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nized their tales in Herodotus and Homer, on ancicht Egyptian
papyruses and Chaldean stone tablets; and they have recgrded them all
over the world, in Scandinavia and Africa, among Indighs on the banks
of the Bengal and Indians along the Missouri. The/dispersion is so
striking that some have come to believe in Ur-storiefand 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 fhe peasant mentalities
of early modern France.
Fortunately, a more down-to-earth tendengf in folklore makes it pos-
sible to isolate the peculiar characteristics £f traditional French tales,
Le Conte populaire frangais arranges th according to the Aarne-
Thompson classification scheme, whicl/covers all varieties of Indo-
European folktales. It therefore provides/he basis for comparative study,
and the comparisons suggest the way g¢neral themes took root and grew
in French soil. “Tom Thumb” (“Le/Petit Poucet,” tale type 327), for
example, has a strong French flavoy/ in Perrault as well as the peasant
versions, if one compares it with ity German cousin, “Hansel and Gre-
tel.” The Grimms’ tale emphasizef the mysterious forest and the naiveté
of the children in the face of indcrutable evil, and it has more fanciful
and poetic touches, as in the Aetails about the bread-and-cake house
and the magic birds. The Fr¢hch children confront an ogre, but in a
very real house. Monsieur apd Madame Ogre discuss their plans for a
dinner party as if they wer¢/any married couple, and they carp at each
other just as Tom Thum}f’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 Avife that she deserves to be eaten and that he
would do the job hinfself if she were not such an unappetizing vieille
bete (old beast).® Unlike their German relatives, the French ogres ap-
pear in the role of le hourgeois de la maison (burgher head of house-
hold),” as if they gvere rich local landowners. They play fiddles, visit
friends, snore coptentedly in bed beside fat ogress wives;' and for all
their boorishnegs, they never fail to be good family men and good
providers. Henge the joy of the ogre in “Pitchin-Pitchot” as he bounds
into the houst, a sack on his back: “Catherine, put on the big kettle.
itchin-Pitchot.”2
e German tales maintain a tone of terror and fantasy, the
French sifike a note of humor and domesticity. Firebirds settle down
into heyl yards. Elves, genii, forest spirits, the whole Indo-European

8. Thislremark occurs in Perrault’s version, which contains a sophisticated reworking of the
dialogue in the peasant versions. See Delarue and Tendze, Le Conte populaire frangais, 1,
0

9. “Jean de 'Ours,” tale type 301B.
1. See “Le Conte de Parle,” tale %pe 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 tg'two species,
ogres and fairies. And those vestigial creatures acquirg’human foibles
and generally let humans solve their problems by their own devices,
that is, by cunning and “Cartesianism”—a term ifat the Frenc‘h apply
vulgarly to their propensity for craftiness and inyrigue. The Gallic touch

s clear in many of the tales that Perrault did not rework for his own

Gallicized Mother Goose of 1697: the pandche of the young blacksmith
in “Le Petit Forgeron” (tale type 317), {4t example, who kills giants on
ialism of the Breton peasant in
iven anything he wishes and asks
for un bon péché de piquette et yhe écuelle de patates du lait (“crude
wine and a bowl of potatoes i’ milk”); or the professional jealousy of
the master gardener, who fajls to prune vines as well as his apprentice
in “Jean le Teigneux” (ta}é type 314); or the cleverness of the devil’s

- daughter in “La Belle Pulalie” (tale type 313), who escapes with her

lover by leaving two tadking patés in their beds. Just as one cannot atfach
the French tales tpspecific events, one should not dilute them in a
mythology. They really belong to a middle ground:

" la France modgfne or the France that existed from the fifteenth through

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

PO

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
nndmthz Nineteenth-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.
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life of “significant action,” by definition an “unfeminine” life of stories
and story-telling. And therefore, to the extent that Snow White, as her
daughter, is a part of herself, she wants to kill the Snow White in herself,
the angel who would keep deeds and dramas out of her own house.

The first death plot the Queen invents is a naively straightforward
murder story: she commands one of her huntsmen to kill Snow White,
But, as Bruno Bettelheim has shown, the huntsman is really a surrogate
for the King, a parental—or, more specifically, patriarchal—figure “who
dominates, controls, and subdues wild ferocious beasts” and who thus
“represents the subjugation of the animal, asocial, violent tendencies
in man.” In a sense, then, the Queen has foolishly asked her patriar-
chal master to act for her in doing the subversive deed she wants to do
in part to retain power over him and in part to steal his power from
him. Obviously, he will not do this. As patriarchy’s angelic daughter,
Snow White is, after all, his child, and he must save her, not kill her.
Hence he kills a wild boar in her stead, and brings its lung and liver
to the Queen as proof that he has murdered the child. Thinking that
she is devouring her ice-pure enemy, therefore, the Queen consumes,
instead, the wild boar's organs; that is, symbolically speaking, she de-
vours her own beastly rage, and becomes (of course) even more en-
raged.

