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ABSTRACT	
	
	

The	lifelong	endeavor	of	collecting	and	editing	fairy	tales	was,	for	the	Grimm	

Brothers,	a	passion	that	continued	to	grow	and	blossom	over	the	course	of	their	

lifetimes.		For	the	Grimms,	fairy	tales	were	ancient	remnants	of	religious	poetry	in	

both	the	pagan	and	Christian	traditions.		Their	careful	editing	of	the	tales	brought	

forth	the	religious	elements	that	reflected	the	transition	from	pagan	stories,	with	

symbols	and	gods	like	Odin	and	Thor,	to	an	assimilation	of	Christian	values	and	

symbols,	and,	in	the	case	of	the	tales	here	studied,	the	symbols	associated	primarily	

with	Christian	baptism.	

The	historical	transition	from	pagan	to	Christian	belief	experienced	by	the	

early	medieval	Germanic	peoples	can	be	traced	through	many	literary	forms,	but	are	

found	especially,	I	maintain,	in	the	fairy	tales	presented	in	this	thesis.		Here,	the	

concepts	of	fate,	time,	and	death	were	revealed	and	brought	forth	under	the	

exacting	and	creative	editorial	hands	of	the	Grimms.		These	concepts	are	meaningful	

for	both	pagans	and	Christians,	each	recognizing	the	profundity	of	death	as	the	final	

human	obstacle	yet	interpreting	its	role	and	meaning	in	the	story	in	vastly	different	

ways.	

Methodologically	I	read	the	Grimms’	tales,	especially	in	the	light	of	Jacob’s	

Teutonic	Mythology,	as	religious	remnants	which	can	be	traced	diachronically	
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through	the	obstacles	faced	by	each	tale’s	protagonist,	since	the	obstacles	are	mini-

revelations	that	reveal	the	inner	truths	of	the	tales	and	help	the	reader	understand	

the	tale’s	essence	and	meaning.		When	examined	closely,	the	Germanic	mythological	

symbols	revealed	by	the	tale’s	obstacles	illuminate	the	reality	of	fated	death	and	

expose	the	tension	between	the	threat	of	annihilation	by	death	for	the	pagan	(at	

Ragnarok)	and	the	rescue	from	death	for	the	baptized.	

This	work	is	an	exploration	of	the	ways	the	Grimms	understood	the	role	that	

mythology	played	in	the	development	of	Germanic	fairy	tales	and	how	that	

understanding	affected	their	editorial	decisions	concerning	the	inclusion	of	fate,	

time,	and	death	in	them.		The	fairy	tales	explored	in	this	thesis,	“Little	Red	Riding	

Hood,”	“Sleeping	Beauty,”	“Hansel	and	Gretel,”	and	“Godfather	Death,”	are	rooted	in	

the	diachronic	continuity	and	lived	experience	of	the	Medieval	Germanic	peoples.		

The	above-mentioned	tales	were	born	out	of	the	confluence	of	pagan	mythology	and	

Christian	story	and	reflect	the	changing	form	of	religious	belief	from	paganism	to	

Christianity	while	preserving	the	tales’	Germanic	form.		At	the	end,	the	tales	I	have	

chosen	to	examine	express	the	hope	of	salvation	as	told	in	Germanic	fashion.		In	

other	words:	the	fairy	tales	show	the	transition	to	Christianity	by,	paradoxically,	

their	depiction	in	pagan-originating	images	and	plotlines.	
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CHAPTER	1	

INTRODUCTION	

Jacob	and	Wilhelm	Grimm,	two	of	the	most	decorated	and	admired	scholars	

of	the	nineteenth	century,	are	today	universally	admired	for	the	one	aspect	of	their	

scholarly	endeavors	that	failed	to	garner	official	academic	recognition	during	their	

lifetime:	their	collection	of	Germanic	fairy	tales.		The	Grimms’	collection	is	filled	with	

poetic	and	religious	symbols	from	an	often	obscured	and	distant	past.		Yet	these	

ancient	remnants	of	Germanic	poetry	reveal	magical	and	mysterious	realities	that	

still	delight	children	and	adults	alike.		Some	of	these	remnants	are	easily	

recognizable,	while	others	are	obscured	until,	like	a	small	house	deep	in	the	forest	

that	is	suddenly	brought	to	life	after	a	lamp	is	lit	within,	each	tale’s	ancient	past	is	

uncovered	and	illuminated	through	careful	study.	

	The	Kinder-	und	Hausmärchen,	as	they	are	called	in	German,	are	a	collection	

of	over	200	fairy	tales	and	children’s	legends	that	the	Grimm	Brothers	collected	and	

collated	during	the	first	half	of	the	nineteenth	century.		As	powerful	expressions	of	

ancient	Germanic	poetry,	these	tales	capture	the	reader’s	imagination,	but	this	was	

not	always	the	case.		With	the	rise	of	enlightened	thought	in	the	eighteenth	century	

and	its	emphasis	on	evidentiary	reason	and	personal	autonomy,	the	religious	and	

folk	traditions	from	the	past	(including	the	telling	of	fairy	tales)	slowly	began	to	fade	

from	the	collective	consciousness	of	many	Germanic	peoples.	

To	help	us	understand	the	cultural	milieu	that	led	to	the	formation	of	the	

Grimms’	fairy	tale	collection,	I	have	identified	three	influences	that	offer	the	best	

overall	contextualization	of	the	Grimms’	motivations	for	collecting	Germanic	tales	
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and	the	hermeneutical	principles	they	used	for	editing	the	tales	once	they	were	in	

their	possession.		These	influences	personally	shaped	the	Grimms	and	informed	

their	work	on	Germanic	fairy	tales;	they	are	felt	culturally	through	the	ideas	of	the	

romantic	movement,	politically	in	the	French	occupation	of	the	Grimms’	homeland	

of	Hesse-Kassel,	and	spiritually	through	each	brother’s	personal	faith	in	the	context	

of	German	Reformed	theology.		Understanding	how	these	three	influences	shaped	

the	Grimms’	worldview	helps	us	understand	and	appreciate	not	only	the	cultural	

milieu	in	which	the	brothers	reworked	these	ancient	remnants	into	masterpieces	of	

Germanic	literature	but	also	the	editorial	considerations	that	led	to	the	

reinvigoration	of	these	fairy	tales	still	known	and	loved	in	the	present	age.	

The	Flowering	of	Romanticism	

As	the	Grimms	were	coming	of	age	as	men	and	scholars,	the	seeds	of	German	

romanticism	were	beginning	to	flower.		Romanticism,	the	leading	intellectual	

movement	of	the	first	half	of	the	nineteenth	century,	influenced	all	aspects	of	

German	artistic	life	and	had	a	profound	impact	on	the	way	the	Grimms	understood	

their	role	in	gathering	what	they	considered	the	fairy	tales	to	be:	poetic	remnants	of	

ancient	Germanic	culture.		The	romantic	movement	was,	in	many	ways,	a	reaction	to	

the	stark,	rationalist	ideologies	that	characterized	much	of	Enlightenment	thought.		

“Romantics”	sought	to	return	to	a	cosmological	worldview	that	celebrated	the	

genius	of	what	was	common,	natural,	in	harmony,	and	inherently	creative.		The	

essence	of	this	romantic	notion	is	captured	well	by	James	Livingston:	“Life	and	art	
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should,	in	turn,	be	a	copy	of	Nature’s	insatiate	creativity	and	the	God	who	is	the	very	

soul	of	Nature’s	pulsing,	multiform	life.”1	

One	of	the	hallmarks	of	the	romantic	movement	was	an	interest	in	the	

literary	works	of	all	things	ancient,	especially	the	epic	poetry	and	literary	romances	

of	the	Middle	Ages.		The	poetry	and	literature	of	the	Middle	Ages	represented	a	

world	in	which	the	movements	of	the	heart	were	as	important	as	the	movements	of	

the	mind.		To	this	ideal,	Livingston	adds:	

The	feeling	for	the	rich	wholeness	and	infinite	possibilities	of	life	also	
expressed	itself	in	a	new	enthusiasm	for	the	past	and	especially	for	those	
periods	which	appeared	superstitious	and	barbaric	to	the	philosophes.		The	
Middle	Ages	were	admired	because	they	represented	chivalric	romance	and	
the	Christian	ideal	of	the	unity	of	faith	and	culture.2	
	

The	enthusiasm	for	the	kind	of	romantic	idealism	and	harmony	outlined	above	was	

certainly	characteristic	of	the	Grimms’	scholarly	endeavors	and	their	love	for	all	

things	medieval,	which	led	them	down	a	path	of	exploration	and	discovery	where	

precious	gems	in	the	form	of	fairy	tales	were	uncovered	and	presented	anew.	

As	the	nineteenth	century	got	under	way,	the	young	scholars	from	Hesse-

Kassel	became	more	enamored	of	things	of	the	past	and	began	a	series	of	

investigations	into	remote	corners	of	Germanic	history	that	would	last	their	

lifetimes:		

The	brothers’	patriotism	and	love	for	the	spiritual	treasures	of	their	
homeland	were	expressed	in	their	study	of	the	language,	traditions,	legal	
customs,	mythology,	and	folklore	of	their	own	as	well	as	other	Germanic	

																																																								
1	James	C.	Livingston,	Modern	Christian	Thought:	The	Enlightenment	and	the	Nineteenth	

Century	(Minneapolis:	Fortress	Press,	2006),	84.	
	
2	Livingston,	Modern	Christian	Thought,	86.	
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countries.		They	had	the	rare	gift	of	being	able	to	see	the	German	cultural	
heritage	as	a	whole	and	to	relate	it	to	the	entire	Germanic	past.3	
	
As	the	Grimms	began	their	work	on	the	fairy	tales	in	the	first	decade	of	the	

nineteenth	century,	they	concluded	that	many	of	the	fairy	tales	and	legends	they	had	

collected	were	rooted	in	the	literary	works	and	mythologies	of	the	Germanic	past.		

Armed	with	this	insight,	the	Grimms	then	set	out	to	restore	the	tales	to	their	former	

splendor	and	illuminate,	for	their	own	time,	these	gems	of	Germanic	wisdom	and	

belief.		Wilhelm	Grimm’s	appreciation	for	the	influence	the	Middle	Ages	had	on	the	

development	of	Old	Germanic	literature	is	given	in	his	autobiography.		He	observes:	

Only	the	most	limited	souls	would	get	the	idea	of	studying	the	Middle	Ages	to	
make	it	relevant	to	the	present	age;	yet,	it	would	be	equally	limited	to	reject	
the	significance	which	it	has	in	relation	to	an	understanding	and	the	proper	
treatment	of	the	present.		In	this	connection	it	also	seems	important	to	me	
that	the	Old	German	literature	has	directed	our	attention	to	the	mores,	
customs,	language,	and	poetry	of	the	people.4	
	
The	works	of	Johann	Herder5	and	his	ideas	about	Germanic	culture	and	the	

way	it	was	portrayed	historically	had	a	profound	impact	on	the	Grimm	brothers	as	

well	as	many	other	scholars	of	the	German	romantic	movement.		Herder	had	the	

idea	that	every	people	or	nationality	had	its	own	“soul”	or	“spirit.”		This	“spirit”	was	

																																																								
3	Murray	B.	Peppard,	Paths	Through	the	Forest:	A	Biography	of	the	Brothers	Grimm	(New	

York:	Holt,	Rinehart	and	Winston,	1971),	xii.	
	
4	Christa	Kamenetsky,	The	Brothers	Grimm	and	Their	Critics:	Folktales	and	the	Quest	for	

Meaning	(Athens,	OH:	Ohio	University	Press,	1992),	17.		This	citation	is	from	Wilhelm’s	
Autobiography.	

	
5	Johann	Gottfried	Herder	(1744–1803).		A	man	of	many	talents,	Herder	was	a	renowned	

poet	and	literary	critic	whose	interpretations	of	the	Bible	and	history	had	a	lasting	effect	on	the	
scholarly	world.		I	think	it	also	appropriate	to	mention	the	profound	influence	of	Friedrich	Savigny	on	
both	Jacob	and	Wilhelm.		He	was	their	law	professor	and	mentor	at	the	University	of	Marburg	and	
encouraged	their	study	of	philology,	law,	and	medieval	German	literature.		Savigny	also	encouraged	
them	to	become	familiar	with	the	works	of	Herder.	
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known	as	the	volkgeist,6	and	its	uniqueness	is	expressed	not	only	through	the	

common	people’s	art	and	literature	but	also	in	the	language	they	speak.		“For	

Herder,	consciousness	develops	with	the	development	of	language.		We	are,	then,	

creatures	of	our	language;	our	world	is	‘created,’	[and]	ordered	through	our	

language.”7		Jacob’s	interest	in	philological	studies	was	strongly	influenced	by	

Herder’s	work	on	language,	especially	the	way	Herder	sought	to	trace	the	roots	of	

words	(and	their	meanings)	back	to	their	most	ancient	source.	

Herder’s	diachronic	approach	was	also	brought	to	bear	on	the	Grimms’	work	

with	the	fairy	tales.		The	Grimms	sought	to	uncover	ancient	Germanic	remnants	of	

poetry	that	moved	the	heart	and	lifted	the	spirit.		Their	work	was	not	done	for	

sentimental	reasons	or	solely	for	the	sake	of	entertaining	children;	rather,	the	task	

of	collecting	and	reworking	the	fairy	tales	stemmed	from	the	Grimms’	profound	

belief	that	fairy	tales	were	religious	stories	that	articulated	powerful	truths	about	

the	human	condition	expressed	in	a	decidedly	Germanic	fashion:	

In	that	very	spirit,	we	do	not	intend	to	praise	these	tales	or	even	to	defend	
them	against	opposing	views,	their	very	existence	suffices	to	protect	them.		
Anything	that	has	succeeded	in	bringing	so	much	pleasure	so	often,	and	has	
at	the	same	time	inspired	and	instructed,	carries	its	own	inner	justification	
and	must	have	issued	from	the	eternal	wellspring	that	bedews	all	life,	even	if	
it	is	only	a	single	drop	enclosed	by	a	small,	protective	leaf,	yet	shimmering	in	
the	rosy	dawn.8	

																																																								
6	Meaning	“spirit	of	the	people	or	national	spirit,”	this	idea	originally	meant	to	recognize	the	

national	spirit	in	all	nations	and	cultures.		It	was	later	co-opted	in	the	early	twentieth	century	and	
used	to	bolster	the	cause	of	the	National	Socialist	(Nazi)	Party	of	Germany.		See	also	Michael	Palma’s	
book	on	Herder	entitled	Johann	Gottfried	Herder	on	World	History:	An	Anthology.	

	
7	Livingston,	Modern	Christian	Thought,	74.	
	
8	Jacob	and	Wilhelm	Grimm,	The	Annotated	Brothers	Grimm,	trans.	and	ed.	Maria	Tatar	(New	

York:	W.	W.	Norton	&	Company,	2004),	436.		This	citation	is	taken	from	the	preface	to	the	1812	
edition	of	the	Children’s	and	Household	Tales.		The	two	prefaces	(1812	and	1815)	and	the	essay	“On	
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Influences:	Herder’s	“Soul”	Expressed	through	History	

For	devotees	of	the	romantic	movement,	the	“soul”	of	a	people	was	not	found	

in	the	Enlightenment	salons	of	philosophers	and	political	scientists	but	rather	in	the	

culture	of	those	closest	to	nature:	the	common	folk.		That	soul	of	the	common	folk	

can	be	traced	historically	through	German	literature	and	art,	and	part	of	Herder’s	

overall	agenda	was	to	encourage	scholars	to	uncover	and	display	long-lost	artistic	

creations.		As	Peppard	concludes,	“The	time	was	thus	ripe	for	translations	and	

adaptations	of	older	German	literature.”9	

The	Grimms	were	profoundly	influenced	by	Herder’s	romantic	ideals,	

especially	as	they	pertained	to	ancient	Germanic	spirit	expressed	culturally.		Christa	

Kemenetsky	observes:	

Each	Volk	had	a	“soul,”	he	[Herder]	had	taught	them.		One	only	had	to	
rediscover	it	in	the	old	folk	songs	to	regain	the	inner	unity	and	to	be	
strengthened	from	the	“source.”		Through	his	works	they	learned	to	value	the	
authentic	culture	but	also	the	vernacular	languages	that	had	been	preserved	
in	the	traditional	songs	and	tales	of	the	common	folk.10	
	

More	important,	in	the	face	of	the	military	threat	posed	by	Napoleon	Bonaparte’s	

ambitions	for	fame	and	glory,	Herder’s	writings	encouraged	all	Germanic	peoples	to	

proudly	follow	their	own	nationalistic	path	to	discover	anew	the	ancient	treasures	

that	the	Germanic	culture	was	built	upon.			

He	[Herder]	taught	the	Brothers	Grimm	to	judge	each	work	of	folk	literature	
on	the	basis	of	its	own	unique	cultural	merits	before	comparing	it	with	
others	on	a	worldwide	scale.		No	longer	were	the	classics	to	be	considered	

																																																																																																																																																																					
the	Nature	of	Fairy	Tales”	(1819)	are	included	in	Tatar’s	translation	and	were	written	by	Wilhelm	
Grimm.		The	citations	from	this	source	are	from	Tatar’s	annotations	unless	otherwise	noted.	

	
9	Peppard,	Paths	Through	the	Forest,	37.	
	
10	Kamenetsky,	The	Brothers	Grimm	and	Their	Critics,	55.	
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the	ultimate	measure	of	all	literature	.	.	.	.		“Let	us	follow	our	own	path,”	he	
reminded	his	compatriots.		“Let	them	speak	well	or	ill	of	our	nation,	our	
literature,	our	language:	they	are	ours,	they	are	ourselves,	and	let	that	be	
enough.”11	
	

Herder’s	admonition	to	his	fellow	compatriots	to	“follow	our	own	path”	set	the	tone	

for	a	new	way	of	engaging	the	intellectual	issues	and	historical	conundrums	facing	

the	many	German-speaking	states	of	the	crumbling	Holy	Roman	Empire.		Therefore	

the	quest	to	reclaim	artistic	expressions	of	beauty	from	the	ancient	Germanic	past	

became	a	lifelong	passion	for	Jacob	and	Wilhelm	Grimm	and	greatly	influenced	their	

methodology	relating	to	fairy	tale	research.	

Political:	Napoleon’s	Ascendency	

The	second	influence	on	the	Grimms’	collecting	of	tales	was	political	in	

nature,	for,	in	1807,	the	seemingly	invincible	Napoleon	Bonaparte	conscripted	the	

Principality	of	Hesse-Kassel,	and	other	principalities	in	the	region,	to	create	the	

Kingdom	of	Westphalia,	placing	on	its	throne	his	brother	Jérôme.		This	was	a	

troubling	event	for	the	young	scholars,	who	were	proud	of	their	homeland	and	the	

Hessian	people	they	called	their	own.		The	annexation	of	Hesse-Kassel	by	the	French	

surely	enflamed	in	the	hearts	of	the	Grimms	an	even	deeper	commitment	to	collect	

the	legends	and	fairy	tales	of	their	now-occupied	homeland	in	order	to	preserve	the	

art	and	wisdom	of	their	ancestors.12		The	Grimms’	fear	that	Germanic	culture	and	

language	would	be	subsumed	under	that	of	the	French	was	justified,	as	Napoleon’s	

																																																								
11	Kamenetsky,	The	Brothers	Grimm	and	Their	Critics,	56.		Italics	mine.	

12 Wilhelm Grimm, Selbstbiographie	(Marburg:	Chr.	Garthe,	1831).		Wikisource,	trans.	Google.			
Accessed	March	10,	2016.		https://de.wikisource.org/wiki/Selbstbiographie_(Wilhelm_Grimm).		
Wilhelm gives an especially heartfelt account in his autobiography of the shame he felt under French 
domination and the injustices that were being perpetrated by the occupying forces.	
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Grande	Armée	was,	in	the	opinion	of	many,	the	most	well-trained	fighting	force	the	

world	had	yet	seen.		This	massive	army	fought	with	much	élan	and	bravery	under	

the	flag	of	Napoleon,	and,	in	the	Grimms’	early	years,	conquered	all	that	was	in	its	

path.13	

Given	this	reality,	and	the	real	possibility	that	the	occupation	of	Hesse-Kassel	

could	be	lengthy	(if	not	permanent),	the	Grimms’	desire	to	collect	folk	and	fairy	tales	

became	even	more	personal	and	urgent.		In	1811,	as	the	French	were	at	the	height	of	

their	political	and	military	power,	Jacob	found	himself	employed	as	the	royal	

librarian	to	the	new	Westphalian	king,	Jérôme	Bonaparte.		Because	he	was	a	skilled	

linguist	and	fluent	in	French,	Jacob’s	role	as	the	only	non-French	citizen	in	Jérôme’s	

court	solidified	the	reality	of	French	cultural	domination	in	German-speaking	lands.	

As	Napoleon	and	Jérôme	enjoyed	the	spoils	of	war,	Jacob	and	Wilhelm	put	

forth	a	call	to	all	German	folk	to	help	in	the	great	task	of	collecting	remnants	of	

German	folk	and	fairy	tales.		This	call,	both	bold	and	subversive,	appeared	in	1811	

and	only	on	one	occasion,14	giving	us	important	information	about	the	factors	at	

work	as	the	Grimms	collected	the	tales	as	well	as	some	insight	into	their	own	

																																																								
13	Hans-Wolf	Jäger’s	essay	“Is	Little	Red	Riding	Hood	Wearing	a	Liberty	Cap?”	treats	the	

“Little	Red	Riding	Hood”	tale	from	a	political	perspective,	arguing	that	it	was	influenced	by	
Napoleon’s	quest	to	rule	Europe.		Napoleon,	in	this	context,	takes	on	the	role	of	the	wolf,	and,	as	we	
will	see	in	the	chapter	on	“Little	Red	Riding	Hood,”	the	wolf	represents	in	Germanic	mythological	
terms	the	forces	of	chaos	and	the	threat	of	death.		This	essay	is	found	in	Little	Red	Riding	Hood:	A	
Casebook,	ed.	by	Alan	Dundes	(Madison:	University	of	Wisconsin	Press,	1989),	89–120.	

	
14	Heinz	Rölleke,	Die	Märchen	der	Brüder	Grimm,	trans.	by	TranslationPal	(München:	

Artemis-Verlag,	1985),	63.		Rölleke	writes	that	Jacob	Grimm,	in	cooperation	with	his	brother,	
Wilhelm,	and	their	great	friend	and	fellow	scholar,	Clemens	Brentano,	planned	for	their	“call”	to	
reach	out	to	all	German-speaking	lands.		As	it	is,	the	call	appeared	only	once	in	1811	and	in	a	
relatively	concealed	place	according	to	Rölleke.		Perhaps	the	occupation	of	the	French	and	the	
understandable	fear	of	reprisal	for	subversive	activities	is	what	kept	the	Grimms	from	making	this	
call	even	more	extensive	in	scope.	
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understanding	of	the	way	these	tales	reflected	ancient	Germanic	poetry.		The	

influence	of	romanticism	and	nationalism	is	apparent	in	the	Grimms’	call;	their	

language	looks	to	the	past	with	a	sense	of	respect	and	nostalgia	as	it	attempts	to	

move	the	hearts	of	the	folk	to	greater	reverence	for	the	illustrious	cultural	heritage	

they	have	inherited	while	asking	for	help	in	the	search	for	hidden	cultural	treasures	

obfuscated	by	years	of	neglect	if	not	lost	outright.		The	Grimms	state:	

With	this	attitude,	it	has	now	become	practical	to	prepare	a	history	of	our	
poetry	as	it	has	not	yet	been	written,	either	for	lack	of	deep	respect	for	the	
very	people	of	antiquity	or	because	even	the	present	day	demolished	and	
tore	up	the	entire	volume	of	the	past	in	such	a	way	that	it	could	not	be	put	
back	together	again.15	
	

When	the	Grimms	started	collecting	their	tales,	Napoleon	was	marching	across	

Europe.		His	domination	of	European	political	and	military	life	accounts	for	the	

earnestness	with	which	the	Grimms	began	the	task	of	fairy	tale	collection.		How,	

then,	does	one	understand	the	Grimms’	continued	engagement	with	the	collecting,	

editing,	and	publishing	of	German	fairy	tales	long	after	Napoleon’s	demise?		

Napoleon’s	dominance	accounts	for	the	first	ten	years	of	the	collecting,	but	it	does	

not	account	for	the	fact	that	the	brothers	continued	their	work	until	1844.		What	

kept	the	Grimms	on	their	path	of	discovery	was	their	interest	in	Teutonic	

mythology;	they	saw	the	fairy	tales	as	remnants	of	ancient	Germanic	religious	

poetry	worthy	of	being	refurbished	and	saved.		“The	past	stretches	its	arms	to	us,”	

the	Grimms	tell	us,	“therefore,	we	should	not	be	afraid	to	embrace	the	past	and	

explore	it	for	hidden	treasures	so	that	the	‘glory	of	ancient	chants’”16	can	once	again	

																																																								
15	Rölleke,	Die	Märchen,	63.		Excerpt	from	the	Grimms’	call	for	collecting	ancient	Germanic	

poetry	and	fairy	tales.	
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rise	to	the	grateful	Germanic	ear	and	move	his	heart	with	love	for	the	homeland.		

The	Grimms	reach	out	to	all	Germanic	peoples	with	their	call	for	the	collection	of	

traditional	folk	material	from	the	past.		They	announce:	

We	thus	collect	any	and	all	traditions	and	legends	of	the	common	man,	
whether	sad	or	funny,	fable	or	comedy,	no	matter	what	time	they	are	from;	
whether	they	are	in	plainest	prose	or	prepared	in	binding	rhymes;	whether	
they	conform	with	our	history	books	or	run	counter	to	them	and	even	show	
them,	in	another	sense,	as	dirty.		We	need	merely	compare	the	example	of	
noble,	true	history	of	Herodotus	to	Johannes	Müller	to	counter	the	snobbish	
denial	of	myth.17	
	

The	Grimms’	methodology	centered	on	gathering	and	studying	as	many	variants	of	

any	given	fairy	tale	as	possible	in	order	to	trace	those	remnants	back	to	their	

earliest	source.		They	proceeded	in	this	fashion	to	get	the	best	possible	

understanding	of	any	given	tale	which,	in	turn,	helped	contextualize	that	same	tale	

vis-à-vis	other	relevant	historic	factors	that	influenced	and	shaped	the	tales’	core	

essence.	

Because	the	tales	were	originally	thought	to	come	from	oral	tradition,	the	

presence	of	many	variations	and	fragments	for	each	did	not	surprise	or	bother	the	

brothers;	they	expected	to	find	variations	of	tales	based	on	regional	and	dialectic	

differences.18		The	inner	essence	of	each	tale,	however,	remained	unchanged.		The	

Grimms	offered	this	perspective	on	the	incorruptibility	of	the	tales’	essences:	“its	

spirit,	[the	folk	tale]	however,	has	always	been	too	liquid,	active	and	mobile	to	be	

																																																																																																																																																																					
16	Rölleke,	Die	Märchen,	63.	
	
17	Ibid.		Excerpt	from	the	Grimms’	call	for	collecting	ancient	Germanic	poetry	and	fairy	tales.	

	
18	“For	that	very	reason	the	notion	that	the	tales	were	transmitted	in	written	form	seems	

implausible,	especially	since	literacy	is	so	rare	among	the	people.”		The	Grimms,	Annotated	Brothers	
Grimm,	449.		From	“On	the	Nature	of	Fairy	Tales.”	
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bound	to	names	or	times,	which	is	why	it	has	not	been	corrupted,	almost	never	

outwardly	faked,	although	it	has	been	continually	redesigned	from	within	and	

reborn.”19		Through	their	careful	examinations	of	various	fragments	and	renditions	

of	the	tales,	and	with	an	eye	for	their	historical	or	mythological	importance,	the	

Grimms	began	to	collate	relevant	parts	in	the	hopes	of	restoring	each	tale	to	its	most	

authentic	original	expression.		It	is	my	intention	to	demonstrate	that,	in	doing	so,	

they	were	beginning	to	forge	a	new	path	of	fairy	tale	scholarship	based	on	the	

conviction	that	the	tales	themselves	were	ancient	religious	stories	told	in	Germanic	

form.		Faced	with	the	possibility	of	French	cultural	dominance,	the	Grimms	boldly	

accelerated	their	work	in	the	later	half	of	first	decade	of	the	nineteenth	century,	

holding	as	their	inspiration	the	great	epics	and	tales	of	the	Germanic	past.	

Spirituality	

The	Grimm’s	own	sense	of	Christian	faith	and	spirituality	was	influential	in	

their	methodological	approach	to	collecting	fairy	tales.		Jacob	and	Wilhelm	were	

born	into	a	pious	family,	where	expressions	of	faith	came	easily:	“It	is	characteristic	

that	Wilhelm	and	Jacob	learned	their	catechism	from	a	form	prepared	by	their	

great-grandfather.”20		Indeed,	their	paternal	grandfather	and	great-grandfather	

were	both	well-respected	and	admired	clergymen	in	Hesse-Kassel.		In	fact,	the	

brothers’	grandfather	pastored	the	same	Reformed	Church	in	the	Steinau	

community	for	close	to	fifty	years.	

																																																								
19	Rölleke,	Die	Märchen,	65.	
	
20	Peppard,	Paths	Through	the	Forest,	3.	
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Faith	was	not	just	a	family	tradition	for	the	Grimm	family;	it	was	also	a	

profoundly	personal	expression	of	belief.		By	way	of	their	own	descriptions	in	their	

autobiographies,	the	brothers	show	how	the	faith	of	their	family	influenced	their	

personal	lives	as	well	as	the	way	they	understood	the	history	of	Christianity	in	a	

distinctly	German	context.		In	a	testament	to	the	importance	of	faith	and	spirituality	

in	his	life,	the	first	paragraph	of	Jacob’s	autobiography	tells	us	about	how	his	faith	

was	developed	at	home	and	in	the	Reformed	Church.		He	openly	expresses	how	he	

finds	prayer	in	the	unadorned	churches	of	his	religious	tradition	to	be	the	best	

places	for	him	to	pray.		Peppard	tell	us	that	Jacob	“never	felt	a	greater	surge	of	piety	

than	when	he	received	communion	after	his	confirmation	in	the	same	church	where	

his	grandfather	had	been	pastor.”21	

Wilhelm’s	uncompromising	belief	in	the	saving	power	of	the	faithful	

Christian	messiah	gave	him	comfort,	especially	when	he	was	sick	and	feared	he	was	

close	to	death	in	the	year	1808.		His	faith	in	God	also	comforted	him	when	he	

experienced	the	deaths	of	his	mother	and	infant	son,	Jacob.		Peppard	notes:	

The	faith	that	love	is	the	prime	principle	of	the	world	and	that	children	who	
have	been	loved	will	surely	enter	heaven	sustained	him,	so	that	he	was	able	
to	write	to	his	friend	Karl	Lachmann	that	in	the	midst	of	grief	he	experienced	
“moments	of	intense	happiness	when	the	indescribably	loving	heart	of	my	
wife	and	the	heart	of	Jacob	overflowed	with	love	as	Jacob	sat	for	twelve	
hours	by	the	child’s	bed,	bent	down	over	him	to	the	last	breath.”22	
	

Particularly	touching	is	a	scene	where	Wilhelm	describes	an	afternoon	spent	inside	

the	church	where	his	grandfather	preached.	While	sitting	alone,	Wilhelm	noticed	

																																																								
21	Peppard,	Paths	Through	the	Forest,	7.	
	
22	Ibid.,	23–24.	
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that	his	grandfather	had	to	literally	walk	over	the	grave	of	his	wife	in	order	to	reach	

the	pulpit	to	preach	the	word	of	God.23		Wilhelm’s	faith	was	surely	bolstered	that	

day	as	he	came	to	appreciate	how	faith	in	the	saving	power	of	Christ	is	expressed	

even	as	one	confronts	the	inevitability	of	death.	

At	times	of	crisis	the	Grimms	were	obviously	sustained	by	their	religious	
faith.		Deaths	in	the	family	always	brought	to	the	surface	their	deep	trust	in	
God’s	laws	and	His	ordering	of	the	world.		In	the	normal	routine	of	life	they	
were	not	ostentatious	about	religion,	churchgoing,	or	the	formal	expressions	
of	faith,	but	in	times	of	stress	they	were	able	to	find	simple,	sincere,	and	
moving	words	for	their	belief	in	God’s	guidance	of	the	universe.24	
	
The	Grimms’	faith	experiences	were	not	only	something	that	affected	each	

man	individually	but	also	something	that	was	shared	between	them.		In	times	of	

personal	hardship,	as	with	the	death	of	their	beloved	aunt,	the	brothers	knew	they	

could	count	on	one	another	to	give	aid	and	spiritual	comfort:	“He	[Jacob]	felt	that	

God’s	will	worked	for	the	best,	and	found	comfort	in	this	thought	in	times	of	

bereavement.		When	Aunt	Zimmer	died,	he	had	found	his	faith	reconfirmed	and	

wrote	Wilhelm	to	comfort	him	with	the	assurance	that	God	would	continue	to	

help.”25	

For	the	Christian,	believing	in	God’s	saving	power	in	the	face	of	death	is	the	

ultimate	act	of	faith.		The	brothers	seemingly	took	this	notion	to	heart,	relying	on	

their	belief	in	eternal	life	for	the	Christian	soul	to	sustain	them	in	times	of	personal	

darkness	or	doubt.		The	words	of	John	Calvin,	the	spiritual	father	of	the	German	

																																																								
23	G.	Ronald	Murphy,	The	Owl,	the	Raven,	and	the	Dove:	The	Religious	Meaning	of	the	Grimms’	

Magic	Fairy	Tales	(Oxford:	Oxford	University	Press,	2000),	33–34.	
	
24	Peppard,	Paths	Through	the	Forest,	23.	
	
25	Ibid.	
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Reformed	Church	to	which	the	Grimms	belonged,	aptly	sum	up	the	role	of	faith	

when	confronted	by	death:	

.	.	.	we	lack	nothing	by	way	of	abundant	blessings	and	assurance	of	salvation	
as	long	as	the	Lord	is	our	God.		And	rightly	so,	for	if	his	face,	as	soon	as	it	
begins	to	shine,	provides	the	most	sure	certainty	of	salvation,	how	could	he	
reveal	himself	to	man	as	his	God	without	at	the	same	time	opening	to	him	the	
treasures	of	salvation?26	
	

The	Grimms’	faith	influenced	their	formulation	of	the	fairy	tales	because	the	

brothers	believed	the	tales	conveyed	not	only	ancient	Germanic	culture	but	also	

ancient	remnants	of	religious	beliefs.		These	beliefs,	incorporated	in	the	fairy	tales	

before	the	Grimms	collected	them,	were	the	expressions	of	two	religious	traditions:	

Teutonic	and	Christian.		Of	this	confluence	Murphy	remarks:	

.	.	.	it	lies	also	in	Wilhelm	Grimm’s	concept	of	the	fairy	tales	as	being	remnants	
of	belief,	in	his	affective	approach	to	belief,	and,	in	the	concrete,	in	his	intense	
liking	of	German	medieval	models	of	effective	transcultural	religious	
storytelling.		This	is	true	of	the	many	epics	which	he	taught	and	read,	but	
especially	of	Parzival	and	the	Heliand,	in	which	Christianity	reexpressed	itself	
in	Northern,	Germanic	forms,	reimagining	the	Christian	story	and	accepting	
“pagan”	religious	values.27	
	

Christianity	reexpressed	itself	in	Germanic	form,	but	the	pagan	remnants	of	

religious	beliefs	also	found	shelter	within	the	context	of	Christianity.		Jacob	

recognized	Christianity’s	role	in	preserving	these	pagan	elements	and	found	the	

evidence	in	the	folk	and	fairy	tales	of	the	German	people:			

In	a	conflux	of	so	many	elements	it	could	not	but	happen,	even	where	the	
mental	conceptions	and	views	of	a	simple	populace	unable	to	do	without	
myths	had	felt	the	full	force	of	the	revolution,	that	in	its	turn	the	Old,	not	
wholly	extinct,	should	half	unconsciously	get	interwoven	with	the	

																																																								
26	John	Calvin,	Institutes	of	the	Christian	Religion,	trans.	by	Robert	White.	(Edinburgh:	The	

Banner	of	Truth	Trust,	2014),	435.	
	
27	Murphy,	The	Owl,	the	Raven,	and	the	Dove,	8.	
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irrepressible	New.		Jewish	and	christian	doctrine	began	to	lean	towards	
heathen,	heathen	fancies	and	superstitions	to	push	forward	and,	as	it	were,	
take	refuge	in	all	the	places	they	found	unoccupied	by	the	new	religion.		Here	
we	find	christian	material	in	a	heathen	form,	there	heathen	matter	in	a	
christian	disguise.28	
	

Peppard	sums	up	Jacob’s	thoughts	about	the	blending	of	religious	traditions:	“He	

later	came	to	believe	that	Christianity	had	preserved	Germany’s	pagan	past	and	had	

fulfilled	an	important	historical	function	in	transmitting	the	pagan	heritage	to	

posterity.”29	

Murphy’s	comments	on	this	aspect	of	the	Grimms’	religious	proclivities	

capture	the	subtle	beauty	of	the	Grimms’	understanding	the	world	as	being	charged	

with	magic:	

Christ	is	depicted	not	in	biblical	glory	but	rather	in	plotlines	and	endings	that	
reflect	Christian	faith,	in	a	rescuing	prince	coming	from	‘beyond’	the	forest,	
and	in	things,	magic	things	(the	water	of	the	river,	doves)—in	which	the	
invisible	is	depicted	happening—things	that	depict	the	spiritual	and	
supernatural	in	a	sacramental	view	of	the	natural	world.30	
	

The	Grimms’	understanding	of	their	personal	faith	and	spirituality	harmonizes	well	

with	their	understanding	of	the	role	of	fairy	tales	in	the	lives	of	German	people.		If	

one	believes,	as	they	did,	that	fairy	tales	convey	and	illuminate	ancient	Germanic	

customs	and	cultural	norms,	then	one	can	also	conclude	that	remnants	of	religious	

beliefs	are	also	present	that	speak	to	the	yearnings	of	the	human	heart.	

	

	
																																																								

28	Jacob	Grimm,	Teutonic	Mythology	(Cambridge:	Cambridge	University	Press,	2012),	xxxvi.	
	
29	Peppard,	Paths	Through	the	Forest,	23.	
	
30	Murphy,	The	Owl,	the	Raven,	and	the	Dove,	21.	
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Murphy	argues:	

It	should	surprise	no	one	that	the	Grimms	thought	of	religious	belief	in	
diachronic,	or	historical,	terms.		As	they	thought	of	words	in	terms	of	their	
historical	roots,	they	thought	in	the	same	manner	of	the	persistence	of	little	
spiritual	stories	as	stemming	from	ancient	roots	in	human	faith,	hope,	and	
love.		They	thought	of	faith	as	a	diachronic	phenomenon.31	
	

The	Grimms:	On	Fairy	Tales	

Murphy’s	contention	about	the	diachronic	nature	of	the	Grimms’	tales	is	

helpful	for	understanding	the	ways	in	which	Jacob	and	Wilhelm	conceived	of	and	

executed	their	project,	for	it	takes	into	consideration	the	historical	development	of	

each	tale	in	its	own	cultural	context	as	it	was	passed	down	through	the	generations.		

As	they	sifted	through	their	collection	of	medieval	literature,	epics,	romances,	and	

the	fragments	and	fairy	tales,	Jacob	and	Wilhelm	noticed	that	many	variants	on	the	

tales	accounted	for	local	tastes,	dialects,	and	customs,	even	within	a	geographical	

area	that	had	several	cultural	and	linguistic	similarities.		Jacob	suggests	in	his	

preface	to	the	Teutonic	Mythology	that	all	fairy	tales	naturally	take	on	the	

characteristics	of	the	culture	in	which	they	are	told,	regardless	of	the	tale’s	cultural	

origin.32		The	farther	away	from	the	source	of	the	tale	one	gets,	geographically	or	

chronologically,	the	more	likely	one	is	to	find	the	core	element	obscured	and	hidden	

within	the	new	societies’	distinctive	cultural	indicators.		Jacob	observes:	

Every	nation	seems	instigated	by	nature	to	isolate	itself,	to	keep	itself	
untouched	by	foreign	ingredients.		Its	language,	its	epos	feel	happy	in	the	
home	circle	alone;	only	so	long	as	it	rolls	between	its	own	banks	does	the	
stream	retain	its	colour	pure.		An	undisturbed	development	of	all	its	own	
energies	and	inmost	impulses	proceeds	from	this	source,	and	our	oldest	

																																																								
31	Murphy,	The	Owl,	the	Raven,	and	the	Dove,	14.	
	
32	Grimm,	Teutonic	Mythology,	xxiv.	
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language,	poetry	and	legend	seem	to	take	no	other	course.		But	the	river	has	
not	only	to	take	up	the	brooks	that	convey	fresh	waters	to	it	from	hill	and	
mountain,	but	to	disembogue	itself	at	last	in	the	wide	ocean:	nations	border	
upon	nations,	and	peaceful	intercourse	or	war	and	conquest	blend	their	
destinies	in	one.		From	their	combinations	will	come	unexpected	results,	
whose	gain	deserves	to	be	weighed	against	the	loss	entailed	by	the	
suppression	of	the	domestic	element.		If	the	language,	literature	and	faith	of	
our	forefathers	could	at	no	time	resist	at	all	points	the	pressure	of	the	
Foreign,	they	have	one	and	all	undergone	the	most	disruptive	revolution	by	
the	people’s	passing	over	to	Christianity.33	
	

This	is	why	elements	in	fairy	tales,	such	as	fate	and	death,	can	have	different	cultural	

indicators	and	expressions	while	conveying	the	same	idea:		“Always	preserving	a	

basic	shape,	a	fairy	tale	can	be	told	four	of	five	times	under	different	circumstances	

and	in	different	ways	so	that	it	appears,	from	the	outside,	to	be	different.”34		The	

Grimms	had	a	deep	and	abiding	respect	for	their	pagan	ancestors	whose	beliefs	they	

considered	noble	in	aspiration	and	worthy	of	admiration:	

I	am	met	by	the	arrogant	notion,	that	the	life	of	whole	centuries	was	
pervaded	by	a	soulless	cheerless	barbarism;	this	would	at	once	contradict	the	
loving	kindness	of	God,	who	has	made	His	sun	give	light	to	all	times,	and	
while	endowing	men	with	gifts	of	body	and	soul,	has	instilled	into	them	the	
consciousness	of	a	higher	guidance:	on	all	ages	of	the	world,	even	those	of	
worst	repute,	there	surely	fell	a	foison	of	health	and	wealth,	which	preserved	
in	nations	of	a	nobler	strain	their	sense	of	right	and	law.35	
	

Although	the	Grimms	admired	their	ancestors’	pagan	past,	Jacob	claimed	they	

believed	that	the	fruit	of	religious	expression	was	found	in	the	Christian	faith:	

We	may	assume,	that,	even	if	Paganism	could	have	lived	and	luxuriated	a	
while	longer,	and	brought	out	in	sharper	relief	and	more	spontaneously	some	
characteristics	of	the	nations	that	obeyed	it,	yet	it	bore	within	itself	a	germ	of	

																																																								
33		Grimm,	Teutonic	Mythology,	xxiv.		This	citation	is	from	the	preface	found	in	volume	3.	
	
34	The	Grimms,	Annotated	Brothers	Grimm,	457–458.	From	Wilhelm	Grimm’s	essay	“On	the	

Nature	of	Fairy	Tales.”	
	
35	Grimm,	Teutonic	Mythology,	vii.	
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disorganization	and	disruption,	which,	even	without	the	intervention	of	
Christian	teaching,	would	have	shattered	and	dissolved	it.		I	liken	heathenism	
to	a	strange	plant	whose	brilliant	fragrant	blossom	we	regard	with	wonder;	
Christianity	to	the	crop	of	nourishing	grain	that	covers	wide	expanses.		To	
the	heathen	too	was	germinating	the	true	God,	who	to	the	Christians	had	
matured	into	fruit.36	
	

The	brothers’	profound	respect	for	the	religious	beliefs	of	their	ancestors	is	

touching,	especially	in	light	of	the	reality	that,	historically,	Christians	were	not	

tolerant	of	pagan	religious	practices	after	the	faith	had	established	itself	in	a	given	

location.		These	two	systems	of	belief	need	not	be	in	conflict	according	to	the	

Grimms,	especially	if	one	takes	seriously	the	lived	experience	of	the	pre-Christian	

Germanic	pagans	and	recognize	that	God’s	loving	kindness	was	not	only	present	

among	them	but	blessing	the	noble	aspirations	they	had	toward	their	fellow	man.	

As	stated	above,	the	Grimms	thought	of	fairy	tales	as	remnants	of	ancient	

Germanic	faith	expressed	in	poetic	prose	and	used	the	“romantic”	language	of	

nature	and	the	farmer’s	field	to	convey	their	thoughts	about	their	project	

concerning	the	tales.		Wilhelm	conveys	these	thoughts	with	the	following	words:	

But	near	the	end	of	the	summer,	once	they	have	ripened	and	become	full,	
poor	devout	hands	seek	them	out;	ear	upon	ear,	carefully	bound	and	
esteemed	more	highly	than	entire	sheaves,	they	are	brought	home,	and	for	
the	entire	winter	they	provide	nourishment,	perhaps	the	only	seed	for	the	
future.		That	is	how	it	all	seems	to	us	when	we	review	the	riches	of	German	
poetry	from	earlier	times	and	discover	that	nothing	of	it	has	been	kept	alive.		
Even	the	memory	of	it	is	lost—folk	songs	and	these	innocent	household	tales	
are	all	that	remain.37	
	

In	Wilhelm’s	words	lies	a	reverence	for	the	remnants	the	brothers	had	identified	

and	collated	in	the	first	edition	of	their	Kinder-	und	Hausmärchen.		These	tales	are	
																																																								

36		Grimm,	Teutonic	Mythology,	7.		This	citation	comes	from	the	Introduction	to	the	work.	
	
37	The	Grimms,	Annotated	Brothers	Grimm,	435.		This	citation	is	from	the	preface	of	the	1812	

edition.		Italics	mine.	
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not	just	clever	and	charming;	they	convey	deep	meaning	about	life,	death,	and	the	

human	condition	from	the	distant	past.	

Wilhelm’s	constant	editing	holds	the	key	to	the	underlying	values	the	

Grimms	were	trying	to	express	through	each	tale.		What	he	excised,	added,	and	left	

out	strongly	suggests	that	Wilhelm	edited	with	an	eye	for	enhancing	the	spiritual	

aspects	already	present	in	the	tales	yet	disguised	by	the	vagaries	of	time.		If	the	

Grimms	were	convinced	that	a	medieval	or	pre-medieval	work	had	been	handed	

down	to	them	whole,	they	did	not	feel	the	need	to	alter	the	text	in	any	way.		This	

was	not	the	case	with	the	fairy	tales,	however,	because	different	variations	of	any	

given	tale	show	how	various	cultural	groups	had	altered	the	tale.		If	a	tale	were	

incomplete	or	not	consistent	with	other	known	versions,	the	Grimms	took	what	

fragments	and	variants	they	possessed	and	stitched	them	together	to	make	a	more	

complete	and	pleasing	tale	to	read,	and	one	in	which	Germanic	symbols	(both	pagan	

and	Christian)	could	shine	through.		Kamenetsky	offers	a	compelling	explanation	for	

the	Grimms’	editorial	process	that	sought	to	illuminate	the	tale’s	core	elements:	

Both	Jacob	and	Wilhelm	Grimm	believed	that	editing	folktales	required	a	firm	
grasp	of	traditional	tales’	substance	or	“core,”	along	with	certain	skills	
acquired	by	an	intimate	knowledge	of	Naturpoesie.38		The	Grimms	possessed	
such	a	knowledge	through	their	acquaintance	with	various	older	languages,	
dialects,	and	colloquial	speech	patterns	in	epics	and	folk	narratives	but	also	
through	their	familiarity	with	the	laws,	customs,	and	ethics	that	governed	the	
themes	and	characters	in	folktales	at	home	and	abroad.		Such	an	
understanding	gave	them	the	necessary	clues	to	make	selections	among	the	
many	tale	contributions	which	they	received.39	
	

																																																								
38	The	poetry	of	nature	or	natural	poetry.	
	
39	Kamenetsky,	The	Brothers	Grimm	and	Their	Critics,	329.	
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Kamenetsky’s	argument	is	convincing	because	the	brothers	possessed	encyclopedic	

knowledge	of	all	aspects	of	Germanic	culture.		Most	important,	though,	was	their	

ability	to	synthesize	fragments	to	create	the	tale	(to	use	Zipes’s	words)40	and	make	

it	complete,	and	doing	so	in	a	way	that	illuminated	the	precious	core	that	Wilhelm	

recognized	hiding	in	the	depths	of	a	long-lost	Teutonic	religious	culture.		In	this	

confluence,	the	mythological	and	spiritual	qualities	that	lay	inert	for	many	years	

were	enhanced	and	beckoned	to	come	forth:	“A	religious	poem	requires	

resuscitation	in	order	to	be	published	as	what	it	is.		The	challenge	which	Wilhelm	

faced	was	how	to	revive	the	religious	feelings	in	fragmented	ancient	pagan	stories	in	

such	a	way	that	they	would	elicit	a	religious	reaction	of	the	heart	of	Christian	

contemporaries.”41	

	 Faith	was	not	static	in	the	minds	and	hearts	of	the	devout	brothers;	rather,	it	

was	meant	to	move	one’s	heart	and	lead	deeper	into	the	surrender	of	one’s	soul,	

given	in	faith,	to	God.		This	sense	of	God’s	trust	being	alive	in	the	heart	of	the	

believer	relates	directly	to	how	fate,	expressed	in	time,	and	death	are	understood	

historically	in	both	the	pagan	and	Christian	cultural	context	in	which	the	tales	were	

brought	to	life.		Murphy	observes:	

The	purpose	of	the	preacher	and	the	purpose	of	telling	fairy	tales	coincided	
for	Wilhelm	Grimm,	and	if	the	tales	were	only	fragments,	and	as	such	had	
become	incapable	of	arousing	the	religious	feelings	of	the	heart,	then	
Wilhelm	would	and	did	restore	them	to	religious	life,	giving	them	back	their	
ancient	ability	to	move	the	spirit.42	

																																																								
40	Jack	Zipes,	The	Brothers	Grimm:	From	Enchanted	Forests	to	the	Modern	World	(New	York:	

Palgrave	Macmillan,	2002),	32.	
	
41	Murphy,	The	Owl,	the	Raven,	and	the	Dove,	7.	
	
42	Ibid.	
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This	sense	of	trust	continued	to	develop	as	Germanic	peoples	moved	further	away	

from	belief	in	old	Germanic	gods	to	embrace	the	Christian	faith	and	their	God,	who	

was	believed	to	have	power	over	fate,	time,	and	even	death.	

Critics	and	Other	Voices	

The	Grimms	had	(and	have)	their	critics,	and	one	of	the	charges	made	against	

them	and	their	pedagogical	method	was	(and	is)	that	their	tales	were	not	

“authentic”	because	they	edited	the	source	material	given	to	them	by	the	common	

folk	or	storyteller.		Peppard	observes	that	“Adverse	criticism	came	from	unexpected	

quarters	and	from	eminent	writers	like	Brentano	and	Friedrich	Schlegel.		A	

professor	Büsching	in	Breslau	asserted	that	the	brothers	had	‘obscured’	the	true	

nature	of	the	fairy	tale.”43		Büsching’s	criticism	was	premature	and	naïve	(if	

understandable,	given	the	Grimms’	new	pedagogical	method),	even	if	the	brothers’	

first	edition	of	tales	was,	as	their	friend	Brentano	claimed,	“uncritical	and	uneven	in	

style	.	.	.	.”44		What	seemed	to	some	as	unnecessary	manipulation	of	the	tales	for	

didactic	purposes	was,	in	fact,	a	restoration	of	the	tale	to	its	most	authentic	state	

(i.e.,	an	effective	and	affecting	state).	

Criticism	of	the	Grimms’	pedagogy	has	continued	into	modern	times.		Jack	

Zipes	contends	that	the	Grimms	editing	of	the	tales	made	them	“synthetic;”	

concluding	that	through	this	process	of	combining	fragments	of	tales,	the	Grimms	

																																																																																																																																																																					
	
43	Peppard,	Paths	Through	the	Forest,	58.	
	
44	Ibid.	
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were	actually	pushing	a	didactic	agenda	that	sought	to	manipulate	children	into	

proper	ways	of	behaving:	

Whenever	they	collected	several	versions	of	the	same	tale	type,	they	would	
either	combine	these	versions	into	one	or	alter	the	best	of	the	versions—in	
any	event,	creating	their	own	synthetic	tale.		By	synthesizing	social	and	tale	
types,	the	Grimms	hoped	to	reveal	customary	behavior,	and	thereby	enable	
readers	to	learn	about	general	folk	attitudes	and	draw	conclusions	about	the	
right	way	to	behave	in	a	given	circumstance.45	
	
I	disagree	strongly	with	Zipes’s	characterization	that	the	Grimms	synthesized	

tales	in	order	to	manipulate	children.		The	brothers	conceded	that	fairy	tales	are	by	

definition	“educational”	in	that	children	are	being	read	to,	which	enhances	their	

intellectual	and	emotional	development.		But	the	tales	should	be	seen	as	valuable	

educational	tools	because	they	also	help	children	imagine	and	emotionally	explore	

new	concepts	while	allowing	them	to	navigate	difficult	emotional	circumstances.46		

Jacob	makes	it	clear	that	the	tales	were	never	meant	to	instruct	on	specific	moral	

issues:	“.	.	.	it	was	never	their	purpose	to	instruct,	nor	were	they	made	up	for	that	

reason,	but	a	moral	grows	out	of	them,	just	as	good	fruit	develops	from	healthy	

blossoms	without	help	from	man.”47		The	Grimms	allow	that	one	could	draw	moral	

inferences	from	the	tales,	but	Wilhelm	tells	us	unequivocally	that	this	was	not	their	

editorial	intent.		Rather,	Wilhelm	reminds	us,	“Children’s	stories	are	told	so	that	the	

early	thoughts	and	forces	of	the	human	heart	will	awaken	and	develop	in	their	

																																																								
45	Zipes,	The	Brothers	Grimm.	79.	
	
46	Peppard,	Paths	Through	the	Forest,	41–42.	
	
47	The	Grimms,	Annotated	Brothers	Grimm,	448.		From	Wilhelm	Grimm’s	essay	“On	the	

Nature	of	Fairy	Tales.”	
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radiant	mildness.”48		The	Grimms	gave	us	the	renditions	of	the	tales	that	they	did	

because	they	sought	to	uncover	the	spirit	and	mythological	core	elements	of	each	

tale	and	let	them	“speak”	to	the	Germanic	heart.	

Methodological	Approach	

The	inspiration	for	this	work	on	the	mythological	dimensions	of	the	Grimms’	

Fairy	Tales	was	enkindled	by	G.	Ronald	Murphy’s	book	The	Owl,	the	Raven,	and	the	

Dove:	The	Religious	Meaning	of	the	Grimms’	Magic	Fairy	Tales.		His	imaginative	and	

astute	analysis	of	how	the	Grimms’	spirituality	influenced	the	development	of	the	

tales	was	a	realization	of	the	highest	order	and	a	helpful	addition	to	the	growing	

body	of	works	dedicated	to	Grimm	fairy	tale	scholarship.		My	work	follows	Murphy’s	

model,	but	instead	of	focusing	on	how	the	spirituality	of	the	Grimms	affected	their	

renditions	of	the	tales,	I	will	explore	the	role	Germanic	mythology	played	in	the	

tales’	development	and	how	those	same	mythological	elements	inform	the	way	the	

tale	is	interpreted.		

One	of	the	aspects	of	Murphy’s	work	that	I	appreciate	is	the	way	he	

recognizes	and	articulates	the	diachronic	conceptualization	of	the	Grimms’	fairy	

tales	and	how	the	tales	stem	from	ancient	roots	in	human	faith,	hope,	and	love	while	

expressing	changing	forms	of	religious	awareness	over	time.49		Many	scholars	have	

commented	extensively	on	the	Grimms’	love	for	tracing	aspects	of	the	fairy	tales	

back	to	medieval	sources,	but	few,	if	any,	have	commented	as	extensively,	or	as	

beautifully,	on	the	spiritual	aspects	of	the	tales	as	Murphy	has.		As	the	Grimms	tell	
																																																								

48	The	Grimms,	Annotated	Brothers	Grimm,	446.		From	Wilhelm	Grimm’s	essay	“On	the	
Nature	of	Fairy	Tales.”	

	
49	Murphy,	The	Owl,	the	Raven,	and	the	Dove,	14.	
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us,	stories,	legends,	and	epics	will	naturally	change	over	time,	and	therefore	one	

must	trace	the	symbolic	indicators	found	in	the	obstacles	the	protagonists	

encounter	if	one	hopes	to	understand	the	ancient	mythological	expressions	at	the	

core	of	the	tale	that	animate	its	meaning.	

What	I	most	appreciate	about	Murphy’s	methodology	is	that	he	works	his	

way	back	to	the	core	of	each	tale,	seeking	to	understand,	as	the	Grimms	did,	the	

essence	of	the	story	while	looking	past	the	many	variables	that	make	up	any	given	

plot	line.		This	methodology	of	examining	and	interpreting	obstacles	mirrors	that	of	

the	Grimms	in	its	diachronic	character.		It	examines	the	core	elements	of	the	tales	in	

light	of	an	important	yet	often	overlooked	motivation	for	the	brothers:	their	

spirituality.		My	exploration	of	the	Grimms’	tales	was	done	from	their	mythological	

perspective	as	found	in	Jacob’s	Teutonic	Mythology.		Through	their	tireless	collecting	

and	editing	of	Germanic	fairy	tales,	the	Grimms	sought	to	illuminate	and	bring	forth	

the	ancient	remnants	of	Germanic	poetry	that	can	be	traced	diachronically	to	both	

pagan	and	Christian	sources	and	are	recognized	in	the	specific	obstacles	that	the	

protagonists	of	each	tale	encounter	on	their	journey.			

Obstacles:	Realizations	in	Disguise	

The	realizations	present	in	any	fairy	tale	are	found	through	the	examination	

of	the	tale’s	obstacles.		Obstacles	are	characteristic	to	fairy	tales	and	illuminate	for	

the	reader	some	aspect	of	the	account	that	may	not	be	readily	identifiable	as	an	

important	marker	for	understanding	the	tale’s	meaning,	especially	if	the	reader	is	

from	a	different	culture	and	far	removed	from	the	historical	context	in	which	the	

many	purveyors	of	the	tale	lived.	
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The	Grimms	posit	that	fairy	tales,	as	remnants	of	ancient	Germanic	poetry,	

reflect	the	culture	and	context	of	the	people	who	told	them	in	each	generation.		The	

Grimms	understood	that	fairy	tales	naturally	take	on	the	attributes	of	the	culture	

through	which	they	have	passed.		It	is	possible	to	trace	these	attributes	

diachronically	through	literature,	poetry,	epics,	and	sagas,	and	recognize	in	them	the	

changing	historic	opinions	about	different	cultural	Germanic	touchstones	such	as	

law	and	literature.		The	same	is	true	for	the	Germanic	understanding	of	fate,	time,	

and	death.	

This	reality	of	fate,	time,	and	death,	recognized	and	expressed	differently	by	

ancient	Teutonic	pagans	and	Christians,	is	the	backdrop	against	which	the	action	of	

the	tales	unfolds	and	the	cosmic	power	to	which	all	living	things	must	eventually	

succumb.		If	death	is	the	ultimate	obstacle	with	which	all	living	things	must	contend,	

how,	then,	are	people	to	ascertain	the	meaning	of	dying	in	light	of	the	knowledge	of	

Germanic	mythology	and	its	blending	with	later	Christian	interpretations	of	the	

same	source	material?	

One	would	think	that	death	would	not	be	a	major	component	of	children’s	

fairy	tales,	but	in	the	Grimms’	classic	tales,	death	is	ever	present,	the	roots	of	its	

conceptualization	founded	upon	Germanic	myths	of	days	gone	by.		These	same	

remnants	were	later	used	to	express	the	Christian	understanding	of	mortality	and	

salvation	in	a	way	that	could	be	easily	understood	by	non-Christians	as	well.	

