peasantry to Perrault’s nursery, into
print, across the Rhine, back into an oral tradition but this time as part
of the Huguenot diaspora, and back into book form but now as a prod-
uct of the Teutonic forest rather than the village hearths of the Old
Regime in France.

Fromm and a host of other psychoanalytical exegetes did not worry
about the transformations of the text—indeed, they did not know about
them—because they got the tale they wanted. It begins with pubertal
sex (the red hood, which does not exist in the French oral tradition)
and ends with the triumph of the ego (the rescued girl, who is usually
caten in the French tales) over the id (the wolf, who is never killed in
the traditional versions). All's well that ends well

3. Literati [Editor].
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The ending is particularly important for Bruno Bettelheim, the latest
in the line of psychoanalysts who have had a go at “Little Red Riding
Hood.” For him, the key to the story, and to all such stories, is the

~ affirmative message of its denouement. By ending happily, he main-

tains, folktales permit children to confront their unconscious desires

| and fears and to emerge unscathed, id subdued and ego triumphant.
| Theid is the villain of “Little Red Riding Hood” in Bettelheim’s ver-
~ sion. It is the pleasure principle, which leads the girl astray when she

is too old for oral fixation (the stage represented by “Hansel and Gre-
tel”) and too young for adult sex. The id is also the wolf, who is also

~ the father, who is also the hunter, who is also the ego and, somehow,

the superego as well. By directing the wolf to her grandmother, Little
Red Riding Hood manages in oedipal fashion to do away with her
mother, because mothers can also be grandmothers in the moral econ-
omy of the soul and the houses on either side of the woods are actually
the same house, as in “Hansel and Gretel,” where they are also the
mother’s body. This adroit mixing of symbols gives Little Red Riding
Hood an opportunity to get into bed with her father, the wolf, thereby
giving vent to her oedipal fantasies. She survives in the end because
she is reborn on a higher level of existence when her father reappears
as ego-superego-hunter and cuts her out of the belly of her father as
wolf-id, so that everyone lives happily ever after.*

Bettelheim’s generous view of symbolism makes for a less mechanis-
tic interpretation of the tale than does Fromm’s notion of a secret code,
but it, too, proceeds from some unquestioned assumptions about the
text. Although he cites enough commentators on Grimm and Perrault
to indicate some awareness of folklore as an academic discipline, Bet-
telheim reads “Little Red Riding Hood” and the other tales as if they
had no history. He treats them, so to speak, flattened out, like patients
on a couch, in a timeless contemporaneity. He does not question their
origins or worry over other meanings that they might have had in other
contexts because he knows how the soul works and how it has always
worked. In fact, however, folktales are historical documents. They have
evolved over many centuries and have taken different turns in different
cultural traditions. Far from expressing the unchanging operations of
man’s inner being, they suggest that mentalités themselves have
changed. We can appreciate the distance between our mental world
and that of our ancestors if we imagine lulling a child of our own to
sleep with the primitive peasant version of “Little Red Riding Hood.”
Perhaps, then, the moral of the story should be: beware of psycho-
analysts—and be careful in your use of sources. We seem to be back
at historicism.

Not quite, however, for “Little Red Riding Hood” has a terrifying
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irrationality that seems out of place in the Age of Reason. In fact, the
peasants’ version outdoes the psychoanalysts’ in violence and sex. (Fol-
lowing the Grimms and Perrault, Fromm and Bettelheim do not men-
tion the cannibalizing of grandmother and the strip-tease prelude to
the devouring of the girl.) Evidently the peasants did not need a secret
code to talk about taboos.