When she learns that her first plot has failed, then, the Queen’s story-
telling becomes angrier as well as more inventive, more sophisticated,
more subversive. Significantly, each of the three “tales” she tells—that
is, each of the three plots she invents—depends on a poisonous or
parodic use of a distinctively female device as a murder weapon; and
in each case she reinforces the sardonic commentary on “femininity”
that such weaponry makes by impersonating a “wise” woman, a “good”
mother, or, as Ellen Moers would put it, an “educating heroine.” As
a “kind” old pedlar woman, she offers to lace Snow White “properly”
for once—then suffocates her with a very Victorian set of tight laces.
As another wise old expert in female beauty, she promises to comb
Snow White’s hair “properly,” then assaults her with a poisonous comb.
Finally, as a wholesome farmer’s wife, she gives Snow White a “very
poisonous apple,” which she has made in “a quite secret, lonely room,
where no one ever came.” The girl finally falls, killed, so it seems, by
the female arts of cosmetology and cookery. Paradoxically, however,
even though the Queen has been using such feminine wiles as the
sirens’ comb and Eve’s apple subversively, to destroy angelic Snow
White so that she (the Queen) can assert and aggrandize herself, these
arts have had on her daughter an opposite effect from those she in-
tended. Strengthening the chaste maiden in her passivity, they have
made her into precisely the eternally beautiful, inanimate objet d’art

4. Bettelheim, p. 205.
5. See Ellen Moers, Literary Women (New York: Doubleday, 1976), pp. 211-42.
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patriarchal aesthetics want a girl to be. From the point of view of the
mad, self-assertive Queen, conventional female arts kill. But from the
point of view of the docile and selfless princess, such arts, even while
they kill, confer the only measure of power available to a woman in a
patriarchal culture.

Certainly when the kindly huntsman-father saved her life by aban-
doning her in the forest at the edge of his kingdom, Snow White dis-
covered her own powerlessness. Though she had been allowed to live
because she was a “good” girl, she had to find her own devious way of
resisting the onslaughts of the maddened Queen, both inside and out-
side her self. In this connection, the seven dwarves probably represent
her own dwarfed powers, her stunted selfhood, for, as Bettelheim points
out, they can do little to help save the girl from the Queen. At the
same time, however, her life with them is an important part of her
education in submissive femininity, for in serving them she learns es-
sential lessons of service, of selflessness, of domesticity. Finally, that at
this point Snow White is a housekeeping angel in a tiny house conveys
the story’s attitude toward “woman’s world and woman’s work”: the
realm of domesticity is a miniaturized kingdom in which the best of
women is not only like a dwarf but like a dwarf’s servant.

Does the irony and bitterness consequent upon such a perception
lead to Snow White’s few small acts of disobedience? Or would Snow
White ultimately have rebelled anyway, precisely because she is the
Queen’s true daughter? The story does not, of course, answer such
questions, but it does seem to imply them, since its turning point comes
from Snow White’s significant willingness to be tempted by the Queen’s
“gifts,” despite the dwarves' admonitions. Indeed, the only hint of self-
interest that Snow White displays throughout the whole story comes in
her “narcissistic” desire for the stay-laces, the comb, and the apple that
the disguised murderess offers. As Bettelheim remarks, this “suggests
how close the stepmother’s temptations are to Snow White’s inner de-
sires.”® Indeed, it suggests that, as we have already noted, the Queen
and Snow White are in some sense one: while the Queen struggles to
free herself from the passive Snow White in herself, Snow White must
struggle to repress the assertive Queen in herself. That both women eat
from the same deadly apple in the third temptation episode merely
clarifies and dramatizes this point. The Queen’s lonely art has enabled
her to contrive a two-faced fruit—one white and one red “cheek”—that
represents her ambiguous relationship to this angelic girl who is both
her daughter and her enemy, her self and her opposite. Her intention
is that the girl will die of the apple’s poisoned red half—red with her
sexual energy, her assertive desire for deeds of blood and triumph—
while she herself will be unharmed by the passivity of the white half.