My	examination	of	the	development	of	the	fairy	tales	given	in	this	work	is	an	

exploration	of	the	ways	the	Grimms	understood	the	role	that	mythology	played	in	

the	tales’	development:	especially	concerning	our	relationship	to	fate,	time,	and	
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death.		The	classic	Grimms’	fairy	tales	are	rooted	in	the	diachronic	continuity	of	the	

stories	of	the	German	people,	meaning	that	tracing	the	movement	of	their	religious	

transformation	from	pagan	to	Christian	through	the	changing	expressions	of	their	

ancient	poetry	and	mythology	is	possible.	

My	approach	is	from	a	Christian	perspective	yet	one	that	looks	admiringly	

upon	the	ancient	pre-Christian	Germanic	rituals,	traditions,	and	mythology	that	first	

brought	these	treasures	of	Western	literature	to	life.		Given	this,	my	work	will	rely	

heavily	on	the	Teutonic	Mythology	of	Jacob	Grimm,	and	the	Eddas50	and	sagas	that	

define	the	mythological	elements	for	modern	readers.		Jacob	worked	on	the	Teutonic	

Mythology	for	much	of	his	adult	life,	and	yet,	to	my	knowledge,	no	one	has	used	this	

work	as	a	hermeneutical	guide	when	exploring	the	meaning	of	the	Grimms’	Kinder-	

und	Hausmärchen.		Therefore	I	will	take	up	the	challenge	and	am	excited	to	see	

where	those	pathways	will	lead	me.	

This	drama	is	played	out	in	four	different	classical	tales:	“Little	Red	Riding	

Hood,”	“Sleeping	Beauty,”	“Hansel	and	Gretel,”	and	“Godfather	Death.”		I	will	

concentrate	most	of	my	investigation	on	the	symbols	of	Teutonic	mythology	that	are	

pertinent	to	each	fairy	tale	and	investigate	their	meaning	in	light	of	the	obstacles	

they	reveal.		Then	I	will	consider	how	these	smaller	obstacles	point	us	toward	the	

overarching	obstacle	expressed	in	each	of	the	tales	that	no	character	is	able	to	

overcome:	death.	

																																																								
50	Old	Norse	term	that	refers	to	two	important	Medieval	Icelandic	literary	works:	The	Poetic	

Edda	and	The	Prose	Edda.		Both	were	complied	in	the	thirteenth	century	and	are	perhaps	the	most	
important	and	complete	sources	we	have	concerning	the	mythology	of	the	ancient	Teutonic	peoples.		
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The	obstacles	found	in	the	fairy	tales	are	important	symbolic	indicators;	in	

each	story,	they	are	like	doors	that	lead	into	the	secret	chamber	hidden	in	the	tale’s	

core.		Obstacles	reveal	the	inner	truths	of	the	tales	(whether	Teutonic,	Christian,	or	

both)	and	point	to	each	tale’s	essence	through	the	symbolic	representations	

manifested	in	the	plotline.		The	obstacles	encountered	in	each	of	the	tales	

investigated	in	this	work	point	to	a	common	pattern	that	ultimately	expresses	the	

hope	of	salvation	through	the	use	of	well-known	mythical	and	cultural	symbols	of	

the	ancient	Germanic	peoples.		Therefore	isolating	the	nature	of	these	obstacles,	

especially	as	seen	by	the	Brothers	Grimm,	belongs	at	the	heart	of	this	thesis	inquiry.	

In	the	Grimms’	tales,	naïve	girls,	princesses,	siblings,	and	scheming	doctors	

are	just	a	few	of	the	myriad	characters	who	must	contend	with	many	different	

obstacles	as	they	journey	toward	their	end.		Ravenous	wolves,	bitter	fairies,	abusive	

parents,	and	wicked	witches	are	just	a	few	of	the	hurdles	that	will	try	to	keep	them	

from	their	fated	“happily	ever	after.”
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CHAPTER	2	

LITTLE	RED	RIDING	HOOD:	THE	JOURNEY	TO	NEW	LIFE	

The	story	of	the	little	girl	with	the	red	cape	(ATU	333)1	remains	one	of	the	

most	popular	fairy	tales	known	to	humankind,	its	popularity	remaining	intact	

hundreds	of	years	after	its	first	rendition	was	put	on	paper	in	the	eleventh	century.		

Through	many	iterations	over	the	course	of	many	centuries,	the	most	popular	

version	of	the	“Little	Red	Riding	Hood”	tale	comes	to	us	from	the	Brothers	Grimm	in	

the	early	nineteenth	century.		Evidence	of	written	versions	of	the	“Little	Red	Riding	

Hood”	tale	type	was	not	known	to	exist	prior	to	the	rendition	put	down	by	Charles	

Perrault	in	the	late	seventeenth	century,	approximately	one	hundred	years	before	

the	Brothers	Grimm.		We	know,	however,	that	this	tale	enjoyed	a	rich	oral	tradition	

long	before	Perrault	wrote	it	down	because	of	the	many	versions	that	have	since	

come	to	light	from	different	cultures	and	time	periods,	each	with	its	own	variation	

as	to	the	fate	of	the	beautiful	little	girl	with	(or	without)	the	red	cape.	

For	example,	in	some	versions	of	the	tale	type,	our	heroine	survives	the	

clutches	of	the	wolf	by	outwitting	him.		In	one	incident,	she	and	her	grandmother	

trick	the	wolf	by	pouring	sausage-tinged	water	into	a	trough	that	the	wolf	falls	into	

and	drowns	in.		In	another	rendition,	the	little	girl	tricks	the	wolf	into	believing	that	

																																																								
1	D.	L.	Ashilman,	A	Guide	to	Folktales	in	the	English	Language:	Based	on	the	Aarne-Thompson	

Classification	System	(New	York:	Greenwood	Press,	1987),	76.		Tale	Type	333:	Red	Riding	Hood.		On	
her	way	through	the	woods	to	visit	her	grandmother,	Red-Cap	met	a	wolf.		Not	knowing	he	was	a	
dangerous	animal,	she	told	him	where	she	was	headed.		The	wolf	ran	ahead	and	ate	the	grandmother	
alive.		When	Red-Cap	arrived,	he	ate	her	as	well	and	then	fell	asleep.		A	hunter	heard	him	snoring	and	
cut	open	his	belly.		Out	popped	Little	Red-Cap	and	the	grandmother.		Little	Red-Cap	then	filled	him	
with	stones	and	sewed	him	shut.		When	he	awoke,	he	felt	the	stones	inside	his	belly,	went	into	a	
convulsion,	and	died.	



	

	 29	

she	needs	to	go	outside	to	“relieve”	herself	and	uses	that	excuse	as	a	means	of	

escape.2		

Still	other	versions	are	meant	to	give	moral	lessons	about	the	dangers	found	

on	the	pathway	of	life;	in	those	versions,	the	heroine	does	not	survive	her	encounter	

with	the	ferocious	wolf.		Frenchman	Charles	Perrault,	writing	in	the	late	seventeenth	

century,	understood	that	the	tale	he	called	“Le	petit	chaperon	rouge”	had	just	such	a	

moral	dimension	and	was	meant	to	warn	young,	naïve	girls	about	the	dangers	of	

engaging	“wolves.”		Perrault’s	stark	and	brutal	tale	is	didactic	and	warns	young	girls	

to	constantly	guard	their	virtue	from	deceitful	and	sexually	ravenous	men	who	will	

go	to	any	length	to	disguise	their	libidinous	intentions.		In	the	Grimm	Brothers’	most	

famous	iteration	of	this	tale,	Little	Red	Riding	Hood	and	her	grandmother	also	meet	

a	wolf	yet	survive	being	devoured	because	they	are	rescued	by	the	Huntsman,	a	

mysterious	figure	who	has	been	looking	for	that	“old	sinner”	the	wolf	for	quite	some	

time.		This	last	detail	is	an	integral	part	of	the	Grimms’	rendition	of	the	tale	and	one	

that	helps	shape	our	understanding	of	the	story.	

As	is	true	of	all	folk	and	fairy	tales,	the	Grimms’	version	of	“Little	Red	Riding	

Hood”	has	enjoyed	many	different	variations	down	through	the	centuries,	each	

making	the	tale	relevant	to	the	community	in	which	it	was	shared	while	also	

																																																								
2	“The	Story	of	Grandmother,”	in	The	Borzoi	Book	of	French	Folk	Tales,	ed.	Paul	Delarue	(New	

York:	Alfred	A.	Knopf,	1956),	230–32.		Delarue	was	interested	in	the	oral	versions	of	the	Little	Red	
Riding	Hood	story	and	the	effect	they	had	on	the	later	renditions	offered	by	Perrault	and	the	Grimm	
Brothers.		Delarue	was	convinced	that	“The	Story	of	Grandmother”	was	the	basis	for	Perrault’s	
rendition	of	“Little	Red	Riding	Hood,”	which	in	turn	influenced	the	Grimm	Brothers.		Contrary	to	the	
more	famous	endings	of	Perrault	and	the	Grimm	Brothers,	“The	Story	of	Grandmother”	finds	our	
young	heroine	ingeniously	tricking	the	wolf	into	releasing	her	through	her	resourcefulness	and	
cunning.		In	this	oral	version,	the	heroine	has	no	red	cape	(or	hood)	to	identify	her	as	in	Perrault	or	
the	Grimm	Brothers,	yet	this	tale	is	very	similar	in	style	and	content	to	its	more	famous	literary	
cousins.	
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containing,	at	its	core,	elements	and	values	that	reflect	beliefs	from	the	ancient	

Germanic	past.		Catherine	Orenstein	states,	following	the	Grimms,	that	the	dynamics	

of	a	fairy	tale	are	fluid	by	nature	and	change	over	time	even	as	the	core	of	the	tale	

remains	the	same.		Orenstein	remarks:		

…	they	catalog	not	only	broad	elements	of	human	experience	but	also	the	
particular	details	of	each	day	and	age.		They	express	our	collective	truths,	
even	as	these	truths	change	beneath	our	noses.		And	part	of	their	magic	lies	
in	the	fact	that	as	they	do	they	provide	not	only	a	glimpse	into	our	present	
concerns	but	also	a	record	of	our	past.3	
	
In	the	early	nineteenth	century,	the	Grimm	Brothers	adapted	their	own	

version	of	“Little	Red	Riding	Hood”	and	based	their	rendition	on	the	earlier	work	of	

Perrault	and	a	German	contemporary	named	Ludwig	Tieck,	whose	play	The	Life	and	

Death	of	Little	Red	Riding	Hood:	A	Tragedy	predates	the	Grimms’	version	of	the	tale	

by	approximately	a	decade.	4			The	Grimms	also	used	elements	of	the	tale	that	were	

found	in	the	oral	versions	given	to	them	by	various	sources.	There	are	many	

parallels	between	the	earlier	versions	of	the	“Little	Red	Riding	Hood”	tale	given	to	

us	by	Perrault	and	Tieck	and	that	of	the	Grimms.		The	differences	between	them,	

however,	are	significant	and	offer	important	clues	as	to	how	each	interpreter	

understood	the	tale’s	meaning.		This	difference	is	most	pronounced	in	the	endings	

offered	by	each	as	we	find	Little	Red	Riding	Hood	being	swallowed	by	the	wolf,	

never	to	be	seen	again,	in	Perrault’s	and	Tieck’s	versions,	while	the	Grimms	have	the	

Huntsman	rescue	Little	Red	Riding	Hood	and	her	grandmother	from	the	wolf’s	belly.		
																																																								

3	Catherine	Orenstein,	Little	Red	Riding	Hood	Uncloaked:	Sex,	Morality,	and	the	Evolution	of	a	
Fairy	Tale	(New	York:	Basic	Books,	2002),	12.	

	
4	Jacob	and	Wilhelm	Grimm,	Grimm’s	Household	Tales,	ed.	Margaret	Hunt	(London:	George	

Bell	and	Sons,	1884),	375.		Jacob	specifically	mentions	Perrault’s	tale	“Chaperon	Rouge,”	or	“Little	
Red	Riding	Hood,”	as	a	basis	for	their	adaptation	as	well	as	Ludwig	Tieck’s	The	Life	and	Death	of	Little	
Red	Riding	Hood:	A	Tragedy.	
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The	Grimms’	ending	is	a	good	example	of	how	the	brothers,	armed	with	extensive	

knowledge	of	ancient	Germanic	mythology	and	literature,	recognized	in	this	tale	a	

collection	of	symbols	that	point	toward	the	tale	being	a	Christian	expression	of	

death	and	resurrection	wrapped	up	in	a	Teutonic	cape.	

In	keeping	with	their	didactic	methodology,	the	Grimms	explored	the	many	

connections	between	the	“Little	Red	Riding	Hood”	tale	and	medieval	Germanic	

literature	and	mythology.		They	did	this	in	an	effort	to	uncover	and	illuminate	what	

they	considered	to	be	the	most	ancient	meaning	of	the	tale,	which	expertly	blends	

traces	of	religious	beliefs	from	both	the	Teutonic	and	Christian	traditions.	

The	blending	of	tale	variations	and	religious	traditions	in	no	way	diminishes	

the	integrity	or	power	of	any	fairy	tale	but	rather	enhances	them	while	protecting	

the	core	elements	that	made	the	story	so	unique.		On	the	process	of	this	adaptive	

work,	Wilhelm	Grimms	states:	

We	have	often	included	several	variants	of	one	and	the	same	tale	owing	to	
the	pleasingly	distinctive	tone	of	the	variations;	the	less	significant	we	have	
put	in	an	appendix;	but	all	in	all	we	have	collected	as	faithfully	as	was	
possible	for	us.		It	is	also	clear	that	these	tales	were	forever	being	created	
anew	as	time	went	on,	but	for	just	that	reason	their	core	must	be	very	old.5	
	
What,	then,	is	the	core	of	the	“Little	Red	Riding	Hood”	story,	and	where	did	

this	tale	have	its	origins?		It	is	impossible	to	know	for	certain,	but	one	ancient	source	

for	the	tale	may	come	from	a	schoolteacher	named	Egbert	of	Liege	and	dates	to	the	

early	eleventh	century.		Egbert’s	short	poem	“Concerning	the	Girl	Saved	from	Wolf	

Cubs”	is	about	a	little	girl	wandering	in	a	forest	who	is	then	attacked	by	a	wolf	that	

wants	to	use	her	as	food	for	his	cubs.		The	hungry	cubs,	unable	to	devour	the	girl	due	
																																																								

5	Jacob	and	Wilhelm	Grimm,	Annotated	Brothers	Grimm,	438.	This	citation	is	from	the	
Prefaces	to	the	First	Two	Editions	of	the	Grimms’	Children’s	Stories	and	Household	Tales.	
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to	the	protective	red	hood	she	wears,	instead	end	up	caressing	her	head,	having	

been	tamed	by	some	unseen	power.		This	poem,	despite	its	brevity,	offers	some	

interesting	and	compelling	parallels	to	the	later	version	of	the	“Little	Red	Riding	

Hood”	tale	proffered	by	the	Grimm	Brothers,	parallels	that	help	us	understand	the	

meaning	conveyed	through	its	telling.	

We	do	not	know	much	about	Egbert	other	than	he	was	a	teacher	in	the	

Cathedral	School	of	Liege	who	transcribed	and	used	a	book	he	wrote	called	The	

Well-Laden	Ship6	as	a	didactic	tool	for	his	young	students.		This	work,	written	in	

Latin,	contains	early	variants	of	many	fairy	tales,	nursery	rhymes,	and	animal	

fables.7		Jan	Ziolkowski	describes	the	book	in	this	manner:	

Egbert	composed	The	Richly	Laden	Ship	for	his	pupils,	dividing	its	2,373	
unrhymed	hexameter	verses	into	two	books.		In	a	paroxysm	of	
schoolmasterly	inspiration,	he	entitled	the	two	books	respectively	the	Prona	
(“prow”	or	“bow”;	comprising	1,	768	lines)	and	the	Puppis	(“poop-deck”	or	
“afterdeck”;	comprising	605	lines).		Just	as	all	of	creation	was	loaded	two	by	
two	onto	Noah’s	ark,	so	the	fundamental	elements	of	learning	were	
supposedly	conveyed	in	the	intellectual	microcosm	of	The	Richly	Laden	Ship.8	
	

Because	Egbert	was	teaching	children	in	a	cathedral	school,	the	tales	and	proverbs	

he	collected	were	meant	to	convey	specific	Christian	values	through	the	use	of	

proverbs,	aphorisms,	metaphor,	and	allegory.		Through	the	poem	“Concerning	the	

Girl	Saved	from	Wolf	Cubs,”	Egbert	offered	a	profound	lesson	to	his	students	about	

																																																								
6	Some	scholars	translate	the	title	as	The	Richly	Laden	Ship.		The	differing	sources	I	cite	for	

this	project	use	one	or	the	other.	
	
7	Egbert	of	Liege,	“Concerning	the	Girl	Saved	from	Wolf	Cubs,”	in	The	Well-Laden	Ship,	trans.	

Robert	Gary	Babcock	(Cambridge:	Dumbarton	Oaks	Medieval	Library,	2013),	vii.		The	poem	
“Concerning	the	Girl	Saved	from	Wolf	Cubs”	is	found	on	pp.	227–28.	

	
8	Jan	M.	Ziolkowski,	Fairy	Tales	from	Before	Fairy	Tales:	The	Medieval	Latin	Past	of	Wonderful	

Lies	(Ann	Arbor:	University	of	Michigan	Press,	2007),	100–01.		For	more	information	about	Egbert	of	
Liege	and	the	specific	origins	of	the	“Little	Red	Riding	Hood	tale,”	consult	chapter	3.	
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the	protective	power	of	baptism	as	a	means	of	staving	off	the	threat	and	finality	of	

death,	a	power	symbolized	by	the	little	girl’s	red	tunic.		Understanding	the	symbols,	

meaning,	and	purpose	of	this	short	poem	can	offer	keen	insights	into	why	the	

Grimm	Brothers	made	the	changes	to	the	previous	renditions	of	the	tale	that	they	

did	even	if	they	were	unaware	of	Egbert’s	poem,	for	their	rendition	of	“Little	Red	

Riding	Hood”	extols,	in	a	similar	fashion	to	Egbert’s	poem,	the	Christian	values	that	

animate	and	bring	meaning	to	the	tale.	

The	first	part	of	this	chapter	will	investigate	older	variants	of	the	“Little	Red	

Riding	Hood	Tale”	and	their	historical	and	symbolic	significance,	recognizing	any	

correlations	that	occur	between	earlier	versions	of	the	tale’s	type	and	the	Brothers	

Grimm.		I	will	pay	special	attention	to	the	Teutonic	and	Christian	symbols	embedded	

throughout	the	tale	and	use	them	as	markers	to	explore	the	significance	of	the	

obstacles	Little	Red	Riding	Hood	encounters	on	her	journey	and	how	those	

obstacles	are	tied	to	the	Germanic	conceptualization	of	fate,	time,	and	death:	

specifically,	how	the	fate	of	death	is	unavoidable	but	open	to	different	

interpretations	depending	on	one’s	religious	sensibilities.		Through	the	encounters	

Little	Red	Riding	Hood	has	on	the	pathway,	we	will	see	an	unexpected	

transformation	as	the	ancient	Germanic	symbols	embedded	in	the	tale’s	core	also	

reveal	Christian	sentiments	of	fate,	death,	and	salvation.	

Ancient	Roots	

“Concerning	the	Girl	Saved	from	Wolf	Cubs,”	the	story	states:	

The	story	I	tell,	the	country	folk	know	how	to	tell	with	me,	and	it	is	not	so	
much	marvelous	to	believe	as	it	is	very	true.		A	certain	man	raised	a	girl	from	
the	sacred	font,	and	he	gave	her	a	tunic	woven	from	red	wool.		Shrove	
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Sunday9	was	the	holy	day	of	this	baptism.		When	the	sun	had	risen,	the	girl	
now	five	years	old	set	out	wandering,	heedless	of	herself	and	of	danger.		A	
wolf	attacked	her	and	headed	for	his	woodland	haunts;	and	he	took	her	as	
prey	to	his	cubs	and	left	her	to	be	eaten.		They	immediately	approached	her,	
then	when	they	were	unable	to	tear	her	to	pieces,	they	began	to	caress	her	
head,	their	fierceness	having	been	allayed.		The	little	infant	said,	“Oh	mice,	
don’t	rip	this	tunic	which	my	godfather	gave	me,	taking	me	from	the	font!”		
God,	their	creator,	softens	savage	souls.	10	

	
This	short	yet	powerful	offering	of	poetic	prose	blends	symbols	from	both	

the	Teutonic	and	Christian	religious	traditions.		The	baptismal	references	suggest	a	

Christian	interpretation	of	the	tale,	yet	the	presence	of	the	wolf	is	symbolic	of	

ancient	Teutonic	culture.		This	poem	teaches	children	about	the	protective	powers	

of	the	Holy	Spirit	(symbolized	by	the	red	cape	and	conferred	on	those	who	are	

baptized)	while	using	Germanic	symbols	that	would	have	been	instantly	

recognizable	to	the	children	of	Egbert’s	class.		The	power	conveyed	by	the	Holy	

Spirit,	important	for	understanding	the	poem’s	didactic	intent,	is	symbolized	in	the	

gift	of	the	red	tunic	worn	by	the	poem’s	young	protagonist.	

One	can	deduce	from	the	first	sentence	of	the	text	that	this	is	not	an	original	

work	of	Egbert	because	he	tells	us	immediately	that	“country	folk	know	how	to	tell	

[it]	with	me.”		This	declaration	signifies	definitively	that	this	work	predated	him	and	

was	already	well	known	to	many	of	the	people	in	and	around	the	city	of	Liege	in	the	

early	eleventh	century.		His	clarification	about	the	country	folk’s	knowledge	of	this	

																																																								
9	The	use	of	Shrove	Sunday	is	confusing	here,	and	I	would	like	to	offer	a	gentle	correction.		

Indeed,	the	term	Quinquagesima	Sunday	was	used	to	designate	the	last	Sunday	before	Lent	(and	the	
fiftieth	day	before	Easter).		However,	the	term	Quinquagesima	was	used	in	the	early	church	and	
marked	the	fiftieth	day	from	Easter,	which	would	be	Pentecost.		Quinquage(n)sima	=	the	Easter	
season	and	was	often	used	to	speak	of	Pentecost.		This	is	an	important	distinction	because	baptisms	
would	have	been	routinely	performed	at	Pentecost	in	the	early	church	and	not	necessarily	on	the	
Sunday	before	Lent.	

 
10	Egbert	of	Liege,	The	Well	Laden	Ship,	227–28.		
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tale	also	tells	us	that	he	added	nothing	to	it,	choosing	to	use	the	original	form	of	the	

story	that	had	been	presented	to	him.		Because	he	was	using	works	like	those	found	

in	The	Well-Laden	Ship	as	a	teaching	tool,	Egbert	intentionally	used	the	local	

versions	of	the	poems	and	proverbs	known	to	his	students	in	order	to	make	their	

learning	and	translating	of	those	same	works	less	arduous.	

Interestingly	enough,	the	poem	“Concerning	the	Girl	Saved	from	Wolf	Cubs”	

has	some	important	similarities	to	the	version	of	“Little	Red	Riding	Hood”	offered	by	

the	Grimm	Brothers	eight	hundred	years	later.		When	the	two	are	directly	

compared,	those	similarities	become	apparent.		To	begin	with,	Egbert’s	poem	

describes	a	red	tunic	being	presented	as	a	gift	to	a	little	girl	in	conjunction	with	her	

recent	baptism.		The	Grimm	Brothers	also	make	a	conspicuous	point	of	Little	Red	

Riding	Hood	being	given	a	“sumptuous”	red	velvet	cape	as	a	gift	from	her	beloved	

grandmother.		Although	the	Grimms	make	no	explicitly	named	religious	connection	

between	baptism	and	the	red	cape	in	this	tale,	there	is	an	important	corollary	

between	the	two	concerning	familial	relationships	and	gifts	being	passed	from	one	

generation	to	another	on	the	occasion	of	a	child’s	baptism.		These	clues,	taken	

together,	offer	compelling	evidence	of	the	protective	purpose	of	Little	Red	Riding	

Hood’s	red	cape.	

Another	similarity	between	Egbert’s	version	and	the	Grimms’	is	the	fact	that	

neither	of	our	young	protagonists’	names	is	given.		Instead,	each	is	identified	solely	

by	the	presence	of	the	red	tunic	or	cape.		Because	neither	girl	is	given	a	proper	

name,	we	can	conclude	that	each	tale	was	meant	to	be	universal	in	its	character.		

This	is	a	common	theme	found	in	most	fairy	tales	in	which	“names	of	people	and	
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places	rarely	appear,	and	home	doesn’t	have	a	name,	but	is	something	shared	by	

everyone	in	the	fatherland.”11		This	small	but	important	detail	tells	us	that	both	of	

these	young	girls	are	representative	of	humanity,	and	their	journeys	are	universal	in	

nature.		Also,	in	both	works,	each	little	girl	leaves	her	home	early	in	the	morning,	

wanders	“heedless	of	herself	or	danger,”	and	ultimately	meets	a	wolf	seeking	to	

consume	human	flesh.		More	importantly,	we	recognize	the	special	qualities	of	the	

red	garment	worn	by	both	girls	and	the	identifying	properties	it	holds	for	each.		The	

presence	of	the	protective	red	tunic	in	Egbert’s	poem	suggests	that	the	red	cape	

worn	by	Little	Red	Riding	Hood	will	also	offer	her	special	protection	from	the	

hungry	wolves	of	the	forest.	

Modern	scholarship	often	incorporates	psychological	insight	to	interpret	

fairy	tales.		Twentieth-century	scholars	such	as	Bruno	Bettelheim	believe	that	fairy	

tales	such	as	the	Grimms’	help	children	master	the	psychological	problems	of	

growing	up	and	navigating	complicated	adult	matters	such	as	sex	and	sexuality.12		

Concerning	“Little	Red	Riding	Hood,”	Bettelheim	is	convinced	that	the	red	cap	(or	

hood)	worn	by	the	protagonist	is	symbolic	of	her	budding	sexuality.		He	remarks:	

The	name	“Little	Red	Cap”	indicates	the	key	importance	of	this	feature	of	the	
heroine	in	the	story.		It	suggests	that	not	only	is	the	red	cap	little,	but	also	the	
girl.		She	is	too	little,	not	for	wearing	the	cap,	but	for	managing	what	this	red	
cap	symbolizes,	and	what	her	wearing	it	invites.		Little	Red	Cap’s	danger	is	
her	budding	sexuality,	for	which	she	is	not	yet	emotionally	mature	enough.13	

																																																								
11	Jacob	and	Wilhelm	Grimm,	Annotated	Brothers	Grimm,	446.	Cited	from	the	essay	“On	the	

Nature	of	Fairy	Tales.”	
	
12	Bruno	Bettelheim,	The	Uses	Of	Enchantment:	The	Meaning	and	Importance	of	Fairy	Tales	

(New	York:	Vintage	Books,	1975),	8.		For	an	excellent	introduction	to	the	psychological	aspects	of	the	
Grimms’	fairy	tales,	read	Bettelheim’s	introduction	to	the	above-mentioned	book.	

	
13	Bettelheim,	The	Uses	Of	Enchantment,	173.	
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Here	I	believe	Bettelheim	has	missed	the	mark.		While	his	interpretation	of	Little	

Red	Riding	Hood’s	red	cap	has	some	merit	regarding	human	development,	his	

insights	are	reductive	and	do	not	consider	the	significant	Christian	symbolism	found	

in	the	Grimms’	rendition,	especially	the	connection	between	baptism	and	the	girl’s	

red	hood.		

The	presence	and	function	of	the	red	tunic	in	thwarting	death	is	profoundly	

significant	to	the	meaning	of	Egbert’s	poem	because	her	red	tunic	is	symbolic	of	the	

Christian	Feast	of	Pentecost	and	of	the	baptisms	that	were	traditionally	done	on	that	

day.		The	red	cape	as	baptismal	symbol/gift	would	have	been	instantly	recognized	

and	understood	by	the	Christian	boys	Egbert	taught,	who	might	have	had	a	red	cape	

in	their	home	very	similar	to	the	one	mentioned	in	the	poem.		The	power	of	the	Holy	

Spirit,	given	at	baptism	and	symbolized	by	the	red	tunic,	protects	the	unnamed	

Christian	girl	from	the	threat	of	death	even	in	the	face	of	ravenous	wolves.	

Because	the	gift	of	the	red	tunic	was	from	an	unnamed	man	tied	to	the	little	

girl	by	baptism,	we	can	conclude	with	some	certainty	that	this	man	was	her	

godfather.		This	is	an	important	aspect	of	the	overall	story	because	it	signifies	for	

Christians	the	presence	of	a	deep	and	caring	relationship	shared	between	

generations.		The	same	could	be	said	of	the	grandmother	in	the	Grimms’	version	of	

the	tale.		Although	the	grandmother	in	the	Grimm	version	is	not	mentioned	as	a	

godparent	to	Little	Red	Riding	Hood,	we	know	from	oral	tradition	and	practice	that	

entire	families	were	responsible	for	educating	their	children	in	the	practice	of	the	

Christian	faith	and	that	parents	and	godparents	made	specific	promises	to	do	so	at	

the	baptismal	ceremony.		It	is,	therefore,	a	distinct	possibility	that	Little	Red	Riding	
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Hood’s	grandmother	assisted	in	her	religious	education	and	through	that	experience	

strengthened	and	deepened	their	familial	bonds.		

Also,	in	Egbert’s	poem,	the	red	tunic	was	given	to	the	nameless	little	girl	on	

the	day	of	her	baptism,	which	happened	to	fall	on	Pentecost,	a	significant	Christian	

feast	when	baptisms	were	commonly	held	in	late	medieval	times.14		As	a	person	now	

marked	with	the	sign	of	baptism,	this	little	girl	is	now	counted	as	one	who	has	

received	the	gift	of	the	Holy	Spirit,	which,	in	a	Christian	cosmological	outlook,	is	

being	rescued	from	sin	and	death	and	given	everlasting	life	with	God.		Her	baptism	

tells	us	that	she	is	now	covered	by	and	enfolded	in	the	saving	power	and	grace	of	the	

risen	Christ.		Theologian	and	religious	reformer	John	Calvin	notes	the	importance	of	

the	unitive	aspect	between	God	and	the	individual	expressed	in	baptism	with	these	

words:		“Lastly,	our	faith	receives	this	comfort	from	baptism:	it	confirms	to	us	not	

only	that	we	are	grafted	into	the	death	and	life	of	Jesus	Christ,	but	that	we	are	so	

united	to	him	that	he	enables	us	to	share	in	all	his	good	gifts.”15	

The	red	baptismal	garment	symbolizes	the	spiritual	power	and	grace	given	to	

the	little	girl	by	virtue	of	her	baptism,	and	it	is	that	grace	that	gives	Egbert’s	heroine	

the	courage	and	strength	to	face	the	prospect	of	death	at	the	hands	of	the	wolf	and	

his	cubs.		While	this	spiritual	function	of	Little	Red	Riding	Hood’s	cape	is	not	

specifically	expressed	by	the	Grimm	Brothers,	its	function	in	their	tale	is	similar	

since	it	offers	supernatural	protection	in	the	face	of	a	ravenous	wolf.		Given	the	
																																																								

14	Acts	of	the	Apostles	2:	1–31:	“When	the	day	of	Pentecost	had	come,	they	were	all	together	
in	one	place.		And	suddenly	from	heaven	there	came	a	sound	like	the	rush	of	a	violent	wind,	and	it	
filled	the	entire	house	where	they	were	sitting.		Divided	tongues,	as	of	fire,	appeared	among	them,	
and	a	tongue	rested	on	each	of	them.		All	of	them	were	filled	with	the	Holy	Spirit	and	began	to	speak	
in	other	languages,	as	the	Spirit	gave	them	ability.”	

	
15	Calvin,	Institutes,	582.	
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devout	Christian	faith	of	the	Grimm	Brothers	and	the	Christian	audience	for	whom	

their	household	tales	were	collected	and	published,	the	red	cape	worn	by	Little	Red	

Riding	Hood	suggests	a	connection	with	the	baptismal	promise	of	eternal	life	while	

providing	the	same	protective	function	as	the	red	tunic	we	find	in	Egbert	of	Liege’s	

eleventh-century	poem.	

The	message	conveyed	by	Egbert’s	poem	is	clear	if	interpreted	in	a	Christian	

context.		If	you	are	baptized,	you	are	protected	from	the	threat	of	death	by	the	

saving	grace	of	God	given	to	humanity	through	the	Passion	of	Jesus	of	Nazareth.		

This	didactic	aspect	of	Egbert’s	poem	is	important	to	understand	because	it	tells	us	

that	illiterate	peasants	eight	hundred	years	prior	to	the	Grimm	Brothers’	version	of	

the	“Little	Red	Riding	Hood”	tale	not	only	understood	the	baptismal	symbolism	

present	in	the	girl’s	red	tunic,	but	also	that	the	religious	aspects	of	this	tale	were	

integral	to	its	core	meaning.16	

We	have	already	established	that	“Concerning	the	Girl	Saved	from	Wolf	Cubs”	

was	known	to	the	country	people	of	Egbert’s	day,	but	could	this	tale	have	even	more	

ancient	roots	that	predate	eleventh-century	Liege?		There	is	a	plausible	theory	that	

this	story	could	have	come	into	existence	during	the	great	Viking	migrations	of	the	

ninth	and	tenth	centuries,	for	we	can	see	traces	of	both	Christian	and	Teutonic	

beliefs	embedded	in	Egbert’s	text.		Given	its	ancient	roots	and	the	seamless	blending	

of	representative	symbols	from	the	Teutonic	and	Christian	belief	systems,	it	is	

plausible	that	Egbert’s	poem	was	originally	a	confluence	of	the	two,	melded	together	

over	time	and	used	to	catechize	young	Vikings	preparing	for	baptism.		Again,	it	is	

																																																								
16	Galatians	3:	27:	“For	as	many	of	you	as	were	baptized	into	Christ	have	put	on	Christ.”	
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impossible	to	know	with	certainty	the	source	of	this	earliest	known	rendition	of	the	

“Little	Red	Riding	Hood”	story,	but	the	tale’s	didactic	nature	subtly	(yet	

compellingly)	conveys	the	power	of	the	Christian	God	to	bring	spiritual	protection	

and	comfort	to	those	baptized	and	confirmed	in	the	faith.17		Egbert’s	little	girl	is	

remarkable,	and	her	unlikely	triumph	in	the	face	of	certain	death	is	but	one	example	

of	the	saving	power	of	the	baptismal	graces	conveyed	by	the	wearing	of	her	red	

tunic.	

Capes	and	Sumptuary	Laws:	The	Tale	Begins	

There	was	once	a	sweet	little	girl	who	was	loved	by	everyone	who	so	much	
as	looked	at	her,	and	most	of	all	her	grandmother	loved	her,	and	was	forever	
trying	to	think	of	new	present	to	give	the	child.		Once	she	gave	her	a	little	red	
velvet	cape,	and	because	it	suited	her	so	well	and	she	never	again	wanted	to	
wear	anything	else,	she	was	known	simply	as	Little	Red	Riding	Hood.18	
	
The	first	adjectives	used	by	the	Grimms	to	describe	Little	Red	Riding	Hood—	

“sweet,”	“little,”	and	“loved	by	all	who	looked	at	her”—set	the	tone	of	the	tale	since	

one	cannot	help	but	feel	an	immediate	empathetic	connection	with	this	young	child.		

These	opening	lines	proclaim	to	all	that	Little	Red	Riding	Hood	is	a	girl	worthy	of	the	

reader’s	affection	because	she	personifies	all	of	the	best	and	most	admired	qualities	

of	a	child.		It	is	also	clear	that	Little	Red	Riding	Hood	possesses	great	virtue,	her	

outward	beauty	reflecting	her	inner	virtuous	nature.		As	well,	given	her	sweet	

disposition,	we	are	not	surprised	to	find	out	that	her	grandmother	dotes	on	her.		

																																																								
17	Revelation	12:11:	“But	they	have	conquered	him	by	the	blood	of	the	Lamb	and	by	the	

word	of	their	testimony,	for	they	did	not	cling	to	life	even	in	the	face	of	death.”	
	
18	Jacob	and	Wilhelm	Grimm,	Selected	Tales,	trans.	David	Luke	(London:	Penguin	Books,	

2004),	63.		All	of	the	translations	of	the	fairy	tales	used	in	this	thesis,	when	embedded	in	the	text,	
come	from	Luke’s	translation	with	the	exception	of	those	works	found	in	chapter	4,	which	were	
originally	translated	by	Margaret	Hunt	and	revised	by	James	Stern.		
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Whatever	faults	or	failings	Little	Red	Riding	Hood	may	have	are	predictably	

overlooked,	eclipsed	by	her	natural	beauty	and	enfolded	and	covered	by	her	

luxurious	red	cape.	

We	are	also	told	that	Little	Red	Riding	Hood’s	grandmother	goes	out	of	her	

way	to	give	the	child	expensive	gifts.		The	red	velvet	fabric	used	to	make	the	

eponymous	cape	was	a	luxury	item	normally	reserved	for	the	aristocratic	and	

wealthy	and	not	something	that	peasants	could	afford.		Therefore,	a	peasant	girl	

such	as	Little	Red	Riding	Hood	wearing	a	luxurious	cape	would	certainly	set	her	

apart	in	her	community	and	mark	her	as	someone	special.	

Little	Red	Riding	Hood	“never	again	wanted	to	wear	anything	else,”	so	special	

was	the	gift	of	the	red	velvet	cape.		I	believe	this	statement	is	significant	not	only	

because	the	cape	was	made	of	a	beautiful	and	rare	fabric,	but	also	because	it	was	a	

gift	from	her	grandmother	and	therefore	a	symbol	of	familial	connection	and	love.		

Being	enfolded	in	the	luxurious	cape	surely	reminded	Little	Red	Riding	Hood	of	

being	enfolded	in	the	loving	embrace	of	her	grandmother	and	symbolically	of	all	her	

family.	

We	appreciate	all	the	more	the	significance	of	the	red	cape	in	the	Grimms’	

rendition	of	the	tale	when	we	recognize	that	her	wearing	such	an	article	of	clothing	

was	a	bold	statement	of	personal	worth.		This	is	so	because	of	the	existence	of	

sumptuary	laws	that	regulated	for	the	poor	the	consumption	of	luxury	items	and	

how	one	dressed	in	public.		To	understand	just	how	radical	a	statement	the	wearing	

of	the	red	velvet	cape	would	have	been	for	a	medieval	peasant	girl,	we	must	first	

understand	the	custom	and	use	of	sumptuary	laws	to	govern	how	differing	social	
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classes	were	to	dress	within	a	given	society.		Such	customs	and	laws	were	created	so	

that	every	social	strata	could	understand	by	the	way	a	person	was	dressed	if	he	or	

she	was	of	noble	heritage,	a	merchant,	or	a	peasant.		These	laws	were	enacted	at	

various	times	in	the	Middle	Ages	in	an	attempt	avoid	interclass	or	interreligious	

fraternization.		The	sumptuary	laws	that	governed	most	of	European	society	during	

the	Middle	Ages,	an	age	in	which	this	fairy	tale	had	its	formation,	would	have	

forbidden	a	peasant	girl	such	as	Little	Red	Riding	Hood	from	wearing	such	a	

luxurious	item	of	clothing	lest	she	be	mistaken	for	a	girl	of	“high	birth.”19		These	

laws	were	enacted	for	a	variety	of	reasons	but	mostly	to	enforce	the	hierarchical	

social	norms	of	the	societies	in	which	these	laws	were	present.20	

Maintaining	sumptuary	laws	served	a	purpose	for	the	ruling	classes	because	

it	helped	people	identify	the	social	standing	of	those	they	interacted	with	in	

communal	settings.		Peasants	were	expected	to	dress	like	peasants,	and	thus	fine	

fabrics	such	as	velvet	were	not	allowed	to	adorn	their	bodies	lest	they	be	mistaken	

for	someone	of	high	social	rank.		The	writer	and	philosopher	Michel	de	Montaigne	

says	this	about	the	sumptuary	laws	of	his	own	sixteenth-century	France;	note,	with	

the	emphasis	mine,	his	specific	mention	of	wearing	velvet	fabric:		

																																																								
19	There	are	a	number	of	good	works	on	this	subject,	most	notably	Alan	Hunt,	Governance	of	

the	Consuming	Passions:	History	of	Sumptuary	Law	(London:	Palgrave	Macmillan,	1996).	
	
20	Jews	and	Muslims	throughout	Europe	were	made	to	wear	specific	types	of	clothing	during	

the	Middle	Ages.		Canon	68	of	the	Fourth	Lateran	Council	held	in	1215	stipulates	that	Jews	and	
Muslims	should	wear	distinctive	clothing;	avoiding	sexual	contact	with	the	Christian	majority	was	
the	reason	for	this.		Yellow	badges	worn	on	the	clothing	of	Jews	and	Muslims	was	a	common	practice	
throughout	Europe	in	order	that	they	be	easily	identified	and	avoided	by	the	Christian	population.		At	
other	times,	sumptuary	laws	forbad	people	from	wearing	certain	types	of	clothing.		This	practice	was	
specifically	enforced	against	Native	Americans	during	the	last	half	of	the	nineteenth	century	until	just	
a	few	decades	ago.		This	was	the	common	practice	for	most	of	Australia’s	history	concerning	its	
aboriginal	peoples.		For	detailed	information	about	sumptuary	laws	and	their	use	in	medieval	
Europe,	see	Alan	Hunt’s	Governance	of	the	Consuming	Passions:	A	History	of	Sumptuary	Law.	
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The	way	by	which	our	laws	attempt	to	regulate	idle	and	vain	expenses	in	
meat	and	clothes	seems	to	be	quite	contrary	to	the	end	designed.  For	to	
enact	that	none	but	princes	shall	eat	turbot,	shall	wear	velvet	or	gold	lace,	
and	interdict	these	things	to	the	people,	what	is	it	but	to	bring	them	into	
greater	esteem,	and	to	set	every	one	more	agog	to	eat	and	wear	them?21	

	
Because	the	“Little	Red	Riding	Hood”	tale	more	than	likely	had	its	origin	in	the	oral	

folk	stories	told	by	“country	folk,”	the	presence	of	the	red	velvet	cape	worn	by	Little	

Red	Riding	Hood	further	supports	the	idea	that	she	is	a	special	child:	a	person	set	

apart.		The	red	cape	that	drapes	this	child’s	body	makes	known	her	worth	to	the	

world	while	offering	both	physical	and	spiritual	protection	against	the	harsh	and	

dangerous	elements	found	on	the	pathway.	

Perrault’s	Transformation:	Sexual	Seduction	and	Violence	

We	know	from	the	many	versions	of	the	“Little	Red	Riding	Hood”	tale	

collected	throughout	the	years	that	the	religious	significance	assigned	to	the	red	

cape	by	Egbert	and	the	Grimm	Brothers	was	not	recognized	by	all.		Charles	Perrault	

and	Ludwig	Tieck,	whose	versions	of	the	tale	differ	in	many	ways	from	the	Grimms’,	

incorporate	the	red	cape	but	render	it	solely	as	a	decorative	device,	its	presence	

meant	to	accentuate	this	little	girl’s	special	beauty.	

As	with	many	scholars	of	the	twentieth	century	that	came	after	him,	Charles	

Perrault’s	late-seventeenth-century	rendering	of	the	“Little	Red	Riding	Hood”	tale	

was	a	sexualization	of	the	protagonist.		In	this	context,	the	red	cape	is	not	seen	as	a	

symbol	of	God’s	graciousness	and	protective	powers	as	we	find	in	Egbert’s	poem	or	

the	Grimms’	fairy	tale.		For	Perrault,	the	red	cape	is	a	sign	of	the	girl’s	emerging	

																																																								
21	Michel	Montaigne,	“On	Sumptuary	Laws,”	Essays	of	Michel	de	Montaigne,	trans.	Charles	Cotton,	ed.	
William	Hazlett.	Project	Gutenberg,	2006.		Accessed	October	22,	2015,	
http://www.gutenberg.org/cache/epub/3587/pg3587-images.html		Italics	mine	for	emphasis.	
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sexuality	that	presumably	enflames	the	wolf’s	desires.		Child	psychologist	Bruno	

Bettelheim	understands	Perrault’s	rendering	to	be	one	of	sexual	seduction.		He	

notes:	

For	example,	when	the	girl	undresses	and	joins	the	wolf	in	bed	and	the	wolf	
tells	her	that	his	strong	arms	are	for	embracing	her	better,	nothing	is	left	to	
the	imagination.		Since	in	response	to	such	direct	and	obvious	seduction	
Little	Red	Riding	Hood	makes	no	move	to	escape	or	fight	back,	either	she	is	
stupid	or	she	wants	to	be	seduced.22	
	

While	this	reading	of	Little	Red	Riding	Hood’s	motives	makes	sense	in	the	world	of	

Jungian	analysis,	it	fails	to	consider	other	possibilities	for	the	girl’s	lack	of	

appropriate	action	as	she	encounters	the	wolf	in	her	grandmother’s	bed,	specifically	

the	Christian	experience	of	sin	that	“blinds”	Little	Red	Riding	Hood	and	renders	her	

incapable	of	recognizing	the	presence	of	evil	in	her	midst.23	

In	yet	another	interpretation	of	the	“Little	Red	Riding	Hood”	tale	type,	

twentieth-century	French	folklorist	Paul	Delarue	collected	a	tale	called	“The	Story	of	

Grandmother”	that	comes	to	us	from	an	ancient	oral	source	and	more	than	likely	

influenced	Perrault’s	late-seventeenth-century	rendition	of	“Little	Red	Riding	Hood.”		

This	early	variant	of	the	tale	has	a	different	ending	from	those	given	by	Perrault	or	

the	Grimms	and	offers	important	clues	to	the	overall	meaning	conveyed	by	the	

story’s	teller	through	the	protagonist’s	actions.		In	stark	contrast	to	Perrault’s	

famous	version	of	the	tale	wherein	Le	petit	chaperon	rouge	is	devoured	by	the	wolf,	

																																																								
22	Bettelheim,	Enchantment,	169.	
	
23		Angela	Carter,	The	Bloody	Chamber:	And	Other	Stories	(London:	Penguin,	1990).		This	

work	gives	many	examples	of	feminist	interpretations	of	fairy	tales.	
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never	to	be	seen	again,	Delarue’s	protagonist	wins	her	freedom	from	the	wolf	with	

courage	and	wit.24			

	If	an	oral	version	of	“The	Story	of	Grandmother”	predates	Perrault’s	“Le	petit	

chaperon	rouge,”	as	Delarue	suggests,	the	changed	ending	becomes	significant	and	

warrants	investigation.		Perrault’s	alteration	of	Little	Red	Riding	Hood	from	a	clever	

and	confident	lass	who	can	take	care	of	herself	to	a	simple	and	gullible	little	girl	is	

relevant	to	the	meaning	Perrault	hopes	to	convey	through	the	story.		Perrault’s	

alterations	to	the	source	material	available	to	him	emphasize	the	pursuit	of	virtue	as	

a	vehicle	for	deepening	one’s	moral	understanding	and	actions.		For	Perrault,	every	

girl	has	to	learn	how	to	cultivate	the	highest	virtues	and	be	warned	against	the	

unseemly	sexual	advances	of	the	smooth-talking	“wolves”	who	gather	around	

them.25			

For	scholars	such	as	Jack	Zipes,	sexual	violence	permeates	Perrault’s	tale,	

making	the	entire	“Little	Red	Riding	Hood”	project	one	that	renders	women	helpless	

and	objects	of	derision	and	sexual	abuse.		“It	is	because	rape	and	violence	are	at	the	

core	of	the	history	of	Little	Red	Riding	Hood,”	argues	Zipes,	“that	it	is	the	most	

widespread	and	notorious	fairy	tale	in	the	Western	world,	if	not	in	the	entire	

																																																								
24	French	folk	tale	scholar	Paul	Delarue	believes	that	“The	Story	of	Grandmother”	was	the	

oral	tale	on	which	Perrault	based	his	rendition.		One	can	find	this	tale	and	Delarue’s	extensive	
commentary	on	it	in	The	Borzoi	Book	of	French	Folk	Tales,	trans.	Austin	E.	Fife,	ed.	Paul	Delarue	(New	
York:	Knopf,	1956),	230–31.		Commentary	is	found	on	pp.	380–83.	

	
25	The	lack	of	a	huntsman	to	come	and	save	Little	Red	Riding	Hood	is	perhaps	why	the	

symbolism	of	the	cape	being	baptismal	is	not	emphasized;	it	would	render	the	symbol	impotent	if	
there	were	no	saving	action	taken	on	behalf	of	Little	Red	Riding	Hood.	
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world.”26		As	I	found	with	Bettelheim,	there	is	some	merit	to	Zipes’s	argument	but	

only	if	the	religious	symbols	that	are	constituent	to	the	tale	are	stripped	of	their	

meaning.		On	the	other	hand,	I	agree	with	both	Bettelheim	and	Zipes	in	their	

assessment	of	Perrault’s	rendition	of	the	“Little	Red	Riding	Hood”	tale	being	about	

sexual	violence.		From	what	we	know	of	the	source	material	that	informed	Perrault’s	

rendition,	it	seems	as	if	he	purposefully	manipulated	the	oral	versions	to	make	it	

relevant	to	the	royal	circles	in	which	he	socialized.		His	rendition	is	a	morality	tale,	

and	given	the	lack	of	political	and	social	power	French	women	had	in	seventeenth-

century	France,	I	believe	that	Perrault	was	trying	to	do	something	for	the	young	

women	of	his	time	by	warning	them	of	the	sexual	violence	and	abuse	that	lurked	

around	every	corner.	

The	eponymous	red	cape	worn	by	Little	Red	Riding	Hood	has	deep	spiritual	

significance	when	it	is	associated	with	baptism,	confirmation,	and	the	Feast	of	

Pentecost.		Without	other	indicators	to	bolster	the	baptismal	connection	with	the	

red	cape,	the	symbol	loses	its	potency	and	ability	to	inform	the	tale’s	meaning.		

While	the	practice	of	adapting	a	tale	to	local	circumstances	and	cultures	was	quite	

common	during	the	oral	stage	of	its	development,	that	same	cultural	adaptation	can	

sometimes	obscure	the	tale’s	meaning	if	the	principal	symbol	or	symbols	(such	as	

the	red	cape	and	its	connection	to	baptism)	are	robbed	of	their	original	potency.		

The	Grimms	remark	on	this	by	stating:	“For	this	reason,	oral	narratives,	which	have	

																																																								
26	Jack	Zipes,	ed.	The	Trials	and	Tribulations	of	Little	Red	Riding	Hood	(New	York:	Routledge,	

1993),	xi.		This	work	chronologically	presents	thirty-one	variations	of	the	“Little	Red	Riding	Hood”	
tale	type	from	many	different	perspectives.	
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stood	the	test	of	time,	have	a	certain	intimacy	and	inner	effectiveness	that	other	

things,	which	may	on	the	surface	seem	more	dazzling,	rarely	attain.”27		

The	Grimm	Brothers	took	a	decidedly	different	course	of	action	concerning	

the	use	of	the	cape	as	a	symbolic	indicator	of	baptism	and	highlighted	its	protective	

powers	as	in	Egbert	of	Liege’s	early	prototype	of	the	tale.		The	Grimms	could	have	

excluded	the	cape	altogether	or	ended	their	tale	as	their	predecessors	did	by	

forgoing	the	rescue	of	Little	Red	Riding	Hood	and	her	grandmother.		They	did	this	

by	purposely	altering	the	tale’s	ending	favored	by	Perrault	in	order	to	provide	a	

decidedly	Christian	ending	in	the	rescue	enabled	by	the	Huntsman.		They	recognized	

that	this	tale’s	origin	was,	at	its	deepest	level,	a	reflection	on	the	Christian	life	and	

the	powerful	workings	of	grace	in	the	life	of	the	believer.	

Leaving	Home:	Inner	Obstacles	Revealed	

Little	Red	Riding	Hood	cannot	stay	at	home.		She	has	been	asked	to	journey	

to	her	sick	grandmother’s	house	to	bring	her	the	cake	and	wine	that	will	heal	her.		

On	this	path,	she	will	encounter	obstacles	with	which	she	will	have	to	contend	

because	that	is	the	nature	of	every	“path.”		How	do	the	obstacles	Little	Red	Riding	

Hood	encounters	help	us	understand	and	identify	the	core	meaning	of	this	tale?		

How	do	the	obstacles	help	shape	and	reveal	the	identity	of	Little	Red	Riding	Hood?		

It	is	my	theory	that	the	red	velvet	cape	that	identifies	our	heroine	is	the	key	to	

understanding	the	deepest	and	most	ancient	meaning	of	the	“Little	Red	Riding	

Hood”	tale,	for	it	does	more	than	identify	her	as	a	person;	it	identifies	and	defines	

her	core	being.		Like	the	red	tunic	in	Egbert	of	Liege’s	eleventh-century	poem,	Little	
																																																								

27	Jacob	and	Wilhelm	Grimm,	Annotated	Brothers	Grimm,	443.		From	the	“Preface	to	Volume	
II	of	the	First	Edition	of	the	Children’s	Stories	and	Household	Tales.”	
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Red	Riding	Hood’s	cape	possesses	special	powers	that	aid	and	assist	her	in	her	time	

of	need.	

To	demonstrate	how	the	red	cape	is	used	in	this	fairy	tale,	I	will	compare	the	

journeys	and	obstacles	faced	by	the	Norse	god	Odin,	the	Norse	hero	Sigmund,	and	

the	sixteenth-century	werewolf	Peter	Stubbe	with	those	of	Little	Red	Riding	Hood,	

paying	special	attention	to	the	role	obstacles	play	in	helping	reveal	one’s	identity.		A	

common	element	to	all	of	these	stories	is	the	use	of	clothing	as	a	vehicle	for	hiding.		

The	cloak,	wolf-shirt,	and	magic	girdle	worn	by	Odin,	Sigmund,	and	Peter,	

respectively,	merely	disguise	their	true	identities	with	invisibility,	allowing	them	to	

wreak	havoc	upon	unsuspecting	people.		Little	Red	Riding	Hood,	on	the	other	hand,	

cloaks	herself	not	in	invisibility	but	in	the	Holy	Spirit	given	to	her	at	baptism.		Thus	

the	red	cape	identifies	her	for	who	she	truly	is,	one	of	the	Christian	elect	destined	for	

salvation	by	virtue	of	her	baptism.	

Walking	The	Path	

One	day	her	mother	said	to	her:	‘Come,	Little	Red	Riding	Hood,	here’s	a	piece	
of	cake28	and	a	bottle	of	wine;	take	them	out	to	your	grandmother,	she’s	sick	
and	weak	and	she’ll	enjoy	them	very	much.		Set	out	before	it	gets	hot,	and	
when	you’re	on	your	way	watch	your	step	like	a	good	girl	and	don’t	stray	
from	the	path,	or	you’ll	fall	and	break	the	bottle	and	grandmother	will	get	
nothing.		And	when	you	go	into	her	room,	remember	to	say	good	morning	
and	not	to	stare	all	round	the	room	first.’		‘Don’t	worry,	I’ll	do	everything	as	I	
should,’	said	Little	Red	Riding	Hood	to	her	mother	and	promised	faithfully.	
	
The	normalcy	of	this	conversation	between	mother	and	daughter	belies	a	

much	deeper	tension	present	in	the	story	and	hints	at	the	first	obstacles	that	the	

path	will	reveal	to	Little	Red	Riding	Hood	as	her	journey	begins.		The	Grimm	
																																																								

28	The	word	cake	is	a	substitute	for	the	word	bread	as	defined	in	the	Grimms’	German	
dictionary.		For	further	exploration	of	how	the	word	cake	is	a	substitute	for	bread,	see	Murphy,	The	
Owl,	the	Raven,	and	the	Dove,	77.			
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Brothers	present	Little	Red	Riding	Hood	as	a	girl	possessing	both	outward	beauty	

and	inward	virtue,	yet	this	initial	conversation	between	mother	and	daughter	offers	

clues	about	the	interior	life	of	the	girl	and	the	obstacles	with	which	she	most	likely	

will	have	to	contend	as	she	walks	the	path	through	the	forest	to	Grandmother’s	

house.	

Mother’s	instructions	to	Little	Red	Riding	Hood	give	us	a	clue	to	the	first	

obstacle	with	which	she	will	have	to	contend:	how	her	curiosity	may	lead	her	to	

disobedience	and	straying	from	the	path.		This	obstacle,	revealed	by	the	

conversation	with	the	mother,	is	interior	to	Little	Red	Riding	Hood	yet	revealed	

whenever	she	ventures	from	the	loving	oversight	of	her	mother’s	care.		Mother	also	

reminds	Little	Red	Riding	Hood	that	her	curiosity	can	have	negative	consequences	

in	her	life	when	she	gently	reminds	her,	“‘And	when	you	go	into	her	

[Grandmother’s]	room,	remember	to	say	good	morning	and	not	to	stare	all	around	

the	room	first.’”		These	admonitions	from	Little	Red	Riding	Hood’s	mother	remind	

us	that	despite	the	girl’s	beautiful	appearance,	she	has	a	propensity	to	let	her	

curiosity	get	the	best	of	her,	which	can	lead	her	off	the	right	path	and	into	dangerous	

places.		Maria	Tatar	sees	in	the	mother’s	warning	the	moralizing	hand	of	the	

Grimms.	

The	Grimms	added	this	warning,	along	with	the	behavioral	imperatives	that	
follow.		Acutely	aware	that	their	collection	would	model	behavior	for	
children,	they	looked	for	opportunities	to	encode	the	stories	with	morals,	
messages,	and	lessons	in	etiquette.29	
	

																																																								
29	Jacob	and	Wilhelm	Grimm,	Annotated	Brothers	Grimm,	149.		This	citation	was	taken	from	

Tatar’s	note	3.	



	

	 50	

Tatar’s	observation	about	the	addition	of	morals	to	the	Grimms’	tales	is	

understandable	because	of	the	addition	of	the	behavioral	imperatives	and	has	merit.		

What	she	fails	to	understand,	however,	is	that	when	the	Grimms	added	the	behavior	

imperatives,	they	did	so	to	bolster	the	idea	that	the	obstacles	Little	Red	Riding	Hood	

encounters	will	reveal	the	human	tendencies	(such	as	curiosity	and	not	obeying	

commands)	that	can	lead	one	into	sinful	behavior.		The	behavioral	imperatives	given	

by	the	Grimms	actually	point	to	the	reality	of	sin	and	the	corresponding	need	for	

salvation	from	that	sin.		Because	Little	Red	Riding	Hood	remains	nameless,	I	have	

already	shown	how	the	Grimms	used	this	technique	of	universalizing	characters	in	

order	that	they	might	be	seen	as	representative	of	all	of	humanity.		This	is	the	case	

with	Little	Red	Riding	Hood,	and	so	we	can	also	be	confident	that	her	unnamed	

mother	is	a	metaphor	for	the	church,	thus	contextualizing	the	admonitions	given	to	

her	daughter	in	a	wholly	different	way	because	now	the	admonitions	are	meant	for	

all	of	humanity.	

What	is	being	revealed	as	Little	Red	Riding	Hood	walks	the	path	to	her	

grandmother’s	house	is	a	remnant	of	original	sin,	a	reality,	according	to	Christian	

tradition,	to	which	every	person	is	fated.		Original	sin	is	the	Christian	doctrine	

stating	that	each	human	has	the	stain	of	sin	on	his	or	her	soul	as	a	result	of	the	fall	of	

man	brought	about	by	the	sin	of	Adam	and	Eve.		The	only	remedy	for	that	

permanent	and	perpetual	stain	(which	signifies	death	and	the	absence	of	God)	is	the	

redeeming	power	and	grace	of	the	salvific	act	of	Jesus’s	Passion,	death,	and	

resurrection.		Original	sin	corrupts	every	aspect	of	human	experience	according	to	

Christian	tradition,	and	no	one	can	escape	its	effect	unless	he	or	she	knows	the	grace	
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of	baptism.		The	concept	of	original	sin	plays	a	large	role	in	the	theological	

conception	of	the	German	Reformed	Church	to	which	the	Grimms	belonged.		The	

chief	architect	of	the	theological	position	stressing	the	centrality	of	God’s	saving	

grace	to	rescue	humanity	from	sin	and	death	was	John	Calvin,	who	tells	us	this	about	

original	sin:	

Original	sin,	then,	may	be	defined	as	hereditary	corruption	and	depravity	of	
our	nature,	extending	to	all	the	parts	of	the	soul,	which	first	makes	us	
obnoxious	to	the	wrath	of	God,	and	then	produces	in	us	works	which	in	
scripture	are	termed	works	of	the	flesh.30	
	

Because	of	original	sin,	humanity	is	inclined	to	turn	from	things	of	the	spirit	to	

things	that	please	the	flesh.		Little	Red	Riding	Hood	has	not	yet	strayed	from	the	

path,	but	we	can	intuit	that	she	will	be	tempted	to	do	so	by	virtue	of	the	original	sin	

that	marks	her	humanity.	