The other stories in the French peasant Mother Goose have the same
nightmare quality. In one early version of “Sleeping Beauty” (tale type
410),* for example, Prince Charming, who is already married, ravishes
the princess, and she bears him several children, without waking up.
The infants finally break the spell by biting her while nursing, and the
tale then takes up its second theme: the attempts of the prince’s mother-
in-law, an ogress, to eat his illicit offspring. The original “Bluebeard”
(tale type 312) is the story of a bride who cannot resist the temptation
to open a forbidden door in the house of her husband, a strange man
who has already gone through six wives. She enters a dark room and
discovers the corpses of the previous wives, hanging on the wall. Hor-
rified, she lets the forbidden key drop from her hand into a pool of
blood on the floor. She cannot wipe it clean; so Bluebeard discovers
her disobedience, when he inspects the keys. As he sharpens his knife
in preparation for making her his seventh victim, she withdraws to her
bedroom and puts on her wedding costume. But she delays her toilette
long enough to be saved by her brothers, who gallop to the rescue after
receiving a warning from her pet dove. In one early tale from the
Cinderella cycle (tale type 510B), the heroine becomes a domestic
servant in order to prevent her father from forcing her to marry him.
In another, the wicked stepmother tries to push her in an oven but
incinerates one of the mean stepsisters by mistake. In the French peas-
ant’s “Hansel and Gretel” (tale type 327), the hero tricks an ogre into
slitting the throats of his own children. A husband eats a succession of
brides in the wedding bed in “La Belle et le monstre” (tale type 433),
one of the hundreds of tales that never made it into the printed versions
of Mother Goose. In a nastier tale, “Les Trois Chiens” (tale type 315),
a sister kills her brother by hiding spikes in the mattress of his wedding
bed. In the nastiest of all, “Ma mere m’a tué, mon pére m’a mangé”
(tale type 720), a mother chops her son up into a Lyonnais-style cas-
serole, which her daughter serves to the father. And so it goes, from
rape and sodomy to incest and cannibalism. Far from veiling their
message with symbols, the storytellers of eighteenth-century France por-
trayed a world of raw and naked brutality.

How can the historian make sense of this world? One way for him
to keep his footing in the psychic undertow of early Mother Goose is

5. See discussion below and note 6, p. 285 [Editor].
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to hold fast to two disciplines: anthropology and folklore. When they
discuss theory, anthropologists disagree about the fundamentals of their
science. But when they go into the bush, they use techniques for un-
derstanding oral traditions that can, with discretion, be applied to West-
em folklore. Except for some structuralists, they relate tales to the art
of tale telling and to the context in which it takes place. They look for
the way a raconteur adapts an inherited theme to his audience so
that the specificity of time and place shows through the universality
of the topos. They do not expect to find direct social comment
or metaphysical allegories so much as a tone of discourse or a cultural
style, which communicates a particular ethos and world view. “Scien-
tific” folklore, as the French call it (American specialists often distin-
guish between folklore and “fakelore”), involves the compilation and
comparison of tales according to the standardized schemata of tale types
developed by. Antti Aarne and Stith Thompson. It does not necessarily
exclude formalistic analysis such as that of Vladimir Propp, but it
stresses rigorous documentation—the occasion of the telling, the back-
ground of the teller, and the degree of contamination from written
sources.

French folklorists have recorded about ten thousand tales, in many
different dialects and in every corner of France and of French-speaking
territories. For example, while on an expedition in Berry for the Musée
des arts et traditions populaires in 1945, Ariane de Félice recorded a
version of “Le Petit Poucet” (“Tom Thumb” or “Thumbling,” tale
type 327) by a peasant woman, Euphrasie Pichon, who had been
born in 1862 in the village of Eguzon (Indre). In 1879 Jean
Drouillet wrote down another version as he listened to his mother
Eugénie, who had learned it from her mother, Octavie Riffet, in the
village of Teillay (Cher). The two versions are nearly identical and
owe nothing to the first printed account of the tale, which Charles
Perrault published in 1697. They and eighty other “Petits Poucets,”
which folklorists have compiled and compared, motif by motif, belong
to an oral tradition that survived with remarkably litlle contamination
from print culture until late in the nineteenth century. Most of the
tales in the French repertory were recorded between 1870 and 1914
during “the Golden Age of folktale research in France,” and they were
recounted by peasants who had learned them as children, long be-
fore literacy had spread throughout the countryside. Thus in 1874
Nannette Levesque, an illiterate peasant woman born in 1794, dictated
a version of “Litfle Red Riding Hood” that went back to the eigh-
teenth century; and in 1865 Louis Grolleau, a domestic servant born
6. See Aarne and Thompson, The Types of the Folktale: A Classification and Bibliography (2nd

rev., Helsinki, 1973); Thompson, The Folktale (Berkeley and Los Angeles, 1977; 1st ed. 1946);

and Vladimir Propp, Morphology of the Folktale, trans. Laurence Scott (Austin, 1968). Aarne

and Thompson used the “historical-geographical” or “Finnish” method, developed by Kaarle
Krohn, to produce a world-wide survey and classification of folktales.