6. Bettelheim, p. 211.
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But though at first this seems to have happened, the apple’s effect is,
finally, of course, quite different. After the Queen’s artfulness has killed
Snow White into art, the girl becomes if anything even more dangerous
to her “step” mother’s autonomy than she was before, because even
more opposed to it in both mind and body. For, dead and selfless in
her glass coffin, she is an object, to be displayed and desired, patriar-
chy’s marble “opus,” the decorative and decorous Galatea’ with whom
every ruler would like to grace his parlor. Thus, when the Prince first
sees Snow White in her coffin, he begs the dwarves to give “it” to him
as a gift, “for I cannot live without seeing Snow White. I will honor
and prize her as my dearest possession.” An “it,” a possession, Snow
White has become an idealized image of herself, and as such she has
definitively proven herself to be patriarchy’s ideal woman, the perfect
candidate for Queen. At this point, therefore, she regurgitates the poi-
son apple (whose madness had stuck in her throat) and rises from her
coffin. The fairest in the land, she will marry the most powerful in the
land; bidden to their wedding, the egotistically assertive, plotting Queen
will become a former Queen, dancing herself to death in red-hot iron
shoes.

What does the future hold for Snow White, however? When her
Prince becomes a King and she becomes a Queen, what will her life
be like? Trained to domesticity by her dwarf instructors, will she sit in
the window, gazing out on the wild forest of her past, and sigh, and
sew, and prick her finger, and conceive a child white as snow, red as
blood, black as ebony wood? Surely, fairest of them all, Snow White
has exchanged one glass coffin for another, delivered from the prison
where the Queen put her only to be imprisoned in the looking glass
from which the King’s voice speaks daily. There is, after all, no female
model for her in this tale except the “good” (dead) mother and her
living avatar the “bad” mother. And if Snow White escaped her first
glass coffin by her goodness, her passivity and docility, her only escape
from her second glass coffin, the imprisoning mirror, must evidently
be through “badness,” through plots and stories, duplicitous schemes,
wild dreams, fierce fictions, mad impersonations. The cycle of her fate
seems inexorable. Renouncing “contemplative purity,” she must now
embark on that life of “significant action” which, for a woman, is de-
fined as a witch’s life because it is so monstrous, so unnatural.* * *
She will become a murderess bent on the self-slaughter implicit in her
murderous attempts against the life of her own child. Finally, in fiery
shoes that parody the costumes of femininity as surely as the comb and
stays she herself contrived, she will do a silent terrible death-dance out
of the story, the looking glass, the transparent coffin of her own image.

7. An ivory statue carved by Pygmalion and brought to life by Aphrodite in response to the
sculptor’s longing for his creation [Editor].
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Her only deed, this death will imply, can be a deed of death, her only
action the pernicious action of self-destruction.

In this connection, it seems especially significant that the Queen’s
dance of death is a silent one. In “The Juniper Tree” [190-97] a version
of “Little Snow White” in which a boy’s mother tries to kill him (for
different reasons, of course) the dead boy is transformed not into a silent
art object but into a furious golden bird who sings a song of vengeance
against his murderess and finally crushes her to death with a millstone.
The male child’s progress toward adulthood is a growth toward both
self-assertion and self-articulation, “The Juniper Tree” implies, a de-
velopment of the powers of speech. But the girl child must learn the
arts of silence either as herself a silent image invented and defined by
the magic looking glass of the male-authored text, or as a silent dancer
of her own woes, a dancer who enacts rather than articulates. * * *

KAREN E. ROWE

To Spin a Yarn: The Female Voice in Folklore
and Fairy Talet

1 begin not, as one might expect, with a conte de fées or a Mérchen!
but instead with a story, which provides us with a more ancient para-
digm for understanding the female voice in folklore and fairy tale. But
to speak about voice in a tale so singularly about the voiceless is im-
mediately to recognize that to tell a tale for women may be a way of
breaking enforced silences. I refer to Ovid’s account in the Metamor-
phoses of Philomela and Procne, which in Western tradition can serve
as a type for the narrative power of the female, capable of weaving in
tapestry the brutal story of rape that leads to the enactment of a terrible
revenge.? Since the image of Philomela as weaver and nightingale be-
comes the quintessential type of the woman as tale-teller, it is best to
review the story, noticing Ovid’s preoccupation with the varieties of
utterance and silence and the analogy that can be drawn between the
story of Philomela and the art of creating a tale itself. Based upon this
paradigm we can begin to explore the lineage of women as tale-tellers
t From Karen E. Rowe, “To Spin a Yarn: The Female Voice in Folklore and Fairy Tale,” in

Fairy Tales and Society: Illusion, Allusion, and Paradigm, ed. Ruth B. Bottigheimer (Phila-

delphia: U of Pennsylvania P, 1986) 53-73. Copyright © 1986. Reprinted by permission of

the University of Pennsylvania Press.
1. French and German terms for “fairy tale” (respectively) [Editor].
2. Ovid, M hoses, trans. Rolfe Humphries (Bloomi Indiana University Press, 1963),
bk. 6, pp. 143-51. All future references from book 6 will be cited parenthetically in the text
page.