Those	who	read	fairy	tales	literally	often	have	issues	with	the	fact	that	Little	

Red	Riding	Hood	has	to	travel	through	the	dangerous	forest	alone.		I	have	heard	it	

argued	by	some	that	Little	Red	Riding	Hood’s	mother	is	being	abusive	when	she	sets	

her	young	daughter	on	the	path	to	Grandmother’s	house.		After	all,	the	argument	

goes,	would	a	normal	mother	allow	her	young	daughter	to	walk	alone	in	the	woods	

at	such	a	tender	young	age?		Again,	if	one	proposes	a	literal	reading	of	this	tale,	then	

outrage	might	be	an	appropriate	emotion	to	feel.		With	that	said,	the	realm	that	the	

Grimm	Brothers	invite	us	into	is	far	from	literal	because	fairy	tales	are	filled	with	

metaphor	and	allegory	and	as	such	speak	to	a	deeper	reality	that	ultimately	brings	

forth	deeper	and	richer	understandings	of	the	human	condition.		When	mother	sets	
																																																								

30	John	Calvin,	Institutes	of	the	Christian	Religion,	trans.	Beveridge,	January	2012,	Loc.,	4860,	
Kindle	ebook.		This	edition	came	after	the	1541	edition	noted	earlier	and	has	some	additional	
material.	
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Little	Red	Riding	Hood	on	“the	path,”	“the	path”	becomes	a	metaphor	for	her	life’s	

journey.	

What	are	we	to	make	of	this	young	girl	setting	out	through	the	dangerous	

woods	without	any	obvious	protection?		In	one	modern	critique	of	this	action,	

psychologist	Eric	Berne	offers	these	words	as	a	response	to	any	mother	who	might	

encourage	her	daughters	to	engage	in	this	kind	of	dangerous	behavior.		Of	this	

dynamic,	he	writes:	

What	kind	of	mother	sends	a	little	girl	into	a	forest	where	there	are	wolves?		
Why	didn’t	her	mother	do	it	herself,	or	go	along	with	LRRH?		If	grandmother	
was	so	helpless,	why	did	mother	leave	her	all	by	herself	in	a	hut	far	away?		
But	if	LRRH	had	to	go,	how	come	her	mother	had	never	warned	her	not	to	
stop	and	talk	to	wolves?		The	story	makes	it	clear	that	LRRH	had	never	been	
told	that	this	was	dangerous.		No	mother	could	really	be	that	stupid,	so	it	
sounds	as	if	her	mother	didn’t	care	much	what	happened	to	LRRH,	or	maybe	
even	wanted	to	get	rid	of	her.		No	little	girl	is	that	stupid	either.		How	could	
LRRH	look	at	the	wolf’s	eyes,	ears,	hands,	and	still	think	it	was	her	
grandmother?		Why	didn’t	she	get	out	of	there	as	fast	as	she	could?31	
	

The	questions	asked	by	Berne	are	good	and	are	somewhat	understandable	given	the	

circumstances.		What	Berne	fails	to	realize	in	his	literal	interpretation	of	the	tale	is	

that	we	are	dealing	with	metaphors	and	allegories.		Fairy-tale	worlds	are	not	bound	

by	the	same	laws	of	nature	that	bind	our	world,	and	as	such,	we	should	never	

interpret	the	actions	taken	in	a	tale	in	a	strict	literal	sense.	

The	reason	a	“mother”	can	send	her	“daughter”	out	into	the	wild	by	herself	is	

that	a	“mother”	has	actually	walked	“the	path”	herself	and	knows	the	pitfalls	that	

await	her	“daughter.”		Metaphorically,	Adam	and	Eve	were	the	first	to	walk	the	path	

according	to	Christian	tradition,	and	therefore	the	mother	knows	that	the	path	is	

																																																								
31	Eric	Berne,	What	Do	You	Say	After	You	Say	Hello?:	The	Psychology	of	Human	Destiny	(New	

York:	Grove,	1972),	43.	
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dangerous	but	navigable	with	assistance.		The	mother	also	knows	that	her	daughter	

has	to	walk	her	own	path,	yet	she	is	confident	her	daughter	will	be	protected	

because	she	carries	with	her	items	that	can	offer	comfort	and	protection	in	her	time	

of	need:	the	bread,	wine,	and	her	protective	red	cape.	

Seeking	Wisdom	and	Faithfulness:	Identities	Revealed	on	the	Path	

	 Despite	the	difference	in	size,	strength,	sex,	and	age,	many	similarities	are	

revealed	between	Little	Red	Riding	Hood	and	the	Teutonic	god	Odin.		For	example,	

both	are	extremely	good	looking	and	are	recognized	for	their	beauty.		Of	Odin,	it	is	

said:	“he	was	so	handsome	and	noble	to	look	at	when	he	sat	among	his	friends	that	it	

gladdened	the	hearts	of	all.”32		These	flattering	descriptors	are	much	like	those	used	

to	describe	Little	Red	Riding	Hood.		And	like	Little	Red	Riding	Hood,	Odin	travels	

almost	exclusively	with	a	cloak	that	has	supernatural	powers,	although	his	cape	is	

used	to	conceal	his	identity	rather	than	reveal	it.		We	find	evidence	of	this	in	

“Grimnir’s	Sayings,”	a	poem	found	in	The	Poetic	Edda	that	details	how	Odin	

disguised	himself	using	the	blue	cloak	traditionally	associated	with	his	clandestine	

travels.	

In	“Grimnir’s	Sayings,”	Odin	uses	the	blue	cloak	to	arrive	at	King	Geirrod’s	

hall,	where	announces	himself	as	Grimnir,	which	means	“the	Masked	One.”		The	poet	

of	“Grimnir’s	Sayings”	describes	Odin’s	entrance	into	King	Geirrod’s	hall	in	this	

manner:		“He	was	wearing	a	blue	cloak	and	called	himself	Grimnir,	and	would	say	

nothing	more	about	himself,	though	he	was	asked.		The	King	had	him	tortured	to	

																																																								
32	Snorri	Sturluson,	“The	Saga	of	the	Ynglings,”	in	Heimskringla:	History	of	the	Kings	of	

Norway,	trans.	Lee	M.	Hollander	(Austin:	University	of	Texas	Press,	1964),	10.	
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make	him	speak	and	set	him	between	two	fires,	and	he	sat	there	eight	night.”33		Odin	

did	not	reveal	his	name	until	the	ninth	day	of	torture,	so	intent	was	he	to	hold	onto	

his	ruse.		By	virtue	of	the	fact	that	he	called	himself	“the	Masked	One,”	we	can	attest	

that	deception	is	somewhat	integral	to	his	nature.	

Like	Little	Red	Riding	Hood,	Odin	is	also	on	a	journey	but	one	much	different	

from	that	of	our	young	protagonist,	for	he	is	desperate	to	attain	wisdom	as	he	seeks	

ways	to	avoid	the	cataclysm	of	Ragnarok.34		Odin	travels	all	over	the	world	seeking	

wisdom,	yet	in	all	of	his	journeys,	he	has	not	found	the	answer	to	how	Ragnarok,	

“the	doom	of	the	gods,”	can	be	stopped.		No	amount	of	wisdom	can	stop	fate.		No	

matter	how	wise	Odin	becomes,	he	cannot	save	himself	or	the	world	from	the	

cataclysm	to	come.		He	is,	by	fate’s	decrees,	destined	to	die.		For	Little	Red	Riding	

Hood,	the	going	forth	from	home	does	not	concern	the	gaining	of	wisdom	(although	

it	is	a	by-product	of	her	journey);	it	is,	rather,	about	helping	her	grandmother	get	

well.		This	is	indicated	by	the	bread	and	wine	she	is	bringing	as	a	gift	to	heal	her	

grandmother.		

Even	if	we	identify	with	this	child’s	sweetness	and	attractiveness,	we	also	

must	recognize	a	disposition	inside	Little	Red	Riding	Hood	that	is	at	odds	with	the	

outward	beauty	that	initially	identified	her.		Unlike	the	mother	in	Perrault’s	tale,	

																																																								
33	“Grimnir’s	Sayings,”	in	The	Poetic	Edda,	trans.	Carolyn	Larrington	(Oxford,	England:	

Oxford	University	Press,	1996),	51.	
	
34	“The	doom	of	the	gods.”		Ragnarok	portrays	the	end	of	the	world	in	Teutonic	cosmology.		

The	poetic	version	is	found	in	The	Poetic	Edda	(“Voluspa,”	44–66),	and	the	prose	version	is	found	in	
Snori	Sturluson’s	The	Prose	Edda	(“Gylfaginning,”	50).	
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who	offers	no	instruction	to	her	daughter	about	the	dangers	of	the	forest,35	the	

Grimm	Brothers	emphasize	the	importance	of	the	loving	interaction	between	

mother	and	daughter,	recognizing	that	the	mother	is	actually	a	metaphor	for	the	

church.		Her	duty,	like	the	church’s,	is	to	help	Little	Red	Riding	Hood	understand	

that	evil	can	disguise	itself	in	very	appealing	ways	and	that	our	actions,	despite	good	

intentions,	can	lead	us	off	the	path	and	into	a	world	of	sin	and	death.	

The	Historical	Context	of	the	Wolf	

As	the	story	goes,	we	know	that	Little	Red	Riding	Hood	immediately	meets	a	

wolf	upon	entering	the	forest.		The	wolf	was	a	creature	both	admired	and	feared	by	

the	ancient	Germanic	peoples,	so	it	is	not	surprising	that	this	beast	would	become	a	

powerful	symbol	in	Teutonic	mythology	and	story.		Because	the	role	played	by	the	

wolf	is	so	constitutive	of	the	“Little	Red	Riding	Hood”	tale,	I	believe	it	is	important	

that	we	spend	some	time	exploring	different	aspects	of	the	wolf’s	cultural	and	

historical	significance	to	the	Germanic	peoples.		This	will	lead	to	a	deeper	

appreciation	for	the	symbolic	role	the	wolf	plays	in	the	“Little	Red	Riding	Hood”	tale.	

Our	modern	sensibilities	make	it	difficult	to	understand	just	how	much	of	a	

threat	wolves	were	to	both	human	lives	and	livelihoods.		In	many	places	in	Europe,	

the	wolf	was	hunted	to	near	extinction	(or	actual	extinction),	and	by	the	mid-

nineteenth	century,	wolves	were	so	scarce	that	interactions	between	man	and	wolf,	
																																																								

35	“One	day,	when	her	mother	had	done	some	baking,	she	made	some	buns,	and	said:	‘God	
and	see	how	your	grandmamma	is,	because	I’ve	heard	she	isn’t	well.		Take	her	one	of	these	buns,	and	
a	little	pot	of	butter.’”		With	a	similar	motivation	to	that	of	the	Grimms’	later	version,	Perrault	has	
Little	Red	Riding	Hood	take	her	Grandmama	a	bun	and	a	pot	of	butter	because	she	is	sick.		This	is	
meant	to	strengthen	her	Grandmama	and	give	her	comfort	in	her	time	of	need.		The	important	
change	made	by	the	Grimms,	and	the	indicator	that	the	meal	sent	to	bring	healing	to	Grandmother	is	
the	Eucharist,	is	the	addition	of	a	bottle	of	wine	to	accompany	the	bread.		This	change	also	
strengthens	the	position	that	Little	Red	Riding	Hood’s	mother	is	a	metaphor	for	the	church	because	it	
is	only	through	the	work	of	the	church	that	the	healing	effects	of	the	Eucharist	can	be	unlocked.	
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for	most	Europeans,	was	quite	rare,	even	in	rural	areas.		This	was	not	always	the	

case.		Up	until	the	early	nineteenth	century,	wolves	could	be	found	in	every	country	

in	Europe,	especially	in	northern	Europe,	where	the	large	forests	the	wolves	call	

home	are	still	prevalent.		Centuries	ago,	all	of	Europe	was	heavily	covered	by	the	

forests,	providing	ideal	habitat	for	wolves	but	also	increasing	the	chances	of	

encounters	between	wolf	and	man	due	to	the	proximity	of	the	animals	to	the	small	

villages	and	towns	that	lay	on	the	outskirts	of	the	forest.	

The	wolf	was	both	admired	and	feared	in	Germanic	culture,	admired	for	its	

beauty,	cunning,	and	strength,	yet	feared	for	the	harm	it	could	cause	to	both	people	

and	livestock.		Sarah	Higley	tells	us	about	the	general	attitude	that	many	had	

regarding	wolves	by	stating:	

First,	I	want	to	examine	the	ambivalent	prestige	in	which	the	wolf	was	
viewed	by	early	and	late	Europeans,	German	and	not	German,	as	both	an	
animal	to	be	admired	for	its	ferocity,	cunning,	and	teamwork,	its	virtues	
sought	in	putting	on	the	vargskin,36	but	also	a	loathed	and	despised	creature,	
cunning,	perhaps,	but	underhanded,	antisocial,	lawless,	grave	robbing,	oath	
breaking,	church	desecrating,	and	child	snatching.37	

	
French	scholar	Jean	Marc	Moriceau	has	done	extensive	research	into	the	

historical	interactions	between	man	and	wolf	and	has	concluded	that	wolves	killed	

thousands	of	people	from	the	fourteenth	to	the	twentieth	century.		The	wolf	was,	

and	is,	a	predator	to	be	feared.		He	comments:	

For	centuries	the	wolf	has	lived	with	man	in	the	same	territory	and	man	and	
wolf	have	had	long	struggles	against	each	other.		In	the	history	of	Europe	the	

																																																								
36	Literally	the	wolf’s	skin	that	men	would	put	on	and	therefore	be	endowed	with	the	

attributes	of	the	wolf:	strength,	cunning,	ferocity,	and	speed,	to	name	a	few.	
	
37	Sarah	L.	Higley,	“Identity,	Monstrosity,	Expulsion	Werewolf,”	in	The	Shadow	Walkers:	

Jacob	Grimms’	Mythology	of	the	Monstrous,	ed.	Tom	Shippey	(Turnhout:	Brepols,	2005),	339.	
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wolf	is	considered	as	the	first	enemy	of	man	and	fear	of	the	animal	is	rooted	
in	our	cultural	heritage.		Among	the	reasons	for	this	hostility	and	fear	that	the	
wolf	has	aroused,	it	is	necessary	to	understand	how	the	predator	attacks	
domestic	livestock,	which	brought	economic	harm	to	many.		This	was	true	up	
until	the	19th	Century.		But	beyond	this	reality	is	the	real	fear	of	wolves	
attacking	humans.38	

	
Given	the	real	danger	posed	by	wolves,	it	is	not	surprising	that	this	animal	holds	a	

special	place	in	the	collective	imaginations	of	preindustrial	Europeans.		“Whatever	

loyalty	a	wolf	has,	it	is	all	hidden	in	the	woods.		He	spares	the	hide	of	his	kin;	but	let	

every	other	hide	beware!”39	

As	the	Teutonic	peoples	moved	away	from	pagan	practice	to	Christianity,	we	

notice	that	the	wolf	began	to	be	increasingly	equated	with	chaos,	evil,	and	the	devil	

himself.	

The	wolf	is	a	compound	symbol	since	the	Grimms	also	were	aware	of	the	
Germanic-Christian	use	of	wolf	as	a	form	of	the	devil,	something	they	traced	
back	as	far	as	the	ninth-century	Heliand	in	their	materials	for	the	German	
Dictionary.		In	the	Grimms’	German	dictionary	we	find	that	the	entry	under	
“uses	of	the	word”	states	that	“wolf,”	under	biblical	influence,	has	primarily	
been	used	as	an	image	of	Satan	since	he	is	a	seelenräuber,	a	rapacious	
devourer	of	souls.40	
	
Rabid	wolves	would	especially	fall	into	this	category	because	they	were	even	

more	dangerous	to	humans	than	their	healthy	counterparts	due	to	their	

unpredictable	and	abnormal	behavior.		“Throughout	history	there	are	accounts	from	

Eurasia	of	single	wolves	rushing	into	a	farmyard	or	village,	biting	wildly	at	people	or	

																																																								
38	Jean	Marc	Moriceau,	“Man	Against	Wolf:	2000	Years	of	History,”	University	of	Caen,	

France,	October	2013–March	2014,	ccessed	September	20,	2015,	
http://www.unicaen.fr/homme_et_loup/_en/index.php.	

	
39	Egbert	of	Liege,	The	Well	Laden	Ship,	77.	
	
40	Murphy,	The	Owl,	the	Raven,	and	the	Dove,	78.	
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livestock	that	stand	in	the	way	before	rushing	off	to	the	next	village.”41		These	sick,	

solitary	hunters,	cast	off	from	their	packs	and	acting	chaotically,	embodied	

humanity’s	worst	fears:	powerful,	ravenous,	uncontrollable	evil	seeking	to	destroy	

and	devour	any	living	thing	it	happens	upon.	

Criminally	minded	men	were	often	equated	with	rabid	wolves.		Men	who	

were	solitary	by	nature	or	who	preyed	on	the	unsuspecting	were	believed	to	be	in	

league	with	the	devil	and,	like	rabid	wolves,	had	to	be	destroyed	in	order	to	purge	

the	community	from	evil.		These	antisocial	men,	who	chose	to	live	in	the	woods,	

were	avoided	and	feared	by	society	because	it	was	thought	that	they	were	in	league	

with	the	devil	and	as	such	were	given	the	power	to	transform	into	a	wolf	by	simply	

putting	on	a	magic	shirt	or	belt.		All	the	negative	connotations	humans	had	of	the	

wolf	were	now	projected	upon	these	loners	and	outcasts.		We	know	them	today	as	

werewolves.		Jacob	Grimm	comments	on	these	men	with	this	characterization:	

“Werewolves	thirst	for	youthful	blood	and	carry	off	children	and	maidens	with	

reckless	audacity.”42		

Dangerous	Transformations:	Man	into	Wolf	

For	the	ancient	Teutonic	peoples,	the	wolf	was	the	subject	of	many	legends	

and	sagas,	and	tales	of	their	monstrous	behavior	were	common.		For	example,	

Teutonic	mythology	notes	that	Odin	has	two	companion	wolves	named	Geri	and	

Freki.		Both	names	mean	“the	Ravenous	One,”	for	they	were	said	to	have	followed	

																																																								
41	“The	Fear	of	Wolves:	A	Review	of	Wolf	Attacks	on	Humans,”	NINA	(Norsk	institutt	for	

naturforskning),	last	modified	January	2002,	accessed	October	3,	2015,	
http://www.wwf.de/fileadmin/fm-wwf/Publikationen-PDF/2002.Review.wolf.attacks.pdf.	
	

42	Grimm,	Teutonic	Mythology,	1095.	
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battles	and	feasted	on	the	fresh	corpses	of	the	battlefield	dead.		“To	the	god	of	

victory	are	attached	two	wolves	and	two	ravens,	which,	as	combative	courageous	

animals,	follow	the	fight,	and	pounce	upon	the	fallen	corpses.”43		Famed	Norse	

scholar	Turville-Petre	tells	us	about	wolves	as	they	were	known	in	their	Teutonic	

context.		He	observes:	

In	Norse	tradition,	as	in	that	of	many	other	peoples,	the	wolf,	and	sometimes	
the	dog,	are	the	most	cruel	demons	of	death	and	destruction.		Such	beliefs	
could	well	arise	independently	among	peoples	who	had	experience	of	
wolves.		The	most	vicious	of	all	wolves	described	in	Norse	sources	is	Fenrir,	
the	chained	wolf,	who	lies	ready	to	spring	on	the	dwellings	of	gods	and	men,	
destroying	all	before	him,	and	in	the	Ragnarok	is	destined	to	devour	Odinn	
himself.44	
	

The	description	of	Fenrir	as	the	most	vicious	of	all	wolves	is	fitting	for	the	beast	that	

will	battle	with	Odin	at	Ragnarok.		In	an	interesting	turn,	Turville-Petre	tells	us	that	

Odin,	although	he	will	meet	his	death	in	the	jaws	of	the	wolf	Fenrir,	had	the	ability	to	

change	himself	into	a	wolf	and	might	have	used	this	guise	to	perform	sinister	acts.		

Turville-Petre	adds:		“Since	the	wolf	is	a	beast	of	death	and	of	war,	Odinn	probably	

appeared	in	this	guise,	representing	his	most	evil	and	sinister	aspect.”45		Odin’s	

identity	seems	to	change	with	whatever	guise	he	assumes,	thus	making	him	a	kind	

of	werewolf,	assuming	the	attributes	of	the	animal	when	in	that	form.		Regardless	of	

the	shape	he	assumes,	when	Odin	disguises	himself	in	the	folds	of	his	magic	cloak	or	

assumes	the	shape	of	an	animal,	he	hides	his	true	identity.		Unlike	Little	Red	Riding	

																																																								
43	Grimm,	Teutonic	Mythology,	147.		Also	found	in	The	Poetic	Edda,	“Grimnismal,”	

stanzas	19-20.	
	
44	E.	O.	G.	Turville-Petre,	Myth	and	Religion	of	the	North:	The	Religion	of	Ancient	Scandinavia	

(Westport:	Greenwood	Press,	1964),	60.	
	
45	Ibid.,	61.	
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Hood,	whose	red	cape	announces	her	identity	as	a	baptized	Christian,	Odin’s	shape-

shifting	and	cloaking	behavior	obscures	his.		Jacob	Grimm	astutely	notes	this	

masking	behavior	and	comments:	

Were	it	not	for	the	name	given	him	in	the	Grimnismal,	I	should	have	
supposed	it	was	the	intention	of	the	christians	to	degrade	the	old	god	by	
mean	clothing,	or	else	that,	wrapt	in	his	mantle,	he	was	trying	to	conceal	
himself	from	christians.46	
	
Well	into	the	nineteenth	century,	many	still	believed	that	humans	could	

actually	assume	the	form	of	the	wolf	through	magic	spells	and	incantations.		Jacob	

Grimm	points	us	far	back	into	the	ancient	history	of	the	Teutonic	people	in	a	search	

for	the	foundation	of	the	belief	in	werewolves	and	tells	us:	“A	son	of	Loki,	Fenrisulfr,	

(Fenris	Wolf)	makes	his	appearance	in	wolf’s	shape	among	the	gods;	no	

metamorphosis	occurs	more	frequently	in	our	antiquities	than	that	of	men	into	

were-wolves.”47		Loki,	the	father	of	Fenrir	wolf,	is	known	in	Teutonic	mythology	as	

the	father	of	the	gods’	enemies	and	is	associated	with	chaos,	especially	the	chaos	of	

the	Ragnarok.	

Snorri	Sturluson	describes	Loki	in	this	manner:	“‘Also	counted	among	the	

Æsir	is	one	whom	some	call	Slanderer	of	the	Gods,	the	Source	of	Deceit,	and	the	

Disgrace	of	All	Gods	and	Men.’”		Although	a	disgrace	among	the	other	gods,	Loki’s	

deceitfulness	is	masked	by	his	beauty,	much	as	Odin’s	cloak	masks	his	identity.		

Snorri	reminds	us	not	to	be	taken	in	by	Loki’s	beauty	because	it	often	hides	his	evil	

intentions,	much	as	the	wolf	will	hide	his	intentions	from	Little	Red	Riding	Hood	

when	he	meets	her	on	the	path	to	Grandmother’s	house.		Snorri	adds:	“Loki	is	
																																																								

46	Grimm,	Teutonic	Mythology,	146.	
	
47	Ibid.,	668.	
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pleasing,	even	beautiful	to	look	at,	but	his	nature	is	evil	and	he	is	undependable.		

More	than	others,	he	has	the	kind	of	wisdom	known	as	cunning,	and	is	treacherous	

in	all	matters.”48		

We	move	now	from	the	consideration	of	the	historical	context	of	the	wolf	and	

its	place	in	the	Germanic	imagination	to	the	consideration	of	werewolves	and	the	

historical	and	cultural	impact	the	belief	in	these	creatures	manifested	in	the	

medieval	Germanic	world.		Jack	Zipes,	following	the	detailed	research	on	

werewolves	done	by	Marianne	Rumpf,	notes	the	following:	

Superstitious	tales	about	werewolves	flourished	more	in	France	during	early	
Christianity	and	the	Middle	Ages	than	in	any	other	European	country.	There	
was	a	virtual	epidemic	of	trials	against	men	accused	of	being	werewolves	in	
the	sixteenth	and	seventeenth	centuries	similar	to	the	trials	against	women	
as	witches.”49	
	

Zipes	correctly	notes	that	tales	about	werewolves	were	didactic	and	served	a	social	

function	to	individual	families	and	to	local	communities.		Their	purpose	was	“to	

show	how	dangerous	it	could	be	for	children	to	talk	to	strangers	in	the	woods	or	to	

let	strangers	enter	the	house.”50		The	belief	in	lycanthropy51	was	very	real,	as	

attested	by	the	numerous	legal	trials	and	stories	that	captured	the	collective	

imagination	of	many	European	cultures	in	the	Middle	Ages.	

But	no	species	of	superstition	had	more	deeply	penetrated	the	entire	Mid.	
Ages	than	the	presages	known	under	the	names	of	aneganc	(an-gang,	coming	
upon),	widerganc,	widerlouf.		A	beast,	a	man,	a	thing,	that	you	unexpectedly	
encountered	on	stepping	out	of	doors	or	setting	out	on	a	journey	at	early	

																																																								
48	Snorri	Sturluson,	The	Prose	Edda,	trans.	Jesse	Byock	(London:	Penguin,	2005),	39.	
	
49	Zipes,	Trials	and	Tribulations,	19.	
	
50	Ibid.	
	
51	The	supernatural	transformation	of	a	person	into	a	wolf.	



	

	 62	

morn,	while	yet	the	day	is	fresh,	betokened	weal	or	woe,	and	admonished	
you	to	go	on	with	what	you	had	begun,	or	to	give	it	up.52	
	

This	description	of	a	werewolf’s	behavior	from	Jacob’s	Teutonic	Mythology	could	act	

as	a	basic	blueprint	for	the	Grimms’	rendition	of	“Little	Red	Riding	Hood”	because	

the	behavior	of	a	werewolf	that	Jacob	describes	mirrors	that	of	the	wolf	in	the	fairy	

tale.	

If	we	look	closely	at	the	Grimms’	text	of	“Little	Red	Riding	Hood,”	we	can	see	

the	connection	to	Jacob’s	musings	about	werewolves	because	immediately	after	

Little	Red	Riding	Hood	leaves	her	house	and	enters	the	forest,	the	wolf	presents	

himself	to	her	unexpectedly.		Following	Jacob’s	description,	Little	Red	Riding	Hood’s	

encounter	happens	early	in	the	morning53	as	she	is	instructed	by	her	mother	to	“set	

out	before	it	gets	hot,”	and	when	confronted	by	the	beast,	she	falls	to	temptation	and	

strays	from	the	path.		It	seems	that	Little	Red	Riding	Hood	has	met	a	werewolf	and	

does	not	realize	the	real	danger	she	is	facing.	

In	Teutonic	mythology,	the	transformation	from	man	to	wolf	was	usually	

accompanied	by	the	use	of	magical	clothing,	either	a	wolf-belt	or	a	wolf-shirt.		“Our	

oldest	native	notions	make	the	assumption	of	wolf-shape	depend	on	arraying	

oneself	in	a	wolf-belt	or	wolf-shirt.”54		“We	see	then,	that	the	transformation	need	not	

																																																								
52	Grimm,	Teutonic	Mythology,	1119.	
	
53	The	same	is	true	of	the	little	girl	in	Egbert’s	poem.		“When	the	sun	had	risen,	the	girl	now	

five	years	old	set	out	wandering,	heedless	of	herself	and	of	danger.”	
		
54	Grimm,	Teutonic	Mythology,	1094.	
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be	for	a	magical	purpose	at	all:	any	one	that	puts	on,	or	is	conjured	into,	a	wolf-shirt,	

will	undergo	metamorphosis.”55	

A	well-known	example	of	this	kind	of	transformation	is	found	in	the	

thirteenth-century	Icelandic	saga	entitled	Saga	of	the	Volsungs.		We	discover	in	

chapter	8	of	this	saga	the	hero	Sigmund,	along	with	his	young	son	Sinfjotli,	living	in	

the	forest	as	outlaws,	where	they	kill	unsuspecting	men	for	the	treasures	they	carry.		

One	cannot	help	but	notice	the	immediate	connection	found	here	between	the	

actions	of	Sigmund	and	Sinfjotli	and	the	characteristics	attributed	to	werewolves.		

Like	the	outlaws	they	are,	they	live	in	the	forest	like	wolves,	roaming	from	place	to	

place	searching	for	treasure.		Our	hero	Sigmund	has	much	in	common	with	the	

werewolves	he	is	emulating	because	he	too	is	a	brutal	killer	of	human	children.	He	

kills	his	own	nephews	and	attempts	to	kill	the	son	he	sired	through	the	incestuous	

relationship	he	had	with	his	sister.	

In	one	memorable	episode	from	the	Saga	of	the	Volsungs,	Sigmund	and	

Sinfjotli	come	upon	a	house	in	the	forest	where	a	magic	spell	has	been	cast	and	

mistakenly	take	the	wolf	skins	found	there	as	a	prize.		Their	action	is	a	mistake	

because	they	are	unaware	that	the	highly	prized	wolf	skins	they	steal	and	later	don	

have	magical	properties	that	are	dangerous	and	unseen,	for	once	the	wolf	skins	are	

put	on,	they	cannot	be	removed	for	ten	days,	thus	bestowing	on	their	wearers	the	

attributes	of	the	wolf.	

One	time,	they	went	again	to	the	forest	to	get	themselves	some	riches,	and	
they	found	a	house.		Inside	it	were	two	sleeping	men,	with	thick	gold	rings.	
A	spell	had	been	cast	upon	them:	wolfskins	hung	over	them	in	the	house	and	
only	every	tenth	day	could	they	shed	the	skins.		They	were	the	sons	of	kings.		

																																																								
55	Grimm,	Teutonic	Mythology,	1095.	
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Sigmund	and	Sinfjotli	put	the	skins	on	and	could	not	get	them	off.		And	the	
weird	power	was	there	as	before:	they	howled	like	wolves,	both	
understanding	the	sounds.56	
	

Sigmund	and	Sinfjotli	more	profoundly	experience	many	more	characteristics	of	the	

wolf	than	just	their	ability	to	communicate	through	howling.		The	father	and	son	

think	like	men,	but	they	hunt	and	kill	like	rabid	wolves,	striking	at	any	object	close	

to	them,	disregarding	everything,	including	kinship,	by	seizing	their	victims	by	their	

tender	throats	and	thus	rendering	them	incapacitated.		The	wolf	skins	so	masked	

the	identity	of	those	who	donned	them	that	even	the	sense	of	care	and	responsibility	

toward	one’s	relatives,	so	important	to	Germanic	peoples,	was	rendered	moot.		We	

see	this	played	out	when	Sigmund	turns	and	attacks	his	son,	Sinfjotli:	

Sigmund	bit	him	(Sinfjotli)	in	the	windpipe.		That	day	they	were	not	able	to	
come	out	of	the	wolfskins.		Sigmund	laid	Sinfjotli	over	his	shoulder,	carried	
him	home	to	the	hut,	and	sat	over	him.		He	cursed	the	wolfskins,	bidding	the	
trolls	to	take	them.57	
	
The	idea	that	people	could,	and	did,	transform	into	werewolves	was	a	given	

in	many	premodern	European	societies,	just	as	the	thought	of	using	diabolical	

objects	such	as	wolf-shirts	and	wolf-belts	to	manifest	that	transformation	was	

assumed	to	be	true.		Like	the	wolf	in	our	tale,	these	man-wolves	were	considered	

outcasts	and	social	misfits,	the	wolf	skins	not	only	masking	their	true	identity	but	

also	affecting	an	evil	change	in	their	behavior.	

Evil	in	Our	Midst:	Werewolves	on	the	Prowl	

I	would	now	like	to	examine	the	content	of	an	especially	riveting	historical	

event	pertaining	specifically	to	the	tale	of	“Little	Red	Riding	Hood”	that	took	place	
																																																								

56	The	Saga	of	the	Volsungs,	trans.	Jesse	L.	Byock	(London:	Penguin,	1990),	44.	
	
57	Ibid.,	45.	
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near	the	city	of	Cologne,	Germany,	in	1589.		The	trial	of	Peter	Stubbe	offers	us	real	

insight	into	the	motivations	and	actions	of	a	man	accused	of	being	a	werewolf	whose	

rapacious	appetite	for	human	flesh	was	well	documented	by	sources	inside	and	

outside	of	Germany.		Closely	examining	an	English	transcript	of	Peter’s	trial	will,	I	

believe,	shed	light	on	the	actions	and	motivations	of	the	wolf	we	encounter	in	the	

“Little	Red	Riding	Hood”	tale.	

The	man	at	the	center	of	this	sensational	trial	was	named	Peter	Stubbe,	and	

we	are	told	he	was	a	farmer	from	the	town	of	Bedberg	who	was	tried	for	the	many	

heinous	acts	he	performed	when	transformed	into	a	werewolf.58		In	the	English	tract	

detailing	the	trial,	Peter	proudly	spoke	of	the	many	evil	things	that	he	perpetrated	

on	unsuspecting	men,	women,	and	especially	children.		Details	about	Peter’s	exploits	

as	a	werewolf	help	us	understand	the	cultural	milieu	that	allowed	a	tale	such	as	

“Little	Red	Riding	Hood”	to	flourish	while	giving	us	insight	into	the	actions	of	the	

wolf	in	the	tale	being	studied	here.	

While	the	accusations	against	Peter	Stubbe	for	being	a	werewolf	and	his	

subsequent	confession	to	that	fact	might	have	been	dubious	by	any	stretch	of	the	

imagination,	the	certainty	of	the	presence	of	werewolves	(and	of	the	evil	they	

wrought)	was	a	given	in	sixteenth-century	Germany.		After	his	arrest,	Peter	openly	

confessed	to	many	hideous	crimes,	such	as	having	incestuous	sexual	contact	with	

both	his	sister	and	his	daughter,	siring	children	with	each	of	them.		He	also	

confessed	to	having	killed	in	a	most	gruesome	manner	his	only	son,	eating	his	brain	

and	leaving	his	corpse	to	rot	in	the	forest.	
																																																								

58	Given	that	Peter’s	trial	was	reported	as	fact,	I	will	keep	all	qualifying	remarks	out	of	my	
comments	as	they	may	blunt	the	power	of	the	written	account.	
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For	the	people	around	Cologne,	Germany,	in	the	late	sixteenth	century,	

Peter’s	dramatic	confession	to	being	a	werewolf	was	simply	confirmation	that	

werewolves,	the	embodiment	of	evil,	were	real.		An	anonymous	tract	written	in	late-

sixteenth-century	London	tells	us	about	Peter	Stubbe’s	life	and	deeds,	helping	us	

understand	the	way	in	which	men	claimed	they	were	able	to	transform	themselves	

into	these	murderous	beasts.		I	want	to	use	this	account	because	of	its	detailed	

descriptions	of	Peter’s	relationship	with	the	devil	and	also	the	relationship	Peter	

had	to	society.		Most	important	to	this	conversation,	however,	is	the	role	assigned	to	

Peter’s	wolf-belt,	the	article	of	clothing	he	used	to	disguise	his	true	identity	as	a	man	

and	transform	into	a	wolf.	

The	trial	of	Peter	Stubbe	offers	us	relevant	details	about	the	perilous	

relationship	between	wolves	and	humans,	and	Peter’s	actions	in	this	story	mirror	

those	of	the	wolf	found	in	the	Grimms’	version	of	“Little	Red	Riding	Hood.”		Given	all	

that	we	know	about	fairy	tales	taking	on	the	cultural	characteristics	of	the	place	

where	they	are	told,	it	is	not	beyond	the	realm	of	possibility	that	the	given	“facts”	

described	in	Peter	Stubbe’s	sixteenth-century	trial	became	a	constitutive	part	of	the	

“Little	Red	Riding	Hood”	tale.		

The	chronicler	of	Peter	Stubbe’s	trial	mentions	in	the	very	first	sentence	how	

those	who	follow	their	own	hearts	and	despise	the	grace	of	the	Lord	will	be	led	

down	a	path	of	destruction	and	ruin.	

Those	whome	the	Lord	dooth	leaue	to	follow	the	Imagination	of	their	own	
hartes,	dispising	his	proffered	grace,	in	the	end	through	the	hardnes	of	hart	
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and	contempt	of	his	fatherly	mercy,	they	enter	the	right	path	to	perdition	and	
destruction	of	body	and	soule	for	euer.59	
	

Our	commentator	clearly	draws	the	parallel	that	those	who	stray	from	“the	right	

path”	do	so	at	their	own	peril.		This	reminds	us,	of	course,	of	Little	Red	Riding	

Hood’s	mother	prompting	her	daughter	to	stay	on	the	path	lest	she	“fall.”		Failing	to	

remember	God’s	graciousness	and	mercy	is	also	given	as	a	reason	for	one	falling	

into	damnable	desires	of	magic	and	wickedness:	

…	insomuch	that	surfeiting	in	the	Damnable	desire	of	magick,	negromancye,	
and	sorcery,	acquainting	him	selfe	with	many	infernall	spirites	and	feendes,	
insomuch	that	forgetting	ye	God	that	made	him	and	that	Sauiour	that	shed	
his	blood	for	man’s	redemption.60	
	

Forgetting	the	beauty	of	creation	and	the	salvation	offered	by	God	to	baptized	

believers	can	have	diabolical	consequences.	

What	diabolical	item	allows	for	Peter’s	transformation	from	man	to	wolf?		

The	author	tells	us	that	the	devil	himself	gave	Peter	a	wolf-belt	that	would	allow	for	

the	most	frightening	of	changes	to	his	human	condition.		

The	Devil	who	sawe	him	a	fit	instruemet	to	perfourm	mischeefe	as	a	wicked	
feend	pleased	with	the	desire	of	wrong	and	destruction,	gaue	vnto	him	a	
girdle	which	being	put	about	him,	he	was	straight	transfourmed	into	the	
likenes	of	a	greedy	deuouring	Woolf,	strong	and	mighty,	with	eyes	great	and	
large,	which	in	the	night	sparkeled	like	vnto	brandes	of	fire,	a	mouth	great	
and	wide,	with	most	sharpe	and	cruell	teeth,	A	huge	body,	and	mightye	
pawes:61	And	no	sooner	should	he	put	off	the	same	girdle,	but	presently	he	

																																																								
59	Montague	Summers,	“The	Werewolf,”	in	The	Werewolf	in	Lore	and	Legend	(Mineola,	NY:	

Dover,	2003),	254.		Italics	mine.	
	
60	Ibid.		Italics	and	bold	are	mine.	
	
61	This	description	is	similar	to	the	description	given	of	the	great	wolf	Fenrir	in	The	Prose	

Edda	of	Snorri	Sturluson.		“Meanwhile,	the	Fenriswolf	advances	with	its	mouth	gaping;	its	upper	jaw	
reaches	to	the	heavens	and	the	lower	one	drops	down	to	the	earth.		He	would	open	it	still	wider,	if	
only	there	were	room.		Flames	shoot	out	of	his	eyes	and	nostrils.”		Sturluson,	The	Prose	Edda,	72.	
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should	appeere	in	his	former	shape,	according	to	the	proportion	of	a	man,	as	
if	he	had	neuer	beene	changed.62	

	
Like	the	wolf-shirts	worn	by	Sigmund	and	Sinfjotli,	this	girdle	is	a	piece	of	clothing	

filled	with	magic	that,	when	put	on,	transforms	the	person	wearing	it	into	a	

werewolf.		We	also	notice	that	the	author	of	this	tract	mentions	that	Peter,	in	the	

form	of	a	werewolf,	would	ravage	anyone	who	crossed	his	path,	yet	he	would	show	

a	happy	disposition	to	those	who	crossed	his	path	when	he	was	not	wearing	his	

wolf-belt.		We	have	a	similar	situation	in	Little	Red	Riding	Hood’s	encounter	with	

her	“friendly	wolf.”	

“And	no	sooner	should	they	or	any	of	theirs	walke	abroad	in	the	feeldes	or	
about	the	Cittie;	but	in	the	shape	of	a	Woolfe	he	would	presentlye	incounter	
them,	and	neuer	rest	til	he	had	pluckt	out	their	throats	and	teare	their	
lyontes	a	sunder….And	Sundry	times	he	would	goe	through	the	Streetes	of	
Collin,	Bedbur,	and	Cperadt,	in	comely	habit,	and	very	ciuilly	as	one	well	
knowen	to	all	the	inhabitants	thereabout,	&	oftentimes	was	he	saluted	of	
those	whose	freendes	and	children	he	had	butchered,	though	nothing	
suspected	for	the	same.63	
	
A	stunning	detail	about	one	of	Peter’s	female	victims	emerges	near	the	end	of	

this	brief	rendering	of	his	nefarious	exploits	that	informs	our	understanding	of	the	

wolf’s	behavior	in	“Little	Red	Riding	Hood.”		According	to	the	account	of	the	trial	we	

are	given	in	English,	it	seems	that	in	most	of	the	cases	where	Peter	murdered	

someone	under	the	guise	of	being	a	wolf,	there	were	some	remains	to	be	found.		It	

might	have	been	a	hand,	a	leg,	or	a	disemboweled	corpse,	but	the	majority	of	the	

time	there	was	some	trace	of	the	victim	found	that	served	as	a	reminder	to	the	

community	of	the	terror	hiding	in	plain	sight.	
																																																								

62	Summers,	“Werewolf,”	255.	
	
63	Ibid.	
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For	oftentimes	the	Inhabitants	found	the	Armes	&	legges	of	dead	Men,	
Women,	and	Children,	scattered	vp	and	down	the	feelds	to	their	great	greefe	
and	vexation	of	hart,	knowing	the	same	to	be	done	by	that	strange	and	cruell	
Woolfe,	whome	by	no	meanes	they	could	take	or	ouercome,	so	that	if	any	
man	or	woman	mist	their	Childe,	they	were	out	of	hope	euer	to	see	it	again	
aliue	mistrusting	straight	that	the	Woolfe	had	destroyed	it.64	
	

After	being	caught	and	subjected	to	enhanced	interrogation,	Peter	recalled	one	

particularly	gory	incident	to	his	captors	of	how	he	had	overtaken	through	the	use	of	

deceit	two	men	and	one	woman	in	a	single	night.		It	is	not	surprising	that	Peter	in	

the	guise	of	a	wolf	would	have	the	strength	to	murder	three	people	in	one	evening,	

but	it	was	the	deception	used	to	kill	them	that	struck	fear	into	the	hearts	of	those	

familiar	with	the	account.	

Concerning	the	plight	of	the	last	of	the	three	victims	he	lured	to	their	deaths	

before	being	caught,	the	woman’s	plight	is	especially	pertinent	to	this	investigation	

because	Peter	makes	it	very	clear	that	he	sexually	assaulted	her	prior	to	devouring	

her	entire	body,	finding	its	taste	“sweet	and	dainty.”	

The	woman,	then	seeing	neither	of	both	returne	againe,	in	hart	suspected	
that	some	euill	has	fan	vpon	them,	and	therefore	with	all	the	power	she	had,	
she	sought	to	saue	her	selfe	by	flight,	though	it	nothing	preuailed,	for	good	
soule	she	was	also	soon	ouertaken	by	this	light	footed	Woolfe,	whom	when	
he	had	first	deflowered,	he	after	most	cruelly	murdered,	the	men	were	after	
found	mangled	in	the	wood,	but	the	womans	body	was	neuer	after	seene,	for	
she	the	caitife	had	most	rauenouslye	deuoured,	whose	fleshe	he	esteemed	
both	sweet	and	dainty	in	taste.65	
	

This	poor,	virginal	woman	was	no	more.		So	rapacious	was	Peter’s	taste	for	her	

virginal	flesh	that	nothing	of	her	survived	this	encounter.		Again	we	find	a	striking	

resemblance	between	this	story	about	Peter’s	ravenous	appetite	and	the	Grimms’	

																																																								
64	Summers,	“Werewolf,”	257.	
	
65	Ibid.	
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version	of	“Little	Red	Riding	Hood,”	for	she	too	was	swallowed	whole	just	like	

Peter’s	last	victim.		Later	in	this	chapter,	we	will	see	yet	another	similarity	between	

this	woman’s	experience	of	being	swallowed	whole	with	that	of	Little	Red	Riding	

Hood.	

	 The	wolf-belt	given	to	Peter	by	the	devil	and	used	to	transform	into	a	

werewolf	hides	his	true	identity,	masking	the	human	dignity	at	the	core	of	his	being.		

In	the	Christian	moral	tradition,	this	is	what	evil	does:		it	distorts	and	masks	one’s	

soul	beyond	recognition	so	that	a	person’s	humanity	is	no	longer	recognizable	as	we	

find	with	Peter	Stubbe.		Because	of	original	sin,	humanity	is	trapped	within	a	context	

where	evil	and	death	are	unavoidable	and	constitutive	of	the	human	experience.		

Humanity,	if	it	wishes	to	be	saved	from	this	fate,	must	turn	to	an	outside	agent	in	the	

hope	of	being	rescued	from	evil	and	death	in	order	that	it	might	embrace	a	new	

understanding	of	the	dignity	of	the	human	person,	a	dignity	by	which	sinners,	

wrapped	in	the	cloak	of	baptismal	grace,	experience	everlasting	bliss	with	God	after	

their	earthly	lives	are	over.	

Into	the	Woods	

“Now	her	grandmother	lived	out	in	the	forest,	half	an	hour	from	the	village.		
And	as	Little	Red	Riding	Hood	entered	the	forest	the	wolf	met	her.		But	Little	
Red	Riding	Hood	didn’t	know	what	a	wicked	beast	he	was,	and	wasn’t	afraid	
of	him.”	
	
As	soon	as	Little	Red	Riding	Hood	enters	the	forest,	she	encounters	the	wolf,	

the	greatest	and	most	dangerous	obstacle	with	which	she	will	have	to	contend.		He	is	

known	and	feared	by	many	even	if	not	by	Little	Red	Riding	Hood,	and	her	lack	of	

fear	in	the	face	of	this	danger	is	noteworthy.		Even	the	youngest	listeners	of	this	tale	

would	know	that	wolves	are	not	to	be	trifled	with	and	that	encounters	with	this	
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beast	can	be	fatal.		The	wolf,	disguising	his	true	intent,	cheerfully	banters	with	this	

little	girl:	

‘Good	morning,	Little	Red	Riding	Hood,’	he	said.		‘Thank	you,	wolf.’		‘Where	
are	you	going	so	early	Little	Red	Riding	Hood?’	he	said.		‘To	my	
grandmother’s.’		‘What	are	you	carrying	under	your	apron?’		‘Cake	and	
wine—we	were	baking	yesterday,	and	my	grandmother’s	ill	and	weak,	so	
she’s	to	have	something	nice	to	help	her	get	strong	again.’		‘Little	Red	Riding	
Hood,	where	does	your	grandmother	live?’		‘A	good	quarter	of	an	hour’s	walk	
further	on	in	the	forest,	under	the	three	big	oak	trees,	that’s	where	her	house	
is;	there	are	hazel	hedges	by	it,	I’m	sure	you	know	the	place,’	said	Little	Red	
Riding	Hood.		The	wolf	thought	to	itself:	This	delicate	young	thing,	she’ll	
make	a	plump	morsel,	she’ll	taste	even	better	than	the	old	woman.		But	I	
must	go	about	it	cunningly	and	I’ll	catch	them	both.’	
	

What	is	the	cause	of	Little	Red	Riding	Hood’s	bravery	when	meeting	the	wolf?		That	

question	begs	even	more	questions.		Could	it	be	that	this	sweet	little	girl	already	

knows	the	wolf?		Could	it	be	that	she	is	protected	by	the	powerful	“magic”	in	her	red	

cape	or	in	the	healing	power	of	the	cake	and	wine?		Employing	modern	

psychological	insights	to	understand	Grimms’	fairy	tales,	Bruno	Bettelheim	believes	

that	it	is	important	to	understand	the	dangers	we	face	in	life	and	to	be	able	to	see	

them	clearly	if	we	are	to	understand	them	and	ultimately	overcome	them.		He	

argues:	

Little	Red	Cap	is	universally	loved	because,	although	she	is	virtuous,	she	is	
tempted;	and	because	her	fate	tells	us	that	trusting	everybody’s	good	
intentions,	which	seems	so	nice,	is	really	leaving	oneself	open	to	pitfalls.		If	
there	were	not	something	in	us	that	likes	the	big	bad	wolf,	he	would	have	no	
power	over	us.		Therefore,	it	is	important	to	understand	his	nature,	but	even	
more	important	to	learn	what	makes	him	attractive	to	us.66	
	

Although	she	is	naïve	about	the	full	extent	of	the	danger	in	front	of	her,	I	maintain	

that	Little	Red	Riding	Hood	is	not	afraid	of	this	evil	because	she	is	covered	by	God’s	

grace,	which	is	symbolized	in	her	red	baptismal	cape.		Bettelheim’s	insight	into	Little	
																																																								

66	Bettelheim,	The	Uses	of	Enchantment,	172.	
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Red	Riding	Hood’s	attraction	to	the	wolf	has	great	merit	but	not	for	the	right	reason.		

He	maintains	that	she	is	attracted	to	him	because	of	some	unresolved	issue	from	her	

childhood,	while	I	suggest	that	her	attraction	to	the	wolf	has	rather	to	do	with	the	

manifestation	of	original	sin	in	her	life.		We	can	intuit	also	that	because	the	wolf	

already	knows	the	place	where	her	grandmother	lives,	“knowing	the	wolf”	is	not	

confined	to	any	one	generation,	and	it	affects	us	all.			

So	he	walked	for	a	while	beside	Little	Red	Riding	Hood	and	then	said:	‘Little	
Red	Riding	Hood,	just	look	at	those	lovely	flowers	growing	all	round	us,	why	
don’t	you	look	about	you?		I	think	you	don’t	even	notice	how	sweetly	the	
birds	are	singing.		You’re	walking	straight	ahead	as	if	you	were	going	to	
school,	and	yet	it’s	such	fun	out	here	in	the	wood.’	
	
The	temptation	to	“have	fun	out	here	in	the	woods”	is	too	powerful	for	Little	

Red	Riding	Hood	even	though	she	has	been	aptly	warned	by	her	mother	to	not	stray	

from	the	path.		Here	the	wolf	does	not	tempt	Little	Red	Riding	Hood	with	promises	

of	gold,	beauty,	long	life,	or	miraculous	cures.		He	tempts	her	with	the	beauty	of	

creation.		The	revelation	that	the	obstacle	of	the	wolf	has	confirmed	in	Little	Red	

Riding	Hood	also	speaks	to	the	inner	obstacle	of	how	her	natural	curiosity	can	lead	

her	to	dangerous	places.	

Little	Red	Riding	Hood’s	natural	curiosity	and	desire	to	do	as	she	pleases	

puts	her	unconsciously	in	league	with	the	wolf,	whose	advice	about	enjoying	

creation	tempts	this	young	lass	to	literally	run	off	of	the	path	after	she	had	promised	

her	mother	that	she	would	“do	everything	that	I	should.”	

Little	Red	Riding	Hood	opened	her	eyes	and	when	she	saw	the	sunbeams	
dancing	to	and	from	between	the	trees	and	all	the	lovely	flowers	growing	
everywhere,	she	thought:	If	I	take	grandmamma	a	bunch	of	fresh	flowers,	
that’ll	please	her	too;	it’s	so	early	that	I’ll	still	get	there	soon	enough.		And	she	
ran	off	the	path	and	into	the	forest	to	look	for	flowers.		And	every	time	she	
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picked	one	she	seemed	to	see	a	prettier	one	growing	further	on,	and	she	ran	
to	pick	it	and	got	deeper	and	deeper	into	the	forest.	
	

Here	we	find	the	wolf	playing	on	Little	Red	Riding	Hood’s	naiveté,	her	natural	

curiosity,	and	her	desire	to	behold	beautiful	things,	as	well	as	her	desire	to	do	as	she	

wishes.		This	is	a	key	moment	for	the	tale	and	one	that	informs	a	Christian	reading	of	

it	because	the	obstacle	revealed	by	the	wolf’s	temptation	is	the	human	propensity	

for	disobedience.		Just	as	Eve’s	eyes	were	opened	after	she	eats	the	apple	from	the	

tree	of	knowledge	of	good	and	evil,	Little	Red	Riding	Hood’s	eyes	are	open,	and	she	

recognizes	sin	for	the	first	time	even	as	she	is	contemplating	the	beauty	of	creation.		

She	has	experienced	the	fall	and	is	caught	up	once	again	in	original	sin.		The	Book	of	

Genesis	chapter	3	states:	

Now	the	serpent	was	more	crafty	than	any	other	wild	animal	that	the	LORD	
God	had	made.		He	said	to	the	woman,	“Did	God	say,	‘You	shall	not	eat	from	
any	tree	in	the	garden’?”		The	woman	said	to	the	serpent,	“We	may	eat	of	the	
fruit	of	the	trees	in	the	garden;	but	God	said,	‘You	shall	not	eat	of	the	fruit	of	
the	tree	that	is	in	the	middle	of	the	garden,	nor	shall	you	touch	it,	or	you	shall	
die.’”		But	the	serpent	said	to	the	woman,	“You	will	not	die;	for	God	knows	
that	when	you	eat	of	it	your	eyes	will	be	opened,	and	you	will	be	like	God,	
knowing	good	and	evil.”		So	when	the	woman	saw	that	the	tree	was	good	for	
food,	and	that	it	was	a	delight	to	the	eyes,	and	that	the	tree	was	to	be	desired	to	
make	one	wise,	she	took	of	its	fruit	and	ate;	and	she	also	gave	some	to	her	
husband,	who	was	with	her,	and	he	ate.		Then	the	eyes	of	both	were	opened,	
and	they	knew	that	they	were	naked;	and	they	sewed	fig	leaves	together	and	
made	loincloths	for	themselves.67	
	
Little	Red	Riding	Hood’s	straying	from	the	path	is	inconsequential	in	her	eyes	

because	she	is	convinced	that	her	flower-picking	will	be	counted	as	virtuous	and	not	

a	liability.		She	does	not	recognize	that	any	straying	from	the	path	can	have	

dangerous	consequences	even	if	the	temptation	seems	to	be	good,	such	as	the	one	

proposed	to	her	by	the	wolf.		Often	when	we	think	we	are	being	virtuous,	as	the	tale	
																																																								

67	Genesis	3:	1–7.	
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suggests,	we	are	in	fact	serving	a	more	sinister	purpose.		Our	human	condition,	

marked	by	original	sin,	often	blinds	us	to	the	fact	that	our	motivations	and	actions,	

no	matter	how	noble	the	intent,	have	consequences	beyond	our	imagining	and	

originate	from	a	more	“wolf-friendly”	place	within	us.		Little	Red	Riding	Hood’s	

curiosity	has	here	become	an	obstacle	and	something	with	which	she	must	contend.	

But	the	wolf	went	straight	to	her	grandmother’s	house	and	knocked	at	the	
door.	‘Who’s	there?’		‘Little	Red	Riding	Hood,	bringing	you	some	cake	and	
wine;	open	the	door.’	‘Just	push	down	the	latch,’	said	the	grandmother,	‘I’m	
too	weak	to	get	out	of	bed.”		The	wolf	pushed	down	the	latch,	and	without	a	
word	he	went	straight	to	the	old	woman’s	bed	and	gobbled	her	up.	
	
Little	Red	Riding	Hood’s	naiveté	concerning	the	danger	posed	by	the	wolf	is	

somewhat	understandable	considering	her	youth	and	inexperience.		It	is	strange,	

however,	that	the	grandmother,	with	all	of	her	knowledge	and	experience,	is	fooled	

by	the	wolf’s	treachery	and	deceit.		Perhaps	the	grandmother	did	recognize	that	

“kin”	was	knocking	at	the	door	and	invited	him	in	anyway,	being	blinded	to	the	

danger	posed	by	the	wolf	due	to	her	own	corruption	by	original	sin.68		John	Calvin,	

theologian	of	the	Grimms’	German	Reformed	Church,	expounds	upon	the	concept	of	

deception	being	tied	to	sin	and	notes:	

Sin	is	said	to	lie,	but	it	is	at	the	door;	for	the	sinner	is	not	immediately	
tormented	with	the	fear	of	judgment;	but,	gathering	around	him	whatever	
delights	he	is	able,	in	order	to	deceive	himself;	he	walks	as	in	free	space,	and	
even	revels	as	in	pleasant	meadows;	when,	however,	he	comes	to	the	door,	
there	he	meets	with	sin,	keeping	constant	guard;	and	then	conscience,	which	
before	thought	itself	at	liberty,	is	arrested	and	receives,	double	punishment	
for	the	delay.69	

																																																								
68	“So	I	find	it	to	be	a	law	that	when	I	want	to	do	what	is	good,	evil	lies	close	at	hand.”		

Romans	7:	21.	
 
69	John	Calvin,	Commentaries	on	the	First	Book	of	Moses	Called	Genesis,	trans.	John	King,	

Amazon	Digital	Services,	2011,	Kindle,	chapter	4,	loc.	3930.	
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The	grandmother	is	deceived	herself	about	the	danger	at	her	door	and	has	not	kept	

the	constant	guard	Calvin	urges	the	faithful	to	keep.		Calvin	believes	that	the	sin	of	

our	ancestors,	Adam	and	Eve,	is	the	sin	we	still	face	today,	for	sin	is	always	

beckoning	to	us,	always	knocking	at	our	door,	always	luring	us	off	the	path.	

Because	of	the	universal	nature	of	fairy	tales,	the	spirituality	of	the	Grimms,	

and	the	clues	offered	in	the	text,	we	can	conclude	with	some	certainty	that	in	biblical	

terms,	the	grandmother	represents	our	first	mother	Eve,	and	Little	Red	Riding	Hood	

represents	humanity.		Both	of	them	are	“blind	to	sin,”	and	we	can	trace	that	part	of	

the	human	condition,	in	a	Christian	context,	back	to	the	Garden	of	Eden,	where	our	

first	parents	were	tempted	to	disobedience	by	the	beauty	of	creation.70	

Little	Red	Riding	Hood	and	the	grandmother	have	each	made	a	mistake.		Both	

are	unaware	of	the	presence	of	danger	and	evil	in	their	midst,	yet	their	inner	

blindness	does	not	allow	them	to	understand	the	gravity	of	the	moment.		Little	Red	

Riding	Hood	is	blind	to	the	danger	the	wolf	embodies	and	in	her	curiosity	and	

naiveté	follows	its	suggestion	to	stray	from	the	path	even	though	she	had	just	been	

instructed	by	her	mother	not	to	do	so.		The	path	has	revealed	an	interior	obstacle	in	

Little	Red	Riding	Hood	that	manifests	itself	through	her	curiosity	and	disobedience,	

which	in	turn	lead	her	to	stray	from	the	path.		The	grandmother	is	also	curious	and	

has	to	deal	with	the	same	inner	obstacles,	for	the	grandmother	is	“deaf”	to	the	

reality	of	the	evil	lurking	at	her	door	and,	shockingly,	not	only	invites	the	wolf	into	

her	home	but	instructs	him	on	how	to	open	the	door!		Both	Grandmother	and	Little	
																																																								

70	Genesis	3:	6–7:	“So	when	the	woman	saw	that	the	tree	was	good	for	food,	and	that	it	was	a	
delight	to	the	eyes,	and	that	the	tree	was	to	be	desired	to	make	one	wise,	she	took	of	its	fruit	and	ate;	
and	she	also	gave	some	to	her	husband,	who	was	with	her,	and	he	ate.”	
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Red	Riding	Hood	are	susceptible	to	evil’s	deception	by	virtue	of	their	shared	

humanity,	and	therefore	their	roles	in	the	tale	are	paradigmatic	of	the	human	

condition.	