286 ROBERT DARNTON

in 1803, dictated a rendition of “Le Pou” (tale type 621) that he
had first heard under the Empire. Like all tellers of tales, the peas-
ant raconteurs adjusted the setting of their stories to their own
milieux; but they kept the main elements intact, using repetitions,
rhymes, and other mnemonic devices. Although the “performance”
element, which is central to the study of contemporary folklore, does
not show through the old texts, folklorists argue that the recordings
of the Third Republic provide enough evidence for them to recon-
struct the rough outlines of an oral tradition that existed two centuries
ago.’

That claim may seem extravagant, but comparative studies have re-
vealed striking similarities in different recordings of the same tale, even
though they were made in remote villages, far removed from one an-
other and from the circulation of books. In a study of “Little Red Riding
Hood,” for example, Paul Delarue compared thirty-five versions re-
corded throughout a vast zone of the langue d’oil. Twenty versions
correspond exactly to the primitive “Conte de la mere grand” quoted
above, except for a few details (sometimes the girl is eaten, sometimes
she escapes by a ruse). Two versions follow Perrault’s tale (the first to
mention the red hood). And the rest contain a mixture of the oral and
written accounts, whose elements stand out as distinctly as the garlic
and mustard in a French salad dressing.$

Written evidence proves that the tales existed long before anyone
conceived of “folklore,” a nineteenth-century neologism.® Medieval
preachers drew on the oral tradition in order to illustrate moral argu-
ments. Their sermons, transcribed in collections of “Exempla” from
the twelfth to the fifteenth century, refer to the same stories as those
taken down in peasant cottages by folklorists in the nineteenth century.
Despite the obscurity surrounding the origins of chivalric romances,
chansons de geste, and fabliaux, it seems that a good deal of medieval
literature drew on popular oral tradition, rather than vice versa. “Sleep-
ing Beauty” appeared in an Arthurian romance of the fourteenth cen-
tury, and “Cinderella” surfaced in Noél du Fail’s Propos rustiques of
1547, a book that traced the tales to peasant lore and that showed how
they were transmitted; for du Fail wrote the first account of an impor-
tant French institution, the veillée, an evening fireside gathering, where
men repaired tools and women sewed while listening to stories that
would be recorded by folklorists three hundred years later and that were

7. This information comes from Paul Delarue’s introduction to Le Conte populaire frangais, 1,
7-99, which is the best general account of folklore research in France and which also contains
a thorough bibliography.

Delarue, “Les contes merveilleux de Perrault et la tradition populaire,” Bulletin folklorique
d'lle-de-France, n.s. (July-Oct., 1951).

William Thoms launched the term “folklore” in 1846, two decades before Edward Tylor
introduced a similar term, “culture,” among English-speaking anthropologists. See Thoms,
“Folklore” and William R. Bascom, “Folklore and Anthropology” in Dumfes, Study of Folk-
lore, pp. 4-6 and 25-33.
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already centuries old.! Whether they were meant to amuse adults or to
frighten children, as in the case of cautionary tales like “Little Red
Riding Hood,” the stories belonged to a fund of popular culture, which
peasants hoarded over the centuries with remarkably little loss.

The great collections of folktales made in the late nineteenth and
early twentieth centuries therefore provide a rare opportunity to make
contact with the illiterate masses who have disappeared into the past
without leaving a trace. To reject folktales because they cannot be dated
and situated with precision like other historical documents is to turn
one’s back on one of the few points of entry into the mental world of
peasants under the Old Regime. But to attempt to penetrate that world
is to face a set of obstacles as daunting as those confronted by Jean de
1'Ours (tale type 301) when he tried to rescue the three Spanish prin-
cesses from the underworld or by little Parle (tale type 328) when he
set out to capture the ogre’s treasure.