The	Huntsman:	Salvation	from	Outside	

As	the	wolf	waits	at	Grandmother’s	house	for	Little	Red	Riding	Hood	to	

appear,	we	again	see	how	clothing	is	used	to	conceal	one’s	identity	for	the	purpose	

of	committing	an	evil	act.		In	a	seemingly	strange	turn	of	events,	the	wolf	disguises	

himself	in	Grandmother’s	clothes	and	waits	for	Little	Red	Riding	Hood	to	appear.		

Some	modern	scholars	such	as	Catherine	Orenstein	suggest	that	the	wolf	dressing	

up	in	Grandmother’s	clothes	plays	against	the	alpha	masculinity	usually	associated	

with	him	and	challenges	our	understanding	of	gender,	gender	norms,	and	gender	

roles	in	society.	

Cross-dressing	is	by	definition	subversive.		Dress	is	in	large	part	how	we	
distinguish	men	from	women,	and	when	a	man	or	a	woman	cross-dresses,	he	
or	she	challenges	our	understanding	of	gender.		But	the	cross-dressed	wolf	is	
not	merely	a	man	in	a	dress;	he	is	the	man	in	a	dress—that	is,	our	Western	
symbol	of	manhood	itself,	in	frills.		The	transvestite	wolf	takes	gender-
bending	to	its	symbolic	extreme.		He	is	the	ultimate	challenge	to	our	
understanding	of	male	and	female,	a	contradiction	in	terms.71	

	
These	are	provocative	words	that	are	meant	to	challenge	our	understanding	of	

modern	stereotypes	about	gender	roles	and	cross-dressing	in	children’s	literature.		

Orenstein	makes	many	valid	points	about	the	nature	of	the	wolf	if	the	“Little	Red	

Riding	Hood”	tale	were	to	be	analyzed	solely	through	the	hermeneutic	of	late-

twentieth-century	gender	roles	and	norms.		I	maintain,	however,	that	the	dynamic	

																																																								
71	Orenstein,	Red	Riding	Hood	Uncloaked,	194.		See	also	the	following	work	for	more	

information	about	queer	theory	and	its	relationship	to	the	Grimms’	fairy	tales:	Transgressive	Tales:	
Queering	the	Grimms,	ed.	Kay	Turner	and	Pauline	Greenhill	(Detroit:	Wayne	State	University	Press,	
2012).	
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at	work	in	this	part	of	the	tale	is	connected	to	the	use	of	clothing	to	mask	one’s	

identity	and	intentions.		The	wolf’s	dressing	in	Grandmother’s	clothes	is	not	about	

gender	fluidity	and	transvestism,	but	rather	corresponds	to	the	masking	behavior	of	

Odin,	Sigmund,	Sinfjotli,	and	Peter	Stubbe,	investigated	earlier	in	this	chapter.		

There	is	also	a	connection	between	the	wolf’s	dress	and	the	sumptuary	laws	

previously	examined.		As	we	have	already	discovered,	sumptuary	laws	were	meant	

to	help	people	delineate	class	standing	by	way	of	dress.		These	laws	were	also	used	

to	delineate	people	based	on	their	gender.		Therefore,	cross-dressing	would	have	

been	severely	punished	under	most	states’	sumptuary	laws.	

Then	he	put	on	her	clothes	and	her	nightcap	and	lay	down	in	her	bed	and	
closed	the	curtains.		But	Little	Red	Riding	Hood	had	been	running	about	
picking	flowers,	and	when	she	had	collected	so	many	that	she	couldn’t	carry	
any	more	she	remembered	her	grandmother	and	set	out	again	towards	her	
house.		She	was	surprised	to	find	the	door	open,	and	when	she	went	into	the	
room	everything	seems	so	strange	that	she	thought:	Oh	my	goodness,	how	
nervous	I	feel	today,	and	yet	I	always	enjoy	visiting	Grandma!	

	
By	putting	on	Grandmother’s	clothes	and	nightcap,	the	wolf	is	disguising	himself	

because	evil,	by	its	very	nature,	will	always	try	to	disguise	itself	in	the	hope	of	

catching	unwary	souls.72		“Death”	is	now	disguised	as	the	most	loving	symbol	of	the	

grandmother.		Death	is	now	in	Grandmother’s	bed—a	place	where	Little	Red	Riding	

Hood	has,	presumably,	felt	comfort	and	safety	in	the	past.		Perhaps	this	bed	is	also	

where	Little	Red	Riding	Hood’s	mother	was	born.		The	wolf’s	use	of	clothing	to	
																																																								

72	From	Proverbs	26:	24–28:	“Enemies	disguise	themselves	with	their	lips,	but	in	their	
hearts	they	harbor	deceit.		Though	their	speech	is	charming,	do	not	believe	them,	for	seven	
abominations	fill	their	hearts.		Their	malice	may	be	concealed	by	deception,	but	their	wickedness	will	
be	exposed	in	the	assembly.		Whoever	digs	a	pit	will	fall	into	it;	if	someone	rolls	a	stone,	it	will	roll	
back	on	them.		A	lying	tongue	hates	those	it	hurts,	and	a	flattering	mouth	works	ruin.”	
	 2	Corinthians	11:	13–15:	“For	such	men	are	false	apostles,	deceitful	workers,	disguising	
themselves	as	apostles	of	Christ.		No	wonder,	for	even	Satan	disguises	himself	as	an	angel	of	light.		
Therefore	it	is	not	surprising	if	his	servants	also	disguise	themselves	as	servants	of	righteousness,	
whose	end	will	be	according	to	their	deeds.”	
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deceive	connects	him	to	Odin,	Sigmund,	Sinfjotli,	and	Peter	Stubbe	because	they	are	

each	using	clothing	to	disguise	themselves	and	hide	their	true	identity.		A	clear	

congruence	has	been	established	between	these	characters	who	hide	themselves	

behind	others’	clothes	and	their	lack	of	an	identity	rooted	in	the	Christian	God.	

When	Little	Red	Riding	Hood	finally	realizes	that	she	needs	to	be	on	her	way	

to	Grandmother’s	house,	she	sets	out,	and	upon	arrival,	surprisingly	finds	the	door	

open.		Even	given	her	inexperience	and	naiveté,	Little	Red	Riding	Hood	knows	that	

leaving	one’s	door	open	in	the	woods	is	an	invitation	for	bad	things	to	happen.		Her	

sense	of	unease	at	finding	the	unlocked	and	open	door	is	genuine,	and	even	in	the	

midst	of	her	wariness,	the	wolf,	now	disguised,	is	able	to	continue	his	ruse	as	he	lies	

in	wait	to	capture	and	eat	her.		Evil	is	tempting,	evil	is	seductive,	and	evil	often	takes	

on	the	guise	of	the	good.		Grandmother	was	taken	in	by	the	ruse	of	the	cunning	wolf,	

and	now	that	he	is	disguised,	we	are	confident	that	Little	Red	Riding	Hood	will	soon	

meet	the	same	fate.	

Evil	thoughts	and	actions	are	often	disguised	and	passed	off	as	being	

beneficial	or	good.		The	effects	of	original	sin,	however,	often	blind	us	to	the	

presence	of	evil	even	when	they	are	staring	us	in	the	face.73		As	this	tale	continues	to	

unfold,	the	Christian	metaphors	and	allusions	become	more	and	more	apparent,	and	

the	reader	now	begins	to	realize	that	the	path	of	Little	Red	Riding	Hood	is	

metaphorically	the	same	path	that	all	of	humanity	must	walk.		What	the	Grimm	

Brothers	are	revealing	in	these	encounters	is	their	understanding	of	how	curiosity	

																																																								
73	See	Question	49,	Summa	Theologiae,	“The	Cause	of	Evil.”	People	always	will	their	acts	with	

the	hope	that	some	good	will	come	out	of	them.	
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and	the	desire	to	do	our	own	will	can	lead	us	off	the	path	that	represents	life	and	

prosperity	and	onto	paths	that	lead	to	the	death	of	body	and	soul.	

What	is	so	brilliant	about	the	portrayal	of	this	important	concept	in	this	fairy	

tale	is	how	human	“blindness	and	curiosity”	affect	different	generations.		The	

inexperienced	young	girl	and	the	experienced	mature	woman	both	have	to	grapple	

with	the	consequences	of	original	sin	manifested	in	their	lives.		This	then	signals	to	

the	reader	that	blindness	and	curiosity	are	somehow	an	integral	part	of	the	human	

experience.		If	this	is	the	case,	then	what	is	the	remedy?		Is	there	a	remedy?		The	

answer	will	certainly	reveal	itself	farther	along	the	path.	

She	called	out:	‘Good	morning,’	but	got	no	answer.		Then	she	went	to	the	bed	
and	drew	back	the	curtains—and	there	lay	her	grandmother	with	her	bonnet	
pulled	down	low	over	her	face	and	looking	so	peculiar.		‘Why,	Grandmama,	
what	big	ears	you	have!’		‘The	better	to	hear	you	with.’		‘Why,	Grandmama,	
what	big	eyes	you	have!’	The	better	to	see	you	with.’		‘Why,	Grandmama,	
what	big	hands	you	have.’		‘The	better	to	grab	you	with.’		‘But	Grandmama,	
what	terrible	big	jaws	you	have!’		‘The	better	to	eat	you	with.’		And	no	sooner	
had	the	wolf	said	that	then	it	made	one	bound	out	of	the	bed	and	gobbled	up	
poor	Little	Red	Riding	Hood.	
	
This	dialogue	illuminates	and	reveals	another	obstacle	that	Little	Red	Riding	

Hood	has	had	to	contend	with	on	the	path,	for	when	she	speaks	of	the	exaggerated	

qualities	of	her	grandmother’s	body	parts,	she	is	in	turn	admitting	her	inability	to	

use	reason	to	avoid	evil.		“‘Why,	Grandmama,	what	big	ears	you	have!’”		In	contrast	

to	the	wolf’s	big	ears,	the	“small”	ears	of	Little	Red	Riding	Hood	let	her	hearing	lead	

her	off	the	path,	being	distracted	by	how	“sweetly	the	birds	are	singing”	in	the	

forest.		“‘Why,	Grandmama,	what	big	eyes	you	have!’”		Little	Red	Riding	Hood’s	small	

eyes	were	not	focused	on	the	path;	they	were	focused	on	the	beautiful	flowers	she	

saw	in	the	woods.		Little	Red	Riding	Hood’s	eyes	have	also	failed	her	by	their	
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inability	to	“see”	through	the	disguise	of	the	wolf.		“‘Why,	Grandmama,	what	big	

hands	you	have!’”		In	contrast	to	her	own	hands,	those	of	the	wolf	are	big	enough	to	

grab	human	beings	for	murder	and	consumption.		Little	Red	Riding	Hood’s	hands	

were	used	to	gather	flowers,	thus	allowing	the	wolf	time	to	get	to	Grandmother’s	

house	to	eat	her.		“‘Why,	Grandmama,	what	big	jaws	you	have!’”	“‘The	better	to	eat	

you	with.’”		“And	no	sooner	had	the	wolf	said	that	than	it	made	one	bound	out	of	the	

bed	and	gobbled	up	poor	Little	Red	Riding	Hood.”		

Death!		Those	big	jaws	bring	death!		Her	deafness	to	need,	her	curiosity	to	

collect	flowers	in	the	forest,	her	making	of	bouquets	for	her	grandmother,	and	her	

inability	to	use	reason	have	led	to	the	jaws	of	death!74		Little	Red	Riding	Hood’s	

“sins”	are	not	hers	alone;	they	are	merely	representative	sins	that	stand	in	place	for	

every	person	who	journeys	down	the	path	of	life.	

Fenrir’s	Revenge:	The	Swallowing	of	Odin	

At	this	point	in	the	tale,	the	identity	of	the	wolf	becomes	clear.		Here	we	have	

a	still	more	ancient	tale	to	explore	from	the	Teutonic	tradition,	for	when	the	wolf	

swallows	Grandmother	and	Little	Red	Riding	Hood,	his	true	identity	is	finally	

unmasked.		This	wolf	is	actually	representative	of	the	great	Teutonic	wolf	Fenrir,	

who	at	the	appointed	time	of	Ragnarok	will	break	from	his	chains	and	devour	Odin	

and	the	cosmos	with	his	terrible	and	great	jaws.		This	is	the	fate	that	Odin	has	

																																																								
74	An	anonymous	version	of	this	tale	from	early-nineteenth-century	Denmark	called	“The	

Wolf-King;	or,	Red	Riding	Hood:	An	Old	Woman’s	Tale”	depicts	this	last	encounter	between	wolf	and	
girl	in	a	very	gruesome	way:	“His	hungry	teeth	the	Wolf-King	gnash’d,	his	sparkling	eyes	with	fury	
flash’d,	he	oped	his	jaws	all	sprent	with	blood,	and	fell	on	small	Red-riding	hood.		He	tore	out	bowels	
one	and	two,	‘Little	maid,	I	will	eat	you!’	But	when	he	tore	out	three	and	four,	the	Little	maid	she	was	
no	more.”	Found	in	Jack	Zipes’s	The	Trails	and	Tribulations	of	Little	Red	Riding	Hood,	132.		The	
complete	tale	can	be	found	on	pp.	129–132.	
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labored	tirelessly	to	avoid.		This	scene	is	described	in	The	Prose	Edda	as	the	final	

cataclysmic	battle	between	the	forces	of	chaos	and	order	at	Ragnarok.		The	

unknown	poet	speaks:	

Meanwhile,	the	Fenriswolf	advances	with	its	mouth	gaping:	its	upper	jaw	
reaches	to	the	heavens	and	the	lower	one	drops	down	to	the	earth.		He	would	
open	it	still	wider,	if	only	there	were	room.		Flames	shoot	out	of	his	eyes	and	
nostrils....The	wolf	will	swallow	Odin	and	that	will	be	his	death.75	
	

There	is	no	mistaking	the	mythic	nature	of	the	wolf	in	this	tale	because	he	is	the	

main	obstacle	with	which	Little	Red	Riding	Hood	and	her	grandmother	had	to	

contend.		Both	were	deaf	to	the	hidden	meaning	of	the	wolf’s	words,	and	both	were	

blind	to	what	this	creature	truly	was,	finding	themselves	utterly	incapable	of	

escaping	this	doom	through	their	own	effort.	

Rescue:	From	Out	of	the	Depths	

Having	satisfied	its	appetite,	the	wolf	lay	down	on	the	bed	again,	went	to	
sleep	and	began	to	snore	very	loudly.		The	huntsman	was	just	passing	the	
house	at	that	moment	and	he	thought:	How	the	old	woman	is	snoring;	let’s	
see	if	anything’s	the	matter	with	her.		So	he	came	into	the	room,	and	when	he	
got	to	the	bed	he	saw	the	wolf	lying	there:	‘So	I’ve	found	you	here,	you	old	
sinner,’	he	said.		‘I’ve	been	looking	for	you	for	a	long	time.’		He	was	just	about	
to	take	aim	with	his	gun	when	it	occurred	to	him	that	the	wolf	might	have	
swallowed	the	old	woman	and	she	might	still	be	saved—so	instead	of	firing	
he	took	a	pair	of	scissors	and	began	to	cut	open	the	sleeping	wolf’s	stomach.	
	
Enter	the	Huntsman,	the	mysterious	man	who	understands	the	danger	the	

wolf	represents.		As	he	happens	to	be	passing	by	Grandmother’s	house,	he	hears	her	

snoring	and	is	perplexed,	and	recognizing	that	this	is	not	typical	of	Grandmother’s	

behavior,	he	investigates.		Unlike	Little	Red	Riding	Hood	and	Grandmother,	the	

Huntsman’s	alert	senses	and	curiosity	about	Grandmother’s	predicament	are	what	

allow	him	to	find	that	“old	sinner”	and	bane	of	humankind.	
																																																								

75	Sturluson,	The	Prose	Edda,	74.	
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The	Huntsman	is	like	Little	Red	Riding	Hood	and	Grandmother	in	that	they	

all	share	a	common	humanity,	but	that	is	where	the	similarity	ends.		He	is	different,	

special,	and	his	judgments	are	not	clouded	by	original	sin.		His	curiosity,	a	liability	

for	Little	Red	Riding	Hood	and	Grandmother,	is	the	catalyst	that	spurs	him	on	to	

investigate	the	strange	happenings	at	Grandmother’s	house.		Not	being	distracted	

from	the	task	before	him	(hunting	this	old	sinner),	the	Huntsman	is	able	to	enter	

into	this	reality	as	an	outside	agent	to	save	Little	Red	Riding	Hood	and	her	beloved	

grandmother.		Again,	John	Calvin’s	thoughts	are	helpful	for	understanding	this	

concept.	

It	is	clear	that	God’s	grace	alone	deserves	to	be	exalted	in	our	election	only	if	
that	election	is	free.		However,	it	cannot	possibly	be	free	if,	when	he	chooses	
his	own,	he	calculates	what	each	one’s	works	will	be.		Thus	Christ’s	words	to	
his	disciples	are,	we	find,	true	for	all	believers:	‘You	did	not	choose	me,	but	I	
chose	you’	(John	15:16).76		
	

Salvation	in	the	German	Reformed	tradition	of	the	Grimms	was	not	something	that	

one	could	effect	on	his	or	her	own.		Salvation	is	not	something	that	one	can	achieve,	

nor	can	it	be	bought	with	fine	things.77		Salvation,	in	this	context,	is	a	gift	given	to	the	

baptized	elect	who	rely	on	the	saving	power	of	Christ.	

	

	

																																																								
76	Calvin,	Institutes,	469.	
	
77	In	the	Grimm	Brothers’	notes	on	Little	Redcape,	they	include	what	they	called	a	kindred	

story.		A	girl	is	to	go	across	the	country	to	a	wake.		Her	way	leads	through	a	dark	forest,	where	the	
grey	wolf	meets	her.		“Ah	dear	wolf,”	says	she,	“do	not	bite	me,	and	I	will	give	thee	my	shift	sewn	with	
silk.”		“Thy	shift	sewn	with	silk	is	not	what	I	want;	I	will	have	thy	young	life	and	blood!”		So	she	offers	
her	silver	shoes	and	then	her	golden	crown,	but	all	was	in	vain.		In	her	trouble,	she	climbs	up	a	high	
oak	tree,	but	the	wolf	undermines	the	root.		In	her	terrible	anguish,	the	girl	utters	a	piercing	cry.		Her	
lover	hears	it,	saddles	his	horse,	and	rides	with	the	swiftness	of	a	bird,	but	when	he	arrives	at	the	
spot,	the	oak	is	lying	uprooted,	and	all	that	remains	of	the	girl	is	one	bleeding	arm.	
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Calvin	concludes:	

At	the	same	time,	however;	what	I	before	said	must	be	recalled	to	memory,	
that	the	chief	point	of	well-doing	is,	for	pious	persons,	relying	on	Christ	the	
mediator,	and	on	the	gratuitous	reconciliation	procured	by	him,	to	endeavor	
to	worship	God	sincerely	and	without	dissimulation.78	
	

Interestingly	enough,	the	Grimms	put	an	additional	ending	in	with	their	original	text	

that	dramatically	differs	from	the	ending	known	to	most.		In	the	alternative	ending	

for	the	“Little	Red	Riding	Hood”	tale,	there	is	no	mention	of	any	huntsman	or	the	

saving	act	he	performs.		This	is	a	total	reversal	from	the	traditional	ending,	and	here	

we	find	Grandmother	and	Little	Red	Riding	Hood	conspiring	to	save	themselves	by	

appealing	to	the	wolf’s	most	basic	appetite	for	food.		They	do	this	by	pouring	

sausage-tinged	water	into	a	trough	into	which	the	greedy	and	overanxious	wolf	falls	

and	drowns.		Little	Red	Riding	Hood	then	goes	joyfully	home	having	won	her	

freedom	from	the	evil	wolf.	

The	Grimms	could	have	justified	using	this	ending	and	made	the	tale	about	

human	cleverness	overcoming	evil	instead	of	a	journey	of	faith	and	rescue	from	

death.		In	many	ways,	the	alternative	ending	is	as	charming	as	the	original,	and	I	am	

sure	many	people	find	it	appealing;	the	thought	of	these	two	women	not	having	to	

rely	on	an	outside	agent	to	save	them	would	be	a	powerful	expression	of	a	woman’s	

ability	to	forge	her	own	destiny.		In	the	alternative	ending,	the	heroines	ingeniously	

contrive	to	kill	the	wolf	and	thus	save	themselves,	which,	according	to	the	Grimms’	

sensibilities	about	faith,	would	have	been	impossible.	

																																																								
78	John	Calvin,	Commentaries	on	the	First	Book	of	Moses	Called	Genesis,	Amazon	Digital	

Services,	2011,	loc.,	3908.			
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The	alternative	ending	does	not	incorporate	some	of	the	most	important	

symbolic	touchstones	that	make	this	tale	special.		For	example,	in	the	alternative	

ending,	there	is	no	rescue	of	Little	Red	Riding	Hood	from	the	wolf’s	belly,	nor	is	

there	mention	of	Grandmother	being	refreshed	with	the	bread	and	wine	(a	clear	

metaphor	for	Communion).		Perhaps	most	importantly,	there	is	no	reason	for	our	

protagonist	to	have	a	red	cape	because	the	Christian	symbols	that	made	it	

significant	have	been	rendered	sterile.	

We	have	seen	in	this	tale	how	original	sin	leads	to	death	but	also	how	that	

death	is	transformed	in	the	end	through	the	saving	act	of	the	Huntsman.		To	be	clear,	

the	Huntsman	is	Christ	in	Germanic	form,	and	he	was	in	search	of	his	old	enemy	the	

wolf,	the	very	embodiment	of	evil	and	death	in	Germanic	culture.		The	saving	act	of	

the	Huntsman	reminds	the	faithful	that	their	souls	are	covered	by	grace	just	as	the	

red	cape	covers	the	body	of	Little	Red	Riding	Hood.	

Humanity’s	Rebirth	

When	he	had	made	a	snip	or	two,	he	saw	the	bright	red	of	the	little	girl’s	
cape,	and	after	another	few	snips	she	jumped	out	and	cried:	‘Oh,	how	
frightened	I	was,	how	dark	it	was	inside	the	wolf!’		And	then	her	old	
grandmother	came	out	too,	still	alive	though	she	could	hardly	breathe.		But	
Little	Red	Riding	Hood	quickly	fetched	some	stones,	and	with	them	they	filled	
the	wolf’s	belly,	and	when	he	woke	up	he	tried	to	run	away;	but	the	stones	
were	so	heavy	that	he	collapsed	at	once	and	was	killed	by	the	fall.	
	
This	penultimate	scene	of	the	“Little	Red	Riding	Hood”	tale	has	deep	biblical	

roots	and	is	reminiscent	of	the	story	of	Jonah	and	the	whale.		In	this	story,	Jonah,	

cast	overboard	in	a	storm	and	then	swallowed	by	the	great	fish,	prays	to	God	for	

deliverance	and	is	cast	forth	from	the	belly	of	the	beast	after	three	days.	

Then	Jonah	prayed	to	the	Lord	his	God	from	the	belly	of	the	fish,	saying,	‘I	
called	to	the	Lord	out	or	my	distress,	and	he	answered	me;	out	of	the	belly	of	
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Sheol79	I	cried,	and	you	heard	my	voice.		You	cast	me	into	the	deep,	into	the	
heart	of	the	seas,	and	the	flood	surrounded	me;	all	your	waves	and	your	
billows	passed	over	me.’		Then	the	Lord	spoke	to	the	fish,	and	it	spewed	
Jonah	out	upon	the	dry	land.80	
	

Jonah’s	experience	in	the	belly	of	the	great	fish	can	be	understood	as	a	metaphor	for	

death,	and	his	emancipation	from	the	belly	of	the	whale	as	a	sign	of	God’s	

willingness	to	rescue	those	who	call	on	His	name.		The	allusion	to	Jonah	goes	even	

further	because	we	can	see	in	his	deliverance	from	death	the	possibility	of	

deliverance	for	all	men	and	women	of	pure	heart	who	died	not	knowing	the	saving	

grace	of	God	through	baptism,	and	the	conferring	of	the	Holy	Spirit.		

The	important	similarity	between	the	story	of	Jonah’s	deliverance	from	death	

and	the	deliverance	of	Little	Red	Riding	Hood	and	Grandmother	from	the	belly	of	the	

wolf	is	that	all	of	them	are	saved.		If	the	Grandmother	is	a	metaphor	for	Eve,	then	

her	rescue	would	indicate	that	Christ	has	harrowed	the	gates	of	hell	and	rescued	

through	his	Passion,	death,	and	resurrection	all	those	who	have	gone	before	Him	

and	who	awaited	salvation	from	death	at	the	appointed	time.		Because	she	wears	the	

red	cape,	it	is	not	extravagant	to	suppose	that	Little	Red	Riding	Hood	is	a	baptized	

Christian.		The	grandmother,	a	metaphor	for	Eve,	is	not	baptized,	yet	she	too	is	

rescued	from	death.		I	believe	a	claim	can	be	made	that	elements	in	the	tale	alluding	

to	Jonah’s	story	were	added	to	give	hope	to	early	Christians	who	feared	that	their	

																																																								
79	Hebrew	word	of	uncertain	etymology	whose	meaning	could	be	pit,	destruction,	or	abyss.		

Traditionally,	this	is	the	place	where	people	went	after	death.		McBrian	tells	us	that	Sheol	is	not	to	be	
confused	with	hell,	which	is	a	state	of	eternal	alienation	from	God	because	of	sin.		This	passage	helps	
us	understand	the	profundity	of	the	trouble	that	Little	Red	Riding	Hood	and	Grandmother	were	
facing.		They	were	not	just	resting	in	the	belly	of	the	beast	waiting	to	be	rescued;	they	were	in	an	
abyss.	

	
80	Jonah	2:	1–3,	10.	
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ancestors	would	not	be	rescued	from	death	because	they	were	not	baptized	and	

therefore	had	no	knowledge	of	the	Christian	God.		This	powerful	allusion	to	Jonah’s	

experience	of	rescue	from	death	would	have	given	spiritual	succor	to	those	

Germanic	pagans	who	heard	it	because	it	demonstrates	that	God’s	willingness	to	

bring	life	out	of	death	can	extend	to	those	who	do	not	know	baptism.		Little	Red	

Riding	Hood	and	Grandmother’s	path	has	revealed	to	us	that	they	are,	by	virtue	of	

God’s	saving	grace,	fated	for	salvation.81	

The	devouring	of	Little	Red	Riding	Hood	and	Grandmother	by	the	wolf	also	

suggests	a	connection	to	the	mythical	events	of	Ragnarok.		The	events	of	Ragnarok	

can	be	found	in	both	The	Poetic	and	Prose	Eddas,	and	comparisons	can	be	drawn	

between	the	events	of	Ragnarok	and	the	“Little	Red	Riding	Hood”	tale	in	a	number	of	

ways.		As	for	parallels,	we	find	in	The	Prose	Edda	a	description	of	Ragnarok	that	

details	the	great	battle	between	the	great	wolf	Fenrir	and	the	chief	Teutonic	god	

Odin,	wherein	Fenrir	devours	Odin	whole.		The	same	is	true	with	the	wolf,	Little	Red	

Riding	Hood,	and	Grandmother,	for	they	too	are	swallowed	whole.	

A	sharp	distinction	realized	in	the	aftermath	of	the	events	of	Ragnarok	that	

adds	credence	to	the	Christian	interpretation	of	the	tale	finds	that	Little	Red	Riding	

Hood	and	Grandmother	were	both	protected	from	harm	while	awaiting	their	rescue,	

yet	Odin,	the	All-Father	and	wisest	of	gods,	does	not	emerge	from	the	belly	of	Fenrir	

even	though	his	son	Vidar	immediately	comes	to	his	rescue	and	rips	the	beast	open	

																																																								
81	Revelation	7:	13–14:	“Then	one	of	the	elders	addressed	me,	saying,	‘Who	are	these,	

clothed	in	white	robes,	and	whence	have	they	come?’		I	said	to	him,	‘Sir,	you	know.’		And	he	said	to	
me,	‘These	are	they	who	have	come	out	of	the	great	tribulation;	they	have	washed	their	robes	and	
made	them	white	in	the	blood	of	the	Lamb.’”	
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in	an	attempt	to	save	his	father.		Snorri	describes	Odin’s	battle	with	Fenrir	and	

subsequent	death	in	this	fashion:	

The	wolf	will	swallow	Odin	and	that	will	be	his	death.		But	immediately	
afterwards	Vidar	will	stride	forward	and	thrust	one	of	his	feet	into	the	lower	
jaw	of	the	wolf….With	one	hand	he	takes	hold	of	the	wolf’s	upper	jaw	and	
rips	apart	its	mouth,	and	this	will	be	the	wolf’s	death.82	
	
No	later	mention	is	made	of	Odin	in	The	Prose	Edda	because	Odin	is	no	more.		

All	of	the	sacrifices	Odin	made	in	an	attempt	to	stave	off	the	day	of	Ragnarok	were	

for	naught:	fate	could	not	be	stopped.83			Significantly,	we	do	not	have	any	hint	of	

Odin	surviving	Ragnarok,	not	even	his	dead	body.		If	one	interprets	this	tale	from	a	

Christian	perspective,	one	notices	the	difference	in	outcomes	between	Little	Red	

Riding	Hood	and	Odin.		Odin,	for	all	his	wisdom	and	power,	could	not	stop	Ragnarok	

because	he,	like	all	living	things,	was	subject	to	the	unalterable	fate	cast	at	the	

beginning	of	time.		Jesus,	on	the	other	hand,	through	his	Passion,	death,	and	

resurrection,	turned	fate	on	its	head	and	moved	past	the	realm	of	the	dead	to	the	

land	of	eternal	life.		Unlike	Odin,	Jesus’s	sacrifice	ended	death	for	all	those	who	are	

baptized	and	cleansed	from	their	original	sin	as	well	as	those	who	seek	goodness	in	

their	lives.		To	be	sure,	the	believer	is	still	subject	to	sin	in	his	or	her	life,	just	as	he	or	

she	is	subject	to	death.		But	in	the	Christian	context,	the	sting	of	sin	and	death	is	

																																																								
82	Sturluson,	The	Prose	Edda,	73.	
	
83	The	Poetic	Edda,	34.		Odin	sacrifices	himself	for	nine	days	on	the	great	tree	Yggdrasil	to	

acquire	wisdom	in	order	to	stave	off	the	events	of	Ragnarok.		This	is	found	in	The	Poetic	Edda	and	is	
entitled	“Havamal.”	Stanzas	138–145	detail	this	self-sacrifice.		Odin	also	sacrifices	an	eye	in	order	to	
gain	wisdom,	and	this	account	is	also	found	in	The	Poetic	Edda’s	poem	“Seeress’s	Prophecy,”	stanza	
28.	
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mitigated	and	transformed	through	the	saving	act	of	Christ.		“Life	has	changed,	not	

ended.”84	

How	is	it	that	Little	Red	Riding	Hood	and	Grandmother	survive	their	ordeal	

in	the	belly	of	the	wolf	when	even	the	great	god	Odin	could	not	survive?		The	clear	

distinction	between	Odin	and	those	of	the	“old	religion,”	and	Little	Red	Riding	Hood	

and	those	of	the	new	Christian	religion,	concerns	the	protective	power	of	the	Holy	

Spirit	received	at	baptism	and	symbolized	by	the	red	cape.	

The	red	cape	is	more	than	a	luxurious	gift	from	Grandmother.		The	cape	

actually	reveals	the	true	identity	of	Little	Red	Riding	Hood	(and	by	extension	all	the	

faithful)	as	a	child	of	God	saved	by	the	power	of	God’s	grace.85		Unlike	the	magic	

girdle	worn	by	the	werewolf	Peter	Stubbe,	which	disguises	and	distorts	his	true	

identity,	the	red	cape	of	Little	Red	Riding	Hood	reveals	her	true	identity:	a	child	who	

is	rescued	from	the	consequences	of	sin	and	death	by	the	waters	of	baptism.		The	

cape	represents	being	sealed	with	the	gift	of	the	Holy	Spirit	and	the	protective	

power	of	Christ’s	saving	act.		That	is	why	Little	Red	Riding	Hood	and	Grandmother	

do	not	have	to	“do”	anything	in	order	to	be	saved.	86	

It	is	no	accident	that	the	red	cape	worn	by	Little	Red	Riding	Hood	is	the	first	

thing	mentioned	as	she	and	Grandmother	are	being	cut	out	of	the	wolf’s	belly.		We	

can	be	certain	of	the	protective	properties	the	Holy	Spirit	has	given	that	cape:	

																																																								
84	From	the	“Preface	for	Funerals,”	Roman	Missal.	
	
85	“You	have	clothed	yourself	in	Christ.		See	in	this	garment	the	outward	sign	of	your	

Christian	dignity.		With	your	family	and	friends	to	help	you	by	word	and	example,	bring	that	dignity	
unstained	into	the	everlasting	life	of	heaven”	(taken	from	the	Catholic	baptismal	rite).	

	
86	Psalm	23:	4:	Even	though	I	walk	through	the	darkest	valley,	I	fear	no	evil;	for	you	are	with	

me,	your	rod	and	your	staff	they	comfort	me.	



	

	 89	

“When	he	had	made	a	snip	or	two,	he	saw	the	bright	red	of	the	little	girl’s	cape,	and	

after	another	few	snips	she	jumped	out	and	cried:	‘Oh,	how	frightened	I	was,	how	

dark	it	was	inside	the	wolf.’”		Eyes	of	faith	tell	us	that	her	red	cape	is	what	protected	

her	from	harm	as	she	lay	in	the	belly	of	the	wolf.		Analogous	to	the	harrowing	of	hell,	

Christ,	in	the	guise	of	the	Huntsman,	has	brought	forth	from	the	darkness	of	oblivion	

Little	Red	Riding	Hood,	Grandmother,	and	all	the	deserving	souls	who	have	been	

awaiting	salvation.	

The	path	that	Little	Red	Riding	Hood	took	to	her	grandmother’s	house	

represents	her	life’s	journey.		She	had	to	face	many	obstacles	on	her	journey	and	

needed	special	help	in	the	form	of	her	protective	cape	to	overcome	the	obstacles	of	a	

wayward	curiosity,	her	inability	to	use	reason	to	save	herself,	and	finally,	being	

devoured	by	the	wolf.	

The	cake	and	the	wine	carried	by	Little	Red	Riding	Hood,	representing	the	

Eucharist,	also	bring	a	healing	strength	to	those	who	possess	them.		When	

Grandmother,	who	made	the	cape,	eats	the	cake	and	drinks	the	wine,	she	and	all	the	

descendants	of	Eve	find	renewed	strength	and	are	brought	to	new	life	in	the	Spirit.		

When	we	stray	off	the	path,	however,	we	are	confronted	with	the	wolves	of	society	

and	must	face	the	sharp	teeth	and	powerful	jaws	that	can	rip	a	person	to	shreds	

literally	or	figuratively.		Given	this,	the	Christian	is	assured	that	the	cake,	wine,	and	

saving	power	of	baptism	(represented	by	the	red	cape)	assure	a	renewal	of	life	even	

when	the	wolf’s	jaws	close	in	death.
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CHAPTER	3	

BRIAR-	ROSE:	THE	SLEEP	OF	THE	JUST	

In	the	story	of	“Sleeping	Beauty,”	or	in	Luke’s	translation	“Briar-Rose,”	the	

ancient	theme	of	fate	is	told	in	a	very	Germanic	way	yet	interpreted	in	the	distinctly	

Christian	context	of	salvation.		The	deepest	roots	of	the	“Briar-Rose”	fairy	tale	are	

firmly	planted	in	pre-Christian	Germanic	soil,	but	that	soil	is	also	enriched	with	

Christian	symbols	and	motifs.		With	the	earlier	Germanic	tradition,	fate	and	time	

(and	their	attachment	to	human	mortality)	are	the	backdrop	for	the	cosmic	world	

order	and	the	laws	to	which	all	are	subjected.		These	threads	have	been	subtly	

woven	into	the	Grimms’	fairy	tales,	and	we	can	find	traces	of	their	existence	

throughout	the	“Briar-Rose”	tale.		The	obstacles	that	Briar-Rose	will	encounter	all	

reveal	some	aspect	of	the	story	that	pertains	to	fate	and	its	connection	to	death.		

Here,	fate	is	representative	of	man’s	allotted	life	span,	and	we	recognize	by	the	

presence	of	the	old	woman	continuously	spinning	at	the	heart	of	the	castle	that	the	

conceptualization	of	fate	and	time	is	a	central	motif	of	the	“Briar-Rose”	tale.	

When	we	encounter	the	obstacles	in	this	tale—barrenness,	deadly	curses,	

spindles,	and	thorn	hedges—we	recognize	that	they	actually	point	to	and	reveal	old	

Germanic	and	Christian	truths	about	the	role	fate	and	time	play	in	shaping	one’s	

understanding	of	death	and	the	afterlife.		Through	an	examination	of	the	obstacles	

present	in	the	“Briar-Rose”	tale,	I	hope	to	show	the	Grimms’	deep	awareness	of	the	

ancient	religious	symbols	and	beliefs	of	the	Germanic	peoples	as	these	symbols	

were	gradually	transformed	and	distilled	through	Christian	revelation	to	give	new	

meaning	to	fate’s	role	in	assigning	each	person’s	life	span.	
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There	was	a	natural	tension	played	out	in	medieval	European	history	

between	pagan	beliefs	regarding	fate	(and	how	that	shapes	one’s	life	and	death)	and	

the	Christian	belief	that	faith	in	Christ	points	beyond	death	to	everlasting	life.		In	

ancient	Teutonic	religious	belief,	on	the	day	of	each	person’s	birth,	the	Norns,	or	

Fates,	begin	to	spin	the	threads	that	will	encompass	the	life	span	of	that	person.		

“Norns	are	called	those	women	who	shape	what	must	be.”1		They	alone	spin	and	

weave	the	thread,	and	they	alone	measure	the	span.		The	destinies	spun	by	the	

Norns	can	be	ignored,	cursed,	embraced,	and	sometimes	mitigated,	but	they	can	

never	be	undone.		By	investigating	the	obstacles	found	in	the	“Briar-Rose”	fairy	tale,	

I	will	uncover	and	illuminate	the	ancient	Germanic	symbols	and	rituals	that	shaped	

the	notions	of	fate	in	the	story	and	then	discuss	the	distinctive	Christian	symbols	

that	now	make	fated	death	a	sign	of	new	life	in	the	Spirit.	

In	the	first	part	of	this	chapter,	I	will	explore	the	history	of	the	“Briar-Rose”	

tale	and	how	the	Grimm	Brothers	discarded	certain	“un-German”	aspects	of	it	while	

bolstering	the	symbols	that	gave	voice	to	the	Teutonic	symbols	that	are	foundational	

to	the	story.		Then	I	will	closely	investigate	the	particular	passages	of	“Briar-Rose”	

through	the	obstacles	encountered,	all	of	which	deal	with	some	aspect	of	fate	and	its	

relationship	to	time	and	death.		In	doing	so,	I	hope	to	bring	forth	the	remnants	of	

ancient	Germanic	mythological	symbols	hidden	in	the	tale	that	express	fate	and	time	

and	its	connection	to	human	mortality,	while	noting	the	later	infusion	of	Christian	

																																																								
1	John	Lindow,	Norse	Mythology:	A	Guide	to	the	Gods,	Heroes,	Rituals,	and	Beliefs	(Oxford,	UK:	

Oxford	University	Press,	2001),	244.		The	Norns	are	often	known	as	the	Fates	in	other	traditions,	but	
in	Teutonic	mythology,	they	are	named	Urd	(past),	Verlandi	(present),	and	Skuld	(what	will	be).		The	
Norns	visit	each	child	when	they	are	born	to	shape	their	life	and	determine	a	life	span.		Their	decrees	
cannot	be	overturned.”			
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symbols	that	led	to	the	creation	of	the	dynamic	and	creative	fairy	tale	we	know	as	

“Sleeping	Beauty”	but	the	Grimms	called	“Briar-Rose.”	

History	and	Hermeneutics:	A	Tale	of	Blended	Cultures	

The	oldest	known	written	version	of	the	“Sleeping	Beauty”	fairy	tale	(ATU	

410)2	comes	to	us	from	the	fourteenth-century	French	romance	called	Perceforest.3		

The	similarities	between	the	post-fourteenth-century	versions	of	this	tale	offered	by	

Giambattista	Basile	and	Charles	Perrault,	both	writing	in	the	seventeenth	century,	

lead	us	to	believe	that	the	anonymous	author	of	the	Perceforest	romance	served	as	a	

foundation	for	all	later	renditions.		The	Grimm	Brothers,	seemingly	unaware	of	the	

existence	of	Perceforest,	were	well	aware	of	the	renditions	of	“Sleeping	Beauty”	by	

Basile	and	Perrault	and	used	them	(along	with	other	sources)	as	the	basis	for	“Briar-

Rose.”	

Jacob	Grimm,	in	his	notes	on	“Briar-Rose,”	acknowledges	both	Basile	and	

Perrault	by	name	and	comments	with	admiration	about	their	work.		He	writes:	

It	is	remarkable	that	amidst	the	considerable	variations	between	Perrault	
and	Basile	(who	is	the	only	one	who	preserves	the	beautiful	incident	of	the	
baby	sucking	the	spike	of	flax	out	of	its	cheeping	mother’s	finger),	both	agree	
as	to	the	proper	names	of	the	children,	in	so	far	as	the	twins	in	the	
Pentamerone	are	called	Sun	and	Moon;	and	in	Perrault,	Day	and	Dawn.		These	

																																																								
2	ATU	410	“Sleeping	Beauty.”		“A	jealous	fairy’s	curse	caused	a	princess	to	fall	into	a	

hundred-year	sleep.		When	the	hundred	years	had	passed,	a	prince	awoke	her	with	a	kiss,	and	they	
were	married	the	same	day.”		D.	L.	Ashliman,	A	Guide	to	Folktales	in	the	English	Language:	Based	on	
the	Aarne-Thompson	Classification	System	(New	York:	Greenwood	Press,	1987),	85–86.		Except	in	
particular	circumstances,	I	will	refer	to	this	tale	by	the	name	given	by	the	Grimms:	“Briar-Rose.”	

	
3	Nigel	Bryant,	trans.,	Perceforest:	A	Prehistory	of	King	Arthur’s	Britain	(	Cambridge:	D.S.	

Brewer,	2011).		This	work	dates	to	the	fourteenth	century	and	tells	of	the	prehistory	of	King	Arthur’s	
court	and	the	back	stories	of	all	the	major	figures	of	those	epics,	King	Arthur	and	Merlin	the	wizard	
being	just	two	such	characters.		Chapters	50	and	52	contain	the	full	tale	of	“The	Sleeping	Beauty.”	
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names	remind	us	of	those	of	Day,	Sun	and	Moon,	which	also	occur	in	
juxtaposition	in	the	genealogy	of	the	Edda.4	
	

Although	the	Grimm	Brothers	recognized	that	the	previous	compilers	of	the	

“Sleeping	Beauty”	tale	type	had	come	from	French	and	Italian–speaking	cultures,	

they	were	convinced	that	the	roots	of	this	tale	were	Germanic	in	origin.		This	was	

the	case	because	the	brothers	could	trace	vital	components	of	this	tale	back	to	the	

myths	and	sagas	of	the	ancient	Teutonic	people.		If	we	follow	Jacob	Grimm’s	lead,	we	

will	necessarily	have	to	investigate	the	mythological	symbols	found	in	the	tale	in	

order	to	better	understand	the	fated	sleep	and	awakening	experienced	by	Briar-

Rose.	

Foundations	

Fate	and	time	(and	one’s	eventual	death)	will	not	and	cannot	be	thwarted,	

and	all	are	subject	to	their	decrees	according	to	ancient	Germanic	mythology.		This	

tradition	is	quite	ancient	and	was	known	and	applied	in	many	different	ways	by	

many	different	cultures,	for	all	peoples	recognize	the	important	role	that	death	plays	

in	the	way	one	brings	meaning	to	one’s	lived	experience.		Jacob	Grimm	offers	this	

explanation	of	the	role	of	the	Fates:	

The	three	Fates	are	the	subject	of	an	independent	and	profound	myth	in	the	
Edda….Hence	we	have	what	was,	what	is,	and	what	shall	be,	or	the	past,	
present	and	future,	very	aptly	designated,	and	a	Fate	presiding	over	each.5	
	

																																																								
4	Jacob	and	Wilhelm	Grimm,	Grimm’s	[sic],	Household	Tales,	405.		The	reference	to	Day,	Sun,	

and	Moon	found	in	Snorri	Sturluson’s	The	Prose	Edda	are	found	in	chapters	10	and	11	in	
“Gylfaginning.”	

	
5	Grimm,	Teutonic	Mythology,	405.	
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Unlike	the	classical	conceptualization	of	fate,	in	which	the	gods	can	alter	destinies	if	

they	so	choose,	the	ancient	Germanic	notion	of	fate	is	regarded	as	something	

unalterable	for	both	gods	and	humans.6		In	this	cosmological	worldview,	each	and	

every	person	(or	god)	is	given	an	unalterable	life	span	that	is	determined	by	the	

Fates	at	his	or	her	birth.		If	we	examine	the	earlier	written	versions	of	the	“Sleeping	

Beauty”	tale	in	the	fourteenth-century	medieval	romance	Perceforest	(circa	1330–

1344),	“Sun,	Moon,	and	Talia”	by	Neapolitan	courtier	Giambattista	Basile	(1634),	or	

Charles	Perrault’s	“The	Sleeping	Beauty	in	the	Wood”	(1697),	we	can	trace	many	

similar	characteristics	and	themes	to	the	Grimms’	“Briar-Rose”	yet	still	appreciate	

that	each	rendition	has	its	own	characteristics	and	cultural	imprint	whose	symbols,	

language,	and	ambiance	were	wrought	for	specific	audiences.	

For	example,	Basile	and	Perrault	include	additional	material	relating	to	the	

time	after	the	Sleeping	Beauty	is	awakened	from	her	slumber	that	is	not	found	in	

either	Perceforest’s	“The	Sleeping	Beauty”	or	in	the	Grimms’	“Briar-Rose”	yet	

corresponds	to	a	famed	Teutonic	masterpiece	called	the	Saga	of	Ragnar	Lothbrok.7		

Furthermore,	what	extra	material	Basile	and	Perrault	gives	us	agrees	only	in	the	

overall	arc	of	their	respective	storylines	and	not	in	specific	details	concerning	the	

fate	of	the	characters	in	each	tale.		In	all	likelihood,	extra	material	was	added	

because	Basile	and	Perrault	had	original	source	material	(either	oral	or	written)	

																																																								
6	In	the	Germanic	mythological	tradition,	the	gods	are	not	immortal	and	are	subject	to	the	

decrees	of	fate.		Gods	such	as	Odin,	Thor,	and	Frey	are	mortal	and	will	meet	their	fated	death	at	
Ragnarok.		This	is	not	true	of	the	classical	gods	of	antiquity,	who	are	immortal.	

	
7	In	Perrault,	we	find	the	evil	queen	seeking	to	kill	the	Sleeping	Beauty	by	throwing	her	into	

a	pit	of	vipers	and	toads	just	as	Ragnar	Lothrok	was	said	to	be	killed	centuries	prior.		For	details	
about	this	particular	episode	see:	Ben	Waggoner,	trans.,The	Saga	of	Ragnar	Lodbrok	and	his	Sons	
(New	Haven:	Troth	Publications,	2009),	27-32.	
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that	was	contextualized	to	their	specific	cultural	milieu,	which,	in	turn,	shaped	their	

understanding	and	expression	of	the	tale.		More	importantly,	they	each	sought	to	

give	to	their	prospective	audiences	a	rendition	of	the	“Sleeping	Beauty”	tale	that	was	

not	only	cleverly	written,	but	also	one	that	spoke	to	their	own	particular	culture	and	

time.	

In	order	to	make	their	tales	culturally	relevant,	Basile	and	Perrault	purposely	

altered	the	source	material	in	order	to	suit	the	tastes	of	the	intended	audience.		On	

Basile’s	selective	editing,	Max	Lüthi	notes:	

While	they	are	written	in	the	dialect	of	Naples,	Basile	also	did	not	retell	the	
fairy	tales	exactly	as	he	heard	them;	he	fashioned	them	to	his	taste.		It	was	
the	taste	of	the	baroque	era.		Since	our	own	century	has	developed	a	new	
understanding	for	baroque	style,	we	are	now	especially	receptive	to	Basile’s	
charming	and	humorous	tales.8	
	

Basile’s	editing	of	any	given	tale	by	way	of	his	source	material	or	cultural	affectation	

is	a	reasonable	way	to	proceed	for	a	man	intent	on	making	his	work	relevant	to	his	

time	and	place.		His	use	of	Neapolitan	dialect	to	convey	his	tales	speaks	to	his	intent	

to	give	the	population	of	Naples	and	its	environs	a	body	of	literature	that	was	

molded	from	their	local	history	and	culture.		The	Frenchman	Perrault	was	also	a	

man	of	his	time	and	place	and	took	material	he	had	either	heard	or	read	to	make	a	

collection	of	fairy	tales	whose	particular	flair	and	style	were	attractive	to	the	French	

aristocracy	and	courts	of	the	“Sun	King,”	Louis	the	XIV.		Perrault,	like	Basile	before	

him,	considered	fairy	tales	to	be	didactic	and	therefore	should	offer	a	relevant	moral	

at	the	end	of	each	tale.	

																																																								
8	Max	Lüthi,	Once	Upon	a	Time:	On	the	Nature	of	Fairy	Tales,	trans.	Lee	Chadeayne	and	Paul	

Gottwald	(New	York:	Frederick	Ungar,	1970),	29.	
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The	Editing	of	Sexual	Abuse:	To	Rape	or	Not	to	Rape?	

As	charming	and	humorous	as	many	of	the	tales	in	Basile’s	and	Perrault’s	

collections	may	be,	we	can	also	find	scenes	of	great	violence	and	abuse.9		These	

precursors	to	the	Grimms’	Household	Tales	were	often	tinged	with	vulgarity	and	

sexually	charged	content.10		We	can	see	these	cultural	affectations	at	play	when	we	

compare	one	pivotal	and	violent	scene	found	in	the	Perceforest	version	of	“The	

Sleeping	Beauty”	tale	with	that	produced	centuries	later	by	Basile.		Contained	in	the	

earliest	versions	of	the	“Sleeping	Beauty”	tale	given	in	Perceforest	and	“Sun,	Moon,	

and	Talia”	is	a	troubling	rape	scene	in	which	the	powerless	sleeping	protagonist	is	

impregnated	without	her	consent	so	that	her	fated	destiny	might	be	fulfilled.11	

Basile	tells	us	in	his	rendition	of	the	tale	that	a	king,	in	a	particularly	brutish	

way,	impregnates	the	sleeping	beauty,	in	this	case	named	Talia,	and	then	forgets	her	

after	the	rape.		“Afterwards	he	returned	to	his	kingdom,	where	for	a	long	time,	he	

																																																								
9	In	contrast	to	the	ending	offered	by	the	Grimm	Brothers,	after	the	Sleeping	Beauty	has	

been	awakened	from	her	sleep,	we	find	in	Basile	and	Perrault	scenes	of	great	jealousy,	attempted	
murder,	cannibalism,	and	the	threat	of	being	burned	alive	or	being	thrown	into	a	pit	of	toads,	vipers,	
adders,	and	serpents.	

	
10	This	was	also	a	charge	leveled	against	the	Grimm	Brothers	after	their	first	edition	of	the	

Hausmärchen	in	1812.		“Although	Arnim’s	praise	was	sincere	and	warm,	he	pointed	out	to	Jacob	that	
the	great	mass	of	popular	tales	and	songs	was	erotically	tinged	and	not	altogether	free	from	sexual	
humor	and	allusions”	(Peppard,	Paths,	58).	

	
11	In	Perceforest	and	“Sun,	Moon,	and	Talia,”	the	sleeping	maidens	each	get	a	piece	of	flax	

stuck	under	her	fingernail,	thus	causing	their	fated	sleep.		They	are	then	impregnated	without	their	
consent	and	bring	the	babies	to	term.		While	attempting	to	suckle,	a	baby	mistakes	the	finger	for	a	
breast	and	dislodges	the	flax	from	under	her	nail,	thus	awakening	the	mother.		Jacob	tells	us:	“It	is	
remarkable	that	amidst	the	considerable	variations	between	Perrault	and	Basile	(who	is	the	only	one	
who	preserves	the	beautiful	incident	of	the	baby	sucking	the	spike	of	flax	out	of	its	sleeping	mother’s	
finger),	both	agree	as	to	the	proper	names	of	the	children,	in	so	far	as	the	twins	in	the	Pentamerone	
are	called	Sun	and	Moon;	and	in	Perrault,	Day	and	Dawn.”	(Grimm’s	[sic],	Household	Tales,	405).	
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forgot	about	all	that	had	happened.”12		In	Perceforest,	the	sleeping	maiden	

Zellandine	is	impregnated	by	her	beloved	Troylus,	but	as	with	Talia,	it	is	done	

without	her	knowledge	or	consent.		Indeed,	when	she	is	finally	awakened,	she	is	led	

to	believe	that	the	god	Mars	impregnated	her.	

The	rape	scenes	found	in	these	two	precursors	to	“Briar-Rose”	are	certainly	

some	kind	of	cultural	affectation,	and	their	inclusion	in	a	story	ostensibly	meant	to	

entertain	children	is	jarring	by	today’s	standards	of	prudence	and	civility.		Yet	their	

incorporation	is	a	reminder	that	these	tales	were	not	written	solely	for	children.		

Tales	such	as	“Sleeping	Beauty,”	like	most	medieval	tales,	were	originally	formed	

only	in	the	oral	tradition	and	were	most	likely	told	at	communal	celebrations	with	a	

mixed	audience	of	adults	and	children	(with	the	children	more	than	likely	

entertaining	themselves,	as	they	are	still	wont	to	do).	

I	find	it	puzzling	that	there	is	little	to	no	commentary,	comparatively	

speaking,	on	the	sexual	transgressions	perpetrated	against	the	young	maidens	of	

these	two	tales.		For	example,	in	Max	Lüthi’s	excellent	and	thorough	commentary13	

on	Basile’s	rendition	of	the	“Sleeping	Beauty”	tale	type,	he	does	not	mention	the	

rape	of	Talia	at	all	much	less	explain	its	purpose	in	the	storyline.		Rape,	in	general,	is	

not	a	topic	that	most	feel	comfortable	talking	about	much	less	writing	about,	yet	

Basile	and	the	author	of	Perceforest	deemed	its	inclusion	of	such	importance	that	

they	kept	that	scene	in	the	tale.		Why	is	this	so?		The	answer	is	tied	to	the	destinies	

of	the	impregnated	heroines,	their	children,	and	the	role	that	fate	plays	in	
																																																								

12	Giambattista	Basile,	“Sun,	Moon,	and	Talia,”	The	Tale	of	Tales,	or	Entertainment	for	Little	
Ones,	trans.	Nancy	L.	Canepa	(Detroit:	Wayne	State	University	Press,	2007),	413–17.	

	
13	Lüthi,	Once	Upon	a	Time,	21–34.	
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determining	the	course	of	history.		Fate,	with	its	connection	to	personal	destiny,	

plays	a	role	in	these	early	renditions	of	the	“Sleeping	Beauty”	tale	type	and,	in	a	

sense,	is	the	catalyst	for	their	storyline.		For	a	more	detailed	analysis	of	why	the	rape	

scene	is	present	in	these	early	tales,	let	us	now	examine	that	scene	in	Perceforest	

and	how	it	embodied	varying	conceptualizations	of	fate	that	point	the	reader	

toward	a	fulfillment	of	a	specific	destiny	for	a	family	and	nation.	

Perceforest:	The	Blending	of	Biblical	and	Pagan	Traditions	

The	concept	of	fate	and	its	relationship	to	destiny	is	dramatically	interpreted	

in	the	Perceforest	romance,	which	contains	allusions	to	biblical	and	pagan	

conceptualizations	of	fate	that	are	often	in	tension	with	one	another.		I	offer	this	

brief	glimpse	into	this	work	in	an	attempt	to	understand	what	the	author	of	

Perceforest	was	trying	to	convey	about	fate	through	the	blending	of	classical,	pagan,	

and	Christian	symbols.	

Book	3,	chapters	50–52	of	Perceforest	contain	the	first	known	written	

account	of	the	“Sleeping	Beauty”	tale.		The	much	larger	whole	of	the	353	chapters	

that	make	up	the	Perceforest	romance	is	filled	with	magic	and	mystical	happenings.	

The	use	of	religious	symbolism	from	classical	antiquity,	Teutonic	myth,	and	

Judeo/Christian	scriptures	is	common,	often	harmonized	in	a	way	that	allows	all	of	

the	traditions	listed	above	to	give	vital	foundational	input	concerning	the	role	of	fate	

in	the	Perceforest	romance.		The	Fates’	pronouncements	are	powerfully	played	out	

in	one	scene	in	particular	as	Troylus	attempts	to	awaken	his	beloved	Zellandine	

from	her	magical	sleep.	
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The	“Sleeping	Beauty”	story	in	Perceforest	opens	as	the	hero	Troylus	seeks	to	

cure	the	sleeping	Zellandine	so	that	she	can	be	his	bride.		We	are	told	that	his	

motivations	toward	his	beloved	are	always	true,	yet	in	his	desperation,	he	seeks	the	

help	and	guidance	of	a	number	of	gods	to	achieve	that	end.		We	pick	up	the	storyline	

as	our	hero,	Troylus,	is	contemplating	how	to	scale	the	seemingly	impenetrable	

tower	that	holds	his	beloved.		As	he	is	standing	there	contemplating	his	options,	a	

messenger	arrives	and	asks	were	he	might	find	Troylus	of	Royalville,	for	he	(the	

messenger)	was	sent	to	give	him	help.		Not	knowing	who	this	person	is,	Troylus	

does	not	reveal	his	own	identity	and	asks:	“Who	are	you	good	sir,	who	can	help	him	

so	much?”14		The	response	comes:	“I	am	who	I	am,	and	what	I	say	is	true.”		For	Jews	

and	Christians,	these	words	remind	one	of	Moses’s	encounter	with	God	on	Mount	

Horab	and	how	God	spoke	to	Moses	through	the	nondevouring	flames	of	the	

burning	bush.15		Given	the	Christian	religious	context	in	which	the	story	of	

Perceforest	was	formed,	the	words	of	the	messenger	are	significant	due	to	the	

context	in	which	they	were	originally	given.		Troylus	has	good	reason	to	believe	that	

he	is	speaking	to	God	Himself.	

Immediately	after	this	interaction,	we	are	confronted	with	a	somewhat	

confusing	command	from	this	godlike	messenger,	who	tells	Troylus	to	follow	the	

commands	of	the	pagan	goddess	Venus.		The	messenger,	who	likens	himself	to	the	

																																																								
14	Perceforest,	390.	
	
15	Exodus	3:	13–14:	“But	Moses	said	to	God,	‘If	I	come	to	the	Israelites	and	say	to	them,	“The	

God	of	your	ancestors	has	sent	me	to	you,”	and	they	ask	me,	“What	is	his	name?”	what	shall	I	say	to	
them?’		God	said	to	Moses,	‘I	Am	Who	I	Am.’		He	said	further,	‘Thus	you	shall	say	to	the	Israelites,	‘I	Am	
has	sent	me	to	you.’”	
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God	of	the	Hebrew	people,	was	sent	to	help	Troylus	fulfill	his	destiny	yet	counsels	

him	to	follow	whatever	prompting	is	given	to	him	by	the	pagan	goddess	of	love,	

Venus.		“I’ll	transport	you	to	where	the	girl	lies	in	the	tower.		While	you’re	there,	

follow	the	urgings	of	the	goddess	Venus	and	then,	once	midnight’s	passed	and	I	call	

to	you,	come	to	me	at	the	window	and	do	as	I	say.”16		The	gods	themselves	seem	to	

be	advocating	for	Troylus	to	rape	his	beloved.	

We	come	to	find	out	later	that	the	messenger	god	who	spoke	the	words	“I	

AM”	is	not	the	God	we	encounter	in	the	Book	of	Exodus.		Rather,	it	is	a	fallen	angel	

named	Zephir,	who	was	cast	down	from	heaven	with	Lucifer	yet	“looks	after	the	

interests	of	several	admirable	knights	and	indeed	of	Britain	as	a	whole.”17		Zephir	is	

an	amalgamation	of	differing	religious	traditions;	he	pretends	to	be	the	God	of	all	

creation	so	that	he	can	convince	Troylus	to	impregnate	Zellandine	at	the	“behest	of	

the	goddess	Venus.”		Zephir	is	an	outside	agent,	sent	to	help	others	fulfill	their	

destinies	but	only	those	aspects	of	fate	that	have	to	do	with	the	living.	

In	contrast	to	the	boorish	king	in	“Sun,	Moon,	and	Talia,”	Perceforest’s	hero	

Troylus	agonizes	about	the	decision	to	impregnate	the	sleeping	young	maiden	

because	he	knows	that	it	is	wrong	to	take	that	liberty	without	her	consent	even	if	

she	is	his	fiancée.		“But	Propriety,	directed	by	the	god	of	Love,	told	him	it	would	be	a	

betrayal	to	do	this:	no	true	lover	would	harm	his	beloved.”18		Troylus	is	trying	to	be	

																																																								
16	Perceforest,	390.	
	
17	Nigel	Bryant,	trans.,	A	Perceforest	Reader	(Cambridge:	D.	S.	Brewer,	2011),	31.		The	partial	

citation	is	from	the	author’s	notes	on	Zephir,	whose	power	is	weaved	throughout	the	Perceforest	
romance	and	directed	toward	the	fulfillment	of	Britain	becoming	a	great	nation.	

	
18	Perceforest,	392.	
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rational	and	curb	his	desire	to	have	sex	with	the	sleeping	Zellandine	so	as	to	protect	

his	beloved’s	maidenhood,	but	his	sexual	appetite,	fanned	by	Venus	and	the	flames	

of	fate,	keeps	growing.		Reason	is	of	no	use	when	in	conflict	with	the	dictates	of	fate’s	

decrees.		Troylus’s	use	of	reason	to	stop	his	desire	to	be	with	Zellandine	sexually,	no	

matter	how	well	intentioned,	is	of	no	use	when	facing	the	reality	of	fate.	

Fate	and	destiny	have	their	place	in	the	cosmic	order	of	this	story,	and	

therefore	Troylus	succumbs	to	the	flames	of	desire	fanned	by	the	goddess	Venus	

and	takes	Zellandine’s	maidenhood.		“He	could	not	help	answering	Venus’	urging	

and	had	all	he	wanted	of	the	beautiful	Zellandine—including	her	right	to	the	name	

of	maiden.		And	it	all	happened	while	she	was	asleep:	she	didn’t	stir	at	all.”19		As	

promised,	at	midnight,	the	messenger	Zephir	reappears	to	a	confused	and	saddened	

Troylus:	“‘Come	on,	sir	knight!		Keep	your	promise	and	do	as	you’re	told:	you’ve	

done	enough	for	now,	and	the	fruit	that’ll	cure	the	lovely	girl	is	plucked.’”20		In	the	

meantime,	Zellandine’s	family,	completely	confused	by	the	untidy	bed	left	behind	by	

Troylus,	realizes	that	she	has	had	a	visitor	and	believes	that	the	god	Mars	has	visited	

the	sleeping	maiden	because	no	man	could	have	ever	scaled	the	high	tower	in	which	

she	was	placed.		What	Zellandine’s	family	does	not	realize	is	how	fate,	expressed	in	

that	act	of	sexual	violence,	has	been	working	to	bring	about	Zellandine’s	cure,	noting	

that	the	baby	born	to	her	and	Troylus	is	destined	to	“bring	glory	to	all	Britain.”21			

																																																								
19	Perceforest,	392.	
	
20	Ibid.	
	
21	Ibid.,	412.		The	child	born	to	Zellandine	and	Troylus	is	named	Benuic.		“Blessed	young	

child,	from	you	will	spring	a	noble	line	leading	at	last	to	the	most	illustrious	man	in	all	the	world,	
who’ll	bring	glory	to	all	Britain.”		In	this	case,	the	most	illustrious	man	is	Lancelot	of	the	Lake.	



	

	 102	

The	Grimms,	quite	aware	that	the	earliest	version	of	the	“Sleeping	Beauty”	

tale	type	known	to	them	included	the	rape	scene,	excised	it	from	their	rendition	

because	their	understanding	of	fate	was	not	tied	to	gaining	a	specific	thing	like	a	

happy	marriage	or	battlefield	success.		Keeping	with	the	Teutonic	understanding,	

the	Grimms	saw	fate	as	the	power	that	allots	a	person’s	life	span	and	shapes	one’s	

destiny	until	Death	accompanies	him	or	her	to	the	next	world.		Fate,	in	this	context,	

is	now	associated	with	one’s	fated	destiny	after	death.		The	ancient	concept	of	fate	is	

still	deeply	rooted	in	the	Grimms’	rendition	of	the	tale,	and	we	will	see	this	concept	

played	out	even	more	deliberately	(and	in	a	particularly	Germanic	fashion)	when	we	

look	at	the	particular	obstacles	present	in	“Briar-Rose.”	

Summer	Ritual:	Of	Bathing	and	Baptism	

The	blending	of	medieval	pagan	and	Christian	rituals	informed	the	cultures	

in	which	the	“Briar-Rose”	tale	was	formed,	and	this	synchronicity	led	to	a	blending	

of	symbolic	language	concerning	the	conceptualization	of	fate	and	its	ties	to	the	

destiny	of	death.		I	offer	these	examples	in	order	to	explain	the	way	in	which	the	

blending	of	religious	beliefs	and	symbols	helped	form	the	fairy	tales	collected	by	the	

Grimm	Brothers	centuries	later.	

Rituals	that	pertained	to	the	sacredness	of	water	were	important	to	the	

ancient	Germanic	peoples,	especially	the	rites	associated	with	the	Midsummer	

festivities.		Records	from	both	non-Christian	and	Christian	sources	tell	us	that	the	

annual	Midsummer	ritual	baths,	taken	on	the	occasion	of	the	summer	solstice,	drew	

many	participants	seeking	to	cleanse	their	heart	and	mind	as	they	began,	along	with	

the	sun,	a	new	cycle	of	dying,	death,	and	rebirth.		Jacob	tells	us	that	on	“the	day	of	
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birth	of	St	John	the	Baptist	[June	24]	the	assembly	of	the	people	was	the	greatest.”22		

From	the	little	information	we	have	about	the	ritual	itself,	it	seems	there	was	a	

conscious	blending	of	Christian	symbolism	with	the	more	ancient	Teutonic	beliefs.		

Midsummer	was	a	very	important	time	in	the	cultural	life	of	any	Germanic	

community,	and	this	is	reflected	in	the	customs	and	stories	of	that	age.		Jacob	Grimm	

offers	this	information	about	Midsummer	meetings:	

Midsummer	was	a	great	time	for	meetings	and	merrymakings.		Siegfried	and	
Kriemhilt	visit	Worms;	and	it	is	during	the	wedding	festivities	at	Midsummer	
that	Siegfried	is	killed,	as	may	be	fairly	inferred,	if	it	is	not	expressed.23	
	

The	rituals	of	Midsummer	were	not	just	for	merrymaking.		The	summer	solstice	

would	have	marked	the	time	when	the	sun	was	at	its	zenith,	and	there	was	much	to	

celebrate	as	the	summer	brought	forth	new	life	in	abundance.	

P.	L.	Travers	comments	on	how	some	equate	these	Midsummer	rituals	and	

the	myths	tied	to	them	with	the	“Sleeping	Beauty”	tale	by	linking	them	to	nature.		

She	remarks:	

There	are	those	who	see	the	tale	exclusively	as	a	nature	myth,	as	the	earth	in	
spring,	personified	as	a	maiden,	awaking	from	the	long	dark	sleep	of	winter;	
or	as	a	seed	hidden	deep	in	the	earth	until	the	kiss	from	the	sun	makes	it	
send	forth	leaves.		This	is	undoubtedly	an	aspect	of	the	story.		But	a	symbol,	
by	the	very	fact	of	being	a	symbol,	has	not	one	sole	and	absolute	meaning.		It	
throws	out	light	in	every	direction.		Meaning	comes	pouring	from	it.24	
	

																																																								
22	Grimm,	Teutonic	Mythology,	617.		The	original	Latin	states:	die	nativitatis	S.	Johannis	

baptistae	in	conventu	populi	maximo.	
	
23	Ibid.,	1466–67.		Midsummer	was	also	the	day	on	which	the	great	hero	Siegfried	was	

knighted	(The	Nibelungenlied,	chapter	2)	as	well	as	the	day	on	which	the	final	jousting	tournament	
began	(The	Nibelungenlied,	chapter	39),	which	ultimately	was	the	doom	to	many	a	knight	for	many	
men,	women,	and	children	were	slaughtered	at	that	battle	between	the	Burgundians	and	the	Huns.	

	
24	P.	L.	Travers,	About	the	Sleeping	Beauty	(New	York:	McGraw-Hill,	1975),	60.	
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Important	to	our	understanding	of	the	“Sleeping	Beauty”	tale	is	the	fact	that	

Midsummer	Day	is	also	the	Christian	feast	of	St.	John	the	Baptist.		The	rituals	

surrounding	the	use	of	the	sacred	waters	of	both	religious	traditions	are	important	

components	of	the	culture	in	which	the	“Sleeping	Beauty”	tale	was	formed.		Jacob	

Grimm	says	of	the	sacredness	of	this	day	by	stating:	

The	sacredness	of	Midsummer	and	Midwinter,	of	St.	John’s	day,	sunnewende	
and	Yule,	favours	the	dual	division:	on	the	night	of	St.	John,	vigils	are	kept	in	
field	and	lawn	under	gold-apple	tree,	Molbech.25	
	

It	is	more	than	likely	that	Christians	at	some	point	in	the	early	medieval	period	put	

the	feast	of	St.	John	the	Baptist	at	Midsummer	to	counter	the	widespread	celebration	

of	pagan	fertility	rituals	traditionally	held	at	the	summer	solstice.		We	know	that	

these	ritualistic	cleansing	baths	continued	for	many	centuries	in	various	parts	of	

medieval	Europe.		On	visiting	German	lands	in	the	fourteenth	century,	the	Italian	

poet	Petrarch	offers	the	following	observations	about	these	ritualistic	baths.	

He	[his	guide]	told	me	that	this	was	an	old	custom	among	the	people,	and	
that	the	lower	classes,	especially	the	women,	have	the	greatest	confidence	
that	the	threatening	calamities	of	the	coming	year	can	be	washed	away	by	
bathing	on	this	day	in	the	river,	and	a	happier	fate	be	so	assured.		
Consequently	this	annual	ablution	has	always	been	conscientiously	
performed,	and	always	will	be.		I	smiled	at	this	explanation,	and	replied,	
“Those	who	dwell	by	Father	Rhine	are	fortunate	indeed	if	he	washes	their	
misfortunes	away	with	him;	I	fear	that	neither	Po	nor	Tiber	could	ever	free	
us	of	ours.		You	send	your	ills	to	the	Britons,	by	the	river;	we	would	gladly	
ship	ours	off	to	the	Africans	or	Illyrians.”		But	I	was	given	to	understand	that	
our	rivers	were	too	sluggish.		There	was	a	great	laugh	over	this,	and	then,	as	
it	was	getting	late,	we	left	the	spot	and	returned	home.26	
	

																																																								
25	Grimm,	Teutonic	Mythology,	1526.	
	
26	Francsesco	Petrarch,	“Familial	Letters,”	in	Petrarch:	The	First	Modern	Scholar	and	Man	of	

Letters,	ed.	and	trans.	James	Harvey	Robinson	(New	York:	Putnam,	1898),	303.		Accessed	January	10,	
2016.		https://history.hanover.edu/texts/petrarch/pet16.html	
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Jacob	was	convinced	that	Petrarch’s	observations	about	the	ritual	bathing	were	

proof	of	it	Germanic	pagan	roots.		Jacob	notes:	

Still	more	important	is	Petrarch’s	description	of	the	annual	bathing	of	the	
women	of	Cologne	in	the	Rhine:	it	deserves	to	be	quoted	in	full,	because	it	
plainly	proves	that	the	cult	prevailed	not	merely	at	here	and	there	a	spring,	
but	in	Germany’s	greatest	river.		From	the	Italian’s	unacquaintance	with	the	
rite,	one	might	infer	that	it	was	foreign	to	the	country	whence	all	church	
ceremonies	proceeded,	and	therefore	altogether	unchristian	and	
heathenish.27	
	

Here	Jacob	specifically	mentions	this	bathing	ritual	as	being	sui	generis	to	the	

Teutonic	people	because	similarities	were	not	known	by	him	in	Latin	countries	such	

as	Italy	and	France.		When	different	cultures	are	in	close	proximity,	we	often	find	

that	they	appropriate	elements	of	the	other	cultures	and	make	them	their	own.		We	

then	have	these	comments	from	Jacob	about	the	confluence	of	pagan	and	Christian	

symbols:		

Generally	sanctioned	by	the	church	it	certainly	was	not,	yet	it	might	be	
allowed	here	and	there,	as	a	not	unapt	reminder	of	the	Baptizer	in	the	Jordan,	
and	now	interpreted	of	him,	though	once	it	had	been	heathen.		It	might	easily	
come	into	extensive	favour,	and	that	not	as	a	Christian	feast	alone:	to	our	
heathen	forefathers	St.	John’s	day	would	mean	the	festive	middle	of	the	year,	
when	the	sun	turns	and	there	might	be	many	customs	connected	with	it.		I	
confess,	if	Petrarch	had	witnessed	the	bathing	in	the	river	at	some	small	
town,	I	would	the	sooner	take	it	for	a	native	rite	of	the	ancient	Germani;	at	
Cologne,	the	holy	city	so	renowned	for	its	relics	(the	three	wise	men),	I	rather	
suspect	it	to	be	a	custom	first	introduced	by	Christian	tradition.28	
	

Jacob	here	nods	to	the	very	real	probability	that	the	Teutonic	and	Christian	religious	

traditions	informed	each	other	concerning	these	bathing	rituals.	

																																																								
27	Grimm,	Teutonic	Mythology,	589.		The	Feast	of	St.	John	is	on	the	same	day	as	the	summer	

solstice.	
28	Ibid.	
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Christopher	P.	Jones	offers	the	following	remarks	on	how	pagan	religious	

practices	overlapped	those	of	Christianity,	and	on	how	remnants	of	pagan	worship	

remained	in	place	long	after	Christianity	became	the	dominant	religion	of	Europe	

after	the	fall	of	Rome	and	throughout	the	early	medieval	period.		Jones	posits:	

It	has	been	said	that	Christianity	“destroyed”	paganism.		Gibbon	entitled	his	
twenty-eighth	chapter	“The	Final	Destruction	of	Paganism,”29	which	he	saw	
as	a	process	begun	by	Constantine	and	ended	by	Theodosius	I	within	the	
space	of	less	than	a	century.		Yet,	in	another	sense,	paganism	was	
indestructible,	in	that	it	had	never	really	existed	except	as	an	entity	in	the	
eyes	of	its	opponents.		Believers	in	the	old	gods	continued	to	worship	even	
within	the	borders	of	the	empire,	though	largely	in	fringe	regions	such	as	
Oserhoene,	southern	Egypt,	and	Sardinia.		Outside	the	areas	of	direct	
imperial	control,	but	in	doctrinal	communion	with	the	great	metropolitan	
centers	of	Rome,	Constantinople,	Alexandria,	and	Antioch,	independent	
states	had	already	adopted	or	begin	to	adopt	the	new	faith	as	their	natural	
religion.		Such	were	Ethiopia	and	Armenia	in	the	fourth	century	and	the	
Kingdom	of	Anglia	in	the	seventh.		As	Christianity	spread	and	became	
“Christendom,”	so	it	widened	its	contact	with	the	pagans	on	its	edges,	and	
ever-receding	horizon	of	disbelief.		Where	states	were	not	in	such	
communion,	for	instance,	the	German	tribes	that	remained	Arian,	their	
policies	made	them	act	much	as	if	they	had	been	pagan,	to	the	grief	of	their	
Catholic	neighbors.30	
	

Jones’s	insight,	shared	by	many,	hits	the	mark	in	recognizing	the	blending	of	

cultures	as	a	by-product	of	normal	human	interaction	and	long-term	contact	with	

those	who	have	different	belief	systems.		Recall	that	the	Grimms	thought	the	same,	

recognizing	that	cultures	add	their	own	interpretations	to	stories	and	legends	in	

order	to	suit	the	tastes	of	the	local	population.	

																																																								
29	Edward	Gibbon,	The	History	of	the	Decline	and	Fall	of	the	Roman	Empire.		A	monumental	

eighteenth-century	work	detailing	the	last	centuries	of	the	Roman	Empire,	this	work	is	of	great	
historical	importance	and	remains	highly	influential	to	scholars	of	late	antiquity.	

	
30	Christopher	P.	Jones,	Between	Pagan	and	Christian	(Cambridge:	Harvard	University	Press,	

2014),	145.	



	

	 107	

	 In	the	early	church,	the	blending	of	pagan	and	Christian	ideas	and	rituals	was	

anathema	to	many	bishops	but	a	part	of	everyday	life	for	most.		The	blending	of	

pagan	and	Christian	cultures	was	organic	and	something	that	happened	as	a	

consequence	of	peoples	living	in	close	proximity	to	one	another	over	the	course	of	

many	centuries.		Rituals	and	beliefs	would	continue	to	inform	others’	until	the	

threads	that	tied	them	together	were	so	closely	interwoven	that	it	is	hard	to	tell	

from	which	religious	tradition	they	came.		It	is	no	surprise,	then,	that	the	fairy	tales	

later	collected	by	the	Brothers	Grimm	would	be	a	wonderful	amalgamation	of	both	

medieval	pagan	and	Christian	religious	traditions.	

The	Nibelungenlied:	How	Brünhild	Became	Briar-Rose	

The	connections	between	the	pagan	Midsummer	bathing	rituals	and	the	

Christian	feast	of	St.	John	the	Baptist	are	not	the	only	ones	that	tie	the	“Briar-Rose”	

tale	to	ancient	German	religious	symbols.		In	the	medieval	German	epic	The	

Nibelungenlied,31	we	find	a	number	of	interesting	parallels	between	the	Valkyrie	

Brünhild	and	the	maiden	Briar-Rose	that	also	show	the	blending	of	pagan	and	

Christian	religious	symbols.	

The	Nibelungenlied	is	one	of	the	great	epics	of	Western	literature	and	was	

written	by	an	anonymous	author	sometime	around	the	turn	of	the	thirteenth	

century.		This	work	represents	the	“culminated	tradition	of	heroic	poetry	reaching	

back	to	the	sixth	or	fifth	century	AD	in	the	lands	of	the	Germanic	peoples,”	claims	A.	

T.	Hatto,	and	was	written	shortly	after	most	of	the	Germanic	peoples	converted	to	

																																																								
31	The	Nibelungenlied,	trans.	A.	T.	Hatto	(London:	Penguin,	1969).		From	the	introduction:	

“This,	in	its	crudest	terms,	is	the	plot;	having	won	the	Amazonian	Queen	Brunhild	for	King	Gunther	in	
exchange	for	Gunther’s	sister	Kriemhild,	the	mighty	King	Siegfried	is	murdered	by	Gunther’s	vassal	
Hagen	after	a	quarrel	between	the	Queens;	for	which	Kriemhild,	at	long	last,	avenges	him.”	
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Christianity.		This	work	harks	back	to	an	earlier	age	when	Teutonic	symbols	and	

cosmology	informed	the	collective	consciousness	of	the	Germanic	peoples	and	were	

expressed	through	their	religious	rituals,	songs,	poems,	and	festivals.		I	will	focus	

this	section	of	the	thesis	on	the	parallels	between	the	pagan	and	Christian	symbols	

in	The	Nibelungenlied	and	the	tale	of	“Briar-Rose,”	and	how	those	symbols	show	a	

confluence	of	religious	thought	concerning	the	role	of	fate	and	death	in	both	works.	

We	have	seen	that	Midsummer	festivals	were	important	cultural	touchstones	

for	both	pagans	and	Christians.		That	The	Nibelungenlied	should	reflect	that	same	

blending	of	cultures	should	not	be	surprising.		For	example,	the	author	of	The	

Nibelungenlied	makes	it	very	clear	that	the	hero	Siegfried	is	knighted	at	a	

Midsummer	festival.		“Then,	at	midsummer,	when	his	son	was	knighted,	the	king	

commanded	seats	to	be	set	for	the	valiant	company,	whereupon	a	host	of	noble	

squires	and	knights	of	high	rank	repaired	to	the	minister.”32	

We	also	notice	that	the	final	battle	between	the	Christian	Brugundian	army	

and	the	pagan	army	of	the	Huns	takes	place	at	the	Midsummer	festival.33		The	most	

interesting	aspect	of	the	blending	of	cultures	happens	when	the	pagans	and	

Christians	come	together	for	Mass	on	Midsummer	Day	(which	for	Christians	is	St.	

John’s	Day).		Baptismal	images	cannot	be	struck	from	the	Christian	mind	because	

this	day	celebrates	the	birth	of	John	the	Baptist.		The	experience	was	not	a	good	one	

for	either	group	as	“Christians	and	heathen	sang	mass	differently,	as	was	very	

																																																								
32	The	Nibelungenlied,	22.	
	
33Ibid.,	chapter	31.	
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evident—they	were	at	variance	in	this.”34		A	fatalistic	pagan	tone	imbues	the	words	

of	the	Christian	commander	as	he	warns	his	men	that	if	God	does	not	wish	for	them	

to	win	the	battle,	they	will	all	be	consigned	to	the	grave.		He	tells	his	men:	“Do	not	

forget	your	sins,	and	stand	with	rapt	devotion	in	the	presence	of	the	Lord.		

Illustrious	warriors,	I	wish	to	warn	you	of	this:	unless	God	in	Heaven	wills	it,	you	

will	never	hear	mass	again.”35		This	command,	spoken	by	a	Christian,	sounds	more	

like	a	pagan	commander	in	his	explicit	identification	of	battlefield	survival	with	fate.		

In	The	Nibelungenlied,	we	can	be	assured	that	the	author’s	inclusion	of	those	

markers	of	time	is	purposeful	and	filled	with	meaning.	

Fate	also	manifests	itself	in	The	Nibelungenlied	in	a	way	that	is	very	similar	to	

what	we	will	find	in	“Briar-Rose.”		In	chapter	25	of	The	Nibelungenlied,	we	encounter	

water	fairies	initially	giving	their	blessing	to	Hagen	(and	a	nervous	Burgundian	

army)	in	exchange	for	the	clothes	stolen	from	them	as	they	bathed.		“‘You	can	ride	

with	confidence	to	Etzel’s	country,’	said	Hadeburg.		‘I	pledge	you	my	word	of	honour	

that	no	warriors	ever	travelled	to	any	kingdom	to	win	such	glory,	rest	assured	of	

it.’”36		Upon	receiving	their	clothes,	however,	the	second	of	the	fairies	loudly	curses	

Hagen	and	his	army	and	tells	of	its	coming	destruction:	

“My	cousin	lied	to	you	for	the	sake	of	her	clothes.		If	you	ever	get	to	Hungary	
you	will	be	sadly	disappointed.		Turn	back—there	is	still	time!		For,	bold	
knights,	you	have	been	invited	to	Etzel’s	country	in	order	that	you	shall	die	
there!		All	who	ride	to	that	land	have	linked	their	hands	with	Death!”37	

																																																								
34	The	Nibelungenlied,	230.	
	
35	Ibid.,	231.	
	
36	The	Nibelungenlied,	193.	
	
37	Ibid.,	194.	
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Here	we	have	another	example	of	fate	manifesting	itself	in	a	work	that	was	

foundational	to	the	tale	of	“Briar-Rose”	in	which	water	and	fairy	curses	play	

significant	roles	in	the	development	of	the	story.		The	ties	between	Brünhild	and	the	

sleeping	maiden	of	the	“Briar-Rose”	tale	are	important	for	understanding	the	larger	

project	of	the	Grimm	Brothers	as	they	sought	to	uncover	these	ancient	Germanic	

symbols	that	deal	with	fate,	destiny,	and	time,	and	to	make	them	recognizable	and	

relevant	to	their	nineteenth-century	German	audience.		The	detailed	notes	given	by	

Jacob	Grimm	in	his	annotated	edition	of	the	Hausmärchen	are	very	specific	about	the	

connection	between	Briar-Rose	and	Brünhild,	as	are	his	comments	in	the	preface	to	

volume	2,	where	they	state,	“Briar	Rose,	who	is	put	to	sleep	after	being	pricked	by	a	

spindle,	is	really	Brunhilde,	put	to	sleep	after	being	pricked	by	a	thorn—not	the	one	

in	The	Nibelungenlied,	but	the	Old	Norse	one	herself.”38		Their	connection	goes	

beyond	the	spindle	prick	and	beyond	their	fated	sleep,	informing	us,	by	way	of	the	

obstacles	found	in	their	stories,	how	fate	and	time	are	understood	in	the	

pagan/Christian	world	of	“Briar-Rose.”	

The	Religious	Fight	for	Dominance:	Clash	of	Civilizations	

Many	scholars	have	commented	on	the	blending	of	religious	cultures	when	

competing	tribes	of	believers	share	sustained	contact	through	trade,	warfare,	and	

marriage.39		That	Germanic	pagans	and	Christians	blended	thoughts	and	ideas	about	

																																																								
38	Jacob	and	Wilhelm	Grimm,	Annotated	Brothers	Grimm,	443.		From	the	“Preface	to	Vol.	II	of	

the	First	Edition	of	The	Children’s	Stories	and	Household	Tales.”	
	
39	Older	studies	of	great	worth	concerning	the	blending	of	Germanic	mythology	and	

Christianity	are	Victor	Rydberg’s	Teutonic	Mythology,	Abram	Lewis’s	Paganism	Surviving	in	
Christianity,	and	E.	O.	G.	Turville-Petre’s	Myth	and	Religion	of	the	North.		These	works	have	
contributed	greatly	to	our	understanding	of	Teutonic	religious	beliefs	and	their	blending	with	
Christianity	over	the	years.		Sophus	Bugge’s	work	is	well	regarded,	but	little	of	it	has	been	translated	
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most,	if	not	all,	things	related	to	the	human	experience	is	a	given	and	is	the	cultural	

milieu	in	which	the	fairy	tales	were	formed.		The	clash	of	these	two	belief	systems	

eventually	saw	Christian	religious	beliefs	and	symbols	being	infused	into	the	stories	

of	the	ancient	Germanic	peoples.		Today	we	call	these	stories	fairy	tales.	

The	blending	of	religious	rituals	was	not	tolerated	by	all,	and	the	more	

influential	the	church	became	in	formerly	pagan	areas,	the	less	tolerant	it	became	of	

the	rituals,	rites,	and	festivals	associated	with	Germanic	paganism.		We	have	many	

ancient	sermons	that	speak	out	against	Christian	participation	in	the	pagan	rituals	

associated	with	Midsummer	celebrations.		These	sermons	generally	warn	Christian	

believers	to	avoid	pagan	rituals	and	the	festivities	associated	with	those	

celebrations	for	fear	that	the	newly	converted	Christian	might	slip	back	into	the	

pagan	beliefs	and	practices	from	which	they	had	recently	turned.		St.	Augustine	

delivered	these	words	in	a	Christmas	sermon	in	the	early	fifth	century	specifically	

concerning	Christians	celebrating	pagan	feasts	such	as	the	bathing	rituals	associated	

with	the	summer	solstice.		Augustine	pontificates:	

On	the	birthday	of	John	the	Baptist	six	months	ago	(for	the	two	birthdays	of	
the	herald	and	the	Judge	are	six	months	apart),	in	celebration	of	a	pagan	
superstition,	Christians	came	to	the	sea	and	there	they	baptized	themselves.		
I	was	absent,	but	I	later	learned	that,	in	accordance	with	the	instructions	of	
the	Christians,	the	priests,	being	disturbed,	inflicted	a	well-deserved	
ecclesiastical	chastisement	on	certain	individuals.		Then	some	of	these	men	
murmured	and	said:	‘What	great	crime	was	committed	that	it	should	be	
reported	against	us?		If	we	had	been	instructed,	we	would	not	have	done	it.		If	
the	priests	had	forewarned	us,	we	would	not	have	acted	thus.’40	
	

																																																																																																																																																																					
into	English.		Modern	scholars	such	as	Christopher	Jones,	H.	R.	Ellis	Davidson,	Margaret	Clunies-Ross,	
and	Jens	Peter	Schjødt	have	all	contributed	major	works	in	the	field	of	Teutonic	and	Christian	
syncretism.		Refer	to	my	bibliography	for	relevant	information	on	each	work	cited.	

	
40	Augustine’s	Sermon	196.	
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We	do	not	have	any	more	information	about	this	particular	incident	save	the	

sermon	Augustine	gave	in	response	to	the	event	itself.		What	is	striking	about	the	

reaction	to	Augustine’s	reprimands	is	the	lack	of	remorse	from	those	Christians	who	

participated	in	the	ritual	washing.		Based	on	the	response	of	the	people	to	the	

priests’	admonition,	it	is	possible	that	Augustine	might	have	misunderstood	what	

those	Christians	were	doing	by	going	to	the	sea	to	bathe.		They	might	have	simply	

been	participating	in	a	more	ancient	bathing	ritual	that	was	important	to	the	

community.		One	can	deduce	from	the	Christians’	collective	reaction	to	the	

punishments	meted	out	that	they	felt	they	had	done	nothing	wrong.		To	further	their	

complaint	against	what	they	felt	were	unjust	punishments,	they	claimed	that	they	

were	not	instructed	by	the	priests	to	avoid	participating	in	this	communal	ritual.		

Maybe	the	priests	thought	that	the	people’s	participation	in	these	events	was	a	good	

thing.		They,	too,	might	have	been	aware	of	the	deep	connection	that	ritual	had	for	

the	life	of	the	community	and	in	turn	might	have	turned	a	blind	eye	to	the	Christian	

community’s	participation	in	this	pagan	ritual.41		We	will	never	know	the	answer	to	

this	question,	but	it	does	raise	a	lot	of	interesting	ones	concerning	the	role	of	

religious	figures	who	are	responsible	for	the	teaching	of	their	congregation	when	

two	religious	traditions	are	competing	for	dominance.	

In	the	style	of	St.	Augustine,	St.	Eligius	of	Flanders	(588–660)	held	many	of	

the	same	concerns	about	the	ritualistic	manifestations	of	what	he	called	“the	pagan	

																																																								
41	Pagan	practices	still	grace	our	homes	during	Halloween	with	pagan	symbols	such	as	the	

jack-o’-lantern	being	brought	into	houses.		The	Christmas	tree	is	another	example	of	taking	a	pagan	
symbol,	the	World	Tree	Yggdrasil,	and	turning	it	into	a	Christian	one.		See	R.	Ronald	Murphy,	Tree	of	
Salvation:	Yggdrasil	and	the	Cross	in	the	North	(Oxford,	UK:	Oxford	University	Press,	2013),	191–218.	
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faith”	on	Christian	feast	days.		St.	Eligius	worked	for	many	years	among	the	pagans	

along	the	North	Sea	coast	and	sought	to	abolish	all	remnants	of	their	faith	by	

preaching	tirelessly	to	this	end.		Concerning	the	rituals	associated	with	Midsummer	

pagan	beliefs,	he	had	this	to	say:	“No	Christian	on	the	feast	of	Saint	John	or	the	

solemnity	of	any	other	saint	performs	solestitia	(solstice	rituals)	or	dancing	or	

leaping	or	diabolical	chants.”42	

We	can	see	that	the	same	issues	were	in	play	many	decades	after	Augustine	

issued	his	warnings	about	Christians	participating	in	pagan	rituals.		Indeed,	the	

blending	of	Christian	and	pagan	beliefs	remained	a	part	of	the	church	long	after	

Augustine	and	Eligius	died.		The	fact	that	some	of	these	pagan	practices	survived	for	

centuries	after	Christianity	was	officially	adopted	as	the	religion	of	the	Germanic	

peoples	is	rather	remarkable	and	tells	of	their	popularity	and	importance.	

Jacob	Grimm	gives	us	the	following	example	from	the	German	town	of	

Nürnberg	in	the	seventeenth	century	that	speaks	to	the	permissiveness	of	some	

town	councils	concerning	the	remnants	of	the	ancient	pagan	religion	practiced	in	

German-speaking	lands.		On	June	20,	1653,	the	Nürnberg	town	council	issued	the	

following	order.		It	reads:	

Whereas	experience	heretofore	hath	shewn,	that	after	the	old	heathenish	
use,	on	John’s	day	in	every	year,	in	the	country,	as	well	in	towns	as	villages,	
money	and	wood	hath	been	gathered	by	young	folk,	and	thereupon	the	so-
called	sonnenwendt	or	zimmet	fire,	kindled,	and	thereat	winebibbing,	dancing	
about	the	said	fire,	leaping	over	the	same,	with	burning	of	sundry	herbs	and	
flowers,	and	setting	of	brands	from	the	said	fire	in	the	fields,	and	many	other	
ways	all	manner	of	superstitious	work	carried	on—Therefore	the	Hon.	
Council	of	Nürnberg	town	neither	can	nor	ought	to	forbear	to	do	away	with	

																																																								
42	Dado,	Bishop	of	Rouen,	“The	Life	of	Eligius	Bishop	and	Confessor,”	ed.	Levison,	trans.	Jo	

Ann	McNamara,	Fordham	University,	Medieval	Sourcebook,	chapter	16,	accessed	November	20,	2015,	
http://sourcebooks.fordham.edu/basis/eligius.asp.	
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all	such	unbecoming	superstition,	paganism,	and	peril	of	fire	on	this	coming	
day	of	St.	John.43	
	
In	his	mythological	study,	Jacob	gives	us	many	examples	from	every	

European	region	of	the	pagan	rituals	associated	with	the	Midsummer	solstice	in	

which	ritual	bathing	and	communal	bonfires	were	a	central	focus	of	the	festivities.44		

Many	European	towns	and	villages	still	celebrate	St.	John’s	Day	at	the	summer	

solstice	by	gathering	around	communal	bonfires	and	making	merry	long	into	the	

night.	

Relevant	to	the	“Briar-Rose”	fairy	tale,	Jacob	Grimm	gives	us	this	description	

of	a	Midsummer	solstice	ceremony	in	which	fire	and	the	use	of	a	spinning	wheel	

wrapped	in	straw	become	symbols	for	the	hope	of	a	prosperous	year	for	all.		He	

writes:	

We	have	a	fuller	description	of	a	Midsummer	fire	made	in	1823	at	Konz,	a	
Lorrainian	but	still	German	village	on	the	Moselle,	near	Sierk	and	Thionville.		
Every	house	delivers	a	truss	of	straw	on	the	top	of	the	Stromberg,	where	men	
and	youths	assemble	towards	evening;	women	and	girls	are	stationed	by	the	
Burbach	spring.		Then	a	huge	wheel	is	wrapt	round	with	straw,	so	that	none	of	
the	wood	is	left	in	sight,	a	strong	pole	is	passed	through	the	middle,	which	
sticks	out	a	yard	on	each	side,	and	is	grasped	by	the	guiders	of	the	wheel;	the	
remainder	of	the	straw	is	tied	up	into	a	number	of	small	torches.		At	a	signal	
given	by	the	Maire	of	Sierk	(who	according	to	ancient	custom,	earns	a	basket	
of	cherries	by	the	service),	the	wheel	is	lighted	with	a	torch,	and	set	rapidly	
in	motion,	a	shout	of	joy	is	raised,	all	wave	their	torches	on	high,	part	of	the	
men	stay	on	the	hill,	part	follow	the	rolling	globe	of	fire	as	it	is	guided	
downhill	to	the	Moselle.		It	often	goes	out	first;	but	if	alight	when	it	touches	
the	river,	it	prognosticates	an	abundant	vintage,	and	the	Konz	people	have	a	
right	to	levy	a	tun	of	white	wine	from	the	adjacent	vineyards.		Whilst	the	

																																																								
43	Grimm,	Teutonic	Mythology,	footnote	1,	619.	
	
44	See	volume	2	of	Teutonic	Mythology,	chapter	20	entitled	“Elements.”		Here	we	find	a	great	

deal	of	information	about	the	uses	and	superstitions	associated	with	water	as	well	as	the	uses	and	
superstitions	associated	with	fire.		The	rotating	of	the	wheel	downhill	commemorates	the	turning	
south	of	the	rising	and	setting	sun.		Detailed	accounts	of	Midsummer	fires	(also	Easter	fires)	and	their	
relationship	to	pagan	practices	and	the	Feast	of	St.	John	the	Baptist	can	be	found	on	pp.	617–27.		
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wheel	is	rushing	past	the	women	and	girls,	they	break	out	into	cries	of	joy,	
answered	by	the	men	on	the	hill;	and	inhabitants	of	neighbouring	villages,	
who	have	flocked	to	the	river	side,	mingle	their	voices	in	universal	
rejoicing.45	
	

What	descriptions	like	this	tell	us	is	that	remnants	of	ancient	pagan	practices	

associated	with	the	summer	solstice	still	existed	in	many	cultures	even	if	the	

original	meaning	of	those	practices	had	been	lost	to	the	present	generation	or	

subsumed	by	another	more	dominant	culture	or	religion	such	as	Christianity.	

Jacob	painstakingly	catalogs	many	traditions	associated	with	pre-Christian	

belief	as	well	as	the	attempts	by	clergy	in	various	centuries	to	purge	the	church	of	

those	practices,	going	so	far	as	to	cite	the	eighteenth-century	cleric	Paolo	Maria	

Paciaudi,	who	“labored	to	prove	that	the	fires	of	St.	John	have	nothing	to	do	with	the	

far	older	heathenish	fires,	but	have	sprung	out	of	the	spirit	of	Christian	worship.”46		

The	fact	that	many	pagan	practices	were	still	being	practiced	many	centuries	after	

Christianity	became	the	dominant	religion	of	European	cultures	says	a	great	deal	

about	the	power	these	symbols	and	rituals	had	on	the	imaginations	of	the	Germanic	

people.	

The	blending	of	religious	practices	(or	some	might	say	co-opting)	was	

common	where	pagans	and	Christians	mixed.		It	is	not	beyond	the	pale	to	believe	

that	many	people	clung	to	the	ancient	beliefs	and	customs	of	their	pagan	ancestors	

even	while	professing	in	good	faith	belief	in	Jesus’s	saving	power.		Frazer	argues:	

Taken	altogether,	the	coincidence	of	the	Christian	with	the	heathen	festivals	
are	too	close	and	too	numerous	to	be	accidental.		They	mark	the	compromise	

																																																								
45	Grimm,	Teutonic	Mythology,	619–20.	
	
46	Ibid.,	624.	
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which	the	Church	in	the	hour	of	its	triumph	was	compelled	to	make	with	its	
vanquished	yet	still	dangerous	rivals.		The	inflexible	Protestantism	of	the	
primitive	missionaries,	with	their	fiery	denunciations	of	heathendom,	had	
been	exchanged	for	the	supple	policy,	the	easy	tolerance,	the	comprehensive	
charity	of	shrewd	ecclesiastics,	who	clearly	perceived	that	if	Christianity	was	
to	conquer	the	world	it	could	do	so	only	be	relaxing	the	too	rigid	principles	of	
its	Founder,	by	widening	a	little	the	narrow	gate	which	leads	to	salvation.47	

	
The	information	given	in	this	first	part	of	the	chapter	is	meant	to	act	as	a	

backdrop	to	help	the	reader	have	a	broader	understanding	of	the	world	in	which	the	

“Briar-Rose”	tale	was	created.		As	well,	this	information	is	meant	to	encourage	an	

appreciation	for	the	ways	in	which	the	Teutonic	and	Christian	belief	systems	

interacted	to	help	form	new	understandings	of	the	workings	of	fate	and	time	in	

relation	to	death	and	rebirth,	shown	forth	in	the	tale	of	“Briar-Rose.”	

Out	of	the	Depths:	Water,	Barrenness,	and	Spirit	

Long	ago	there	lived	a	king	and	a	queen	and	never	a	day	passed	but	they	said:	
‘Oh,	if	only	we	had	a	child!’	and	yet	they	never	had	one.		Then	it	happened	
one	day	when	the	queen	was	taking	her	bath	that	a	frog	crawled	ashore	out	
of	the	water	and	said	to	her:	‘Your	wish	is	to	be	granted;	before	a	year	is	over	
you	will	give	birth	to	a	daughter.’		It	happened	as	the	frog	had	said,	and	the	
queen	gave	birth	to	a	little	girl	of	such	beauty	that	the	king	was	beside	
himself	with	joy	and	ordered	a	great	feast.48	
	
The	way	fate,	time,	and	death	are	revealed	in	the	Grimms’	version	of	the	

“Sleeping	Beauty”	tale	is	complex,	and	we	find	a	confluence	of	pagan	and	Christian	

religious	symbols	that	speaks	to	the	role	of	the	above-mentioned	concepts	as	they	

are	portrayed	in	the	tale.		As	the	story	unfolds,	we	understand	that	fate	seems	to	

have	rendered	the	king	and	queen	of	our	story	unable	to	conceive	a	child.		The	

revelation	given	by	the	frog	emerging	from	the	waters	in	which	the	queen	bathes	is	
																																																								

47	James	George	Frazer,	The	Golden	Bough:	A	Study	in	Magic	and	Religion	(Oxford,	UK:	Oxford	
University	Press,	2009),	364.	

	
48	Jacob	and	Wilhelm	Grimm,	Selected	Tales,	70.	
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significant	for	the	good	news	it	brings	but	also	for	the	way	that	message	is	conveyed,	

thus	revealing	how	fate	plays	a	role	in	overcoming	the	first	obstacle	we	encounter	in	

this	tale:	barrenness.	

The	waters	in	which	the	queen	bathes	are	deeply	symbolic	to	both	the	

ancient	Germanic	pagans	and	to	the	Christians	who	intermingled	with	them	from	

late	antiquity	through	the	Middle	Ages.		When	the	frog	emerges	from	those	waters	

to	prophesy	about	a	noble	birth,	the	reader	is	immediately	transported	to	a	

different,	more	mysterious	place.		P.	L.	Travers	offers	this	description	of	the	frog’s	

coming	forth	from	the	waters:	“A	frog	brings	her	[the	queen]	the	reassurance.		

Within	a	year,	she	will	bear	a	child.		A	messenger	rises	from	the	dark	waters	where	

all	things	have	their	beginnings.”49		Similarly,	we	find	at	the	beginning	of	the	Bible	

just	such	a	mysterious	scene	involving	spirits	and	water:	“In	the	beginning	when	

God	created	the	heavens	and	the	earth,	the	earth	was	a	formless	void	and	darkness	

covered	the	face	of	the	deep,	while	a	wind	from	God	swept	over	the	face	of	the	

waters.”50		With	the	blossoming	of	the	Christian	faith,	those	mysterious	waters	

found	in	the	Book	of	Genesis	are	recalled	in	the	prayer	formula	used	to	bless	

baptismal	waters,	thus	making	the	waters	of	creation,	from	which	new	life	came	

forth,	the	symbol	for	new	life	in	Christ	through	baptism.	

In	baptism	we	use	your	gift	of	water,	which	you	have	made	a	rich	symbol	of	
the	grace	you	give	us	in	this	sacrament.		At	the	very	dawn	of	creation	your	
Spirit	breathed	on	the	waters,	making	them	the	wellspring	of	all	holiness.51	

																																																								
49	Travers,	About	The	Sleeping	Beauty,	54.	
	
50	Genesis	1:	1–2.	
	
51	Taken	from	the	baptismal	rite	found	in	the	Misal	Romanum.	
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Water,	the	foundation	for	all	life,	is	sacred	to	all	peoples,	yet	the	manner	in	

which	people	regard	that	sacredness	is	culturally	bound.		For	ancient	Germanic	

peoples,	water	was	seen	as	that	important	conduit	between	the	world	in	which	we	

live	and	the	world	that	is	below	ground.		In	this	context,	water	is	associated	with	the	

wells	underneath	the	great	World	Tree	called	Ygddrasil,	which	is	the	central	holy	

place	of	the	Germanic	gods.		“The	root	that	extends	into	Asgard	is	carefully	tended	

by	the	three	Norns,	goddesses,	who	are	regarded	as	the	dispensers	of	fate.”52		

Another	of	the	wells	is	tended	by	the	wisdom	figure	Mimir,	and	the	water	from	that	

stream	forms	the	boundaries	between	the	underworld	and	the	upper	world.		It	is	

from	these	deep	and	mysterious	waters	that	our	magical	speaking	frog	has	emerged.		

Margaret	Clunies-Ross	offers	this	statement	concerning	the	water’s	association	with	

the	pre-Christian	Teutonic	religion:	

As	Schjodt	has	asserted,	water	in	the	form	of	the	sea,	rivers	or	wells	is	
associated	with	the	underworld	and	Mimir’s	well	forms	the	boundary	
between	the	underworld	and	the	upper	world	of	the	gods,	humans	and	
giants.		His	well	is	under	the	root	of	the	World	Ash	tree	that	reaches	towards	
the	frost-giants,	according	to	Gylfaginning	15,	53		and	it	contains	in	its	waters	
both	wisdom	and	intelligence	(speko	ok	mannvit).54	
	
Also	mentioned	in	Gylfaginning	15	from	Snorri	Sturluson’s	The	Prose	Edda	is	

the	well	of	Urd	where	the	Norns	feed	the	great	World	Ash	while	spinning	the	fated	

destinies	of	each	person.		Snorri	tells	us	the	following	about	this	third	and	final	root.		
																																																								

52	Thomas	Bulfinch,	Bulfinch’s	Mythology:	The	Age	of	Fable,	the	Age	of	Chivalry,	Legends	of	
Charlemagne	(New	York:	Avenel,	1978),	330.	

	
53	The	first	part	of	Snorri	Sturluson’s	The	Prose	Edda	after	the	prologue.	
	
54	Margaret	Clunies-Ross,	Prolonged	Echoes:	Old	Norse	Myth	in	Medieval	Northern	Society,	

vol.	1,	The	Myths	(Odense,	Denmark:	Odense	University	Press,	1994),	215.	
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He	states:	“The	third	root	of	the	ash	is	in	heaven,	and	under	that	root	is	the	very	holy	

well	called	the	Well	of	Urd.		There	the	gods	have	their	place	of	judgment.”55		The	

waters	of	these	two	wells	are	so	important	to	the	ancient	Germanic	imagination	that	

Odin,	the	all-father	of	the	gods,	goes	to	Mimir’s	well	to	seek	information	about	how	

the	fated	destruction	of	the	world	at	Ragnarok	might	be	reversed.		The	wisdom	

contained	in	the	waters	of	this	well	is	so	special	that	Odin	will	even	give	up	an	eye	to	

have	access	to	its	ability	to	impart	wisdom.		Of	Mimir’s	well,	Jacob	states:	

The	Edda	however	gives	a	higher	position	to	its	Mimir:	he	has	a	fountain,	in	
which	wisdom	and	understanding	lie	hidden;	drinking	of	it	every	morning,	he	
is	the	wisest,	most	intelligent	of	men,	and	this	again	reminds	us	of	‘Wielandes	
brunne’.		To	Mimisbrunnr	came	Odinn	and	desired	a	drink,	but	did	not	
receive	it	til	he	had	given	one	of	his	eyes	in	pledge,	and	hidden	it	in	the	
fountain;	this	accounts	for	Odinn	being	one-eyed.56	
	

The	water	in	which	the	barren	queen	bathes	is	infused	with	magical	properties	from	

both	the	ancient	Germanic	religion	and	Christianity,	signaling	that	something	special	

is	about	to	happen,	that	the	queen’s	fated	barrenness	may	come	to	an	end.	

This	same	water	is	associated	with	fate	because	of	the	presence	of	the	Norns	

who	live	and	spin	at	the	well	of	Urd.		Murphy’s	insight	into	the	dual	meaning	

attributed	to	the	water	in	this	tale	is	quite	helpful	for	our	overall	understanding	of	

the	objective	of	the	Grimm	Brothers	to	blend	pre-Christian	and	Christian	symbols.		

He	proposes:	

The	waters	first	seem	to	connote	the	passage	or	“flow”	of	time.		The	queen	is	
thus	seated	both	in	the	pre-Christian	waters	of	time	and	the	spirit-indwelling	
waters	of	baptism.		It	is	theologically	interesting	that	there	is	an	association	
of	the	word	“bath”	with	“baptism”	in	the	Grimms’	dictionary	and	that	baptism	

																																																								
55	Sturluson,	The	Prose	Edda,	24.	
	
56	Grimm,	Teutonic	Mythology,	379.	
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there	is	not	described	just	as	a	washing	from	original	sin,	but	also	as	the	
removal	of	its	mortal	consequence.		The	Grimms	call	the	bath	of	baptism	a	
“rebirth”	and	cite	from	the	letter	of	Paul	in	the	New	Testament57	as	a	part	of	
the	dictionary	definition.		In	other	words,	we	have	once	again	a	weaving	of	
the	Germanic	and	the	Christian	symbolism	in	the	water	in	the	initial	scene.58	
	

Small	yet	Important	Additions:	How	a	Frog	Can	Change	Everything	

The	frog	emerging	from	the	waters	in	which	the	queen	bathed	is	not	an	

accidental	addition	to	the	story.		In	the	earliest	written	version	of	the	“Sleeping	

Beauty”	tale	given	to	us	by	the	anonymous	author	of	Perceforest,	no	mention	is	made	

of	an	animal	of	any	kind	bearing	blessings	for	a	barren	woman.		Likewise,	Basile	

does	not	mention	any	kind	of	a	ritual	bath	in	his	rendition,	and	Perrault	mentions	it	

as	just	one	of	many	potential	cures	for	barrenness	(among	other	things	such	as	

taking	vows	and	pilgrimages).		None	of	the	above-mentioned	authors	tells	of	a	

talking	animal	emerging	from	the	water’s	depths	to	bring	glad	tidings	to	the	barren	

queen.		Given	that	we	know	the	Grimms	used	these	sources	as	a	basis	for	their	own	

reworking	of	the	tale,	we	can	deduce	that	the	presence	of	the	frog	is	significant	and	

should	be	examined	closely.	

Interestingly	enough,	the	frog	we	encounter	in	the	mysterious	waters	was	

not	original	to	the	Grimms’	first	edition	of	the	tale.		Of	particular	note	for	this	scene	

is	that	in	the	brothers’	initial	publication	of	“Briar-Rose,”	the	creature	that	emerged	

from	the	deep	water	was	a	crab.		From	the	1812	version:	“A	king	and	queen	couldn’t	

have	children,	and	they	wanted	very	much	to	have	one.		Then	one	day,	while	the	

																																																								
57	Letter	of	St.	Paul	to	Titus	3:5:	“He	saved	us,	not	because	of	any	works	of	righteousness	that	

we	had	done,	but	according	to	his	mercy,	through	the	water	of	rebirth	and	renewal	by	the	Holy	
Spirit.”	

	
58	Murphy,	The	Owl,	the	Raven,	and	the	Dove,	145.	
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queen	was	bathing,	a	crab	crawled	out	of	the	water,	came	onshore,	and	said:	‘Your	

wish	will	soon	be	filled,	and	you	will	give	birth	to	a	daughter.’”59		The	significance	of	

the	frog’s	presence	in	the	fairy	tale	(since	it	is	not	present	in	any	of	the	prior	written	

versions)	and	the	fact	that	the	frog	emerges	from	the	water	to	give	a	prophecy	

signals	the	importance	of	this	event	in	the	overall	structure	of	the	tale.		In	the	

parlance	of	Judeo-Christian	mythology,	the	frog	emerging	from	the	waters	is	

symbolic	of	the	divine	breaking	into	the	temporal	world,	like	the	Lord’s	birth	

announcements	to	Sarah	found	in	Genesis	19	or	Gabriel’s	visitation	to	Mary	found	in	

Luke’s	Gospel,	chapter	1.		To	these	miraculous	births	we	must	also	add	one	from	the	

pagan	past,	the	miraculous	birth	of	Volsung,	found	in	the	first	chapter	of	his	

eponymous	saga.		This	deliberate	change	from	crab	to	frog	is	significant,	and	

understanding	this	event	will	help	us	understand	how	fate	plays	out	in	the	Grimms’	

version	of	“Briar-Rose.”	

Murphy,	consulting	the	Grimms’	German	dictionary,	gives	us	important	

information	about	the	meaning	of	the	queen’s	bath,	the	role	of	the	frog,	and	how	the	

bath	scene	informs	the	overall	direction	and	meaning	of	the	“Briar-Rose”	fairy	tale.		

The	Grimms	tell	us	that	the	word	bath	centered	on	“the	sprinkling	of	a	newborn	

child,	to	wash,	to	bathe.		In	a	spiritual	sense,	the	bath	of	baptism,	of	rebirth.”60		As	we	

saw	in	“Little	Red	Riding	Hood,”	even	if	baptism	is	not	mentioned	directly	in	the	

Grimms’	telling,	we	cannot	discount	the	place	and	presence	of	baptismal	symbolism	

																																																								
59	Jacob	and	Wilhelm	Grimm,	The	Original	Folk	and	Fairy	Tales	of	the	Brothers	Grimm,	trans.	

and	ed.	Jack	Zipes	(Princeton,	NJ:	Princeton	University	Press),	162.	
	
60	Murphy,	The	Owl,	the	Raven,	and	the	Dove,	145.	
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in	this	tale.		Murphy	continues:	“The	scene…was	intended	to	evoke	a	primal	scene:	

washing	by	the	riverbank,	with	‘the	bath’s’	ancient	origin	in	cooling	off	and	

cleansing,	and	its	spiritual	meaning	of	baptism’s	cleansing	and	rebirth.”61	

In	the	original	version	of	this	tale	published	in	1812,	a	crab	emerges	from	the	

water	to	give	the	good	news	to	the	queen	that	her	barrenness	has	come	to	an	end,	

yet	the	crab	is	replaced	in	the	very	next	edition	by	a	more	potent	symbol:	the	frog.		

The	frog’s	ability	to	transform	from	tadpole	to	mature	frog	is	an	important	symbolic	

component	of	this	tale	in	that	it	signals	to	the	reader	that	transformations	can	and	

will	take	place	in	this	story,	e.g.,	the	queen	having	a	child.		The	frog	is	also	a	liminal	

creature	and	emerges	from	one	realm	(water)	to	live	in	another	(land),	and	although	

it	does	not	say	so	in	the	Grimms’	text,	in	my	imagination	the	frog	most	certainly	

returns	to	the	primordial	depths	from	which	it	emerged	to	await	its	next	call.		The	

frog’s	announcement	to	the	queen	that	her	barrenness	is	over	is	a	gift	from	the	

depths	of	creation	and	the	event	that	sets	fate	in	motion	for	Briar-Rose.	

Bettelheim	and	Frogs:	A	Symbol	in	Search	of	a	Sexuality?	

There	is	significant	scholarship	beginning	in	the	late	twentieth	century	on	

the	symbols	found	in	the	“Sleeping	Beauty”	tale	and	the	way	they	relate	to	human	

sexuality.		Perhaps	the	most	well	known	of	these	scholars	is	Bruno	Bettelheim,	who	

contends	that	the	presence	of	the	frog	is	symbolic	of	a	child’s	continued	

metamorphosis	toward	sexual	maturity,	of	moving	from	one	state	of	sexual	being	to	

progressively	deeper	and	more	profound	levels	of	sexual	maturity	and	

																																																								
61	Murphy,	The	Owl,	the	Raven,	and	the	Dove,	145.	
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understanding.62		For	Bettelheim,	the	“sleep”	of	Sleeping	Beauty	connotes	a	time	of	

passivity	that	accompanies	adolescence.		Of	this	period	of	human	and	sexual	

development,	he	states:	“Adolescence	is	a	period	of	rapid	change,	characterized	by	

periods	of	utter	passivity	and	lethargy	alternating	with	frantic	activity.”63		Because	

fairy	tales	are	meant	to	be	universal	in	nature,	the	“sleep”	that	Briar-Rose	endures	

must	have	a	universal	characteristic	that	is	true	for	all.		Bettelheim	believes	this	

universal	characteristic	to	be	one	of	sexual	transformation,	of	moving	from	a	state	of	

sexual	naiveté	(the	sleep	of	childhood	and	adolescence)	to	full	understanding	and	

awakening	(physically	and	sexually)	initiated	by	the	prince.		The	frog’s	

transformation	from	tadpole	to	maturity	mirrors	the	transformation	that	each	

person	must	experience	in	adolescence	if	one	is	to	reach	physical	and	sexual	

maturity.		Bettelheim	states:	

By	using	the	frog	as	a	symbol	for	sex,	an	animal	that	exists	in	one	form	when	
young—as	a	tadpole—and	in	an	entirely	different	form	when	mature,	the	
story	speaks	to	the	unconscious	of	the	child	and	helps	him	accept	the	form	of	
sexuality	which	is	correct	for	his	age,	while	also	making	him	receptive	to	the	
idea	that	as	he	grows	up,	his	sexuality	too	must,	in	his	own	best	interest,	
undergo	a	metamorphosis.64	
	

																																																								
62	For	views	to	the	contrary,	see	Jack	Zipes,	Breaking	the	Magic	Spell	(Austin:	University	of	

Texas	Press,	1979),	chapter	6.		Here,	Zipes	contends	that	Bettelheim	“disseminates	false	notions	
about	the	original	intent	of	Freudian	psychoanalytic	theory	and	about	the	literary	quality	of	folk	
tales,”	believing	that	he	imposes	meaning	on	the	folk	tales	for	therapeutic	use	in	child	therapy.		Zipes,	
a	major	contributor	to	folk	and	fairy	tale	research,	misses	the	mark	here	in	his	critique	of	Bettelheim,	
for	he	fundamentally	misinterprets	Bettelheim’s	original	theory	that	the	tales	help	children	find	
meaning	in	their	lives,	not	that	they	impose	meaning	on	the	children.	

	
63	Bettelheim,	The	Uses	of	Enchantment,	225.		His	entire	argument	for	this	reading	of	“Briar-

Rose”	is	found	on	pp.	225–36.	
	
64	Ibid.,	290.	
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Bettelheim’s	instinct	to	illuminate	the	universal	symbols	in	fairy	tales	that	

inform	the	emotional	life	of	children	is	well	founded	and	appropriate.		The	

popularity	of	the	Grimms’	fairy	tales	attests	to	their	near-universal	appeal.		The	

universal	experience	that	all	children	must	undergo	various	transformations	to	

reach	sexual	maturity	is	insightful	and	has	great	merit,	but	I	do	not	believe	that	this	

hermeneutic	is	sufficient	to	explain	the	frog’s	presence	in	the	tale.65		Indeed,	the	frog	

does	transform	from	tadpole	to	physical	maturity,	as	do	all	children	at	puberty.		This	

point,	however,	is	not	as	important	for	the	Grimms	as	is	the	liminal	character	of	the	

frog	with	its	ability	to	move	between	worlds.		Like	the	post-pubertal	child,	once	the	

frog	reaches	maturity,	it	cannot	return	to	a	state	of	immaturity.	

The	frog,	with	his	ability	to	move	between	worlds,	can	be	both	“pagan”	and	

“Christian.”		In	my	opinion,	that	is	why	the	frog	was	substituted	for	the	crab.		This	

liminal	characteristic	seems	to	be	the	more	ancient	one,	and	that,	I	believe,	best	

explains	the	change	made	by	the	Grimms.		The	frog’s	liminality,	in	my	estimation,	is	

the	characteristic	that	defines	the	frog	and	its	role	in	the	tale	because	this	scene	is	

not	found	in	other	versions	of	the	tale.	

The	frog	also	represents	holding	the	tension	between	competing	religious	

systems.		Pre-Christian	religious	traditions	such	as	Midsummer	bathing	and	

Christian	baptism	are	not	at	odds	in	the	frog’s	world	because	the	symbolic	

representation	of	the	frog	can	hold	both	realities	in	tension	at	once.		The	frog	

																																																								
65	Indeed,	the	presence	of	the	frog	can	be	seen	in	many	ways.		Bettelheim	suggest	in	his	

commentary	on	the	fairy	tale	“The	Frog	King”	that	the	frog	has	long	been	the	symbol	for	sexual	
expression.		In	the	tale	of	“Briar-Rose,”	the	frog	is	in	the	same	water	with	the	queen	when	it	tells	her	
that	she	will	give	birth	in	nine	months.		For	further	information	on	how	the	frog	represents	fertility	
and	sexuality	in	Bettelheim’s	understanding,	see	his	chapter	on	“The	Animal-Groom	Cycle	of	Fairy	
Tales”	in	his	book	The	Uses	of	Enchantment,	especially	pp.	286–91.	