The greatest obstacle is the impossibility of listening in on the story
tellers. No matter how accurate they may be, the recorded versions of
the tales cannot convey the effects that must have brought the stories
to life in the eighteenth century: the dramatic pauses, the sly glances,
the vzo. of gestures to set scenes—a Snow White at a spinning wheel,
a Cinderella delousing a stepsister—and the use of sounds to punctuate
actions—a knock on the door (often done by rapping on a listener’s
forehead) or a cudgeling or a fart. All of those devices shaped the mean-
ing of the tales, and all of them elude the historian. He cannot be sure
that the limp and lifeless text that he holds between the covers of a
book provides an accurate account of the performance that took place
in the eighteenth century. He cannot even be certain that the text
corresponds to the unrecorded versions that existed a century earlier.
Although he may turn up plenty of evidence to prove that the tale itself
existed, he cannot quiet his suspicions that it could have changed a
great deal before it reached the folklorists of the Third Republic.

Given those uncertainties, it seems unwise to build an interpretation
on a single version of a single tale, and more hazardous still to base
symbolic analysis on details—riding hoods and hunters—that may not
have occurred in the peasant versions. But there are enough recordings
of those versions—35 “Little Red Riding Hoods,” 90 “Tom Thumbs,”
105 “Cinderellas”—for one to picture the general outline of a tale as
it existed in the oral tradition. One can study it on the level of structure,
noting the way the narrative is framed and the motifs are combined,
instead of concentrating on fine points of detail. Then one can compare
it with other stories. And finally, by working through the entire body
of French folktales, one can distinguish general characteristics, over-
arching themes, and pervasive elements of style and tone.

1. Nogl du Fail, Propos rustiques de Maistre Leon Ladulfi Champenois, chap. 5, in Conteurs
frangais du XVle sidcle, ed. Pierre Jourda (Paris, 1956), pp. 620-21.
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One can also seek aid and comfort from specialists in the study of
oral literature. Milman Parry and Albert Lord have shown how folk
epics as long as The Iliad are passed on faithfully from bard to bard
among the illiterate peasants of Yugoslavia. These “singers of tales” do
not possess the fabulous powers of memorization sometimes attributed
to “primitive” peoples. They do not memorize very much at all. Instead,
they combine stock phrases, formulas, and narrative segments in pat-
terns improvised according to the response of their audience. Re-
cordings of the same epic by the same singer demonstrate that each
performance is unique. Yet recordings made in 1950 do not differ in
essentials from those made in 1934. In each case, the singer proceeds
as if he were walking down a well-known path. He may branch off here
to take a shortcut or pause there to enjoy a panorama, but he always
remains on familiar ground—so familiar, in fact, that he will say that
he repeated every step exactly as he has done before. He does not
conceive of repetition in the same way as a literate person, for he has
no notion of words, lines, and verses. Texts are not rigidly fixed for him
as they are for readers of the printed page. He creates his text as he
goes, picking new routes through old themes. He can even work in
material derived from printed sources, for the epic as a whole is so
much greater than the sum of its parts that modifications of detail barely
disturb the general configuration.2

Lord’s investigation confirms conclusions that Vladimir Propp
reached by a different mode of analysis, one that showed how variations
of detail remain subordinate to stable structures in Russian folktales?
Field workers among illiterate peoples in Polynesia, Africa, and North
and South America have also found that oral traditions have enormous
staying power. Opinions divide on the separate question of whether or
not oral sources can provide a reliable account of past events. Robert
Lowie, who collected narratives from the Crow Indians in the early
twentieth century, took up a position of extreme skepticism: “I cannot
attach to oral traditions any historical value whatsoever under any con-
ditions whatsoever.”* By historical value, however, Lowie meant factual
accuracy. (In 1910 he recorded a Crow account of a battle against the
Dakota; in 1931 the same informant described the battle to him, but
claimed that it had taken place against the Cheyenne.) Lowie conceded
that the stories, taken as stories, remained quite consistent; they forked
and branched in the standard patterns of Crow narrative. So his findings
actually support the view that in traditional story telling continuities in
form and style outweigh variations in detail, among North American
Indians as well as Yugoslav peasants. Frank Hamilton Cushing noted a

2. Albert B. Lord, The Singer of Tales (Cambridge, Mass,, 1960).

3. Propp, Morphology of ;?E Folktale.

4. Lowie’s remark is quoted in Richard Dorson, “The Debate over the Trustworthiness of Oral
Traditional History” in Dorson, Folklore: Selected Essays (Bloomington, Ind., 1972), p. 202,
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spectacular example of this tendency among the Zuni almost a century
ago. In 1886 he served as interpreter to a Zuni delegation in the eastern
United States. During a round robin of story telling one evening, he
recounted as his contribution the tale of “The Cock and the Mouse,”
which he had picked up from a book of Italian folktales. About a year
later, he was astonished to hear the same tale from one of the Indians
back at Zuni. The Italian motifs remained recognizable enough for one
to be able to classify the tale in the Aarne-Thompson scheme (it is tale
type 2032). But everything else about the story—its frame, figures of
speech, allusions, style, and general feel—had become intensely Zuni.
Instead of Italianizing the native lore, the story had been Zunified.®

No doubt the transmission process affects stories differently in differ-
ent cultures. Some bodies of folklore can resist “contamination” while
absorbing new material more effectively than can others. But oral
traditions seem to be tenacious and long-lived nearly everywhere among
illiterate peoples. Nor do they collapse at their first exposure to the
printed word. Despite Jack Goody’s contention that a literacy line cuts
through all history, dividing oral from “written” or “print” cultures, it
seems that traditional tale telling can flourish long after the onset of
literacy. To anthropologists and folklorists who have tracked tales
through the bush, there is nothing extravagant about the idea that peas-
ant raconteurs in late nineteenth-century France told stories to one
another pretty much as their ancestors had done a century or more
earlier.®

Comforting as this expert testimony may be, it does not clear all the
difficulties in the way of interpreting the French tales. The texts are
accessible enough, for they lie unexploited in treasure houses like the
Musée des arts et traditions populaires in Paris and in scholarly collec-
tions like Le Conte populaire frangais by Paul Delarue and Marie-
Louise Teneze. But one cannot lift them from such sources and hold
themn up to inspection as if they were so many photographs of the Old
Regime, taken with the innocent eye of an extinct peasantry. They are
stories.

As in most kinds of narration, they develop standardized plots from
conventional motifs, picked up here, there, and everywhere. They have
a distressing lack of specificity for anyone who wants to pin them down
to precise points in time and place. Raymond Jameson has studied the
case of a Chinese Cinderella from the ninth century. She gets her
slippers from a magic fish instead of a fairy godmother and loses one
of them at a village féte instead of a royal ball, but she bears an un-
mistakable resemblance to Perrault's heroine.” Folklorists have recog-

5. Frank Hamilton Cushing, Zuni Folk Tales (New York and London, 1901), pp. 411-22. §

6. Jack Goody, The Domestication of the Savage Mind (Cambridge, 1977). See also the studies
published by Goody as Literacy in Traditional Societies (Cambridge, 1968).

7. Raymond D. Jameson, Three Lectures on Chinese Folklore (Peking, 1932).
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nized their tales in Herodotus and Homer, on ancient Egyptian
papyruses and Chaldean stone tablets; and they have recorded them all
over the world, in Scandinavia and Africa, among Indians on the banks
of the Bengal and Indians along the Missouri. The dispersion is so
striking that some have come to believe in Ur-stories and a basic Indo-
European repertory of myths, legends, and tales. This tendency feeds
into the cosmic theories of Frazer and Jung and Lévi-Strauss, but it
does not help anyone attempting to penetrate the peasant mentalities
of early modemn France.