	

	 125	

emerging	from	the	depths	of	the	water	speaks	to	both	pagan	and	Christian	

sensibilities.		That	is	why	the	Grimms	incorporated	a	frog	into	the	story	after	the	

first	edition	rather	than	keeping	the	crab.		Its	symbol	is	much	more	potent	and	rich,	

and	it	helps	us	understand	the	religious	syncretism	in	this	tale.	

The	Naming	Feast:	Fate	and	Destiny	on	Display	

It	happened	as	the	frog	had	said,	and	the	queen	gave	birth	to	a	little	girl	of	
such	beauty	that	the	king	was	beside	himself	with	joy	and	ordered	a	great	
feast.		He	invited	to	it	not	only	his	relatives	and	friends	and	acquaintances	
but	also	the	wise-women	of	the	land,	in	the	hope	that	they	would	show	the	
child	affection	and	favour.		There	were	thirteen	of	them	in	his	kingdom,	but	
because	he	had	only	twelve	golden	plates	for	them	to	eat	from,	one	of	them	
had	to	stay	at	home.		The	feast	was	celebrated	with	great	magnificence,	and	
when	it	was	over	the	wise-women	bestowed	their	magic	gifts	on	the	child:	
one	gave	her	virtue,	another	beauty,	a	third	wealth,	and	so	on,	till	she	had	
everything	in	the	world	you	could	wish	for.		Just	as	the	eleventh	of	them	had	
spoken	her	spell,	the	thirteenth	suddenly	entered.		She	meant	to	avenge	
herself	for	not	having	been	invited,	and	without	greeting	or	looking	at	
anyone	she	cried	out	in	a	loud	voice:	‘In	her	fifteenth	year	the	princess	shall	
prick	herself	on	a	spindle	and	fall	dead.’		And	without	speaking	another	word	
she	turned	her	back	and	left	the	hall.		Everyone	was	horrified,	but	then	the	
twelfth	wise-woman,	who	still	had	not	uttered	her	wish,	stepped	forward:	
she	could	not	cancel	the	evil	spell	but	only	lessen	its	effect,	so	she	said:	‘But	it	
shall	not	be	death	the	princess	falls	into,	only	a	deep	sleep	lasting	a	hundred	
years.’	
	
The	curse	of	the	Thirteenth	Wise	Woman	is	the	second	obstacle	faced	by	

Briar-Rose	and	points	us	closer	toward	the	full	realization	that	death	is	the	ultimate	

obstacle	with	which	she,	and	by	extension	all	of	humanity,	must	contend.		Although	

each	rendition	of	the	“Sleeping	Beauty”	tale	mentioned	in	this	work	tells	of	

supernatural	persons	who	bestow	gifts	on	each	of	the	newborn	children,	their	

numbers	and	gender	differ	depending	on	the	culture	in	which	each	tale	was	formed.		

Despite	these	differences,	their	role	is	the	same,	and	they	arrive	at	the	birth	of	each	

child	to	bestow	on	them	their	unbreakable	fate.	



	

	 126	

The	author	of	Perceforest	does	a	splendid	job	of	explaining	the	ways	in	which	

the	three	Fates	work	their	craft	at	each	child’s	birth:	

Then	on	the	day	of	the	delivery	they	have	one	of	their	chambers	as	splendidly	
prepared	as	may	be,	and	a	table	spread	with	all	manner	of	good	food	and	
drink,	with	three	jugs	of	the	finest	spiced	wine,	three	goblets	and	three	
knives.		And	when	the	pregnant	woman	has	given	birth	to	her	child,	the	three	
attendant	goddesses	go	and	eat	at	the	table	in	secret,	invisible	to	all.		Each	
goddess	finds	her	plate	laden	with	all	kinds	of	delicacies,	her	jug	full,	her	
goblet	and	her	knife	laid	ready,	and	fine,	soft	bread.		The	goddess	Lucina	has	
pride	of	place	since	she	has	brought	the	creature	into	the	world—dead	or	
alive.		Next	to	her	sits	the	goddess	Venus,	who	has	her	torch	ready	to	fire	the	
child,	as	soon	as	it’s	born,	with	the	that	vital	heat,	filling	each	limb	to	the	
child’s	capacity—be	it	male	or	female—so	that	he	or	she	can	put	it	to	good	
use	at	the	due	and	appropriate	age.		And	next	to	her	sits	Themis,	goddess	of	
destiny,	who	immediately	determines	the	child’s	life	and	all	that	will	befall	it—
bitter	or	sweet	as	the	goddess	chooses.66	
	
In	contrast	to	what	we	find	in	Perceforest,	Perrault’s	version	of	the	“Sleeping	

Beauty”	tale	shows	us	the	blending	of	the	two	religious	traditions	in	a	most	

ambitious	way.		Perrault	holds	both	the	pagan	and	Christian	religious	traditions	in	

tension	and	does	so	with	a	sense	of	humor,	for	his	rendition	features	the	king	

inviting	fairies	to	Sleeping	Beauty’s	christening	feast	to	be	the	child’s	godmothers.67		

They	held	a	beautiful	service	for	her	to	be	christened;	all	the	fairies	they	
could	find	in	the	country	were	to	come	(there	were	seven	of	them),	to	be	
godmothers	for	the	little	Princess,	which	meant	that	each	would	bestow	a	gift	
on	her,	which	was	the	custom	for	fairies	in	those	days,	and	then	she	would	be	
as	perfect	as	you	could	possibly	imagine.68	

	

																																																								
66	Perceforest,	387.	Italics	mine	for	emphasis.	
	
67	This	is	funny	because	to	be	a	godmother	in	the	medieval	church,	one	had	to	be	a	baptized	

and	confirmed	Catholic.		The	fact	that	pagan	fairies	would	stand	as	godmother	is	a	cute	insertion	into	
the	tale	that	would	have	enticed	its	fair	share	of	chuckles.	

	
68	Charles	Perrault,	The	Complete	Fairy	Tales,	trans.	Christopher	Betts	(Oxford,	UK:	Oxford	

University	Press,	2009),	87.	
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A	christening	with	gift-bearing	fairies	acting	as	godmothers	is	quite	extraordinary	

and	fun	since	the	more	ancient	ideas	that	fairies	are	present	at	children’s	naming	

ceremonies	has	now	been	assimilated	into	a	Christian	baptismal	celebration.	

For	the	Grimms,	the	ancient	thread	of	fate	makes	its	presence	known	at	the	

feast	celebrating	Briar-Rose’s	birth.		Here,	the	uninvited	Thirteenth	Wise	Woman	

angrily	arrives	to	curse	the	beautiful	baby.		“In	her	fifteenth	year	the	princess	shall	

prick	herself	on	a	spindle	and	fall	dead.”69		Fate	is	making	her	presence	known,	even	

if	uninvited.		Murphy	helps	us	understand	her	vital	role	in	the	tale	by	stating:	“She	

arrives	uninvited.		Who	would	ever	invite	the	gift	of	‘aging’	to	come	to	a	birth	

celebration?		But	she	is	always	there,	nonetheless,	at	every	celebration	of	a	birth	or	a	

birthday,	as	inevitably	as	the	question	put	to	the	guest	of	honor:	‘How	old	are	

you?’”70	

The	Grimm	Brothers	make	the	presence	of	the	Thirteenth	Wise	Women	an	

important	feature	of	their	rendition	of	the	tale	and	an	obstacle	with	which	Briar-

Rose	must	contend.		Far	from	cutting	wise	women	and	other	pagan	religious	

symbols	from	their	tale,	as	some	might	expect	pious	Christians	to	do,	the	Grimms	

expand	the	use	of	pagan	symbols	and	imagery	and	then	use	those	very	things	as	

foundational	material	for	the	tale.	

Briar-Rose:	The	Sleep	of	Humanity	

The	King,	who	dearly	wished	to	protect	his	beloved	child	from	this	
misfortune,	gave	orders	that	every	spindle	in	his	kingdom	was	to	be	burnt.		
But	the	blessings	of	the	wise-women	on	the	girl	were	all	fulfilled,	for	she	was	
so	beautiful,	well	behaved,	kind	and	intelligent	that	no	one	could	look	at	her	

																																																								
69	Jacob	and	Wilhelm	Grimm,	Selected	Tales,	70.	
	
70	Murphy,	The	Owl,	the	Raven,	and	the	Dove,	146.	
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without	loving	her.		It	happened	that	on	the	very	day	she	was	to	reach	the	age	
of	fifteen	the	king	and	queen	were	not	at	home	and	the	girl	stayed	behind	in	
the	palace	all	by	herself,	so	she	explored	everything,	looked	at	the	rooms	and	
the	bedrooms	just	as	she	pleased,	and	finally	come	to	an	old	tower.		She	
climbed	to	the	top	of	the	narrow	spiral	stair	and	came	to	a	little	door.		In	the	
lock	was	an	old	rusty	key;	when	she	turned	it	the	door	sprang	open	and	
there,	in	a	little	room,	sat	an	old	woman	with	a	spindle,	busily	spinning	her	
flax.		‘Good	morning,	old	lady,’	said	the	princess,	‘what’s	that	you’re	doing?’		
‘I’m	spinning,’	said	the	old	woman,	nodding	her	head.		‘And	what’s	this	funny	
little	thing	jumping	about?’	asked	the	girl.		And	she	took	the	spindle	in	her	
hand	and	wanted	to	learn	how	to	spin	too.		But	she	had	scarcely	touched	it	
when	the	spell	was	fulfilled	and	she	pricked	herself	in	the	finger.		The	
moment	she	felt	the	prick	she	fell	down	on	the	bed	that	was	standing	there,	
and	lay	in	a	deep	sleep.		And	this	sleep	spread	over	the	entire	palace:	the	king	
and	queen,	who	had	just	got	back	and	entered	the	hall,	began	to	fall	asleep,	
and	so	did	their	whole	court	with	them.		And	the	horses	in	the	stable	fell	
asleep,	and	the	dogs	in	the	courtyard,	the	pigeons	on	the	roof,	the	flies	on	the	
wall,	in	fact	even	the	fire	blazing	in	the	hearth	stood	still	and	fell	asleep,	and	
the	roast	stopped	crackling,	and	the	cook,	who	was	in	the	act	of	pulling	the	
kitchen	boy’s	hair	for	something	he	had	done	wrong,	let	him	go	and	fell	
asleep.		And	the	wind	died	down,	and	on	the	trees	in	front	of	the	palace	not	a	
single	leaf	stirred.	
	
What	the	king	and	Briar-Rose	did	not	know	is	that	the	Thirteenth	Wise	

Woman’s	curse	was	actually	the	gift	of	fate	and	that,	invited	or	not,	she	is	present	at	

all	birth	celebrations,	spinning	the	destinies	of	humanity.		By	burning	all	the	

spindles	in	the	kingdom,	the	king	was,	in	a	sense,	trying	to	give	his	daughter	the	gift	

of	eternal	life.		What	the	wise	woman	reminds	us	of	by	her	presence	is	that	all	are	

subject	to	the	fate	of	death	and	that	the	fairies	(or	Norns)	alone	allot	each	person’s	

life	span.		“These	three	virgins	allot	to	every	man	his	term	of	life.”71		While	death	is	

the	fate	of	all	people,	the	hope	given	by	the	Twelfth	Wise	Woman,	whose	wish	

mitigates	the	curse	of	death,	is	also	palpable.		Even	in	her	goodness,	the	Twelfth	

																																																								
71	Grimm,	Teutonic	Mythology,	407.	
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Wise	Woman	cannot	undo	the	curse	of	death	that	comes,	whether	bidden	or	

unbidden.		She	can	hope	only	to	mitigate	its	sting.	

Of	Spindles,	Finger	Pricks,	and	Fate	

Under	that	root	flowed	the	well	of	Urd,	the	spring	of	destiny,	where	the	gods	
gathered	each	day	and	held	a	court	of	justice.		The	three	norns	lived	near	by,	
Fate	and	Being	and	Necessity.		They	shaped	the	life	of	each	man	from	his	first	
day	to	his	last.72	
	
The	old	woman	sitting	at	the	heart	of	the	castle	is	an	allusion	to	the	Norns	

and	thus	a	nod	to	the	ancient	pagan	religious	tradition.		With	the	old	woman	placed	

at	the	heart	of	the	castle,	we	are	not	allowed	to	forget	the	central	role	that	fate	plays	

in	each	human	life.		“These	three	norns,	then,	had	a	cosmic	function	(‘established	

laws’)	as	well	as	the	function	of	shaping	people’s	fate.”73		Lindow	goes	on	to	say:	“If,	

then,	there	is	a	unified	concept	of	the	norns,	it	is	that	they	are	responsible	for	fate,	

and	that	they	act	especially	at	childbirth.”74	

The	ultimate	expression	of	fate	is	death.		The	Thirteenth	Wise	Woman’s	curse	

is	a	recognition	of	the	reality	into	which	Briar-Rose	was	born,	a	reality	the	father	

tried	to	avoid	for	his	daughter.		However,	by	not	inviting	the	Thirteenth	Wise	

Woman	to	the	birth	feast,	the	father	has	failed	to	recognize	the	reality	of	death	in	

one’s	life.		The	Thirteenth	Wise	Woman	and	the	old	woman	at	the	center	of	the	

castle	are	but	two	manifestations	of	one	reality:	fate.		Fate,	however,	cannot	be	

avoided	even	when	Briar-Rose’s	father	burns	all	the	spindles	in	the	kingdom.		In	

																																																								
72	Kevin	Crossley-Holland,	The	Norse	Myths	(New	York:	Pantheon	Books,	1980),	15.	
	
73	Lindow,	Norse	Mythology,	244.	
	
74	Ibid.,	245.	
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fact,	Briar-Rose’s	natural	curiosity	ends	up	drawing	her	to	the	very	object	that	will	

bring	about	her	deep	sleep:	the	fated	prick	from	the	spindle	at	the	heart	of	the	

castle.75		Travers	adds	this	beautiful	insight	into	the	way	fate’s	hand	has	guided	

Briar-Rose	to	the	spindle	to	which	her	destiny	is	tied.	

Without	the	Wicked	Fairy	there	would	have	been	no	story.		She,	not	the	
heroine,	is	the	goddess	in	the	machine.		Her	hand	is	discernible	in	every	
event	that	leads	up	to	the	denouement;	the	departure	of	the	protecting	
parents	from	the	palace	on	the	day	of	the	birthday,	the	inner	promptings	that	
lead	the	princess	to	climb	the	fateful	tower,	and	who	can	deny—though	it	is	
never	explicitly	stated	in	any	of	the	three	versions	dealing	with	the	spinning	
motif—that	the	Thirteenth	Wise	Woman	and	none	other	is	the	old	woman	
with	the	spindle?		Fairy	tales	have	a	logic	all	their	own	and	that	the	Wicked	
Fairy	should	take	upon	herself	this	role	is	a	logical	assumption.		So	mighty	a	
character	would	inevitably	play	her	part	out	to	the	very	end.76	
	

Just	as	we	saw	in	“Little	Red	Riding	Hood,”	this	girl’s	curiosity	has	gotten	the	best	of	

her,	and	she	falls	into	her	fated	slumber.		Curiosity,	however,	is	not	the	obstacle	with	

which	she	must	contend	at	this	point	of	the	tale.		Time,	including	its	relationship	to	

death,	is	now	Briar-Rose’s	obstacle.		

Some	scholars	offer	different	interpretations	regarding	Briar-Rose’s	

encounter	with	the	spindle	and	the	meaning	of	the	finger	prick	that	are	the	catalysts	

for	her	long	sleep.		For	Bettelheim,	the	encounter	Briar-Rose	has	with	the	old	

woman	spinning	in	the	castle’s	inner	room	has	a	sexual	connotation,	specifically	one	

referring	to	a	post-pubertal	girl’s	sexual	awakening.		He	argues:	“However	great	the	

variations	in	detail,	the	central	theme	of	all	versions	of	‘The	Sleeping	Beauty’	is	that,	

																																																								
75	Briar-Rose	shows	a	similar	penchant	for	allowing	her	curiosity	to	draw	her	toward	

potentially	harmful	things	just	as	Little	Red	Riding	Hood	does.	
	
76	Travers,	About	The	Sleeping	Beauty,	57–58.	



	

	 131	

despite	all	attempts	on	the	part	of	a	parent	to	prevent	their	child’s	sexual	

awakening,	it	will	take	place	nonetheless.”77	

Bettelheim	argues	that	the	curse	given	to	Briar-Rose	signifies	her	sexual	

maturity	through	the	blood	that	flows	from	the	spindle’s	prick.		In	this	scenario,	

Bettelheim	contends,	the	deathlike	sleep	of	Briar-Rose	is	merely	a	passive	state	

indicative	of	all	budding	adolescents.		For	a	developmental	psychologist	such	as	

Bettelheim,	when	the	child	“awakes”	from	this	passive	state,	he	or	she	will	be	

sexually	mature	and	ready	for	sexual	union.		Given	the	ample	pagan	and	Christian	

religious	allusions	in	the	text,	I	believe	that	Bettelheim	fails	to	make	a	strong	case	to	

override	and	replace	the	deep	religious	sentiments	in	this	tale	with	sexual	ones.		

And	what	he	notably	forgets	is	that	everyone	who	falls	asleep	in	the	tale	wakes	up,	

not	just	the	adolescent.	

Murphy,	working	more	from	a	religious	perspective,	claims	that	when	Briar-

Rose’s	father	burnt	all	the	spindles	in	the	kingdom,	he	was	actually	trying	to	protect	

his	daughter	from	having	to	face	the	reality	of	death.		Murphy	nods	to	Bettelheim’s	

thoughts	about	sexual	maturity	playing	a	vital	role	in	this	scene,	but	the	sexual	

component	is	subsumed	under	the	fear	of	mortality.		Murphy	writes:	

It	is	improved,	I	believe,	if	one	sees	the	spindle	also	as	the	spindle	of	time,	
and	the	destroying	of	the	spindles	as	an	attempt	by	adults	to	prevent	
children	from	learning	about	their	future	death.		It	is	futile	therefore	to	
attempt	to	prevent	adolescents	from	coming	upon	the	mortality	which	sex	
and	reproduction	are	designed	to	forestall,	and	from	discovering	the	
importance	of	love	and	hope	for	one	another	which	sex	and	love	arouse.		
Thus	we	arrive	at	the	ancient	dilemma	faced	by	religious	consciousness.78	

																																																								
77	Bettelheim,	The	Uses	of	Enchantment,	230.	
	
78	Murphy,	The	Owl,	the	Raven,	and	the	Dove,	147–48.	
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Therefore,	when	Briar-Rose	opens	the	door	in	the	top	of	the	old	tower,	she	has	a	

deep	realization	about	her	mortality,	and	that	is	why	she	greets	the	old	woman	with	

affection,	for	she	recognizes	and	accepts	her	ultimate	destiny	in	her	presence.		

“‘Good	morning,	dear	old	lady,’	said	the	princess,	‘what’s	that	you’re	doing?’”79		

Admirably,	Briar-Rose	asks	to	learn	how	to	spin	herself,	for	“she	sees,	and	knows	

instinctively	that	she	has	now	become	a	part	of	the	spinning	of	the	wheel.”80		With	

the	prick	of	her	finger,	the	fate	wrought	for	her	fifteen	years	ago	has	begun,	and	now	

she	and	the	whole	community	fall	into	a	deep,	deathlike	sleep.		Like	Little	Red	Riding	

Hood,	she	will	need	an	outside	agent	to	aid	in	her	reawakening	and	the	reanimation	

of	her	castle	home.	

The	Thorn	Hedge:	An	Obstacle	with	Germanic	and	Christian	Roots	

But	round	the	palace	a	thorn	thicket	began	to	grow,	which	grew	taller	every	
year	and	in	the	end	surrounded	the	entire	castle	and	grew	up	above	the	top	
of	it	so	that	you	couldn’t	see	any	castle	any	more,	not	even	the	flag	on	the	
roof.		But	the	legend	of	the	lovely	sleeping	Briar-Rose	(or	so	the	princess	
came	to	be	called)	was	told	in	the	land,	so	that	from	time	to	time	princes	
would	come	and	try	to	force	their	way	through	the	thicket	into	the	castle.		
But	none	of	them	succeeded,	because	the	thorn	bushes	gripped	each	other	as	
if	they	had	hands,	and	the	young	men	got	trapped	among	them	and	couldn’t	
free	themselves	and	died	a	piteous	death.		After	many	many	years	another	
prince	came	to	that	country	and	heard	an	old	man	tell	the	story	of	the	thorn	
thicket,	and	of	how	it	was	said	that	a	palace	stood	behind	it	in	which	a	most	
beautiful	princess	called	Briar-Rose	had	been	sleeping	for	the	last	hundred	
years,	and	the	king	and	the	queen	and	the	whole	court	lay	asleep	there	with	
her,	and	of	how	he	had	also	heard	from	his	grandfather	that	many	princes	
had	already	come	and	tried	to	force	their	way	through	the	thorns	but	had	got	
trapped	in	them	and	perished	miserably.		Then	the	young	man	said,	‘I’m	not	
afraid,	I’ll	go	out	and	find	this	beautiful	Briar-Rose.’		The	kind	old	man	tried	
his	best	to	dissuade	him,	but	the	prince	didn’t	listen.	

																																																								
79	Jacob	and	Wilhelm	Grimm,	Selected	Tales,	71.	
	
80	Murphy,	The	Owl,	the	Raven,	and	the	Dove,	148.	
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The	most	significant	obstacle	in	the	“Briar-Rose”	fairy	tale	is	the	thorn	hedge	

that	surrounds	the	castle	in	which	sleeps	the	young	maiden.		The	Grimm	Brothers	

make	it	clear	from	their	published	notes	to	the	tale	that	thorns	play	a	significant	role	

in	giving	this	story	meaning.		We	also	find	this	description	in	their	notes	that	tell	of	

the	important	correspondences	between	the	pagan	queen	Brünhild	and	Briar-Rose.		

The	Grimms	state:	“The	maiden	who	lies	sleeping	in	a	castle	surrounded	by	a	wall	of	

thorns,	until	the	right	prince	before	whom	the	thorns	give	way,	sets	her	free,	is	the	

sleeping	Brünhild,	who,	according	to	the	old	Norse	saga,	is	surrounded	by	a	wall	of	

flames	through	which	no	one	can	force	his	way	but	Sigurd,	who	wakens	her.”81	

The	above-mentioned	notes	from	the	Grimms	do	not	exhaust	the	similarities	

and	connections	between	the	“Briar-Rose”	tale	and	other	elements	of	medieval	

Teutonic	mythology.		When	we	consider	the	Germanic	roots	of	the	“Briar-Rose”	tale	

closely,	we	must	also	consider	as	a	possible	contributing	factor	the	story	of	the	

Norse	god	Baldr,82	for	remnants	of	his	life,	death,	and	afterlife,	and	the	rituals	that	

have	sprung	up	around	his	ancient	cult	are	also	intricately	and	subtly	woven	into	

the	fabric	of	this	story.		

As	given	in	both	The	Poetic	and	Prose	Eddas,	expressions	of	Baldr’s	life,	death	

by	stabbing	with	a	mistletoe	dart,	and	the	funeral	pyre	that	later	consumed	his	dead	

body	are	found	in	the	pre-Christian	rites	and	rituals	like	the	Midsummer	

celebrations	that	we	have	already	acknowledged	as	having	informed	the	“Briar-
																																																								

81	Jacob	and	Wilhelm	Grimm,	Grimm’s	[sic],	Household	Tales,	404.	
	
82	The	Icelandic	Eddas	and	sagas	spell	the	God’s	name	Baldr,	and	Saxo	Grammaticus	of	

Denmark	spells	it	Balder.		I	will	use	the	spelling	of	the	author	under	discussion.	
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Rose”	tale.		These	ancient	Germanic	rituals	and	rites	were	later	transformed	by	

sustained	contact	with	the	Christian	faith	to	shape	the	cultural	milieu	of	those	who	

composed	the	“Briar-Rose”	tale.		These	mythological	remnants	become	evident	

when	we	compare	the	legend	of	the	youthful	god	Baldr	to	the	tale	of	the	beautiful	

Briar-Rose,	for	Baldr’s	subjugation	to	fate,	“death,”83	and	rebirth	mirror	Briar-Rose’s	

journey	through	those	same	life	stages.		With	the	ancient	story	of	Baldr	as	one	

cultural	backdrop	for	the	“Briar-Rose”	story,	we	can	be	even	more	convinced	that	

the	deep	roots	and	foundation	of	this	fairy	tale	were	planted	in	rich	pre-Christian	

Germanic	soil.	

When	we	compare	the	story	of	Baldr	found	in	the	Eddas	to	the	tale	of	“Briar-

Rose,”	we	find	many	corresponding	themes	dealing	with	fate,	destiny,	death,	and	the	

afterlife,	as	well	as	personal	characteristics	that	tie	the	two	together.		First	and	

foremost,	Baldr,	like	Briar-Rose,	is	always	portrayed	as	being	a	fair	and	beautiful	

youth:	“Odin’s	second	son	is	Baldr,	and	there	is	much	good	to	tell	of	him.		He	is	the	

best,	and	all	praise	him.		He	is	so	beautiful	and	so	bright	that	light	shines	from	

him.”84		Here	Baldr	is	equated	with	the	sun,	which	is	an	important	characteristic	

because	it	suggests	a	connection	to	the	Midsummer	festivals	mentioned	above	at	the	

time	of	the	annual	summer	solstice.		Like	Briar-Rose	in	her	sleep,	Baldr	also	seems	

to	never	age	and	is	depicted	as	forever	being	a	“blooming	youth.”85		A	profound	

																																																								
83	Although	he	is	“dead”	in	his	corporeal	body,	it	is	clear	that	he	lives	on	in	the	domain	of	Hel,	

caught	between	the	life	he	knew	and	the	life	he	awaits	after	Ragnarok.	
	
84	Sturluson,	The	Prose	Edda,	33.	
	
85	Grimm,	Teutonic	Mythology,	320.	
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sense	of	looming	mortality	also	plays	an	important	role	in	Baldr’s	tale,	for	in	his	fear	

of	dying,	we	recognize	that	even	the	gods	in	the	Teutonic	pantheon	are	subject	to	

that	ultimate	fate	known	to	all	living	things:	death.		In	a	similar	manner,	the	magic	

sleep	experienced	by	Briar-Rose	also	portends	her	fated	destiny	with	death.	

As	concerns	fate,	outside	agents	attempt	to	thwart	both	Baldr’s	and	Briar-

Rose’s	destiny	with	death.		We	see	this	at	work	in	the	attempt	by	the	Æsir	to	reverse	

the	fated	death	to	which	Baldr	succumbs	at	the	hands	of	Loki’s	mistletoe	dart.		They	

conspire	in	the	hope	of	bringing	Baldr	back	to	Asgard,	the	realm	of	the	gods,	where	

he	will	be	fully	alive	once	again.		Notice	that	the	same	dynamic	is	present	in	the	

“Briar-Rose”	tale	as	Briar-Rose’s	father	and	a	number	of	princes	likewise	try	to	

intervene	and	interrupt	her	fated	sleep	of	destiny,	her	father	by	burning	all	his	

kingdom’s	spindles	and	the	princes	by	attempting	to	force	their	way	through	the	

thorn	hedge	before	the	appointed	time.	

Fate’s	Inescapable	Clutches:	The	Death	of	Baldr	

The	origin	of	this	saga	was	that	Baldr	the	Good	had	a	series	of	ominous	
dreams;	he	saw	his	life	threatened.		When	he	told	the	Æsir	about	his	dreams,	
they	took	council	and	decided	to	seek	a	truce	for	Baldr,	protecting	him	from	
all	dangers.		Frigg	took	oaths	that	Baldr	would	not	be	harmed	by	fire	and	
water,	iron	and	all	kinds	of	metal,	stones,	the	earth,	trees,	diseases,	animals,	
birds,	poisons	and	snakes.86	
	
In	Baldr’s	story,	we	encounter	two	different	ways	of	trying	to	outmaneuver	

fated	death.		One	manner	seeks	to	keep	fate	from	playing	its	hand	in	the	first	place	

while	the	other	seeks	to	overturn	the	hand	that	fate	has	already	dealt.		Baldr’s	

ominous	dreams	are	a	doorway	to	knowledge	of	one’s	fate,	and	as	such,	his	dreams	

																																																								
86	Sturluson,	The	Prose	Edda,	65.	
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now	give	him	reason	to	fear	for	his	life.		In	the	first	attempt	to	thwart	Baldr’s	fated	

death,	his	mother,	Frigg,	seeks	an	oath	from	all	living	things	not	to	harm	her	beloved	

son.		Having	secured	the	oaths	from	all	creation	(save	the	mistletoe	plant)	to	do	

Baldr	no	harm,	the	other	gods	begin	to	amuse	themselves	by	striking	blows	or	

shooting	at	Baldr	because	he	is	now	impervious	to	their	effects.	

The	actions	of	the	trickster	god	Loki,	whose	jealously	brings	about	Baldr’s	

demise,	reminds	one	of	the	jealous	rage	of	the	Thirteenth	Wise	Woman,	who	was	

angry	at	not	being	invited	to	the	feast	celebrating	Briar-Rose’s	birth.		Of	Loki’s	

attitude	toward	Baldr,	Snorri	states:	“But	when	Loki,	son	of	Laufey,	saw	this,	it	

angered	him	that	Baldr	was	uninjured.		After	changing	himself	into	the	likeness	of	a	

woman,	he	went	to	Frigg	at	Fensalir.”87		It	is	from	Frigg	that	Loki	discovers	the	one	

living	thing	that	did	not	give	an	oath	of	protection	for	Baldr:	“Frigg	answered,	‘A	

shoot	of	wood	grows	to	the	west	of	Valhalla.		It	is	called	mistletoe,	and	it	seemed	too	

young	for	me	to	demand	its	oath.’”88		Loki,	armed	with	this	information,	now	goes	

about	seeking	the	very	destruction	Baldr’s	dreams	foretold	of	his	future.		

Also,	the	jealous	plotting	of	the	Thirteenth	Wise	Woman	reminds	us	of	Loki’s	

behavior	toward	Baldr,	for	she	responded	to	the	slight	of	not	being	invited	to	the	

birth	celebration	of	Briar-Rose	by	placing	on	her	a	curse	of	death.		“In	her	fifteenth	

year	the	princess	shall	prick	herself	on	a	spindle	and	fall	dead.”89		If	not	for	the	

presence	and	quick	thinking	of	the	Twelfth	Wise-Woman	(who	was	also	present	at	
																																																								

87	Sturluson,	The	Prose	Edda,	66.	
	
88	Ibid.	
	
89	Jacob	and	Wilhelm	Grimm,	Selected	Tales,	71.	
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the	party	but	had	not	yet	uttered	her	wish	for	the	beautiful	baby),	Briar-Rose	might	

have	met	her	doom.		As	it	is,	the	Thirteenth	Wise	Woman’s	curse	of	death	could	not	

be	nullified	but	only	mitigated	to	a	sleep	of	one	hundred	years.	

Loki’s	evil	machinations	are	later	displayed	through	his	manipulation	of	

Baldr’s	blind	brother,	Hod,	whom	Loki	tricks	into	striking	Baldr	with	a	deadly	

mistletoe	dart.			From	The	Prose	Edda:	“Hod	took	the	mistletoe	and,	following	Loki’s	

directions,	shot	at	Baldr.		The	shot	went	right	through	Baldr,	who	fell	to	the	ground	

dead.		This	misfortune	was	the	worst	that	had	been	worked	against	the	gods	and	

men.”90		The	grief	of	the	Æsir	was	real	because	Baldr	was	beloved	by	all.		Odin	was	

especially	distressed	because	Baldr	was	his	beloved	son.	

Baldr’s	death	left	the	gods	speechless	and	so	weak	that	they	were	unable	to	
muster	the	strength	to	lift	him	up	in	their	arms.…When	the	Æsir	first	tried	to	
speak,	all	they	could	do	was	weep,	and	no	one	could	form	words	to	tell	the	
others	of	his	grief.		Odin	suffered	most	from	this	misfortune.		This	was	
because	he	understood	most	clearly	how	grievous	was	the	loss,	and	that	the	
death	of	Baldr	was	the	ruin	for	the	Æsir.91	
	
Because	of	their	profound	love	for	Baldr,	Frigg	attempts	to	overturn	what	

fate	has	manifested	and	asks	if	there	are	any	heroes	willing	to	ride	to	Hel’s	domain	

to	find	the	beloved	and	beautiful	Baldr	and	bring	him	back	to	the	realm	of	the	living.		

“When	the	gods	returned	to	their	senses,	Frigg	asked	who	among	the	Æsir	wished	to	

gain	all	her	love	and	favour	by	agreeing	to	ride	the	Road	to	Hel	to	see	if	he	could	find	

Baldr.		He	was	to	offer	Hel	a	ransom	if	she	would	let	Baldr	return	home	to	Asgard.”92		

																																																								
90	Sturluson,	The	Prose	Edda,	66.	
	
91	Ibid.	
	
92	Sturluson,	The	Prose	Edda,	66.	
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This	is	not	a	successful	venture	because	Baldr’s	nemesis	Loki,	in	disguise,	thwarts	

those	seeking	to	overturn	Baldr’s	fate.		“But	Hel	answered	that	a	test	would	be	made	

to	see	whether	Baldr	was	as	well	loved	as	some	say:	‘If	all	things	in	the	world,	alive	

or	dead,	weep	for	him,	then	he	will	be	allowed	to	return	to	the	Æsir.		If	anyone	

speaks	against	him	or	refuses	to	cry,	then	he	will	remain	with	Hel.”93		One	living	

being94	refused	to	cry	[Loki]	because	Odin’s	son	“gave	me	no	joy”	and	insisted	that	

“Hel	had	the	right	to	keep	what	she	had.”95	

Piercings:	Of	Mistletoe	Darts,	Spindles,	and	Liminal	Existence	

Baldr,	being	pierced	with	a	mistletoe	dart,	dies	in	the	flesh	and	goes	to	the	

domain	of	Hel,	where	he	will	live	and	await	Ragnarok.96		Briar-Rose	will	prick	her	

finger	on	the	spindle	at	the	heart	of	her	castle	and	fall	into	a	deep	and	timeless	sleep,	

during	which	she	will	remain	the	same	until	being	awakened	at	the	appointed	time.		

In	some	sense,	both	of	these	protagonists	“die,”	and	their	bodies	are	no	longer	the	

same	as	they	once	were.		Baldr	does	not	really	know	full	death	because	his	fellow	

gods	try	to	bring	him	out	of	the	netherworld	where	he	is	destined	to	remain,	but	

only	until	the	rebirth	of	the	world	after	Ragnarok,	which	fate	seems	to	have	made	

his	destiny.		Briar-Rose	in	her	sleep	is	also	somehow	suspended	between	life	and	

death.		She	is	not	fully	alive,	but	neither	is	she	dead.		Both	of	them	are	somehow	

suspended	in	a	liminal	space	between	those	two	worlds.	

																																																								
93	Sturluson,	The	Prose	Edda,	68.	
	
94	Thokk	the	Giantess,	believed	to	be	Loki	in	disguise.	
	
95	Sturluson,	The	Prose	Edda,	69.	
	
96	The	demise	of	the	gods—the	end	times.	
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The	Grimms	equate	magic	slumbers	such	as	those	experienced	by	Briar-Rose	

and	Brünhild	as	a	metaphor	for	death,	and	we	can	see	this	demonstrated	in	another	

of	the	Grimms’	tales	called	“The	Children	of	Famine.”		This	short	tale	offers	a	superb	

example	of	how	sleep	is	equated	with	death	in	the	medieval	Germanic	cultural	

context.		As	the	tale	opens,	we	find	a	woman	with	her	two	daughters	starving	

because	they	have	become	so	poor.		“Their	hunger	became	so	great	that	their	

mother	became	unhinged	and	desperate.		‘Indeed,’	she	said	to	her	children,	‘I’ve	got	

to	kill	you	so	I	can	have	something	to	eat!’”		After	each	daughter	attempts	to	satiate	

her	mother’s	desire	for	more	food	by	begging	in	the	streets,	the	mother	threatens	

both	with	cannibalistic	intentions	and	states:	“You’ve	got	to	die	or	else	we’ll	waste	

away.”		The	daughters	react	to	their	mother’s	threats	by	saying:	“‘Dear	

mother…we’ll	lie	down	and	sleep,	and	we	won’t	get	up	again	until	the	Judgment	Day	

arrives.’		So	they	lay	down	and	fell	into	a	deep	sleep,	and	no	one	could	wake	them	

from	it.”97		The	use	of	the	expression	“Judgment	Day”	is	not	accidental	here	and	is	

not	found	in	Teutonic	mythology;	therefore,	a	good	case	can	be	made	that	this	

Germanic	tale	is	infused	with	Christian	symbols	as	well.		These	girls,	like	Briar-Rose,	

will	sleep	until	the	Judgment	Day	comes,	confident	that	they	too	will	meet	the	

reviving	prince	who	comes	through	the	thorn	hedge	to	bring	everyone	back	to	life.	

The	mythological	connections	between	Baldr	and	Briar-Rose	are	important	

to	understanding	the	role	of	fated	destiny	as	it	is	given	to	us	in	the	“Briar-Rose”	tale.		

Baldr’s	death	by	means	of	the	mistletoe	dart	is	a	strong	assertion	of	fated	destiny	

																																																								
97	Grimm,	The	Original	Folk	and	Fairy	Tales,	456.		The	tale	“The	Children	of	Famine”	was	

originally	put	in	the	second	volume	of	the	first	edition	of	tales,	which	was	printed	in	1815.		This	tale	
was	later	omitted	from	the	larger	body	of	tales	presented	by	the	Grimms	in	all	later	editions.	
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that	mirrors	Brünhild	being	pierced	with	the	sleep-thorn	by	Odin98	and	Briar-Rose	

having	her	finger	pricked	by	the	spindle	of	the	spinning	wheel.		Thus,	we	can	see	

that	Briar-Rose	is	simply	an	extension	of	Germanic	myth	in	fairy	tale	form.	

	 The	sleep	thorns	and	mistletoe	are	not	the	only	plants	capable	of	inflicting	

great	harm,	for	the	castle	in	which	Briar-Rose	sleeps	is	surrounded	by	deadly	thorns	

ready	to	tear	apart	all	those	hoping	to	gain	entrance	before	the	appointed	time.		In	

the	“Briar-Rose”	tale,	we	find	an	assortment	of	princes	who	wish	to	save	the	

beautiful	maiden	from	her	fated	sleep	by	forcing	their	way	through	the	thorn	hedge.	

But	round	the	palace	a	thorn	thicket	began	to	grow,	which	grew	taller	every	
year	and	in	the	end	surrounded	the	entire	castle	and	grew	up	above	the	top	
of	it	so	that	you	couldn’t	see	any	castle	any	more,	not	even	the	flag	on	the	
roof.		But	the	legend	of	the	lovely	sleeping	Briar-Rose	(for	so	the	princess	
came	to	be	called)	was	told	in	the	land,	so	that	from	time	to	time	princes	
would	come	and	try	to	force	their	way	through	the	thicket	into	the	castle.		
But	none	of	them	succeeded,	because	the	thorn	bushes	gripped	each	other	as	
if	they	had	hands,	and	the	young	men	got	trapped	among	them	and	couldn’t	
free	themselves	and	died	a	piteous	death.99	
	
No	reason	is	given	in	the	text	as	to	why	the	thorn	hedge	would	not	open	for	

these	princes,	but	I	surmise	that	the	reason	may	be	that	by	attempting	to	force	their	

way	through	the	thick	and	dangerous	thorns,	they	sought	to	take	the	maidenhood	of	

the	virginal	Briar-Rose.		This	would	make	them	like	Troylus	in	Perceforest	and	the	

king	in	Basile’s	“Sun,	Moon,	and	Talia,”	who,	upon	finding	a	beautiful	girl	sleeping	in	

a	castle,	take	their	maidenhood.		The	addition	of	the	thorn	hedge	by	the	Grimms	

suggests	that	my	premise	about	the	princes	wanting	to	gain	access	to	the	castle	for	

sinister	purposes	is	a	distinct	possibility.		By	adding	the	princes	who	failed	to	

																																																								
98	See	chapter	21	in	The	Saga	of	the	Volsungs.	
	
99	Jacob	and	Wilhelm	Grimm,	Selected	Tales,	71–72.	



	

	 141	

navigate	the	thorn	hedge	to	their	rendition	of	Briar-Rose,	I	believe	the	Grimm	

Brothers	recognized,	in	the	mildest	way	possible,	the	erotic	possibilities	at	this	

juncture	of	the	story	based	on	the	foundational	tales	found	in	Basile’s	“Sun,	Moon,	

and	Talia.”		However,	to	make	it	clear	that	the	innocence	of	Briar-Rose	would	be	

protected	until	the	time	of	her	awakening,	the	Grimms	enhanced	the	menacing	

nature	of	the	thorn	hedge	so	that	only	the	prince	who	approaches	at	the	fulfillment	

of	time	will	be	able	to	navigate	through	this	obstacle	to	rescue	the	young	girl	from	

her	fated	sleep.	

Baldr,	Brünhild,	and	Briar-Rose:	Between	Life	and	Death	

Baldr	being	pierced	with	the	mistletoe	dart	brings	to	mind	the	piercings	

experienced	by	Brünhild	and	Briar-Rose.		In	each	of	these	cases,	the	protagonist	falls	

into	a	state	of	existence	that	is	different,	as	if	suspended	between	the	worlds	of	the	

living	and	the	dead,	yet	all	remain	in	need	of	an	outside	agent	to	reanimate	them	and	

bring	them	to	new	life.		One	could	easily	surmise	by	the	many	correspondences	

between	the	characters	of	Brünhild	and	Briar-Rose	that	they	will	share	the	same	

destiny	and	experience	death	in	a	similar	fashion.		The	fated	sleep,	the	impenetrable	

barrier	surrounding	each	maiden,	and	the	prince	who	will	come	and	set	each	one	

free	are	just	a	few	of	the	similarities	to	be	found	when	comparing	these	two	

maidens.	

The	first	correspondences	we	can	make	between	Brünhild	and	Briar-Rose	

are	that	each	is	the	daughter	of	a	king	and	each	is	a	maiden.		Each	is	also	endowed	

with	a	beautiful	countenance	and	many	virtues.		Both	fall	prey	to	a	curse	given	in	

anger	at	a	perceived	act	of	insolence,	and	both	maidens	are	then	cast	into	a	deep	
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sleep	by	a	prick	to	their	bodies.		Significantly,	a	seemingly	impenetrable	barrier	

surrounds	each	maiden	as	she	sleeps	in	order	to	protect	her	maidenhood	and	guard	

her	fate.		Only	the	one	fated	to	arouse	each	from	her	respective	slumber	will	be	able	

to	penetrate	the	barriers	that	surround	her.		Perhaps	most	importantly,	the	very	

name	Briar-Rose	intimates	that	the	meaning	of	this	story	lies	beyond	the	virginal	

sleeping	beauties	we	find	in	Perceforest,	Basile’s	“Sun,	Moon,	and	Talia,”	and	

Perrault’s	“The	Sleeping	Beauty	in	the	Wood.”	

The	Hundred-Year	Sleep:	The	Harrowing	of	Hell	

Now	it	happened	that	the	hundred	years	had	just	passed,	and	the	day	had	
come	on	which	Briar-Rose	was	to	wake	up.		When	the	prince	approached	the	
thorn	thicket,	the	thorns	had	all	turned	into	enormous	beautiful	flowers,	
which	parted	of	their	own	accord	and	let	him	through	unharmed,	and	behind	
him	they	closed	up	again	and	made	a	hedge.		In	the	palace	courtyard	he	saw	
all	the	horses	and	the	brindled	hunting-hounds	lying	asleep,	and	on	the	roof	
the	pigeons	were	roosting	with	their	heads	tucked	under	their	wings.		And	
when	he	went	indoors,	the	flies	were	asleep	on	the	wall,	the	cook	in	the	
kitchen	still	had	his	hand	outstretched	as	if	to	grab	the	kitchen	boy,	and	the	
kitchen	maid	was	sitting	with	a	black	chicken	in	her	lap,	about	to	pluck	it.		
Then	he	went	further	and	saw	the	whole	court	lying	asleep	in	the	hall,	and	up	
there	beside	the	throne	lay	the	king	and	the	queen.		Then	he	went	still	
further,	and	everything	was	so	silent	that	he	could	hear	his	own	breathing;	
and	in	the	end	he	came	to	the	tower	and	opened	the	door	of	the	little	room	
where	Briar-Rose	was	sleeping.		There	she	lay,	and	she	was	so	beautiful	he	
couldn’t	take	his	eyes	off	her,	and	he	stooped	down	and	kissed	her.		As	his	
lips	touched	hers,	Briar-rose	opened	her	eyes,	woke	up	and	smiled	at	him.	
	
There	is	no	mistaking	that	the	thorn	hedge	in	the	tale	of	Briar-Rose	is	the	

obstacle	that	most	reveals	the	meaning	of	this	story.		The	Grimms	could	have	easily	

called	their	rendition	of	the	tale	“The	Sleeping	Beauty,”	but	they	chose	to	identify	the	

protagonist	of	this	tale	directly	with	the	thorn	hedge	that	surrounds	the	castle.		

Murphy	notes	this	important	shift	of	emphasis:	“Calling	the	story	‘Little	Thorn	Rose’	

instead	of	“Sleeping	Beauty”	shifts	the	identity	of	the	heroine.		Instead	of	being	
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identified	by	name	with	the	100	year	sleep,	the	secret	of	the	heroine’s	identity	lies	in	

the	mysterious	and	mythic	nature	of	the	thorn	hedge.”100		The	thorn	hedge	is	a	

powerful	symbol	for	pagans	and	Christians	alike	because	it	protects	all	those	

sleeping	in	the	castle	while	making	sure	that	the	thread	that	spun	Briar-Rose’s	fated	

life	span	is	not	cut	before	its	proper	time.	

When	studied	closely,	this	barrier	surrounding	Briar-Rose’s	castle	can	be	

interpreted	in	a	number	of	different	ways.		Earlier	in	this	chapter,	we	considered	

how	the	thorns	were	dangerous	to	those	princes	whose	motivations	toward	the	

sleeping	princess	might	have	included	sexually	abhorrent	acts.		Through	their	

attempts	to	reach	the	sleeping	Briar-Rose,	these	same	princes	were	also	attempting	

to	interrupt	and	change	the	destiny	fate	had	assigned	to	Briar-Rose.		Their	piteous	

deaths	in	the	clutches	of	the	thorn	hedge	remind	us	that	fate	cannot	be	overcome	

through	human	effort.	

From	Flames	to	Thorns:	Fate	Reinvented	

If	the	Grimms	had	wanted	to	make	the	connection	between	Briar-Rose	and	

Brünhild	more	apparent,	they	could	easily	have	surrounded	Briar-Rose’s	castle	with	

impenetrable	flames,	making	the	connection	between	Briar-Rose	and	Brünhild	

readily	apparent.		And	as	we	have	already	noted,	the	brothers	were	not	afraid	of	

excising	or	adding	elements	to	their	rendition	of	a	tale	if	they	felt	it	supported	either	

the	Germanic	or	Christian	elements	that	were	key	to	illuminating	the	story’s	

meaning.	

																																																								
100	Murphy,	The	Owl,	the	Raven,	and	the	Dove,	135.	
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What,	then,	makes	the	thorn	hedge	so	important	that	its	very	presence	helps	

identify	Briar-Rose	and	is	an	indication	of	the	tale’s	meaning?		The	two	earliest	

renditions	of	the	“Sleeping	Beauty”	tales	were	not	concerned	with	any	kind	of	

natural	barrier	between	the	world	and	the	sleeping	maiden	(although	the	sleeping	

Zellandine	of	Basile’s	offering	was	placed	in	a	seemingly	impenetrable	tower).		

Perrault	adds	a	barrier,	but	it	is	not	solely	a	thorn	hedge.		Of	his	hedge,	he	says:	“But	

the	ban	was	not	needed,	because	within	a	quarter	of	an	hour	so	many	trees	had	shot	

up,	large	and	small,	all	around	the	castle	park,	with	brambles	and	thorns	all	

intertwined,	that	neither	man	nor	beast	could	have	got	through.”101	

There	is	no	evidence	for	where	Perrault	got	the	idea	of	using	a	protective	

barrier	of	trees	and	brambles	because	no	other	written	version	of	the	tale	prior	to	

his	includes	one.		Armed	with	a	motivation	similar	to	the	Grimms’	a	century-plus	

later,	Perrault,	I	believe,	writing	for	a	very	specific	aristocratic	French	audience,	

excised	the	rape	scene	and	added	the	natural	barrier	to	assuage	any	fear	that	his	

audience	might	have	had	about	the	beautiful	young	princess	being	sexually	abused.		

Although	fate	and	destiny	do	play	a	significant	role	in	Perrault’s	telling	of	the	tale,	

that	role	is	not	as	pronounced	as	it	is	with	the	Grimms.		The	brothers	consciously	

chose	to	use	a	thorn	hedge	because	of	its	symbolic	importance	in	connection	with	

the	ancient	stories	of	Brünhild	while	illuminating	the	Christian	elements	also	found	

in	the	story	of	Jesus’s	Passion,	death,	and	resurrection.	

The	thorn	hedge	is	a	symbol	that	is	relevant	in	both	the	pagan	and	Christian	

contexts.		For	example,	if	we	consider	the	function	of	the	thorn	hedge	as	the	

																																																								
101	Perrault,	The	Complete	Fairy	Tales,	83.	
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protector	of	Briar-Rose’s	fate,	we	can	draw	a	parallel	between	its	protective	function	

and	that	of	Yggdrasil,	the	World	Tree.		Teutonic	mythology	tells	us	that	Yggdrasil	

will	protect	one	young	man	and	one	young	woman	from	the	cataclysm	associated	

with	Ragnarok.		Concerning	Ragnarok,	the	Seeress	of	the	Voluspa	offers	the	

following	prophecy:	

The	sun	turns	black,	earth	sinks	into	the	sea,	
the	bright	stars	vanish	from	the	sky;	
steam	rises	up	in	the	conflagration,	
a	high	flame	plays	against	heaven	itself.102	

	
Offering	protection	from	this	conflagration,	we	are	told	in	Snorri’s	The	Prose	Edda	

that	Yggdrasil	will	open	and	take	into	itself	Lif	and	Leifthrasir	so	that	they	may	one	

day	repopulate	the	world	made	anew	after	Ragnarok.		“‘In	the	place	called	

Hoddmimir’s	Wood103,	two	people	will	have	hidden	themselves	from	Surt’s	fire.		

Called	Lif	[Life]	and	Leifthrasir	[Life	Yearner],	they	have	the	morning	dew	for	their	

food.104		From	these	will	come	so	many	descendants	that	the	whole	world	will	be	

inhabited.’”105	

As	the	Grimms	have	made	clear,	the	protective	nature	of	the	thorn	hedge	is	

also	characteristic	of	the	flaming	walls	that	surround	the	sleeping	Brünhild.		In	the	

mythic	Teutonic	world,	flames	suggest	funeral	pyres	and	death	and	therefore	

																																																								
102	The	Poetic	Edda,	11.	
	
103	Hoddmimir’s	Wood	is	here	substituted	for	the	World	Tree	Yggdrasil.	
	
104	Morning	dew	is	here	connected	to	Baldr’s	story	because	the	morning	dew	in	northern	

lands	was	thought	of	as	the	tears	of	all	of	creation	(save	Loki)	weeping	for	Baldr	to	return	to	full	life	
in	Asgard.		Creation’s	tears	are	what	cause	the	wetness	of	the	earth	each	morning.	

	
105	Sturluson,	The	Prose	Edda,	77.	
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suggest	strongly	that	Brünhild	has	experienced,	by	Odin’s	piercing	her	with	the	

sleep	thorn,	some	kind	of	death.		We	have	seen	this	memorialized	in	Baldr’s	funeral	

pyre	as	well	as	the	fiery	end	of	the	world	at	Ragnarok.	

Flaming	walls	are	also	symbolic	of	the	divide	between	the	land	of	the	living	

and	the	land	of	the	dead.		H.	R.	Ellis	Davidson	illustrates	this	concept	through	an	

example	found	in	the	Heidrik	Saga.106		Here,	a	girl	named	Hervör	crosses	through	

flaming	walls	in	order	to	gain	the	magic	sword	Tyrfing	from	her	dead	father.		As	she	

arrives	at	the	burial	mound,	she	encounters	walls	of	flames	that	protect	the	dead.		

“Then	the	barrow	opened,	and	it	was	as	if	the	whole	mound	were	fire	and	flame.		

Angantyr	spoke	again:	

“Hel’s	gate	is	lifted,	
howes	are	opening,	
the	isle’s	border	
ablaze	before	you;	
grim	outside	now	
to	gaze	around	you-	
to	your	ships,	if	you	can,	
quick	now	maiden!”	
	
“She	[Hervör]answered:	
	
“No	blaze	can	you	light,	
burning	in	darkness,	
that	your	funeral	fires	
should	with	fear	daunt	me;	
unmoved	shall	remain	
the	maiden’s	spirit,	
though	she	gaze	on	a	ghost	
in	the	grave	door	standing.”107	

																																																								
106	Heidrik’s	Saga,	like	many	Icelandic	works	of	the	late	medieval	period,	is	a	gathering	of	

poems,	legends,	and	mythical	writings	attributed	to	its	ancient	past.		It	dates	from	the	late	medieval	
period	yet	references	many	of	the	pagan	practices	of	times	long	past.	

	
107	The	Saga	of	King	Heidrek	the	Wise,	trans.	and	ed.	Christopher	Tolkien	(London:	Thomas	

Nelson	and	Sons,	1960),	16.	
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		Ellis	Davidson	adds	that:	“Not	only	does	she	come	out	alone	to	the	grim	burial	

place,	but	she	also	wades	through	the	fire	that	surrounds	the	howes108	and	forms	a	

barrier	between	the	worlds	of	the	living	and	the	dead.		As	she	herself	says	in	the	last	

verse	she	speaks:	

I	seemed	to	be	lost	
Between	the	worlds,	
While	around	me	
Burned	the	fires.”109	

	
I	see	these	parallels	as	more	evidence	that	our	sleeping	maidens	Brünhild	and	Briar-

Rose	are	neither	fully	alive	nor	dead,	but	rather	suspended	somehow	until	the	time	

of	their	awakening.	

The	contrasts	between	the	portrayals	of	the	fated	sleep	and	its	purpose	in	the	

“Sleeping	Beauty”	tale	given	to	us	by	Perrault	and	the	tale	of	“Briar-Rose”	is	also	

very	significant	and	can	tell	us	much	about	how	each	author	viewed	fate’s	role	in	the	

tale.		Notably	in	Perrault,	the	princess’s	court	does	not	fall	asleep	with	her	after	she	

pricks	her	finger;	they	are	magically	put	to	sleep	by	a	spell	given	by	the	good	fairy.		

Perrault	tells	us	that:	“As	soon	as	she	[the	good	fairy]	touched	them,	they	all	fell	

asleep,	not	to	wake	up	until	their	mistress	did.”110		This	distinction	is	small	yet	

significant	because	it	signals	to	the	reader	that	the	princess	and	her	court	are	

																																																																																																																																																																					
	
108	A	tumulus	or	barrow:	a	burial	mound.	
 
109	H.	R.	Ellis	Davidson,	The	Road	to	Hel:	A	Study	of	the	Conception	of	the	Dead	in	Old	Norse	

Literature	(New	York:	Greenwood	Press,	1968),	161.	
	
110	Perrault,	The	Complete	Fairy	Tales,	87.	
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together	but	that	they	are	not	connected	in	any	significant	way.		If	they	had	been	

connected,	the	court	would	have	all	fallen	asleep	at	the	same	time	as	their	princess.		

We	find	in	Perrault’s	tale	glimmers	of	Christian	hope	in	that	the	Sleeping	

Beauty	intimates,	for	a	brief	moment	at	least,	an	allusion	to	being	humanity’s	

mother,	Eve,	and	that	her	awakening	will	bring	salvation	for	all.		The	idea	that	Eve	

(and	Adam)	would	be	awakened	first	at	the	harrowing	of	hell	is	an	ancient	Christian	

tradition	and	fits	with	the	details	of	Perrault’s	telling	of	this	tale,	for	Sleeping	

Beauty’s	courtiers	awaken	only	after	she	does.111		The	future	awakening	of	the	

princess	and	all	the	dead	at	the	harrowing	of	hell	strongly	suggests	Christian	themes	

in	Perrault’s	telling,	but	this	is	about	as	far	as	he	pushes	the	Christian	allusions,	for	

his	tale’s	ending,	complete	with	cannibalism	and	deadly	snake	pits,	fails	to	continue	

the	Christian	symbolism	suggested	in	the	passages	above.	

Other	important	distinctions	between	Perrault	and	the	Grimms	concern	the	

motivations	of	the	rescuing	prince	and	his	role	in	each	tale.		Perrault	offers	two	

motivating	factors	for	why	the	prince	seeks	to	release	Sleeping	Beauty	from	her	

slumber:	love	and	glory.		“Upon	hearing	these	words,	the	young	prince	felt	himself	

all	on	fire.		There	was	no	doubt	in	his	mind	that	he	was	destined	to	accomplish	this	

wonderful	adventure,	and	impelled	by	love	and	glory,	he	decided	on	the	spot	to	see	

what	would	come	of	it.”112		As	motivations	go,	love	and	glory	are	not	the	worst	

																																																								
111	1	Corinthians	15:	20–23:	“But	in	fact	Christ	has	been	raised	from	the	dead,	the	first	fruits	

of	those	who	have	died.		For	since	death	came	through	a	human	being,	the	resurrection	of	the	dead	
has	also	come	through	a	human	being;	for	as	all	die	in	Adam,	so	all	will	be	made	alive	in	Christ.		But	
each	in	his	own	order:	Christ	the	first	fruits,	then	at	his	coming	those	who	belong	to	Christ.”	

	
112	Jacob	and	Wilhelm	Grimm,	The	Complete	Fairy	Tales,	691.	Italics	mine.	
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things	that	could	spur	a	young	man	to	action,	but	they	are	things	of	the	world	and	

therefore	are	ultimately	self-serving.		Perrault’s	prince	does	not	seem	intent	on	any	

motivations	other	than	those	that	serve	his	own	desires.	

By	way	of	comparison,	the	prince	in	Briar-Rose	says,	“I’m	not	afraid,”	in	

reference	to	the	crossing	through	the	dangerous	thorn	hedge,	and	“I’ll	go	out	and	

find	this	beautiful	Briar-Rose.”113		The	Grimms’	prince	is	not	overtly	seeking	love	or	

glory	but	intimates	that	he	is	seeking	the	beautiful	Briar-Rose	in	order	to	rescue	her	

from	her	fated	sleep.		A	subtle	yet	important	distinction	can	also	be	made	between	

the	prince’s	actions	toward	the	sleeping	heroine	in	each	version	of	the	tale	given	

here.		For	example,	when	Perrault’s	prince	encounters	the	Sleeping	Beauty,	there	is	

no	need	for	a	kiss	to	awaken	her	because	the	curse	has	ended	and	she	awakens	on	

her	own.		Even	though	Perrault’s	prince	arrives	at	the	instant	Sleeping	Beauty	

awakens,	there	is	no	symbolic	indicator	(such	as	a	kiss)	that	connects	his	coming	

through	the	hedgerow	and	the	princess’s	awakening.		This	suggests	that	Perrault’s	

prince	does	not	have	the	ability	to	reanimate	Sleeping	Beauty,	and	that	is	why	there	

is	no	kiss.	

We	also	have	evidence	that	Perrault’s	tale	is	not	explicitly	Christian	because	

he	tells	us	so	in	the	moral	he	attaches	to	the	end.		For	“Sleeping	Beauty,”	the	tongue-

in-cheek	moral	is	about	how	marriage	deferred	brings	untold	joy.	

To	wait	so	long	
And	want	a	man	refined	and	strong	
Is	not	at	all	uncommon.	
And	yet	to	wait	one	hundred	years	
Without	a	tear,	without	a	care,	
Makes	for	a	very	rare	woman.	

																																																								
113	Jacob	and	Wilhelm	Grimm,	Selected	Tales,	72.	
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So	here	our	tale	appears	to	show,	
How	marriage	deferred,	
Brings	joy	unheard,	
Nothing	lost	after	a	century	or	so.	
But	others	love	with	more	ardor,	
And	wed	quickly	out	of	passion,	
Whatever	they	do,	I	don’t	deplore	
Nor	shall	I	preach	a	lesson.114	

In	contrast,	the	awakening	kiss	from	the	rescuing	prince	is	a	constitutive	part	of	the	

“Briar-Rose”	tale	and	signals	his	ability	to	awaken	those	who	“sleep”	in	death.		The	

prince’s	love	is	enough	to	awaken	not	only	Briar-Rose	but	the	whole	castle	as	

well.115			

Briar-Rose:	Christian	Symbols	Emerge	

With	the	prince’s	arrival	at	the	thorn	hedge,	two	powerful	biblical	allusions	

spark	the	Christian	imagination.		The	first	is	the	prince’s	desire	to	find	the	beautiful	

Briar-Rose,	which	reminds	us	of	Jesus’s	parable	of	the	lost	sheep.		“So	he	told	them	

this	parable:	‘Which	one	of	you,	having	a	hundred	sheep	and	losing	one	of	them,	

does	not	leave	the	ninety-nine	in	the	wilderness	and	go	after	the	one	that	is	lost	

until	he	finds	it?’”116	

The	second	allusion	comes	from	the	Gospel	of	John,	chapter	10,	and	tells	the	

story	of	Jesus	raising	his	friend	Lazarus	from	the	dead.		Again	we	notice	many	

congruencies	between	the	Jesus	portrayed	in	the	New	Testament	and	the	prince	

portrayed	in	“Briar-Rose.”		Murphy’s	work	on	the	spirituality	of	both	Grimm	
																																																								

114	Jack	Zipes,	The	Great	Fairy	Tale	Tradition:	From	Straparola	And	Basile	To	The	Brothers	
Grimm	(New	York:	W.W.	Norton	&	Company,	2001),	695.	

	
115	Ephesians	5:	14:	“Sleeper,	awake!		Rise	from	the	dead,	and	Christ	will	shine	upon	you.”	
	
116	Luke	15:	3–4.	
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brothers,	and	of	Wilhelm	in	particular,	is	particularly	useful	in	this	case	because	he	

helps	us	make	and	understand	the	metaphorical	connection	between	Jesus	and	the	

prince.		Therefore,	the	saying	attributed	to	Jesus	in	John	10:11,	which	states	“I	am	

the	good	[lit.	‘beautiful’]	shepherd,”117	echoes	the	brave	stance	of	the	prince	moving	

through	the	thorn	hedge	as	he	searches	for	all	those	who	need	to	be	awakened.	

The	Prince:	“Briar-Rose,	Come	Forth!”	

The	story	of	the	raising	of	Lazarus	bears	striking	similarities	to	what	happens	

with	the	prince	in	“Briar-Rose.”		As	we	have	discovered	throughout	this	chapter,	

through	their	edits	and	omissions,	the	Grimm	Brothers	changed	the	tenor,	tone,	and	

symbols	of	“Briar-Rose”	to	uncover	its	Germanic	roots	while	also	illuminating	the	

Christian	symbols	embedded	in	the	tale.		This	is	apparent	as	the	prince	stands	

before	the	thorn	hedge	and	says,	“’I’m	not	afraid.’”		This	statement	is	his	response	to	

being	told	of	the	other	princes	who	attempted	to	penetrate	the	hedge	yet	died	

miserable	deaths.	

By	way	of	comparison,	Jesus	also	shows	great	bravery	in	the	face	of	danger	as	

he	faces	hostile	crowds	who	want	to	kill	him.		Contemplating	a	return	to	Jerusalem	

for	the	Passover,	Jesus’s	disciples	fear	for	his	life,	much	as	the	old	man	fears	for	the	

prince	who	is	about	to	navigate	the	deadly	thorn	hedge.		“The	disciples	said	to	him,	

Rabbi,	the	Jews	were	just	trying	to	stone	you,	and	you	want	to	go	back	there?”	(John	

11:8).		Jesus	and	the	prince	are	both	resolute	in	their	conviction	to	go	through	the	

trial	of	the	thorn	hedge.		The	prince	states:	“I’ll	go	out	and	find	this	beautiful	Briar-

																																																								
117	Murphy,	The	Owl,	the	Raven,	and	the	Dove,	156.		This	citation	comes	from	appendix	A	in	

Murphy’s	book,	which	gives	us	all	of	the	biblical	verses	Wilhelm	underlined	in	his	personal	copy	of	
the	New	Testament	in	Greek.	
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Rose,”	and	Jesus	says	to	his	disciples:	“‘Let	us	go	to	him	[Lazarus]’”	(John	11:15).		

Unlike	the	prince	in	Perrault,	the	Grimms’	prince	seeks	neither	love	nor	glory,	and	

there	is	no	hint	of	any	intention	to	use	Briar-Rose	for	his	own	sexual	gratification.		

His	only	intent	is	to	go	out	and	find	Brian-Rose	just	as	Jesus	goes	out	to	find	his	

friend	Lazarus,	who	is	also	“asleep.”	

We	have	explored	how	Briar-Rose	is	powerfully	connected	to	the	Germanic	

mythological	figures	of	Brünhild	and	Baldr.		She	is	also	related	to	Lazarus,	for	Jesus	

tells	us	of	his	intentions	to	awaken	his	friend	from	the	sleep	of	the	dead	just	as	the	

prince	will	awaken	Briar-Rose	from	her	cursed	sleep.		Jesus	makes	his	plan	to	raise	

Lazarus	from	the	dead	known	to	his	disciples:	“Our	friend	Lazarus	is	asleep,	but	I	am	

going	to	awaken	him”	(John	11:11).118		Having	already	been	told	that	Lazarus	is	ill,	

the	disciples	are	understandably	confused	when	Jesus	tells	them	that	Lazarus	is	

asleep.		He	then	clarifies	his	words:	“But	Jesus	was	talking	about	his	[Lazarus’s]	

death,	while	they	thought	that	he	meant	ordinary	sleep.		So	then	Jesus	said	to	them	

clearly,	‘Lazarus	has	died’”	(John	13–14).	

Jesus	here	equates	Lazarus’s	sleep	with	death,	and	if	we	recognize	that	the	

prince’s	journey	through	the	thorn	hedge	to	awaken	Briar-Rose	is	an	allusion	to	

Jesus’s	Passion,	death,	and	resurrection,	the	kiss	that	awakens	the	“sleeping”	maiden	

takes	on	profound	religious	significance	because	it	signals	new	life	after	death.		
																																																								

118	In	Acts	20:	9–20,	we	find	a	similar	story	about	Paul	bringing	a	young	man	who	had	fallen	
out	of	a	window	after	falling	asleep	and	was	brought	back	to	life	through	Paul’s	intercession.		“A	
young	man	named	Eutychus,	who	was	sitting	in	the	window,	began	to	sink	off	into	a	deep	sleep	while	
Paul	talked	still	longer.		Overcome	by	sleep,	he	fell	to	the	ground	three	floors	below	and	was	picked	
up	dead.		But	Paul	went	down,	and	bending	over	him	took	him	in	his	arms,	and	said,	‘Do	not	be	
alarmed,	for	his	life	is	in	him.’		Then	Paul	went	upstairs,	and	after	he	had	broken	bread	and	eaten,	he	
continued	to	converse	with	them	until	dawn;	then	he	left.		Meanwhile	they	had	taken	the	boy	away	
alive	and	were	not	a	little	comforted.”	
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Jesus	also	knows	that	his	fate	cannot	be	overturned	and	that	his	destiny	is	in	

Jerusalem,	where	he	will	be	put	to	death.		Like	the	gods	of	old,	Jesus	recognizes	his	

fated	destiny	and	how	his	Passion	and	death	will	win	salvation	for	humanity.		“I	am	

troubled	now.		Yet	what	should	I	say?		‘Father,	save	me	from	this	hour’?		But	it	was	

for	this	purpose	that	I	came	to	this	hour”	(John	12:	27).		

Christian	reformer	John	Calvin	understands	the	machinations	of	the	human	

spirit	and	offers	a	view	of	the	afterlife	that	looks	very	similar	to	pagan	

interpretations	of	fate,	for	the	predestination	of	each	person’s	soul	after	death	acts	

like	fate	in	that	it	is	determined	at	birth	if	not	from	the	beginning	of	time.		He	states:	

We	call	predestination	God’s	eternal	counsel	by	which	he	has	determined	
what	he	wishes	to	do	with	each	and	every	person.		For	he	does	not	create	
them	all	in	like	condition,	but	appoints	some	to	eternal	life	and	others	to	
eternal	damnation.		Thus,	according	to	the	end	for	which	a	person	has	been	
created,	we	say	that	he	is	predestined	to	death	or	to	life.119	
	

The	pious	Grimm	Brothers	were	deeply	influenced	by	their	faith,	and	we	can	see	

evidence	of	the	theological	concept	of	predestination	playing	out	in	this	tale	with	the	

arrival	of	the	savior	prince.		The	thorn	hedge	will	open	for	him	because	destiny	

would	have	it	so	in	order	that	he	can	go	to	Briar-Rose	and	awaken	her	to	new	life.		

As	we	observe	the	actions	of	the	savior	prince,	we	come	to	realize	that	his	character	

is	a	synthesis	of	the	ancient	Teutonic	beliefs	about	fated	destiny	woven	together	

with	the	Christian	belief	of	salvation	(or	damnation)	offered	as	a	gift	from	God.	

Now	it	happened	that	the	hundred	years	had	just	passed,	and	the	day	had	
come	on	which	Briar-Rose	was	to	wake	up.		When	the	prince	approached	the	
thorn	thicket,	the	thorns	had	all	turned	into	enormous	beautiful	flowers,	
which	parted	of	their	own	accord	and	let	him	through	unharmed,	and	behind	
him	they	closed	up	again	and	made	a	hedge.	

	
																																																								

119	Calvin,	Institutes,	467.	



	

	 154	

The	appointed	time	had	come,	and	we	see	the	thorn	hedge	unfold	before	the	

prince	and	greet	him	with	beautiful	flower	blossoms.		The	enormous,	beautiful	

flowers	are	reminiscent	of	the	Garden	of	Eden	where	once	lived	Adam	and	Eve.		The	

thorn	hedge	closes	up	again	after	the	prince	passes	through	because	he	is	the	only	

one	who	could	pass	through	the	thorns,	for	it	was	fate’s	appointed	time.		“But	when	

the	fullness	of	time	had	come,	God	sent	his	Son,	born	of	a	woman,	born	under	the	

law,	in	order	to	redeem	those	who	were	under	the	law,	so	that	we	might	receive	

adoption	as	children”	(Galatians	4:4).		It	seems	that	Christ	was	fated	to	be	

humanity’s	redeemer	all	along,	predestined	to	awaken	all	those	of	good	faith	who	

still	“sleep”	in	the	shadow	of	death.		The	allusion	to	Jesus	characterized	through	the	

actions	of	the	prince	is	strong	evidence	of	the	distinctly	Christian	reading	this	tale	is	

now	bringing	forth,	for	the	savior	prince	is	not	harmed	by	the	protective	thorns	

while	the	others	who	attempted	to	penetrate	the	thorn	hedge	were	met	with	death.	

If	we	equate	the	journey	through	the	thorn	hedge	with	Jesus’s	Passion	and	

death,	we	can	envisage	the	thorns	tearing	his	body	apart	as	they	did	with	the	false	

princes.		The	difference	between	Jesus	and	the	false	princes	is	significant,	though,	in	

that	according	to	Christian	belief,	Jesus	was	predestined	to	awaken	humanity	from	

the	sleep	of	death,	and	in	order	to	do	that,	he	had	to	experience	death	himself	and	be	

awakened	and	raised	to	new	life	by	God	the	Father.		This	was	his	fated	destiny	and	

the	purpose	for	which	he	was	sent	into	the	world.120		Given	the	pagan	roots	of	this	

tale,	it	seems	plausible	that	what	is	being	conveyed	here	is	the	understanding	that	

																																																								
120	Matthew	20:	28:	“Just	as	the	Son	of	Man	came	not	to	be	served	but	to	serve,	and	to	give	

his	life	as	a	ransom	for	many.” 
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the	old	Teutonic	religion	will	not	lead	one	to	salvation	and	that	only	belief	in	the	

saving	power	of	Christ	will	awaken	one	to	the	enjoyments	promised	by	God	in	

heaven.	

Jesus	standing	before	the	grave	of	Lazarus	is	much	like	the	prince	standing	

before	the	thorn	hedge.		Both	he	and	the	prince	are	preparing	for	a	transformative	

journey:	to	call	those	who	sleep	in	death	to	new	life.		But	first	each	had	to	know	and	

embrace	death.		“When	Jesus	arrived,	he	found	that	Lazarus	had	already	been	in	the	

tomb	for	four	days”	(John	11:17).		The	thorns	are	also	an	allusion	to	the	crown	of	

thorns	worn	by	Jesus	during	his	Passion	and	death.	

When	Jesus	passes	through	the	thorns,	he	is	like	Baldr	passing	through	the	

flames	of	his	funeral	pyre	or	Sigurd	passing	through	the	flaming	wall	of	fire.		The	

hero	Sigurd’s	name	means	“fated	victory,”	which	fits	nicely	with	Teutonic	

cosmological	aspirations.		Jesus’s	name,	however,	is	similar	in	meaning	to	that	of	the	

Teutonic	hero	Sigurd	yet	different	in	very	important	ways.	The	name	of	Jesus	means	

“God	saves,”	which	implies	a	much	larger	task	than	assuring	victory	in	battle.		Like	

Sigurd,	Jesus’s	very	name	manifests	a	reality	in	his	cosmological	worldview,	but	

Jesus’s	name	embodies	the	aspirations	and	hopes	of	a	group	of	believers	who	desire	

more	than	just	a	victory.		They	are	seeking	salvation	and	a	rescue	from	the	

annihilation	fated	for	them	at	Ragnarok.	

The	prince’s	passing	through	the	thorn	hedge	will	lead	him	to	the	“first	

Garden,”	as	is	evidenced	by	the	presence	of	the	big	beautiful	flowers	that	bloom	

before	him,	yet	the	pain	of	his	all-too-human	passion	remains	with	him,	thus	closing	

the	hedge	behind	him.	
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In	the	palace	courtyard	he	saw	all	the	horses	and	the	brindled	hunting-
hounds	lying	asleep,	and	on	the	roof	the	pigeons	were	roosting	with	their	
heads	tucked	under	their	wings.		And	when	he	went	indoors,	the	flies	were	
asleep	on	the	wall,	the	cook	in	the	kitchen	still	had	his	hand	outstretched	as	if	
to	grab	the	kitchen	boy,	and	the	kitchen	maid	was	sitting	with	a	black	chicken	
in	her	lap,	about	to	pluck	it.		Then	he	went	further	and	saw	the	whole	court	
lying	asleep	in	the	hall,	and	up	there	beside	the	throne	lay	the	king	and	the	
queen.		Then	he	went	still	further,	and	everything	was	so	silent	that	he	could	
hear	his	own	breathing;	and	in	the	end	he	came	to	the	tower	and	opened	the	
door	of	the	little	room	where	Briar-Rose	was	sleeping.		There	she	lay,	and	she	
was	so	beautiful	he	couldn’t	take	his	eyes	off	her,	and	he	stooped	down	and	
kissed	her.		As	his	lips	touched	hers,	Briar-Rose	opened	her	eyes,	woke	up	
and	smiled	at	him.	

	
The	awakening	of	Briar-Rose	suggests	the	awakening	of	Eve	at	the	harrowing	

of	hell.		In	a	strong	allusion	to	Jesus	and	the	awakening	of	the	dead,	the	prince’s	kiss,	

in	a	very	real	sense,	also	brings	Lazarus	back	to	life;	therefore,	his	journey	through	

the	deadly	thorn	hedge	is,	in	my	estimation,	an	allusion	to	Jesus’s	Passion,	death,	

and	resurrection.		These	words	from	an	ancient	homily	given	on	Holy	Saturday	

vividly	describe	the	harrowing	of	hell	and	Jesus’s	going	forth	in	death	to	raise	

humanity’s	parents,	Adam	and	Eve.	

He	has	gone	to	search	for	our	first	parent,	as	for	a	lost	sheep.		Greatly	
desiring	to	visit	those	who	live	in	darkness	and	the	shadow	of	death,	he	has	
gone	to	free	from	sorrow	the	captives	Adam	and	Eve,	he	who	is	both	God	and	
the	son	of	Eve.		The	Lord	approached	them	bearing	the	cross,	the	weapon	
that	had	won	him	the	victory….He	took	him	by	the	hand	and	raised	him	up,	
saying:	“Awake,	O	sleeper	and	rise	from	the	dead,	and	Christ	will	give	you	
light.”121	
	
The	prince	is	searching	for	the	beautiful	Briar-Rose	just	as	Jesus	searches	for	

the	lost	sheep.		We	note	that	for	the	Grimm	Brothers,	the	entire	castle	is	asleep,	even	

the	king	and	queen.	The	prince’s	wanderings	through	the	castle	hallways	again	

																																																								
121	“The	Lord	Descends	into	Hell.”		This	ancient	homily	is	the	second	reading	from	the	Office	

of	Readings	of	the	Liturgy	of	the	Hours	for	Holy	Saturday.		This	homily	dates	to	the	earliest	centuries	
of	the	church,	and	its	author	is	unknown.	
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remind	us	of	Jesus	walking	through	the	valley	of	death	to	arrive	at	the	gates	of	

hell.122		For	Perrault,	writing	for	the	aristocratic	French	court,	the	idea	that	the	king	

and	queen	could	fall	prey	to	a	curse	would	have	been	an	unthinkable	addition	to	his	

tale.		Kings	and	queens	do	not	fall	prey	to	curses,	which	is	why	Perrault	saves	the	

royal	couple	from	that	fate	in	the	story.		The	Grimms,	however,	recognized	the	

religious	significance	of	this	tale;	therefore,	their	king	and	queen	are	subjected	to	

the	same	fated	“sleep”	that	was	their	daughter’s	destiny	and	that	of	all	humanity.	

When	the	prince	arrives	at	the	tower	in	the	middle	of	the	castle,	he	opens	the	

door	without	a	key.		He	does	not	need	a	key	because	his	body	has	been	transformed	

by	the	journey	through	the	thorns	much	as	Baldr’s	body	has	been	transformed	by	

being	subjected	to	the	flames	of	the	funeral	pyre.		The	prince	opening	the	door	to	the	

room	where	Briar-Rose	lies	is	an	allusion	to	Jesus’s	resurrected	body	coming	

through	locked	doors	and	walls	to	greet	his	disciples	after	he	was	raised	from	the	

dead.		“On	the	evening	of	that	first	day	of	the	week,	when	the	doors	were	locked,	

where	the	disciples	were,	for	fear	of	the	Jews,	Jesus	came	and	stood	in	their	midst	

and	said	to	them	‘Peace	be	with	you’”	(John	20:	19).	

The	prince’s	loving	kiss	awakens	Briar-Rose	just	as	Jesus’s	death	out	of	love	

awakened	our	first	mother,	Eve.		The	prince’s	kiss	is	found	only	in	the	Grimms’	tale,	

and	as	such	I	believe	it	is	significant,	for	I	understand	the	prince’s	kiss	to	be	a	

reversal	of	the	kiss	of	betrayal	given	to	Jesus	in	the	Garden.		In	the	synoptic	Gospels,	

																																																								
122	Although	other	interpretations	of	this	sleep	read	it	as	sin	rather	than	death,	I	believe	that	

death	fits	better	with	the	context	in	fairy	tales	and	scripture	better.		See	John	Bunyan’s	Pilgrim’s	
Progress	for	material	relating	to	sin	and	sleep.	



	

	 158	

Judas’a	betrayal	of	Jesus	by	a	kiss	takes	place	in	the	Garden	of	Gethsemane.123		John’s	

Gospel	and	First	letter,	however,	tie	the	garden	of	betrayal	back	to	the	Garden	of	

Eden,	where	humankind	first	experienced	mortality	through	the	sin	of	Adam	and	

Eve.124	

The	curse	of	Adam	and	Eve	was	given	in	a	garden,	so	it	is	fitting	that	the	

blessing	should	be	given	there	as	well.		“When	he	had	said	this,	Jesus	went	out	with	

his	disciples	across	the	Kidron	valley	to	where	there	was	a	garden,	into	which	he	

and	his	disciples	entered”	(John:	18:1).		The	prince’s	kiss	of	Briar-Rose	reverses	the	

kiss	of	Judas	that	set	in	motion	the	events	leading	to	Jesus’s	death	and	subsequent	

resurrection.		Judas’s	betrayal,	however,	is	representative	of	all	people,	for	it	was	to	

save	humankind	from	their	sins	that	Jesus	came	into	the	world.		Calvin’s	Reformed	

theology	offers	this	observation	about	Jesus’s	saving	power:	“For	he	will	come	as	

our	Redeemer,	and	having	rescued	us	from	this	pit	of	all	woe	and	misery,	he	will	

bring	us	to	his	glorious	inheritance.”125	

Then	they	went	downstairs	together,	and	the	king	woke	up	and	so	did	the	
queen	and	the	whole	court,	and	they	looked	at	each	other	in	astonishment.		
And	the	horses	in	the	yard	got	to	their	feet	and	shook	themselves,	the	hounds	
jumped	up	and	wagged	their	tails,	the	pigeons	on	the	roof	took	their	heads	
from	under	their	wings,	looked	about	them	and	flew	off	over	the	fields,	the	
flies	began	crawling	up	the	walls	again,	the	fire	in	the	kitchen	revived	and	
blazed	up	and	cooked	the	dinner,	the	roast	began	to	crackle	again,	and	the	
cook	gave	the	boy	such	a	box	on	the	ear	that	he	howled,	and	the	maid	
finished	plucking	the	chicken.		And	after	that	the	wedding	of	the	prince	with	
Briar-Rose	was	celebrated	with	great	magnificence,	and	they	lived	happily	till	
the	end	of	their	days.	

																																																								
123	Gethsemane	is	a	garden	on	the	Mount	of	Olives.	
	
124	John	1:	1-18	and	1	John:	1-4.		Both	of	these	texts,	ascribed	to	John	the	apostle,	harken	

back	to	the	beginning	of	time.	
	
125	Calvin,	Institutes,	816.	
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To	bolster	my	conviction	that	the	prince	in	the	“Briar-Rose”	tale	is	a	

metaphor	for	Jesus,	I	offer	another	example	from	the	New	Testament	that	is	similar	

to	the	story	of	the	raising	of	Lazarus	from	the	dead.		Mark	5:	35–42	depicts	another	

powerful	awakening	performed	by	Jesus	that	bears	a	striking	resemblance	to	the	

tale	of	“Briar-Rose”	and	supports	my	contention	that	the	tale’s	symbols	are	actually	

Germanic	representations	of	Christian	expressions	of	faith.	

While	Jesus	was	still	speaking,	some	people	came	from	the	house	of	Jairus,	
the	synagogue	leader.		“Your	daughter	is	dead,”	they	said.	“Why	bother	the	
teacher	anymore?”		Overhearing	what	they	said,	Jesus	told	him,	“Don’t	be	
afraid;	just	believe.”		He	did	not	let	anyone	follow	him	except	Peter,	James	
and	John	the	brother	of	James.		When	they	came	to	the	home	of	the	
synagogue	leader,	Jesus	saw	a	commotion,	with	people	crying	and	wailing	
loudly.		He	went	in	and	said	to	them,	“Why	all	this	commotion	and	wailing?	
The	child	is	not	dead	but	asleep.”		But	they	laughed	at	him.	

After	he	put	them	all	out,	he	took	the	child’s	father	and	mother	and	the	
disciples	who	were	with	him,	and	went	in	where	the	child	was.		He	took	her	
by	the	hand	and	said	to	her,	“Talitha	koum!”	(which	means	“Little	girl,	I	say	to	
you,	get	up!”).		Immediately	the	girl	stood	up	and	began	to	walk	around	(she	
was	twelve	years	old).		At	this	they	were	completely	astonished.	

Jesus	awakened	a	little	girl	from	the	sleep	of	death	just	as	the	prince	awakened	

Briar-Rose	from	hers.		Jesus,	by	the	destiny	laid	out	for	him	at	his	birth,	was	fated	to	

go	through	his	Passion	and	death	(represented	by	the	thorns)	to	life	everlasting.		

Notice	how	the	Grimms	tell	us	that	when	the	prince	and	Briar-Rose	go	downstairs,	

the	others	awaken,	and	they	“looked	at	each	other	in	astonishment.”		This	scene	

directly	mirrors	the	crowd’s	reaction	to	Jesus’s	raising	of	Jairus’s	daughter.126		These	

allusions	are	not	accidental	and	are	rich	in	symbol	and	meaning,	for	the	harrowing	

of	hell	brings	the	whole	castle	back	to	life,	which	is	representative	of	all	of	humanity.		

																																																								
126	Mark	5:	39–42.	
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Wilhelm’s	underlined	passage	from	John	11:25	sums	up	the	attitude	of	Jesus	in	his	

mission	to	overturn	and	mitigate	the	sting	of	death	when	he	states:	“I	am	the	

resurrection	and	life.”127		Jesus	makes	this	statement	just	before	he	raises	Lazarus	

from	the	dead	and	helps	believers	realize	that	he	has	the	ability	to	change	one’s	

fated	death	to	one	of	everlasting	life.	

Calvin’s	words	regarding	the	salvation	of	the	elect	are	helpful	here	because	

the	astonishment	at	having	been	awakened	from	one’s	fated	sleep	is	the	fate	of	all	

believers	who	sleep	in	Christ,	as	did	Briar-Rose	and	her	court.	

For	before	them	is	the	prospect	of	that	last	day	when,	they	know,	the	Lord	
will	gather	his	faithful	people	into	the	peace	of	his	kingdom,	will	wipe	the	
tears	from	their	eyes,	will	crown	them	with	glory,	clothe	them	with	gladness,	
satisfy	them	with	the	endless	sweetness	of	his	favours	and	raise	them	to	
where	he	is	on	high.		In	short,	he	will	cause	them	to	share	in	his	blessedness	
(Isa.	25:8;	Rev.	7:17).128	
	

The	maidens	Brünhild	and	Briar-Rose	are	linked	through	a	similar	storyline,	yet	

their	fates	could	not	be	more	different.	The	Grimms	offer	two	separate	paradigms	

for	the	ultimate	fate:	death.		For	the	pre-Christian	pagans	such	as	Brünhild,	the	best	

one	could	hope	for	after	death	was	to	enjoy	life	in	one	of	the	halls	for	the	dead	until	

the	coming	of	Ragnarok	and	the	total	destruction	of	the	world.		We	see	this	

represented	in	the	person	of	Brünhild.		When	she	dies,	no	mention	of	her	is	given	

again.		She	is	never	awakened	to	new	life.		Interestingly	enough,	the	god	Baldr	lives	

on	after	his	death,	and	we	are	told	that	he	will	see	the	new	world	after	the	

annihilation	of	the	current	world.		His	body,	once	pierced	by	mistletoe,	now	takes	on	

																																																								
127	Murphy,	The	Owl,	the	Raven,	and	the	Dove,	156.		This	citation	comes	from	appendix	A	in	

Murphy’s	book,	which	gives	us	all	of	the	biblical	verses	Wilhelm	underlined	in	his	personal	copy	of	
the	New	Testament	in	Greek.	

	
128	Calvin,	Institutes,	816.	
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the	evergreen	characteristics	of	the	plant.		Ragnarok,	therefore,	is	not	the	end	of	all	

life	but	of	the	hundred-year	sleep!		

As	the	castle	comes	back	to	life,	we	must	recognize	the	presence	of	the	old	

woman,	for	she	still	sits	at	the	heart	of	the	castle	spinning	her	fated	destinies.		She	is	

not	a	visitor	because	she	has	always	been	at	the	heart	of	the	castle,	and	she	will	

remain	there,	spinning	her	destinies,	until	the	end	of	the	world.	

Concluding	Thoughts	

Through	my	investigation	of	the	“Briar-Rose”	tale,	I	have	come	to	appreciate	

the	deep	religious	significance	of	the	symbols	and	allusions	employed	in	this	story.		

The	Grimm	Brothers	skillfully	wove	the	ancient	threads	of	fate,	time,	death,	and	

rebirth	into	the	“Briar-Rose”	tale	and	in	doing	so	gave	the	world	a	treasured	literary	

masterpiece	that	powerfully	expresses	both	Germanic	and	Christian	themes.		By	

skillfully	combining	pre-Christian	Germanic	concepts	of	fate	with	the	Christian	ideal	

of	salvation	through	faith,	the	Grimms	gave	the	world	a	tale	that	offers	new	insights	

and	realizations	concerning	humanity’s	evolving	understanding	of	fate,	time,	and	

death,	and	their	role	in	directing	human	life	spans.		The	tale	of	“Briar-Rose”	is	meant	

to	bring	comfort	to	both	pagans	and	Christians,	for	it	powerfully	alludes	to	the	

salvific	power	of	Christ	to	awaken	all	of	humanity	from	its	fated	sleep.	

The	ancient	Germanic	pagans	also	dreamt	of	an	afterlife,	as	evidenced	in	the	

many	sagas	and	legends	detailing	the	places	where	those	who	died	were	destined	to	

await	the	end	times.		With	the	new	life	given	to	Baldr	at	the	world’s	rebirth	after	

Ragnarok,	we	can	see	the	fulfillment	of	their	ancient	expectation	of	life	after	death.		

The	Christian	says	to	his	pagan	sister	and	brother	that	your	expectation	for	
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wholeness	and	life	with	God	after	death	is	correct	but	that	you	will	not	find	it	with	

your	gods,	just	as	Odin	was	unable	to	prevent	Ragnarok.		For	the	faithful	Christian,	

Christ’s	Passion,	death,	and	resurrection	is	the	vehicle	by	which	those	who	sleep	in	

death	are	brought	back	to	life.		“The	fullness	of	time”	has	arrived	and	with	that	

humanity’s	salvation.		What	people	have	always	hoped	for,	prayed	for,	and	above	all	

imagined	has	come	to	fruition,	for	the	Christ	has	kissed	humanity	and	continues	to	

search	for	those	who	are	lost	in	the	nooks	and	crannies	of	all	the	rooms	of	the	castle.	

Death	is	the	ultimate	obstacle	with	which	every	person	has	to	contend.		Even	

Jesus	has	to	die	in	order	to	be	raised	again	to	new	life.		In	the	tale	of	“Briar-Rose,”	

fated	death	is	equated	with	a	century-long	sleep.		The	Grimms	recognized	that	the	

sleep	experienced	by	Briar-Rose	illuminated	a	profound	reality	for	humanity—that	

the	curse	of	death	will	not	end	in	oblivion	as	at	Ragnarok	but	lead	to	a	great	

awakening	and	new	life	in	the	Spirit	of	God.		For	the	Christian	believer,	the	sleep	

experienced	by	Briar-Rose	is	what	they	will	also	experience.		Death	does	not	last	

forever,	and	just	as	the	Twelfth	Wise	Woman’s	wish	mitigates	the	“curse”	given	to	

Briar-Rose	at	her	birth	celebration,	Jesus’s	harrowing	of	hell	mitigates	humanity’s	

fated	destiny	of	death	and	reawakens	those	who	wait	for	him	to	come	through	the	

hedge.
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CHAPTER	4	

HANSEL	AND	GRETEL:	A	TALE	OF	SPIRITUAL	TRANSFORMATION	

Introduction:	Didactic	Musings	from	Another	Age	

The	Brothers	Grimm	version	of	“Hansel	and	Gretel”	(ATU	327)	is	a	beloved,	

fascinating	fairy	tale	with	a	rich	and	varied	history.		By	far	the	most	well	known	to	

Western	audiences,	the	Grimms’	rendition	of	“Hansel	and	Gretel”	is	nevertheless	just	

one	among	many,	for	we	can	trace	historical	and	cultural	variants	of	this	tale	type	to	

various	ethnicities	and	cultures.1		The	Arne-Thompson	classification	system	of	

folktales	gives	us	these	details	about	this	particular	tale	type:	

Abandoned	by	their	parents,	Hansel	and	Gretel	found	refuge	with	an	old	
woman	in	a	gingerbread	house.		They	soon	discovered	that	she	intended	to	
eat	them,	but	Gretel	pushed	her	into	her	own	oven,	and	the	two	escaped,	
taking	with	them	the	witch’s	gold	and	gems.		They	returned	to	their	father,	
who	greeted	them	with	joy.2	
	

This	cursory	plot	summary	gives	us	a	frame	by	which	to	understand	the	“Hansel	and	

Gretel”	tale,	but	it	offers	little	in	the	way	of	how	one	is	to	make	meaning	of	it.	

From	the	first	written	manuscript	given	by	Jacob	Grimm	in	1810	to	the	final	

version	offered	by	the	brothers	in	1857,	the	length	and	complexity	of	the	“Hansel	

and	Gretel”	tale	has	changed	considerably.		Like	the	previous	tales	examined	in	this	

thesis,	the	Grimms	acknowledge	in	their	personal	notes	on	“Hansel	and	Gretel”	an	

indebtedness	to	earlier	versions	of	this	tale	type	offered	by	Giambatista	Basile	and	

Charles	Perrault.		“Clearly	allied	too	[sic],	especially	in	the	beginning,	is	Nennillo	and	

																																																								
1	The	Grimms	list	in	their	notes	to	“Hansel	and	Gretel”	many	different	variants	of	the	tale	

including	versions	from	Denmark,	Sweden,	Hungary,	Albania,	and	Lithuania,	to	name	just	a	few.		
Jacob	and	Wilhelm	Grimm,	Grimm’s	[sic],	Household	Tales,	356.	

	
2	Ashliman,	A	Guide	to	Folktales,	70.	
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Nennella	in	the	Pentamerone	[Basile]....Hansel	is	connected	with	Thumbling	

[Perrault].”3		These	earlier	prototypes	do	not	perfectly	correspond	to	each	other	or	

to	the	Grimms’	final	offering,	but	as	we’ve	seen	before,	the	Grimms	relied	heavily	on	

both	of	their	predecessors’	efforts	(and	additional	material	of	their	own)	to	give	us	

the	version	of	“Hansel	and	Gretel”	known	and	loved	throughout	the	world.	

As	was	the	case	with	the	previous	fairy	tales	studied	here,	the	Grimms	were	

undaunted	by	the	fact	that	the	oldest	written	versions	came	to	them	via	Italy	and	

France	because	they	saw	Germanic	poetic	elements	hidden	in	those	tales	even	

amidst	their	predecessors’	cultural	and	editorial	variations.		The	Grimms,	as	was	

their	lifelong	custom,	methodically	gathered	and	scrutinized	a	great	deal	of	source	

material	pertaining	to	the	“Hansel	and	Gretel”	tale	in	order	to	understand	the	

context	in	which	the	story	had	its	origin.		As	I’ve	done	in	previous	chapters,	I	would	

like	to	highlight	just	a	few	similarities	(and	dissimilarities)	among	the	three	most	

well-known	versions	of	the	“Hansel	and	Gretel”	tale	type	in	order	to	get	a	feel	for	

what	the	Grimms’	project	was	concerning	this	story.		The	Grimms	sought	to	

emphasize,	through	their	creative	reworking	of	the	tale	over	the	course	of	many	

decades,	those	aspects	of	the	tale	that	best	reflected	the	ancient	Germanic	poetry	

that	they	were	convinced	permeated	it.	

The	versions	of	this	particular	tale	type	offered	by	Basile,	Perrault,	and	the	

Grimms	share	many	common	narrative	elements,	yet	the	differences	in	each	

ultimately	tell	us	much	about	how	these	collectors	understood	the	“Hansel	and	

																																																								
3	Jacob	and	Wilhelm	Grimm,	Grimm’s	[sic],	Household	Tales,	356.		These	two	tales	from	the	

Grimms	feature	the	character	Thumbling,	whose	name	greatly	resembles	the	protagonist	of	
Perrault’s	tale	entitled	“Petite	Poucet”		(Kinder-	und	Hausmärchen	nos.	37	and	45).	
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Gretel”	narrative	as	a	touchstone	for	their	own	cultural	identity.		For	example,	when	

we	compare	the	theme	of	child	abandonment	in	each	version	of	the	“Hansel	and	

Gretel”	tale	and	how	this	theme	helped	shape	its	meaning,	we	can	detect,	through	

the	various	plotline	shifts	and	character	traits	of	the	protagonists,	elements	that	are	

particular	to	each.		These	distinct	traits	are	important	for	understanding	the	

particular	cultural	milieu	in	which	each	version	of	the	tale	was	formed	and	how	that	

culture	affects	our	perception	of	its	meaning.		To	further	this	point,	when	we	

examine	the	element	of	child	abandonment	in	the	“Hansel	and	Gretel”	tale	type	

offered	by	Basile,	Perrault,	and	the	Grimms,	we	can	glimpse	how	each	collector’s	

understanding	of	that	particular	element	helps	us	understand	the	tale’s	overall	

meaning.	

In	Basile’s	“Nennillo	and	Nennella,”	the	actions	of	the	stepmother	and	father	

resemble	the	actions	of	Hansel	and	Gretel’s	parents,	yet	differing	motivations	for	

abandoning	the	children	are	given.		In	Basile’s	“Nennillo	and	Nennella,”	the	

motivation	for	the	parents	abandoning	the	children	turns	on	the	widowed	father’s	

second	wife	not	liking	her	new	stepchildren	and	the	added	domestic	responsibility	

she	now	has	to	carry.		Lamenting	the	situation	in	which	she	finds	herself,	the	callous	

stepmother	spits	these	words	at	her	husband:	

Have	I	come	to	pick	the	lice	off	the	children’s	heads	of	another	woman?		
That’s	the	limit!		I	don’t	need	this	mess!		Why	should	I	listen	to	these	whiny	
brats	around	me?		Ah,	I	would	rather	have	broken	my	neck	than	to	come	to	
this	hellhole	where	I	eat	badly	and	sleep	worse	because	of	these	annoying	
brats.		It’s	unbearable!		I	came	here	to	be	your	wife	not	your	servant!4	
	

																																																								
4	Zipes,	The	Great	Fairy	Tale	Tradition,	700.	
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The	stepmother’s	hyperbolic	nagging	is	what	eventually	brings	the	children’s	

father	to	acquiesce	to	her	demands	to	abandon	the	children	in	the	forest	to	die.		

Basile	tells	us	that	Nennillo	and	Nennella,	once	abandoned,	are	eventually	separated	

in	the	forest	yet	survive	their	ordeal	through	magical	means.		Later,	after	being	

reunited	with	each	other	and	gaining	great	wealth,	they	are	reunited	with	their	

humbled	and	chastised	father	and	“live	without	wanting	anything	in	the	world.”		We	

also	find	out	at	the	end	of	the	tale	that	the	hardhearted	stepmother	brings	about	her	

own	demise	due	to	her	“blindness”	at	not	recognizing	her	beautiful	long-lost	

stepchildren	when	brought	before	them	in	the	king’s	palace.	

When	he	[the	saving	King]	showed	her	two	golden	ears	of	corn5	and	asked	
her	what	a	person	would	deserve	if	that	person	harmed	these	two	innocents	
or	put	their	lives	in	danger,	she	responded,	“I	would	shut	that	person	in	a	
barrel	and	have	it	rolled	down	a	mountain.”		“Well,	you	will	have	it	your	
way,”	the	king	said.		“The	goat	has	turned	and	butted	herself.		Indeed,	you’ve	
pronounced	your	own	sentence,	and	now	you’ll	pay	the	penalty	for	having	
borne	such	hatred	towards	your	beautiful	stepchildren!”6	
	

The	stepmother’s	cruel	punishment	and	death	at	the	end	of	Basile’s	rendition	

correlates	directly	to	the	way	she	had	treated	her	stepchildren,	for	she	reaped	the	

rewards	of	her	failure	to	love:	death.		Basile	gives	the	following	moral	at	the	end	of	

the	tale	so	that	the	meaning	cannot	be	missed:	“Though	justice	may	be	delayed,	it	is	

heavy-handed	when	it	comes,	and	makes	the	punishment	fit	the	crime.”7		We	can	

conclude	from	this	added	moral	that	Basile	believes	that	the	meaning	of	“Nennillo	

																																																								
5	The	two	“ears	of	corn”	are	the	once-abandoned	children,	Nennillo	and	Nennella.	
	
6	Zipes,	The	Great	Fairy	Tale	Tradition,	704.	
	
7	Ibid.	
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and	Nennella”	concerns	how	justice	will	be	served,	even	if	delayed,	to	those	who	

abuse	their	children	through	a	failure	to	love	appropriately.	

Perrault,	in	a	change	from	Basile’s	version,	highlights	the	lack	of	food	as	a	

motivating	factor	for	the	parents’	decision	to	abandon	their	children	in	his	rendition	

of	the	tale	type,	entitled	“Little	Thumbling”:	“There	came	a	year	when	times	were	

very	hard,	and	the	shortage	of	food	was	so	severe	that	the	wretched	couple	resolved	

to	get	rid	of	their	children.”8		Concerning	the	issue	of	child	abandonment,	Perrault	

makes	it	clear	that	both	parents	are	equally	responsible	for	the	decision	to	abandon	

their	seven	small	children	in	the	depths	of	the	forest	when	a	severe	famine	besets	

the	land	and	threatens	the	parents’	survival.	

Writing	for	the	court	of	the	Sun	King,	Louis	XIV,	Perrault’s	moral	at	the	end	of	

his	telling	does	not	touch	upon	justice	being	served	to	those	who	abandon	and	

abuse	children	as	we	find	in	Basile.		Perrault’s	moral	is	a	positive	one	and	focuses	on	

the	resourcefulness	and	cleverness	of	the	youngest	and	smallest	child	to	save	

himself	and	his	siblings	in	dire	circumstances.		“Despite	this	[his	diminutive	size],	he	

was	the	cleverest	of	all	the	brothers,	and	had	the	sharpest	wits,	and	though	he	did	

not	say	much,	he	listened	a	lot.”9		

Perrault	does	not	seem	interested	in	assigning	a	moral	to	shame	Little	

Thumbling’s	parents,	who	failed	to	show	loving	care	to	their	children	in	a	time	of	

desperation	and	need.		Rather,	his	moral	tells	us	that	those	who	are	thought	to	be	

weak	and	of	little	consequence	can	actually	be	the	cause	of	some	major	boon,	for,	

																																																								
8	Perrault,	The	Complete	Fairy	Tales,	151.	
	
9	Ibid.	
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despite	his	small	size,	Little	Thumbling’s	cleverness	saves	not	only	his	own	life	but	

also	the	lives	of	his	brothers	from	the	large	cannibalistic	ogre.		Through	his	

continued	cleverness	and	industry,	the	once-abandoned	Little	Thumbling	wins	for	

himself	great	riches	and	prestige,	as	well	as	the	loftiest	of	reputations	as	a	courtier.		

These	boons	eventually	lift	his	father	and	brothers	out	of	poverty.		As	with	Basile’s,	

the	meaning	of	Perrault’s	tale	can	be	found	in	the	added	moral	at	the	end	of	the	tale,	

which	tells	us	that	one	should	not	judge	another	solely	by	his	or	her	appearance	

because	great	things	can	come	from	unexpected	places.		Perrault’s	moral	reads:	

No	longer	are	children	said	to	be	a	hardship,	
If	they	possess	great	charm,	good	looks,	and	wit.	
If	one	is	weak,	however,	and	knows	not	what	to	say,	
Mocked	he’ll	be	and	chased	until	he	runs	far	away,	
Yet,	sometimes	it’s	this	child,	very	least	expected,	
Who	makes	his	fortune	and	has	his	honor	resurrected.10	
	
The	Grimms,	following	Perrault’s	example,	make	it	clear	that	the	prospect	of	

starvation	is	the	motivating	factor	for	the	parents’	abandoning	their	children	in	

“Hansel	and	Gretel”:	“He	[the	poor	woodcutter]	had	precious	little	to	fill	his	belly,	

and	once	when	there	was	a	bad	famine	in	the	land	he	could	no	longer	even	get	bread	

from	one	day	to	the	next.”11		We	also	find	a	similarity	to	Basile	in	that	the	urgings	

and	naggings	of	the	Grimms’	stepmother	toward	her	husband	contribute	to	the	

father’s	reluctant	decision	to	abandon	his	children.		Similarly	to	both	prior	versions,	

the	Grimms	also	feature	the	children	surviving	their	abandonment	in	the	forest,	

gaining	riches,	and	being	reunited	with	their	once-estranged	father,	who	welcomes	

them	back	with	great	joy.	
																																																								

10	Zipes,	The	Great	Fairy	Tale	Tradition,	711.	
	
11	Jacob	and	Wilhelm	Grimm,	Selected	Tales,	56.	
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Absent	an	explicit	moral	at	the	end	of	the	tale	like	those	provided	by	Basile	

and	Perrault,	we	are	left	adrift	as	to	a	definitive	meaning	of	the	Grimms’	“Hansel	and	

Gretel.”		How	then,	are	we	to	interpret	the	Grimms’	rendition	of	the	tale,	and	what	

meaning	or	meanings	can	we	derive	from	its	content	in	the	absence	of	a	moral	like	

those	we	find	in	Basile	and	Perrault?		In	order	to	illuminate	the	symbols	that	are	

particular	to	the	Grimms’	Germanic	version	of	the	“Hansel	and	Gretel”	tale,	I	will	

investigate	the	obstacles	faced	by	our	protagonists	as	they	make	their	way	into	and	

out	of	the	forest.		To	do	this,	I	will	break	down	this	chapter	into	three	sections,	each	

with	a	number	of	related	obstacles	that	Hansel	and	Gretel	must	confront.		

The	obstacles	in	the	first	section	of	the	tale,	in	which	the	children	are	led	into	

the	forest	to	die,	are	all	connected	to	the	threat	of	famine.		Famine	is	the	main	

motivating	factor	behind	the	parents’	decision	to	abandon	their	children,	yet	this	

existential	threat	also	helps	us	understand	how	the	use	(or	misuse)	of	reason	

reveals	the	inner	worth	of	the	characters,	and	it	helps	us	understand	the	Germanic	

context	in	which	the	story	takes	place.	

The	obstacles	faced	in	the	second	part	of	the	chapter	(at	the	witch’s	house)	

deal	with	the	witch’s	cannibalistic	intent	and	how	her	actions	parallel	those	of	the	

children’s	stepmother.		It	is	in	this	place	where	Hansel	and	Gretel	must	grapple	with	

the	reality	of	sin	and	learn	to	rely	on	benevolent	powers	to	save	them	in	their	time	

of	need.		Finally,	the	third	section	will	deal	with	the	obstacles	associated	with	Hansel	

and	Gretel’s	homecoming,	particularly	the	wide	river	that	needs	to	be	crossed	in	

order	to	go	home.		By	investigating	the	obstacles	encountered	by	Hansel	and	Gretel,	
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I	will	show	how	they	reveal	and	identify	aspects	of	the	tale	that	help	us	understand	

how	fate	can	lead	one	to	a	place	of	religious	transformation.	

Famine:	Setting	the	Table	

At	the	edge	of	a	big	forest	there	lived	a	poor	woodcutter	with	his	wife	and	
two	children;	the	little	boy’s	name	was	Hansel	and	the	girl’s	was	Gretel.		He	
had	precious	little	to	fill	his	belly,	and	once	when	there	was	a	bad	famine	in	
the	land	he	could	no	longer	even	get	bread	from	one	day	to	the	next.		At	night	
he	lay	in	bed	worrying,	and	he	tossed	and	turned	and	sighed	and	said	to	his	
wife:	‘What’s	to	become	of	us?		How	can	we	feed	our	poor	children	when	
we’ve	nothing	left	for	ourselves?’		‘I’ll	tell	you	what,	husband,’	answered	his	
wife.		‘Tomorrow	first	thing	we’ll	take	the	children	into	the	forest,	into	the	
very	thick	of	it—we’ll	make	a	fire	for	them	and	give	them	each	one	more	
piece	of	bread,	then	we’ll	go	about	our	work	and	leave	them	by	themselves.		
They	won’t	find	the	way	back	home	and	we’ll	be	rid	of	them.”		‘No,	wife,’	said	
her	husband,	‘I’ll	not	do	that;	how	could	I	have	the	heart	to	leave	my	children	
alone	in	the	forest?		The	wild	beasts	would	soon	come	and	tear	them	to	
pieces.’		‘Oh	you	fool,’	she	said,	‘then	all	four	of	us	will	have	to	starve;	you	may	
as	well	begin	planing	the	boards	for	our	coffins.’		And	she	would	give	him	no	
peace	till	he	consented.		‘But	I’m	sorry	for	the	poor	children	all	the	same,’	said	
the	man.12	
	
The	first	things	we	encounter	in	the	tale	are	a	big	forest	and	a	poor	family	

facing	starvation	due	to	a	famine	gripping	the	land.		Hunger	and	famine	are	the	first	

conditions	in	which	we	find	our	fairy	tale	family,	so	let	us	first	explore	how	they	

shape	the	story	of	“Hansel	and	Gretel”	and	help	illuminate	the	obstacles	being	faced	

in	this	section	of	the	tale.	

Hunger	and	famine	were	well	known	to	Europeans	of	every	generation	in	the	

not	so	distant	past,	and	therefore	it	should	not	surprise	us	that	these	themes	would	

show	up	in	the	popular	folk	and	fairy	tales	that	were	a	vital	component	of	their	

everyday	life	and	culture.		“Historians	tell	us	that	fairy	tales	originated	in	an	age	

																																																								
12	Jacob	and	Wilhelm	Grimm,	Selected	Tales,	56.	
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marked	by	wars,	plague,	and	famine.”13		Zipes	adds	that	hunger,	famine,	and	child	

abandonment	were	frequent	during	the	centuries	in	which	the	“Hansel	and	Gretel”	

tale	was	being	formed.		He	maintains:	

The	popularity	and	importance	of	the	tales	in	this	cycle,	which	can	be	found	
throughout	Europe	in	the	oral	and	literary	tradition,	are	due	to	the	theme	of	
child	abandonment	and	abuse.		Although	it	is	difficult	to	estimate	how	
widespread	child	abandonment	was,	it	is	clear	that	famines,	poor	living	
conditions,	and	lack	of	birth	control	led	to	the	birth	of	many	unwanted	
children.		In	the	Middle	Ages,	it	was	common	for	children	who	could	not	be	
nourished	to	be	abandoned	in	front	of	churches,	in	special	parts	of	village	
squares,	or	in	the	forest.		Sometimes	the	abandonment	and/or	abuse	was	due	
to	the	re-marriage	of	a	man	or	woman	who	could	not	tolerate	the	children	
born	of	a	previous	marriage.		When	the	children	are	abandoned	in	the	fairy	
tales,	they	do	not	always	have	an	encounter	with	a	witch,	but	they	do	
encounter	a	dangerous	character	who	threatens	their	lives,	and	they	must	
use	their	wits	to	find	a	way	to	return	home.14	
	
To	be	sure,	life	in	ancient	times	was	extremely	challenging	in	the	best	of	

circumstances	with	the	threat	of	death	by	disease,	war,	or	starvation	never	far	away.		

These	pervasive	circumstances	often	made	people	more	callous	toward	their	fellow	

man,	argues	Bettelheim,	and	he	insightfully	adds	that	human	beings,	when	under	

great	stress,	naturally	tend	to	be	more	self-centered.		He	comments:	“Poverty	and	

deprivation	do	not	improve	man’s	character,	but	rather	make	him	more	selfish,	less	

sensitive	to	the	sufferings	of	others,	and	thus	prone	to	embark	on	evil	deeds.”15		The	

truth	of	this	statement	is	evident	when	we	consider	the	plotting	of	Hansel	and	

Gretel’s	parents,	who,	under	stressful	conditions,	choose	what	is	best	for	them	

irrespective	of	the	needs	of	the	children.		Child	abandonment	was	not	an	uncommon	

																																																								
13	Jacob	and	Wilhelm	Grimm,	Annotated	Brothers	Grimm,	73.	
	
14	Zipes,	The	Great	Fairy	Tale	Tradition,	699.	
	
15	Bettelheim,	The	Uses	of	Enchantments,	159.	
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occurrence	in	the	not-so-distant	past.		A	multitude	of	sources	tell	us	that,	in	general,	

when	parents	had	to	abandon	their	children,	they	did	so	only	under	the	direst	of	

circumstances	and	then	only	to	a	place	where	they	hoped	the	children	would	have	

some	reasonable	assurance	of	being	cared	for,	such	as	a	convent	or	monastery.16		

Even	when	we	consider	the	cultural	circumstances	and	customs	surrounding	the	

practice	of	child	abandonment,	Hansel	and	Gretel’s	parents’	actions	seem	to	be	

particularly	cold	and	unnatural	because	they	do	not	seek	a	better	place	for	their	

children	where	they	might	thrive	if	given	the	chance.		The	parents’	only	concern	is	to	

eliminate	the	cause	of	their	anxiety.	

The	role	of	Hansel	and	Gretel’s	father	differs	in	important	ways	from	the	

portrayal	of	the	father	in	Basile’s	“Nennillo	and	Nennella”	and	Perrault’s	“Little	

Thumbling.”		When	closely	examined,	one	discovers	that	the	father’s	role	as	

woodcutter	in	the	community,	as	understood	in	the	Germanic	context	in	which	the	

tale	unfolds,	is	a	complex	one;	therefore,	his	motivations	and	actions	toward	his	

children	are	more	complex	than	one	might	expect.		Hansel	and	Gretel’s	father	may	

not	be	the	hapless,	browbeaten	man	his	character	is	generally	regarded	as,	for	

woodcutters	played	an	important	role	in	the	community	and	were	understood	to	be	

the	arbiters	of	which	trees	were	left	to	grow	and	which	were	to	be	harvested.		Given	

the	Germanic	cultural	context,	a	woodcutter,	then,	was	regarded	by	the	community	

as	a	representation	of	death	because	he	had	the	power	to	choose	which	trees	of	the	

																																																								
16	John	Boswell,	The	Kindness	of	Strangers:	The	Abandonment	OF	Children	In	Western	Europe	

From	Late	Antiquity	To	The	Renaissance	(New	York:	Pantheon,	1988),	chapter	12.		This	concluding	
chapter	gives	a	very	well-written	précis	on	the	topic	of	child	abandonment	and	its	meaning	in	various	
cultures	from	antiquity	to	the	late	Middle	Ages.	
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forest	were	to	be	felled	and	which	would	be	left	to	grow.		Jacob	Grimm	comments	on	

this	understanding	of	the	role	of	the	woodcutter	for	the	Teutonic	people:	

So	is	death	called	a	[village-mower]	or	wood-mower,	and	justly	hath	he	the	
name,	for	he	hath	in	him	the	properties	of	a	[wood-cutter],	as,	please	God,	ye	
shall	hear.		The	first	property	of	the	village-mower	is	communitas,	he	being	
possessed	in	common	by	all	such	as	be	in	the	village,	and	being	to	serve	them	
all	alike.		So	is	the	wood-cutter	likewise	common	to	all	the	trees,	but	heweth	
them	down	all.		Here	Death	is	regarded	as	a	forester,	a	ranger,	who	has	a	
right	to	fell	any	of	the	forest-trees.17	
	
The	father’s	job	as	a	woodcutter	is	analogous	to	the	choice	he	makes	

concerning	his	children’s	fate,	for	he	had	to	decide	if	he	was	going	to	keep	his	

children	and	hope	for	the	best,	or	abandon	them	in	the	forest	and	to	the	real	

possibility	of	death.18		He	chose	the	latter.		The	specifically	Germanic	

characterization	of	the	father	as	a	woodcutter	holds	a	meaning	that	we	do	not	find	in	

the	other	renditions	of	this	tale	because	woodcutters	represent	something	different	

in	the	courtly	cultures	of	Basile	and	Perrault,	if	they	represent	anything	at	all.		While	

Hansel	and	Gretel’s	father	is	not	the	embodiment	of	death,	his	decision	to	abandon	

the	children	is	very	much	like	the	choices	a	woodcutter	had	to	make	on	a	daily	basis.		

His	presence	in	the	tale	represents	the	specter	of	death	above	and	beyond	the	threat	

of	starvation	to	the	family.		The	threat	of	starvation	and	abandonment,	coupled	with	

the	father’s	symbolic	representation	as	the	ever-present	threat	of	death,	provides	

the	backdrop	for	understanding	how	the	obstacles	Hansel	and	Gretel	will	encounter	

as	they	leave	their	home	and	enter	the	forest	shape	the	overall	meaning	to	the	tale.		

	

																																																								
17	Grimm,	Teutonic	Mythology,	852.	
	
18	His	role	is	analogous	to	that	of	the	grim	reaper.	
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Abandonment:	The	Misuse	of	Reason	

An	important	aspect	of	the	obstacle	of	abandonment	faced	by	Hansel	and	

Gretel	in	the	first	part	of	the	tale	is	their	parent’s	(mis)use	of	reason	in	the	decision	

to	abandon	their	children,	for	they	either	actively	thwart	the	needs	of	the	children	

by	scheming	against	them,	or	they	neglect	their	needs	through	an	inability	to	show	

them	compassion	in	the	face	of	hardship.		We	can	see	in	the	first	words	uttered	by	

the	father	that	the	use	of	reason	is	at	play	and	dictates	the	actions	of	the	parents	

toward	their	children.		We	read:	“At	night	he	lay	in	bed	worrying,	and	he	tossed	and	

turned	and	sighed	and	said	to	his	wife:	‘What’s	to	become	of	us?		How	can	we	feed	

our	poor	children	when	we’ve	nothing	left	for	ourselves?’”		The	tendency	toward	

human	greed	and	selfishness	has	made	its	presence	known,	as	Bettelheim’s	earlier	

comment	makes	clear.	

Because	children	are	to	be	nurtured	and	cared	for,	this	repartee	between	

father	and	stepmother	is	shameful	to	anyone	with	a	conscience	because	it	admits	

that	the	father’s	worrying	is	more	about	himself	and	his	new	wife	than	his	starving	

children.		The	text	here	suggests	that	his	role	as	woodcutter	and	arbiter	over	life	and	

death	is	manifesting	itself,	thus	showing	that	his	decision	to	abandon	his	children	is	

in	keeping	with	the	traits	of	that	identity.		Although	we	are	told	the	father	is	sad	

about	the	decision	to	abandon	his	children	to	the	potential	ravages	of	the	forest,	he	

does	not	overturn	the	decision,	for,	in	truth,	analytical	reason	reveals	that	there	is	

not	enough	food	to	feed	the	whole	family,	and	if	he	and	his	wife	are	to	survive,	the	

children	must	go.	
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Unlike	the	father	who	at	least	feels	some	compassion	for	his	children’s	plight,	

the	stepmother	is	cold,	calculating,	and	downright	mean	toward	Hansel	and	Gretel,	

and	she	treats	them	like	objects	to	be	as	easily	discarded	as	wood	chips.		The	

scheming	of	the	parents	is	against	the	natural	familial	order	and	is	dictated	by	the	

use	of	rational	and	unfeeling	reason	rather	than	love.		This	nonloving	attitude	

ascribed	to	the	parents	regarding	their	children	brings	forth	yet	another	obstacle	

faced	by	Hansel	and	Gretel	in	the	tale:	their	parents’	use	of	reason	as	an	excuse	to	

abandon	their	children.	

The	work	of	Murphy	helps	us	understand	the	connection	Wilhelm	made	in	

his	reworking	of	the	“Hansel	and	Gretel”	tale	between	the	parents’	misuse	of	reason	

and	their	lack	of	compassion	for	the	plight	of	their	children.		Interestingly	enough,	

the	parents’	misuse	of	reason	uncoupled	from	compassion	ultimately	serves	to	

highlight	the	love	and	faithfulness	Hansel	and	Gretel	have	for	each	other	and	the	

beauty	found	in	each	of	their	souls.		Murphy	offers	these	thoughts	about	this	aspect	

of	the	tale:	

In	reconceiving	and	filling	out	the	tale	in	its	religious	spirit,	Wilhelm	
intensifies	the	parents’	moral	dilemma	by	associating	its	solution,	losing	the	
children	in	the	forest,	with	cold	logical	reason,	and	by	painting	the	father’s	
love	and	fidelity	to	his	children	as	appealing	but,	disastrously,	too	weak	to	
resist	his	wife’s	arithmetical	mind.19	
	

Reason	Directed	by	Compassion:	Natural	Magic	at	Work	

	 Using	reason	is	not	reserved	solely	for	the	parents.	Hansel	and	Gretel	are	also	

capable	of	using	their	rational	powers	to	thwart	their	parents’	ambitions	and	help	

																																																								
19	Murphy,	The	Owl,	the	Raven,	and	the	Dove,	54.	
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their	cause.		We	notice	that	the	children’s	use	of	reason	is	not	self-centered	like	their	

parents’	but	rather	directed	by	mutual	love	and	compassion.	