Fortunately, a more down-to-earth tendency in folklore makes it pos-
sible to isolate the peculiar characteristics of traditional French tales.
Le Conte populaire frangais arranges them according to the Aarne-
Thompson classification scheme, which covers all varieties of Indo-
European folktales. It therefore provides the basis for comparative study,
and the comparisons suggest the way general themes took root and grew
in French soil. “Tom Thumb” (“Le Petit Poucet,” tale type 327), for
example, has a strong French flavor, in Perrault as well as the peasant
versions, if one compares it with its German cousin, “Hansel and Gre-
tel.” The Grimms’ tale emphasizes the mysterious forest and the naiveté
of the children in the face of inscrutable evil, and it has more fanciful
and poetic touches, as in the details about the bread-and-cake house
and the magic birds. The French children confront an ogre, but in a
very real house. Monsieur and Madame Ogre discuss their plans for a
dinner party as if they were any married couple, and they carp at each
other just as Tom Thumb’s parents did. In fact, it is hard to tell the
two couples apart. Both simple-minded wives throw away their family’s
fortunes; and their husbands berate them in the same manner, except
that the ogre tells his wife that she deserves to be eaten and that he
would do the job himself if she were not such an unappetizing vieille
béte (old beast).® Unlike their German relatives, the French ogres ap-
pear in the role of le bourgeois de la maison (burgher head of house-
hold),” as if they were rich local landowners. They play fiddles, visit
friends, snore contentedly in bed beside fat ogress wives;! and for all
their boorishness, they never fail to be good family men and good
providers. Hence the joy of the ogre in “Pitchin-Pitchot” as he bounds
into the house, a sack on his back: “Catherine, put on the big kettle.
TI've caught Pitchin-Pitchot.”?

Where the German tales maintain a tone of terror and fantasy, the
French strike a note of humor and domesticity. Firebirds settle down
into hen yards. Elves, genii, forest spirits, the whole Indo-European

8. This remark occurs in Pemault’s version, which contains a sophisticated reworking of the
dialogue in the peasant versions. See Delarue and Tengze, Le Conte populaire frangais, 1,
306-24.

9. “Jean de I'Ours,” tale type 301B.
1. See “Le Conte de Parle,” tale tépe 328 and “La Belle Eulalie,” tale type 313.
2. “Pitchin-Pitchot,” tale type 327C.
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panoply of magical beings become reduced in France to two species,
ogres and fairies. And those vestigial creatures acquire human fol.bles
and generally let humans solve their problems by their own devices,
that is, by cunning and “Cartesianism”—a term that the French apply

~ vulgarly to their propensity for craftiness and intrigue. The Gallic touch

is clear in many of the tales that Perrault did not rework for his own
Gallicized Mother Goose of 1697: the panache of the young blacksmith

~ in “Le Petit Forgeron” (tale type 317), for example, who kills giants on
~ aclassic tour de France; or the provincialism of the Breton peasant in

“lean Béte” (tale type 675), who is given anything he wishes and asks
for un bon péché de piquette et une écuelle de patates du lait (“crude
wine and a bowl of potatoes in milk”); or the professional jealousy of

| the master gardener, who fails to prune vines as well as his apprentice

in “Jean le Teigneux” (tale type 314); or the cleverness of the devil's
daughter in “La Belle Eulalie” (tale type 313), who escapes with her
lover by leaving two talking patés in their beds. Just as one cannot attach
the French tales to specific events, one should not dilute them in a
timeless universal mythology. They really belong to a middle ground:
la France moderne or the France that existed from the fifteenth through

 the eighteenth century.

% %

SANDRA M. GILBERT AND SUSAN GUBAR
[Snow White and Her Wicked Stepmother]t

* ” *

As the legend of Lilith* shows, and as psychoanalysts from Freud and
Jung onward have observed, myths and fairy tales often both state §nfi
enforce culture’s sentences with greater accuracy than more sophisti-
cated literary texts. If Lilith’s story summarizes the genesis of the female
monster in a single useful parable, the Grimm tale of “Little Snow
White” dramatizes the essential but equivocal relationship between the
angel- woman and the monster-woman. * * * “Little Snow White,”
which Walt Disney entitled “Snow White and the Seven Dwarves,”
should really be called Snow White and Her Wicked Stepmother, for
the central action of the tale—indeed, its only real action—arises
from the relationship between these two women: the one fair, young,

pale, the other just as fair, but older, fiercer; the one a daughter, the

t From Sandra M. Gilbert and Susan Gubar, The Madwoman in the Attic: The Woman Writer
and the Nincteenth-Century Literary Imagination (New Haven: Yale UP, 1979) 36-43.
Copyright © 1979. Reprinted by permission of Yale University Press.

1. Adam’s first wife, before Eve was created.