The	two	children	were	so	hungry	that	they	hadn’t	been	able	to	get	to	sleep	
either,	and	had	heard	what	their	stepmother	had	said	to	their	father.		Gretel	
cried	bitterly	and	said	to	Hansel:	‘Now	we’re	done	for.’		‘Hush,	Gretel,’	said	
Hansel,	‘don’t	be	sad,	I’ll	soon	find	a	way.’		And	when	their	parents	had	gone	
to	sleep	he	got	up,	pulled	on	his	coat,	opened	the	back	door	and	crept	out.		
There	was	bright	moonlight,	and	the	white	pebbles	outside	the	house	shone	
like	so	many	little	silver	coins.		Hansel	bent	down	and	filled	his	coat	pockets	
with	as	many	as	would	go	into	them.		Then	he	went	in	again	and	said	to	
Gretel:	‘Don’t	worry,	little	sister,	you	can	go	to	sleep	now,	God	won’t	forsake	
us.’		And	he	got	back	into	bed.	
	
After	overhearing	their	parents’	late-night	conversation,	Hansel	quickly	

begins	to	formulate	a	plan	of	action	to	thwart	their	evil	machinations.		“Don’t	be	

sad,”	a	confident	Hansel	tells	his	sister.	“I’ll	soon	find	a	way.”		Employing	reason,	

Hansel	deduces	that	he	can	find	his	way	back	home	from	the	forest	if	he	leaves	a	

trail	to	follow.		Creeping	out	the	back	door	into	the	moonlit	garden,	Hansel	gathers	

white	pebbles	that	“shone	like	so	many	silver	coins.”		The	bright	silver-like	pebbles	

are	filled	with	a	natural	“magic”	that	presents	itself	to	those	who	are	deserving	and	

in	need	of	help.		The	“magic	stones”	also	indicate	that	the	journey	Hansel	and	Gretel	

take	into	the	forest	will	be	magical,	spiritual,	and	ultimately	transformational.	

The	presence	of	glimmering	pebbles	outside	of	Hansel	and	Gretel’s	house	

brings	to	mind	the	star-coins	in	the	Grimms’	tale	of	the	same	name.		“The	Star-

Coins”20	tale	tells	of	a	young	girl	whom	nature	blesses	with	great	riches	after	giving	

away	everything	she	has	to	those	whose	needs	are	greater	than	her	own.		Because	of	

her	generosity	and	kindness	toward	others,	the	heavens	respond:	“The	stars	fell	

																																																								
20	Grimms’	Tale,	no.	153.	
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from	the	sky	all	at	once	and	turned	into	hard	shining	coins.		Thereupon,	she	

gathered	the	coins	together	and	was	rich	for	the	rest	of	her	life.”21		The	tale	of	“The	

Star-Coins”	concludes:	

Finally,	she	reached	a	forest,	and	it	had	already	become	dark.		Then	another	
child	came	and	asked	for	a	little	shirt,	and	the	pious	girl	thought,	it’s	dark,	
and	nobody	can	see	you.		So	you	might	as	well	give	away	your	shirt.		She	took	
off	the	shirt	and	gave	it	away	too.		And,	as	she	stood	there,	with	nothing	on	
whatsoever,	the	stars	fell	from	the	sky	all	at	once,	and	they	turned	into	hard	
shining	coins.		Though	she	had	just	given	away	her	little	shirt,	she	now	had	a	
new	one	of	the	finest	linen.		Thereupon,	she	gathered	the	coins	together	and	
was	rich	for	the	rest	of	her	life.22	
	

Nature	itself	comes	to	the	aid	of	this	orphan	girl	who	is	alone	in	the	woods	at	night,	

having	given	away	everything	she	has	to	those	whose	needs	are	greater	than	hers.		

Her	generosity	toward	others	has	been	recognized	and	blessed	by	the	heavens,	and	

in	response,	the	heavens	(i.e.,	nature)	bestow	on	her	gifts	that	will	sustain	her	for	

the	rest	of	her	life.		Nature	helps	this	little	girl	overcome	the	obstacles	she	faces	of	

being	helpless,	alone,	and	without	resources	because	she	has	a	loving	heart.		Jacob	

Grimm	says	of	nature:	

The	harmony	in	nature	and	the	easy,	innocent	familiarity	between	large	and	
small	is	indescribably	endearing,	and	we	get	more	pleasure	from	a	
conversation	between	the	stars	and	a	poor	child	abandoned	in	the	woods	
than	from	hearing	the	music	of	the	spheres.	23	
	
Maria	Tatar	correctly	ties	the	presence	of	the	glittering	white	pebbles	

gathered	by	Hansel	to	the	heaven-sent	coins	given	to	the	poor	orphan	girl	in	“The	

Star-Coins”	tale	and	writes:	“The	pebbles,	like	the	star-coins,	are	heaven-sent	and	
																																																								

21	Jacob	and	Wilhelm	Grimm,	The	Complete	Fairy	Tales,	469.	
	
22	Ibid.	
	
23	Jacob	and	Wilhelm	Grimm,	Annotated	Brothers	Grimm,	447.		Citation	from	“On	the	Nature	

of	Fairy	Tales.”	
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signal	the	possibility	of	salvation,	even	if	only	temporary.”24		Tatar	correctly	

suggests	that	the	magical,	light-reflecting	pebbles	will	also	help	the	faithful	and	

loving	siblings	find	their	way	back	home	because	nature	conspires	to	help	those	

with	loving	hearts.	

We	have	explored	how	human	reason	can	be	used	for	good	or	for	bad,	and	

we	have	also	seen	how	nature	comes	to	the	aid	of	deserving	and	loving	folk.		Hansel,	

while	clever	in	his	idea	to	use	the	stones	to	aid	in	the	journey	home,	importantly	

realizes	that	he	and	Gretel	will	need	outside	help	to	overcome	the	obstacles	they	will	

face	in	the	future.		No	amount	of	cleverness	or	reason	can	keep	them	from	being	

exposed	to	the	threats	and	perils	found	in	the	forest;	therefore,	he	reminds	his	

distraught	sister	of	God’s	protective	promises	by	assuring	her	that	“God	won’t	

forsake	us.”25		Saying	this,	he	gathers	stones.	

Into	the	Forest:	Toward	Transformation	

At	daybreak,	before	it	was	even	sunrise,	the	woman	came	and	woke	the	two	
children:	‘Get	up,	you	idle	brats,	we’re	going	into	the	forest	to	fetch	wood.’		
Then	she	gave	each	of	them	a	piece	of	bread	and	said:	‘there’s	something	for	
your	lunch,	but	don’t	eat	it	before	then	because	you’ll	get	nothing	else.’		
Gretel	put	the	bread	under	her	apron,	because	Hansel	had	the	stones	in	his	
pockets.		Then	they	all	set	out	together	along	the	path	to	the	forest.	
	
Trusting	in	God,	Hansel	and	Gretel	walk	toward	the	forest	with	their	father	

and	stepmother	to	face	the	unknown.		The	forest,	while	not	an	obstacle	for	the	

brother	and	sister,	acts	as	the	setting	for	the	majority	of	the	story.		For	ancient	

Teutonic	peoples,	when	one	entered	a	forest	or	a	grove	of	trees,	one	was	actually	
																																																								

24	Jacob	and	Wilhelm	Grimm,	Annotated	Brothers	Grimm,	74.	
	
25	This	line	was	added	at	a	later	time	by	Wilhelm	to	make	more	explicit	the	Christian	

allusions	present	in	the	tale.	
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entering	a	sacred	space.26		Given	this	belief,	the	forest	Hansel	and	Gretel	are	walking	

into	is,	by	its	very	nature,	a	sacred	temple	and	the	site	where	ritual	sacrifices	were	

offered	to	the	gods	who	dwelt	there.		At	various	times,	human	sacrifices	would	even	

be	offered	as	an	appeasement	to	the	gods	and	a	means	to	ask	for	divine	favors	in	a	

time	of	need.		According	to	Teutonic	custom,	a	famine	like	the	one	we	find	in	“Hansel	

and	Gretel”	would	be	an	apt	time	for	just	such	a	sacrifice.	

The	sacredness	of	forests	in	northern	lands	was	even	acknowledged	by	

foreigners.		When	the	first-century	Roman	historian	Tacitus	wrote	about	the	

Germanic	peoples	he	visited,	he	observed	their	attitude	toward	the	sacredness	of	

their	forests	and	groves.		He	comments:	

…	from	the	grandeur	and	majesty	of	beings	celestial,	they	judge	it	altogether	
unsuitable	to	hold	the	Gods	enclosed	within	walls,	or	to	represent	them	
under	any	human	likeness.		They	consecrate	whole	woods	and	groves,	and	by	
the	names	of	the	Gods	they	call	these	recesses;	divinities	these,	which	only	in	
contemplation	and	mental	reverence	they	behold.27	
	

Jacob	Grimm’s	research	led	him	to	conclude	that	the	ancient	Germanic	peoples	

believed	that	powerful	spirits	inhabited	the	forests	and	that	this	belief	remained	

long	after	Christianity	took	hold	in	those	regions.		He	especially	notes	that	“among	

the	Saxons	and	Frisians	the	veneration	of	groves	lasted	much	longer.”28	

																																																								
26	Turville-Petre,	Myth	and	Religion,	236.		“It	is	noteworthy	that	words	used	in	Germanic	

languages	for	‘place	of	worship’	or	‘temple’	often	had	the	meaning	‘grove’	as	well.”	
	
27	Tacitus,	Germania,	trans.	Harold	Mattingly	(London:	Penguin,	2009),	39.	
	
28	Grimm,	Teutonic	Mythology,	73.	
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Another	source	that	explicitly	tells	of	this	Teutonic	belief	comes	from	Adam	

of	Bremen,29	the	eleventh-century	chronicler	of	the	lives	and	deeds	of	the	

archbishops	of	Bremen.30		Adam’s	account	is	of	interest	to	me	because	it	details	the	

pre-Christian	pagan	religious	beliefs	and	rituals	still	practiced	long	after	Christianity	

took	hold	in	Northern	European	lands.		These	practices	and	rituals	predated	the	

dominant	eleventh-century	Christian	culture	in	which	Adam	lived	and	were	clearly	

important	to	individuals	and	communities	alike	because	they	connected	the	

practitioners	of	such	rituals	to	their	long-dead	ancestors	and	the	cultural	

cornerstones	on	which	their	civilization	was	built.		Indeed,	we	know	about	these	

pagan	practices	to	a	great	extent	because	Adam	of	Bremen	tells	us	that	this	is	the	

case.	

Germanic	bishops	became	concerned	when	the	people	they	were	sent	to	

shepherd	maintained	their	ancient	allegiances	to	the	old	rituals	and	traditions.		The	

bishops	therefore	sought	to	exterminate	the	belief	that	the	forest	was	sacred	and	

was	the	temple	in	which	the	gods	dwelt.		Strict	laws	against	native	peoples	using	

these	pagan	rituals	were	drafted	and	implemented	after	it	became	clear	to	the	

bishops	living	in	Germanic	territories	that	the	ancient	religious	rituals	were	still	

widely	practiced	among	the	people.	

	
																																																								

29	Adam	of	Bremen,	History	of	the	Archbishops	of	Hamburg-Bremen,	trans.	Francis	J.	Tschan	
(New	York:	Columbia	University	Press,	2002).		Adam	was	a	twelfth-century	chronicler	of	the	
bishopric	of	Hamburg-Bremen	and	was	interested	in	the	exploits	of	the	people	he	was	sent	to	serve.		
See	Francis	J.	Tschan’s	introduction	for	a	well-ordered	and	concise	history	of	Adam’s	work.	

	
30	Bremen	was	part	of	the	new	Hamburg-Bremen	diocese	in	Northern	Germany	and	as	such	

was	charged	with	the	conversion	of	the	Slavic	and	Scandinavian	folk.		This	archdiocese	was	founded	
during	the	reign	of	Charlemagne.		For	a	concise	history	of	the	bishopric	of	Hamburg-Bremen,	look	to	
Timothy	Reuter’s	introduction	to	the	2002	edition	of	Francis	J.	Tschan’s	translation.	
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Adam	of	Bremen	tells	us:	

Unwan	was	the	first	of	all	to	impose	the	rule	of	canons	on	his	communities,	
which,	indeed,	had	lived	before	according	to	a	mixed	rule	of	life,	partly	that	of	
monks	and	partly	that	of	canons.		He	ordered	all	pagan	rites,	of	which	
superstition	still	flourished	in	this	region,	to	be	entirely	uprooted	in	such	a	
manner	that	he	had	new	churches	built	throughout	the	diocese	in	place	of	the	
sacred	groves	which	our	lowlanders	frequented	with	foolish	reverence.31		
	

It	is	in	this	cultural	confluence	where	many	of	the	Germanic	fairy	tales	were	born,	

and	as	I	have	already	noted,	the	presence	of	religious	symbols	from	competing	belief	

systems	was	not	uncommon.		Jacob	Grimm	comments:	

Oftentimes	the	Church—and	I	have	specified	sundry	instances—either	was	
from	the	outset,	or	gradually	became,	tolerant	and	indulgent.		She	prudently	
permitted,	or	could	not	prevent,	that	heathen	and	christian	[sic]	things	
should	here	and	there	run	into	one	another;	the	clergy	themselves	would	not	
always	succeed	in	marking	off	the	bounds	of	the	two	religions;	their	private	
leanings	in	the	multitude.32	
	
Wilhelm	states	that	the	ancient	Teutonic	peoples	believed	that	all	of	nature	

was	animated	by	a	powerful	life-giving	force:	“Just	the	mere	fact	that	all	of	nature	is	

seen	as	animated	can	be	viewed	as	a	legacy	from	that	earlier	time.		For	us	this	view	

is	not	at	all	strange,	since	we	know	that	this	belief	was	fundamental	to	pagan	

times.”33		For	our	pagan	ancestors,	then,	all	of	nature	was	imbued	with	magical	

properties	so	that	even	objects	like	the	stones	Hansel	found	in	his	garden	contained	

an	animating	life	force	of	their	own.		Nature,	in	a	very	Germanic	reading	of	the	tale,	

																																																								
31	Adam	of	Bremen,	History	of	the	Archbishops,	87.	
	
32	Grimm,	Teutonic	Mythology,	xxxv.		This	citation	was	taken	from	the	preface	to	the	second	

edition.	
	
33	Jacob	and	Wilhelm	Grimm,	Annotated	Brothers	Grimm,	450.		From	“On	the	Nature	of	Fairy	

Tales.”	
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is	conspiring	to	help	this	young	boy	and	girl	on	their	way	to	a	transformative	

experience.	

Murphy	expands	upon	this	idea	and	gives	his	own	important	observation	

about	this	dynamic	found	in	nature:	“Nature	helps	those	who	act	naturally.		

Wilhelm’s	comparison	is	not	accidental:	the	stones	shone	like	‘a	new	wealth’	in	the	

moonlight.		There	must	be	another	kind	of	riches	in	the	world	that	come	to	light	

when	two	people	walk	together	in	natural	love.”34		The	protective	power	of	the	

Christian	God	also	goes	with	Hansel	and	Gretel	into	the	forest,	for	Hansel	invokes	

God’s	protection	as	he	assures	his	sister	that	God	will	not	leave	them	to	face	their	

trials	alone.	

Saying	Goodbye	and	the	Threat	of	Sacrifice	

When	they	had	been	walking	for	a	little,	Hansel	stopped	and	looked	back	
towards	the	house,	and	he	kept	on	doing	this.		His	father	said:	‘Hansel,	what	
are	you	lagging	behind	for	and	looking	at?		Watch	what	you’re	doing	and	get	
a	move	on.’		‘Oh,	father,’	said	Hansel,	‘I’m	looking	at	my	white	kitten,	it’s	
sitting	up	there	on	the	roof	and	wants	to	say	goodbye	to	me.’		The	woman	
said:		‘You	silly	boy,	that’s	not	your	kitten,	it’s	the	light	of	the	morning	sun	on	
the	chimney.’		But	Hansel	hadn’t	been	looking	at	the	kitten;	each	time	he	had	
been	throwing	one	of	the	shining	pebbles	in	his	pocket	on	to	the	path.	
	
As	our	fairy	tale	family	walks	away	from	their	home	and	into	the	forest,	they	

are	walking	into	a	sacred	place	filled	with	mysterious	and	magical	things.		We	are	

told	that	as	they	leave	their	home,	Hansel	keeps	looking	back	at	the	house	and	

replies	to	his	father’s	admonishments	to	“watch	what	you’re	doing	and	get	a	move	

on”	by	telling	him	that	he	is	saying	goodbye	to	his	white	kitten.		Hansel’s	longing	

looks	back	to	the	house,	coupled	with	his	father’s	reprimand	about	lagging	behind,	

																																																								
34	Murphy,	The	Owl,	the	Raven,	and	the	Dove,	56.	
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lead	one	to	believe	that	Hansel	is	afraid	of	the	possibilities	that	await	him	in	the	

sacred	forest.		Surreptitiously,	he	drops	the	pebbles.	

In	my	reading,	this	particular	scene	echoes	a	biblical	passage	from	the	Gospel	

of	Luke	about	trusting	in	God	and	not	looking	back	to	the	old	ways	of	doing	things.		

In	Luke	9:	57–62,	Jesus	harshly	admonishes	his	would-be	followers	for	not	believing	

in	God’s	providential	care.		Jesus,	speaking	about	the	price	of	discipleship,	knew	that	

if	one	were	to	attain	the	Kingdom	of	God,	then	one	had	to	give	up	old	ways	of	

believing	and	follow	Him	on	a	journey	toward	greater	union	with	God	the	Father	as	

revealed	by	the	Holy	Spirit.		Jesus’s	words	in	this	Lucan	passage,	while	not	in	the	

“Hansel	and	Gretel”	tale,	nevertheless	add	to	our	understanding	of	the	dynamic	

tension	found	there	because	they	highlight	the	dynamic	tension	between	staying	

“home,”	represented	by	old	customs	and	ways	of	belief,	or	allowing	one’s	self	to	

trust	in	God	and	be	transformed	and	made	new.		Luke’s	Gospel	states:	

As	they	were	going	along	the	road,	someone	said	to	him,	“I	will	follow	you	
wherever	you	go.”		And	Jesus	said	to	him,	“Foxes	have	holes,	and	birds	of	the	
air	have	nests;	but	the	Son	of	Man	has	nowhere	to	lay	his	head.”		To	another	
he	said,	“Follow	me.”	But	he	said,	“Lord,	first	let	me	go	and	bury	my	father.”		
But	Jesus	said	to	him,	“Let	the	dead	bury	their	own	dead;	but	as	for	you,	go	
and	proclaim	the	kingdom	of	God.”		Another	said,	“I	will	follow	you,	Lord;	but	
let	me	first	say	farewell	to	those	at	my	home.”		Jesus	said	to	him,	“No	one	who	
puts	a	hand	to	the	plow	and	looks	back	is	fit	for	the	kingdom	of	God.”35	
	
If	we	compare	Jesus’s	words	about	setting	one’s	hand	to	the	plow	without	

looking	back	to	Hansel’s	current	predicament,	we	find	an	interesting	congruence	

and	a	contradiction.		The	congruence	is	that	Hansel	is	afraid	of	the	unknown	and	

seeks	comfort	in	the	familiar,	much	like	what	is	addressed	by	Jesus	in	Luke’s	Gospel.		

																																																								
35	Luke	9:	57–62.	
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The	contradiction	is	that,	unlike	Christian	belief,	Jesus’s	words	to	not	look	back	

would	imply	that	He	is	urging	Hansel	to	continue	walking	this	dangerous	path	

deeper	into	the	“pagan	cathedral”	that	is	the	Teutonic	forest.	

Here	we	also	find	an	irony,	for	Hansel	relies	on	his	ability	to	reason	and	

deceive	in	order	to	thwart	his	parents’	desires	to	abandon	him	and	his	sister.		He	is	

being	deceptive	when	he	tells	his	father	that	he	is	turning	around	to	say	goodbye	to	

his	kitten	when	in	actuality	he	is	dropping	the	pebbles	on	the	ground	that	will	lead	

them	home.		Despite	his	cleverness,	Hansel	is	relying	on	his	own	ingenuity	to	get	

them	out	of	this	hostile	situation.		He	is	reasoning	like	his	parents	and	that	is	why	he	

desires	to	go	back	to	the	same	house.	

Even	with	the	prospect	of	heavenly	assurance,	Hansel	and	Gretel	do	have	

much	to	fear	because	the	ancient	Germanic	forest	was	a	place	of	ritualistic	human	

sacrifice	during	times	of	famine.		In	pagan	times,	the	symbolism	of	a	family	going	

into	the	forest	together	could	easily	be	construed	as	their	going	to	the	altars	of	

Uppsala36	to	offer	sacrifices	to	the	powerful	gods	who	lived	among	the	sacred	trees.		

As	Jacob	Grimm	notes:	“If	on	the	contrary	a	famine,	a	failure	of	crops,	a	pestilence	

had	set	in	among	a	people,	they	hastened	to	present	propitiatory	gifts.”37		The	

Grimms	were	well	informed	about	the	sacrificial	rituals	of	the	ancient	Teutonic	

peoples,	with	Jacob	offering	no	fewer	than	twenty-two	pages’	worth	of	information	

in	his	Teutonic	Mythology	on	the	role	of	sacrifice	in	ancient	Germanic	communities.		

																																																								
36	Uppsala	was	the	sacred	place	known	to	those	who	practiced	the	Teutonic	religion.		

Sacrifices	of	all	kinds	were	held	there	(including	human	sacrifices)	with	a	special	gathering	
happening	every	nine	years	according	to	Adam	of	Bremen.	

	
37	Grimm,	Teutonic	Mythology,	42.	
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The	Grimms	were	also	well	aware	of	the	particular	connection	to	the	ritual	sacrifices	

of	humans	to	appease	the	gods	in	times	of	famine.	

Neither	the	1810	manuscript	nor	the	1812	printed	edition	of	Grimms’	fairy	

tales	mentions	the	motivating	cause	of	a	famine	despite	the	fact	that	famine	was	the	

motivating	factor	for	the	parents	in	Perrault’s	tale	to	abandon	their	children.		

Because	Basile	did	not	mention	a	famine,	the	Grimms	might	have	been	uncertain	

about	the	role	it	played	in	the	development	of	the	“Hansel	and	Gretel”	tale.		In	their	

exhaustive	and	ever-expanding	research	into	the	ancient	German	past,	the	Grimms	

must	have	found	at	some	point	more	source	material	that	convinced	them	that	the	

addition	of	the	famine	into	the	story	line	was	not	solely	a	French	invention	but	had	

its	roots	in	Germanic	culture.		Therefore,	the	role	famine	plays	in	the	possibility	of	

Hansel	and	Gretel	being	killed	as	a	sacrificial	offering	to	the	Teutonic	gods	is	a	

strong	one	because	the	detail	of	a	famine	was	purposefully	added	in	their	

collection’s	second	edition.	

The	addition	of	the	famine	as	a	motivating	factor	for	abandonment	in	the	

second	edition	tells	us	of	its	contextual	importance	as	an	obstacle	the	children	have	

to	confront,	for	as	they	walk	into	the	forest,	the	possibility	that	they	could	be	

sacrificial	victims	would	surely	not	have	been	lost	on	them	since	the	ritual	sacrifice	

of	humans	to	lift	the	curse	of	famine	was	a	well-known	practice.		As	Jacob	says:	“In	

addition	to	the	great	festivals,	they	also	sacrificed	on	special	occasions,	particularly	

when	famine	or	disease	was	rife.”38	

	
																																																								

38	Grimm,	Teutonic	Mythology,	43–44.	
	



	

	 186	

He	continues:	

Human	sacrifices	are	from	their	nature	and	origin	expiative;	some	great	
disaster,	some	heinous	crime	can	only	be	purged	and	blotted	out	by	human	
blood.		With	all	the	nations	of	antiquity	they	were	an	old-established	custom;	
the	following	evidences	place	it	beyond	a	doubt	for	Germany.39	
	

The	cultural	status	of	the	sacrificial	victim	was	thought	to	have	an	effect	on	the	

expiatory	result	of	the	sacrifice.		Slaves	were	the	least	desirable	while	kings	were	

the	most	favorable.		Young	children	and	community	leaders	were	thought	to	be	

especially	propitious	as	sacrificial	offerings	to	appease	the	gods.	

In	folk-tales	we	find	traces	of	the	immolation	of	children;	they	are	killed	as	a	
cure	for	leprosy….Extraordinary	events	might	demand	the	death	of	king’s	
sons	and	daughters,	nay,	of	kings	themselves….And	the	Swedes	in	a	grievous	
famine,	when	other	great	sacrifices	proved	unavailing,	offered	up	their	own	
king	Dômaldi.40	
	

The	family	entering	the	forest	hints	at	the	threat	of	Hansel	and	Gretel	being	

sacrificed	to	propitiate	the	gods	and	alleviate	the	famine.		This	existential	threat	

does	not	have	to	be	imminent	to	have	an	effect	on	the	interpretation	of	the	tale,	for	

by	adding	the	famine	as	a	motivating	factor	in	the	parents’	decision	to	abandon	their	

children,	the	Grimms	are	highlighting	very	ancient	Germanic	symbols	and	rituals	

within	the	tale.	

																																																								
39	Grimm,	Teutonic	Mythology,	44.	
	
40	Ibid.,	46.		King	Dômaldi’s	story	is	found	in	the	Saga	of	the	Ynglings,	chapters	14	and	15.		

This	saga	can	be	found	in	Snorri	Sturluson’s	Heimskringla:	History	of	the	Kings	of	Norway,	trans.	Lee	
M.	Hollander	(Austin:	University	of	Texas	Press,	2015),	17–19.		This	saga	traces	the	lives	of	many	
ancient	Teutonic	kings	from	the	early	Middle	Ages.		Of	note	in	these	chapters	of	the	Saga	of	the	
Ynglings	is	the	presence	of	a	wicked	and	abusive	stepmother.		We	see	in	this	story	the	future	King	
Dômaldi	as	a	boy	being	abused	by	his	stepmother.		From	the	text:	“Visbur	had	a	son	named	Dômaldi’s	
stepmother	inflicted	harm	on	him	through	sorcery.”		The	connection	between	the	abusive	
stepmother	and	the	sacrifice	of	Dômaldi	gives	credence	to	the	notion	of	the	possible	sacrifice	of	
Hansel	and	Gretel.	
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The	character	of	the	parents	continues	to	be	developed	in	this	section	of	the	

tale,	for	the	forest,	as	a	sacred	place,	reveals	the	true	nature	of	people.		The	

Romantic	movement	that	the	Grimms	were	a	part	of	believed	that	what	was	most	

natural	was	of	greatest	value.		In	this	Romantic	understanding	of	the	natural,	if	

parents	are	caring	for	their	children,	then	they	are	acting	most	naturally.		To	show	

this,	the	Grimms	emphasize	the	“unnaturalness”	of	each	parent	by	switching	their	

commonly	held	social	roles	regarding	the	treatment	of	their	children.		The	

stepmother	takes	on	the	characteristics	of	the	man	by	being	“reasonable”	while	the	

father	is	plagued	at	times	by	doubt	that	they	are	doing	the	right	thing.41	

The	hard-heartedness	of	the	parents	becomes	evident	the	deeper	into	the	

woods	they	go.		This	becomes	evident	as	Hansel	keeps	turning	back	to	the	house	to	

say	goodbye	to	his	white	kitten.		Hansel	and	Gretel’s	parents	are	acting	unnaturally	

as	they	lead	their	children	toward	their	abandonment,	and	as	such	they	do	not	

understand	the	significance	of	what	Hansel	is	saying.		The	casual	reader	might	find	it	

puzzling	that	the	stepmother	mistakes	the	white	cat	on	the	roof	of	their	house	for	

the	morning	sunlight	because	those	two	things	look	radically	different.		The	Grimms	

were	very	conscious	of	every	detail	of	every	story	they	collected;	therefore,	each	

word	or	descriptor	included	in	a	tale	clearly	has	a	purpose.		This	is	true	of	this	

scene;	the	stepmother’s	misperception	of	what	Hansel	is	looking	at	offers	an	

																																																								
41	Perrault’s	version	follows	customary	role-play	concerning	the	parents’	abandonment	of	

their	children.		The	father	is	reasonable	and	rational	while	the	mother	is	emotional	and	upset	at	the	
decision	before	them.		These	characterizations	are,	of	course,	stereotypes.	
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important	clue	to	her	truest	identity,	for	her	poor	eyesight	hints	at	the	possibility	

that	she	is	becoming	a	witch.42	

For	the	Grimms,	the	sacred	Germanic	forest	is	a	place	of	transformation,	and	

the	deeper	into	the	forest	one	goes,	the	more	dramatic	the	effects.		This	is	true	for	

Hansel	and	Gretel	and	their	parents,	for	Hansel	and	Gretel	will	deepen	the	love	they	

already	have	for	each	other	while	the	father	will	become	more	clever	and	less	

caring.		The	stepmother’s	continued	transformation	will	make	her	so	ugly	and	

wretched	that	her	own	stepchildren	will	not	recognize	her	when	they	encounter	her	

after	their	abandonment.43	

Parental	Treachery:	Unnaturally	Deceived	

When	they	had	reached	the	middle	of	the	forest,	their	father	said:	‘Now,	you	
children,	gather	some	wood,	I’ll	make	a	fire	so	you	won’t	freeze.’		Hansel	and	
Gretel	collected	firewood	and	made	quite	a	little	pile	of	it.		It	was	set	alight,	
and	when	the	flames	were	burning	high	the	woman	said:	‘Now	lie	down	by	
the	fire,	children,	and	have	a	rest.		We’re	going	into	the	forest	to	chop	wood.		
When	we’re	done,	we’ll	come	back	and	fetch	you.’		Hansel	and	Gretel	sat	by	
the	fire,	and	at	midday	they	ate	their	pieces	of	bread.		And	hearing	the	blows	
of	a	woodcutter’s	axe,	they	thought	their	father	was	nearby.		But	it	wasn’t	the	
axe,	it	was	a	branch	he	had	tied	to	a	withered	tree	and	the	wind	was	blowing	
it	to	and	fro.	
	
The	stepmother’s	ruse	of	worrying	about	the	children	includes	her	faux	

concern	that	the	children	stay	warm	and	get	some	rest.		She	assures	them	that	she	

and	their	father	will	come	back	to	get	them	later	in	the	day.		This	assurance	is	in	

opposition	to	the	one	Hansel	gives	his	sister	when	they	first	discovered	their	

parents’	plan	to	abandon	them.		The	father	is	also	being	transformed	in	the	forest,	
																																																								

42	“Witches	have	red	eyes	and	can’t	see	far.”		From	the	Grimms’	“Hansel	and	Gretel.”	
	
43	“…	(step)mothers	are	habitually	demonized	as	nags	at	home	and	witches	in	the	woods….”		

Maria	Tatar,	The	Hard	Facts	Of	The	Grimms’	Fairy	Tales	(Princeton:	Princeton	University	Press,	1987),	
152.			
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revealed	by	his	deceiving	his	children	with	the	false	comfort	that	he	is	close	by	when	

in	fact	he	has	left	them	for	dead	in	the	forest.		Selfishly,	the	father	tricks	Hansel	and	

Gretel	into	believing	that	the	sound	they	are	hearing	is	his	axe	chopping	wood	

nearby	when	it	is	actually	a	branch	tied	to	a	withered	tree	being	blown	by	the	wind.	

Through	reason	and	skill,	the	father	sets	up	this	ruse	so	that	he	and	his	wife	

can	make	their	getaway	without	having	to	deal	with	the	children’s	fears	about	being	

abandoned.		The	description	of	the	“withered	tree”	is	apt	and	significant	because	the	

adjective	“withered”	is	much	like	“bony,”	which	is	used	to	describe	the	witch’s	hands	

later	in	the	tale.		Murphy’s	examination	of	the	father’s	ruse	reveals	how	those	who	

lack	feelings	for	others	become	“dead,”	like	the	lifeless	branches	used	to	deceive	the	

children.	

For	the	children	the	noise	is	dangerously	false	comfort,	the	tree	is	a	dead	tree	
(in	German,	dürr:	“dry,”	“lifeless”),	and	the	father’s	feelings	are	shown	to	be	
as	dead	and	vacillating	as	the	swinging	in	the	wind	of	a	near-dead	branch,	
artificially	attached	to	a	hollow	dead	tree.44		
	

The	father’s	actions,	being	unnatural	and	unfeeling,	are	contrary	to	the	Romantic	

“natural	feelings”	parents	should	have	for	the	children,	so	his	heart	is	becoming	like	

the	dry,	dead	branches	he	used	to	deceive	his	children.		In	his	moral	near-emptiness,	

he	and	his	new	wife	abandon	the	children	in	the	forest.	

Celestial	Help:	Finding	the	Way	Home	
	

And	when	they	had	been	sitting	and	sitting,	their	eyes	dropped	shut	with	
weariness	and	they	fell	fast	asleep.		When	they	finally	woke	up,	it	was	already	
pitch	dark.		Gretel	began	to	cry	and	said:	‘How	shall	we	find	the	way	out	of	
the	forest!’		But	Hansel	comforted	her:	‘Just	wait	a	little	till	the	moon	rises,	
then	we’ll	find	the	way	all	right.’		And	when	the	full	moon	had	risen,	Hansel	
took	his	little	sister	by	the	hand	and	followed	the	pebbles;	they	glistened	like	
new	silver	sixpence	and	showed	them	the	way.		They	walked	all	through	the	

																																																								
44	Murphy,	The	Owl,	the	Raven,	and	the	Dove,	56.	
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night	and	got	back	to	their	father’s	house	at	daybreak.		They	knocked	at	the	
door,	and	when	the	woman	opened	it	and	saw	it	was	Hansel	and	Gretel	she	
said:	‘You	naughty	children,	why	did	you	sleep	so	long	in	the	forest,	we	
thought	you	would	never	come	back.’		But	their	father	was	glad,	for	he	had	
been	heartsore	at	having	left	them	behind	all	by	themselves.	
	
The	lack	of	food	has	made	the	children	drowsy,	and	they	understandably	fall	

asleep.		Waking	up	in	the	dark,	Gretel	doubts	that	they	will	be	able	to	make	their	

way	out	of	the	forest.		“‘How	shall	we	find	our	way	out	of	the	forest!’”	she	cries	

aloud.		Reminiscent	of	the	earlier	scene,	Hansel	again	offers	comforting	words	to	

Gretel	by	reminding	her	that	with	the	rising	of	the	moon,	their	fates	will	be	changed,	

and	they	will	have	the	means	to	return	home	in	the	glistening	stones	he	

systematically	and	surreptitiously	distributed	on	their	way	into	the	forest.		Nature	

will	reveal	her	help	with	the	moonlight,	and	like	the	magical	glowing	coins	given	to	

the	needy	orphan	girl	in	“The	Star-Coins,”	Hansel’s	stones	will	“magically”	glow	in	

the	moonlight	and	show	them	the	way	back	home.	

But	what	if	home	remains	the	unwelcoming	and	destructive	place	it	has	been	

since	the	arrival	of	the	stepmother?		What	if	home	is	not	where	Hansel	and	Gretel	

are	supposed	to	be?		The	answer	to	these	questions	comes	quickly	enough	and	

seems	to	be	a	resounding	no!		The	children	are	merely	back	in	the	same	reality	they	

had	left:	living	with	parents	who	are	spiritually	bankrupt,	emotionally	dead,	and	

seeking	to	do	them	harm.	

	 Indeed,	nature	again	helps	Hansel	and	Gretel	out	of	the	forest,	but	when	the	

exhausted	children	finally	do	arrive	home	at	daybreak,	the	stepmother	is	none	too	

glad	to	see	them,	although	she	keeps	up	the	ruse	by	pretending	to	admonish	them	as	
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any	truly	worried	parent	would:	“‘We	thought	you	would	never	come	back,’”	she	

says,	ironically	stating	the	truth.			

	 The	stepmother’s	lack	of	compassion	for	Hansel	and	Gretel	is	unnatural	even	

if	understandable	given	the	cultural	context	of	child	abandonment	at	the	time.		The	

father,	in	an	emotional	reversal	from	his	time	in	the	forest,	shows	love	and	affection	

for	his	children	and	admits	that	he	had	been	“heartsore”	over	the	decision	to	

abandon	them.		This	little	eruption	of	heartfelt	joy	from	the	father	does	not	last	long,	

and	soon	we	find	ourselves	right	back	where	we	started,	with	four	hungry	mouths	

to	feed	and	not	enough	resources	to	ward	off	starvation.		The	initial	obstacle	of	

famine	has	not	been	overcome	by	the	children,	so	once	again	they	will	be	led	into	

the	forest	and	will	be	forced	to	trust	that	the	confluence	of	nature	and	God	will	look	

after	them	and	see	them	through	the	obstacles	hindering	their	path	to	

transformation.			

Once	Again	into	the	Forest:	Reason’s	Limits	

Not	long	after	that	times	got	very	hard	again	everywhere,	and	at	night	the	
children	heard	their	mother	saying	to	their	father	in	bed:	‘Everything’s	been	
eaten	up	again,	we’ve	just	got	half	a	loaf	of	bread	left	and	then	that’ll	be	the	
end	of	the	story.		The	children	must	go,	we’ll	take	them	deeper	into	the	forest	
so	they	won’t	be	able	to	find	the	way	out	again;	it’s	our	only	way	of	saving	
ourselves.		‘The	man’s	heart	grew	heavy	and	he	thought:	It	would	be	better	to	
share	the	last	bite	with	your	children.		But	his	wife	would	not	listen	to	
anything	he	said:	she	scolded	him	and	reproached	him.		Take	one	step	and	
you	must	take	the	next	[literally:	“He	who	says	A	must	also	say	B.”]	and	
because	he	had	given	in	the	first	time,	he	had	to	do	so	again.	

	
There	is	no	specific	mention	of	how	long	the	interval	was	between	the	first	

episode	of	abandonment	and	the	second,	but	textual	clues	tell	us	that	a	month	has	

passed	since	the	moon	is	once	again	full	and	ready	to	aid	the	children	should	they	

need	its	illumination.		The	stepmother	has	continued	to	nag	the	father	about	
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abandoning	the	children	because	there	is	still	not	enough	food	to	keep	them	all	

alive.		The	children	must	once	again	be	abandoned	to	their	fate.		

The	stepmother’s	use	of	reason	is,	in	a	truly	fundamental	way,	unassailable,	

for	she	is	correct	in	her	statement	that	the	only	way	to	save	herself	and	her	husband	

is	to	get	rid	of	the	children.		There	is	a	sadness	and	sense	of	loss	in	the	father’s	

response	to	his	wife’s	reproach	about	the	children,	but	his	heart	is	still	not	moved	

enough	to	challenge	the	veracity	of	her	statement	or	argue	on	the	children’s	behalf.		

The	woman,	however,	would	listen	to	nothing	that	he	had	to	say,	but	scolded	
and	reproached	him.		‘He	who	say	A	must	say	B,	likewise,	and	as	he	had	
yielded	the	first	time,	he	had	to	do	so	a	second	time	also.45	
	

The	use	(or	misuse)	of	reason	plays	a	significant	part	in	this	tale,	but	the	Romantic	

idea	of	naturalness	becomes	evident	yet	again	as	the	parents’	abandonment	of	

Hansel	and	Gretel	happens	during	a	full	moon.		This	is	not	by	accident,	and	this	

seemingly	minor	detail	powerfully	illuminates	other	ancient	beliefs	that	solidify	the	

Germanic	character	of	the	tale	while	offering	us	a	broader	context	for	understanding	

how	nature’s	role	in	the	story	remains	vital.	

For	medieval	Teutonic	peoples,	the	prominence	of	nature’s	role	in	the	life	of	

the	community	extended	even	to	personal	or	communal	decision	making.		Jacob	

describes	for	us	the	phases	of	the	moon	and	their	impact	on	undertakings	of	every	

kind	in	Germanic	belief.		He	writes:	

And	that	is	also	the	reason	why	the	phases	of	the	moon	had	such	a	
commanding	influence	on	important	undertakings.…It	is	true,	the	
performance	of	any	kind	of	word	was	governed	by	the	day	and	solar	time.…If,	
on	the	other	hand,	some	new	and	weighty	matter	was	to	be	taken	in	hand,	
they	consulted	the	moon;	which	does	not	mean	that	the	consultation	was	

																																																								
45	Jacob	and	Wilhelm	Grimm,	The	Complete	Fairy	Tales,	89.	
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held	or	the	action	begun	in	the	night,	but	on	those	days	whose	nights	had	an	
auspicious	phase	of	the	moon.46	

	
Tacitus	observed	behavior	very	similar	to	that	described	by	Jacob	many	centuries	

earlier	and	adds	that	matters	of	importance	were	always	taken	up	when	the	cycle	of	

the	moon	changed.	

On	matters	of	minor	importance	only	the	leading	men	debate,	on	major	
affairs	the	whole	community;	yet	even	where	the	commons	have	the	
decision,	the	matter	is	considered	in	advance	by	the	leaders.		Except	in	case	
of	accident	or	emergency	they	assemble	on	fixed	days,	when	the	moon	is	
either	new	or	full;	these,	they	hold,	are	the	most	auspicious	times	for	
embarking	on	new	enterprises.47	

	
The	description	above	recognizing	the	most	auspicious	phase	of	the	moon	for	

embarking	on	new	enterprises	closely	follows	a	description	by	Tacitus	of	how	Odin,	

the	chief	Teutonic	god,	can	be	appeased	through	human	sacrifice.		“As	for	the	gods,	

they	worship	Mercury	(Odin)	above	all,	and	consider	it	proper	to	win	his	favour	on	

certain	days	even	by	human	sacrifices.”48			

Accordingly,	if	the	father	and	stepmother	were	following	ancient	Germanic	

custom,	we	must	acknowledge	that	they	would	have	understood	their	act	of	

abandonment	during	the	time	of	the	full	moon	as	being	more	“binding”	or	having	

more	“weight”	in	the	cosmological	order.		“Now	the	moon	presents	two	distinct	

appearances,49	one	each	fortnight	which	are	indicated	in	the	passage	just	quoted:	

																																																								
46	Grimm,	Teutonic	Mythology,	708–09.	
	
47	Tacitus,	Germania,	40.	

	 	
48	Ibid.,	Chapter	9.	
	
49	Generally,	Germanic	peoples	delineated	time	by	counting	nights.		Fortnight,	then,	

delineates	14	days,	which	is	half	of	the	full	cycle	of	the	moon’s	phases.	
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either	she	is	beginning	her	course,	or	she	has	attained	her	full	orb	of	light.		From	the	

one	point	she	steadily	increases,	from	the	other	she	declines.”50		The	waning	of	the	

moon,	therefore,	mirrors	in	nature	the	intended	decline	of	the	children	as	they	are	

abandoned	in	the	forest	to	die.	

Earlier	in	this	chapter,	we	saw	the	role	of	the	forest	in	the	practice	of	human	

sacrifice.		Here	we	see	a	complementary	idea	in	that	human	sacrifice	was	considered	

most	auspicious	when	done	when	the	moon	was	full.		The	Grimms	use	these	two	

Germanic	elements	subtly	yet	specifically	to	bring	forth	the	distinctive	Germanic	

elements	in	the	tale	that	act	as	a	backdrop	to	the	Christian	symbols	that	will	come	to	

light	later	in	the	tale.	

Of	Bread	Crumbs	and	Darkness:	Getting	Lost	to	Get	Found	

But	the	children	had	been	still	awake	and	had	heard	the	conversation.		When	
the	parents	were	asleep,	Hansel	got	up	again	and	tried	to	get	out	to	collect	
pebbles	like	the	last	time,	but	the	woman	had	locked	the	door	and	Hansel	
couldn’t	get	out.		But	he	comforted	his	little	sister	and	said:	‘Don’t	cry,	Gretel,	
just	go	to	sleep,	God	will	help	us.’		Early	in	the	morning	the	woman	came	and	
fetched	the	children	out	of	bed.		They	were	given	their	pieces	of	bread,	but	
they	were	even	smaller	pieces	than	before.		On	the	way	to	the	forest	Hansel	
crumbled	it	in	his	pocket,	and	kept	stopping	to	throw	a	crumb	on	the	ground.		
‘Hansel,	why	are	you	stopping	and	looking	behind	you?’	said	his	father.		‘Keep	
on	walking.’		I’m	looking	back	at	my	little	dove.		It’s	sitting	on	the	roof	and	
wants	to	say	goodbye	to	me,’	answered	Hansel.		‘You	silly	boy,’	said	the	
woman,	‘that’s	not	your	dove,	that’s	the	morning	sunlight	on	the	chimney	up	
there.’		But	little	by	little	Hansel	dropped	all	the	crumbs	on	the	path.	

	
While	this	part	of	the	tale	seems	to	be	a	repetition	of	an	earlier	section,	a	few	

notable	differences	assist	our	understanding	of	the	story’s	meaning.		For	example,	

the	last	time	the	children	overheard	a	conversation	detailing	their	coming	

abandonment,	Hansel	was	able	to	get	outside	and	gather	the	stones	that	would	lead	

																																																								
50	Grimm,	Teutonic	Mythology,	709.	
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the	siblings	back	to	their	father’s	house.		On	this	occasion,	desiring	to	mitigate	

nature’s	assistance,	the	stepmother	locks	the	outside	door	so	that	Hansel	cannot	

gather	up	the	needed	pebbles.		She	is	again	using	reason	as	a	weapon	against	others,	

denoting	that	her	heart	is	unnatural	and	incapable	of	love	and	compassion.		Despite	

the	setback,	Hansel	again	assures	Gretel	of	God’s	divine	help	and	urges	her	to	go	to	

sleep.	

Again	we	find	the	family	up	with	the	sun	to	prepare	for	their	trip	into	the	

forest.		Believing	that	he	could	replicate	the	magic	of	the	stones,	Hansel	instead	

throws	bread	crumbs	on	the	ground	in	the	hope	of	later	following	them	back	to	their	

father’s	house.		As	before,	the	father	admonishes	Hansel	for	lagging	behind	and	

looking	back	at	their	home,	but	he	still	does	not	understand	the	emotional	import	of	

Hansel’s	actions	or	the	significance	of	the	newly	introduced	dove.		Hansel	is	once	

again	using	reason	and	deception	in	his	attempt	to	thwart	his	parents’	latest	plan	to	

abandon	them.		He	shows	this	by	again	turning	around	and	telling	his	father	he	

longs	for	his	little	dove	while	secretly	dropping	on	the	trail	the	only	thing	he	has	at	

his	disposal	that	might	secure	their	escape:	his	breadcrumbs.	

This	seemingly	insignificant	modification	from	their	first	journey	into	the	

forest	(substituting	a	dove	for	the	kitten)	becomes	rather	important	when	we	

understand	the	symbolic	significance	of	doves	for	both	Teutonic	and	Christian	

religious	devotees.		For	Christians,	the	dove	is	a	particularly	powerful	symbol.		

Wilhelm	reminds	us	that:	“God	sends	help	in	the	form	of	doves.”51		Hansel’s	looking	

																																																								
51	Jacob	and	Wilhelm	Grimm,	The	Annotated	Brothers	Grimm,	446.		This	citation	comes	from	

the	essay	“On	the	Nature	of	Fairy	Tales.”	
	



	

	 196	

back	is	not	mere	repetition	of	plot;	it	is	charged	with	deep	religious	significance	for	

both	pagans	and	Christians.			

Ancient	Germanic	peoples	viewed	birds	as	“messengers	of	the	gods	and	

heralds	of	important	tidings.”52		This	belief	held	sway	for	many	centuries	and	was	

even	prevalent	after	Germanic	peoples	ostensibly	gave	up	the	old	religious	rites	and	

rituals	and	became	Christian.		The	presence	of	a	dove	prior	to	the	second	journey	

into	the	forest	helps	clarify	the	direction	our	tale	is	taking,	for	the	dove	acts	as	a	

good	omen	for	Hansel	and	Gretel	as	they	once	again	enter	the	forest.	

The	Grimms’	confluence	of	Teutonic	and	Christian	beliefs	in	the	same	symbol	

of	the	dove	is	expert,	for	the	dove	is	a	bringer	of	important	news	for	both	traditions.		

Doves	are	sacred	to	Christians,	and	according	to	tradition,	a	dove	immediately	

descends	from	the	heavens	to	rest	on	Jesus	after	he	is	baptized	by	John	the	Baptist	in	

the	River	Jordan.53		The	dove	and	its	symbolic	connection	to	Jesus’s	baptism	cannot	

be	overlooked.		When	one	goes	into	the	waters	of	baptism,	the	old	self	“dies”	so	that	

one	might	be	reborn	in	the	Spirit.		With	this	second	trip	into	the	forest	one	sees	that	

Hansel’s	ingenuity	has	failed	him	and	his	sister	and	that	now	they	have	no	other	

choice	but	to	put	their	trust	in	God’s	ability	to	rescue	them	from	death.	

As	before,	we	see	the	parents’	blindness	(literally	with	the	stepmother	and	

metaphorically	with	the	father)	and	their	inability	to	recognize	the	sad	plea	in	

Hansel’s	voice	as	he	says	goodbye	to	the	dove.		The	dove	in	particular	was	known	to	

																																																								
52	Grimm,	Teutonic	Mythology,	1128.		Jacob	goes	into	great	detail	about	the	significance	of	

birds	in	Teutonic	culture.		See	pp.	1128–35.	
	
53	Mark	1:	9–11.	
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mourn	the	loss	of	a	mate	with	melancholic	wails,	and	therefore	its	presence	in	a	tale	

is	usually	associated	with	impending	death.54		Both	of	these	ideas	are	at	play	in	our	

tale,	for	Hansel	and	Gretel	are	“dying”	away	from	the	old	lives	they	knew	at	home	so	

they	can	be	reborn	to	something	new.		Hansel’s	goodbye	to	the	dove	is	a	symbolic	

representation	of	the	impending	death	he	faces	in	both	Christian	and	Teutonic	

traditions.		While	it	is	not	explicit	at	this	point	in	the	tale,	the	dove	sitting	on	the	

house	suggests	transformations	to	come	in	a	Christian	context.			

Toward	Transformation:	Waking	into	a	Different	Reality	
	

The	woman	led	the	children	still	deeper	into	the	forest,	to	where	they	had	
never	yet	been	in	their	lives.		A	big	fire	was	lit	again,	and	their	mother	said:	
‘Just	you	sit	here	and	wait,	children,	and	if	you’re	tired	you	can	sleep	a	little—
we’re	going	into	the	forest	to	chop	wood,	and	in	the	evening	when	we’re	
done	we’ll	come	and	fetch	you.’		At	midday	Gretel	shared	her	bread	with	
Hansel,	who	had	scattered	his	piece	on	the	path.		Then	they	fell	asleep,	and	
the	evening	passed,	but	no	one	came	to	fetch	the	poor	children.		They	didn’t	
wake	up	til	it	was	pitch	dark,	and	Hansel	comforted	his	little	sister	and	said:	
‘Just	wait,	Gretel,	til	the	moon	rises,	then	we’ll	see	the	bread	crumbs	I	
dropped;	they’ll	show	us	the	way	home.’		When	the	moon	came	they	set	out,	
but	they	didn’t	find	any	breadcrumbs,	because	all	the	thousands	of	birds	that	
fly	about	in	the	forest	and	over	the	fields	had	pecked	them	away	and	eaten	
them.		Hansel	said	to	Gretel;	“Never	mind,	we’ll	find	the	way,’	but	they	didn’t	
find	it.		They	walked	all	night	and	all	next	day	from	morning	till	evening,	but	
they	still	hadn’t	got	out	of	the	forest,	and	they	were	ever	so	hungry,	for	they	
had	nothing	to	eat	but	the	few	berries	that	grew	on	the	ground.		They	were	so	
tired	that	their	legs	wouldn’t	carry	them	and	further,	so	they	lay	down	under	
a	tree	and	fell	asleep.	

	
Believing	that	his	cleverness	will	win	the	day,	Hansel	does	not	fret	when	he	

and	his	sister	awake	in	the	darkness	to	find	themselves	alone.		As	before,	Hansel	

comforts	his	little	sister,	believing	that	his	dropping	the	bread	crumbs	will	have	the	

same	delivering	effect	as	when	he	dropped	the	pebbles.		Inexperience,	however,	has	

gotten	the	better	of	him,	for	they	cannot	find	any	of	the	breadcrumbs	in	the	light	of	
																																																								

54	Grimm,	Teutonic	Mythology,	1134.	
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the	moon	because	they	had	been	consumed	by	birds.		This	fact	is	telling,	though,	

because	it	signals	to	the	reader	that	Hansel	and	Gretel	cannot	go	back	to	their	

father’s	house,	at	least	the	house	as	they	knew	it.	It	seems	as	if	nature,	which	had	

once	conspired	with	the	children	to	help	them	find	their	way	back	home,	has	now	

abandoned	them.		This	is	not	the	case,	however.		Nature,	far	from	abandoning	

Hansel	and	Gretel,	continues	to	conspire	on	their	behalf	even	if	the	children’s	

capacity	to	understand	what	is	happening	is	arrested	due	to	their	immaturity.		Far	

from	thwarting	Hansel	and	Gretel’s	plans,	the	very	birds	that	eat	the	bread	crumbs	

are	actually	helping	Hansel	and	Gretel.		By	consuming	the	bread	crumbs	left	on	the	

path,	they	have	assured	that	the	children	cannot	go	back	to	their	father’s	house	until	

they	have	experienced	some	type	of	transformation.	

Like	all	initiates,	Hansel	and	Gretel	come	to	the	threshold	of	transformation	

bewildered	and	frightened	of	a	future	that	they	cannot	see,	for	they	came	“to	where	

they	had	never	yet	been	in	their	lives.”		Hansel	and	Gretel	are	in	the	depths	of	the	

forest,	and	fate	has	decreed	that	their	“old	world”	must	pass	away	in	order	to	make	

ready	for	something	new.	

Yggdrasil:	Mother	Earth	to	the	Rescue	

Nature	is	conspiring	to	bring	about	a	metamorphosis	in	Hansel	and	Gretel	

even	as	they	face	starvation	and	exhaustion.		Their	journey,	like	all	transformational	

journeys,	must	bring	them	to	the	edge	of	their	personal	limitations	because	it	is	only	

when	one	is	confronted	with	obstacles	that	cannot	be	overcome	by	one’s	own	

resources	that	one	is	able	to	fully	receive	nature’s	divine	help.		The	late	mythologist		
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Joseph	Campbell	states:	

Once	having	traversed	the	threshold,	the	hero	moves	in	a	dream	landscape	of	
curiously	fluid,	ambiguous	forms,	where	he	must	survive	a	succession	of	
trials….The	hero	is	covertly	aided	by	the	advice,	amulets,	and	secret	agents	of	
the	supernatural	helper	who	he	met	before	his	entrance	into	this	region.		Or	
it	may	be	that	he	here	discovers	for	the	first	time	that	there	is	a	benign	power	
everywhere	supporting	him	in	his	supernatural	passage.55	
	

Hansel	and	Gretel,	having	endured	hunger,	the	elements,	and	the	many	dangers	of	

the	forest,	are	at	the	brink	of	death	when	they	fall	asleep	under	the	sacred	tree.		

Whereas	Perrault	used	a	hollow	rock,	the	Grimms	use	a	tree.	

Without	knowing	it,	Hansel	and	Gretel	have	been	drawn	to	this	tree	by	a	

benign	power	just	as	Briar-Rose	was	drawn	to	her	spindle.		Fate,	expressed	in	

Teutonic	form	through	nature,	has	brought	the	children	through	the	obstacles	put	

before	them	to	this	place	of	transformation.		Considering	all	the	Germanic	

symbolism	present	in	the	tale,	to	the	Grimms	this	tree	could	be	none	other	than	

Yggdrasil.		Yggdrasil,	or	the	World	Tree,	stood	at	the	center	of	the	universe	and	was	

seen	as	its	unifying	force.	

The	tree	is	Germanic	pagan	religion’s	highest	symbol	of	constant	salvation	
and	eternal	rescue.		Yggdrasil	is	the	tree	which	is	the	dynamic	invisible	
structure	of	the	universe;	it	upholds	and	preserves	the	universe,	and	it	
protects	and	is	the	savior	of	the	human	race.56	
	

Beneath	the	boughs	of	Yggdrasil,	the	Norns	(or	Fates)	feed	this	sacred	tree	with	holy	

water	from	a	well	underneath	its	roots,	and	it	is	from	here	that	they	spin	the	yarns	

																																																								
55	Joseph	Campbell,	The	Hero	with	a	Thousand	aces	(Princeton,	NJ:	Princeton	University	

Press,	1949),	97.	
	
56	Murphy,	The	Owl,	the	Raven,	and	the	Dove,	58.	
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that	measure	each	person’s	life.		“These	three	virgins	allot	to	every	man	his	term	of	

life.”57	

That	Hansel	and	Gretel	have	come	to	rest	under	the	boughs	of	Yggdrasil	is	

truly	significant	because	the	Eddas	tell	us	that	this	sacred	tree	will	hide	and	protect	

two	humans	(one	male	and	one	female)	from	the	annihilation	of	Ragnarok	in	order	

to	later	bring	them	forth	into	a	new	world—a	rebirth	if	you	will.		From	The	Poetic	

Edda:	

Life	and	Lifthrasir,	and	they	will	hide	
in	Hoddmimir’s	wood;	58	
they	will	have	the	morning	dew	for	food;	
from	them	the	generations	will	spring.59	
	

Of	all	the	trees	of	the	vast	forest,	Hansel	and	Gretel	have	been	drawn	by	fate	to	this	

particular	sacred	tree	in	order	that	under	it	they	might	“die”	in	their	old	beliefs	to	be	

reborn	into	the	new	Christian	spiritual	life.	

The	children’s	fated	sleep	under	the	boughs	of	Yggdrasil	is	the	tale’s	pivot	

point.		Here,	when	the	children	emerge	from	their	protected	sleep,	they	will	begin	

their	journey	out	of	the	forest	and	toward	their	father’s	house.		Teutonic	and	

Christian	symbols	merge	with	that	sacred	tree	so	that	the	transition	from	the	old	
																																																								

57	Grimm,	Teutonic	Mythology,	407.	
	
58	Lindow,	Norse	Mythology,	179.			“Hodd	means	“treasure”	or	“gold,”	and	Mimir	is	an	

important	if	enigmatic	mythological	figure.		If	Hoddmimir	is	identical	with	Mimir,	his	forest	would	
presumably	be	near	the	well	with	which	Mimir	is	associated.”		Mimir,	the	Norse	god	of	wisdom	and	
memory,	and	his	well	are	also	associated	with	Yggdrasil.		Therefore,	Hoddmimir’s	wood	is	a	
reference	to	Yggdrasil.	

	
59	The	Poetic	Edda,	“Vafthrudnir’s	Sayings,”	no.	45,	p.	47.		See	also	Snorri	Sturluson’s	The	

Prose	Edda,	no.	53,	p.	77.		“In	the	place	called	Hoddmimir’s	Wood,	two	people	will	have	hidden	
themselves	from	Surt’s	firs.		Called	Lif	[Life]	and	Leifthrasir	[Life	Yearner],	they	have	the	morning	
dew	from	their	food.		From	these	will	come	so	many	descendants	that	the	whole	world	will	be	
inhabited.”	
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religion	to	the	new	Christian	tradition	mirrors	the	experience	faced	by	so	many	

Germanic	people	in	centuries	past.	

Most	potent	symbols,	such	as	the	Christian	cross,	have	many	layers	of	

meaning	that	transcend	any	particular	epoch	or	culture.		For	Germanic	pagans,	

Yggdrasil	was	just	such	a	symbol,	and	Odin’s	sacrifice	of	himself	on	her	branches	for	

the	sake	of	gaining	wisdom	suggests	a	comparison	that	is	easily	made	to	the	actions	

of	Jesus,	who	also	hung	on	a	“tree”	in	order	to	gain	salvation	for	humanity.		Odin’s	

sacrifice	is	found	in	The	Poetic	Edda	in	the	poem	call	“Havamal”:60	

I	know	that	I	hung	on	a	windy	tree	
Nine	long	nights,	
Wounded	with	a	spear,	dedicated	to	Odin,	
myself	to	myself,	
on	that	tree	of	which	no	man	knows	
from	where	its	roots	run.	

	
Then	I	began	to	quicken	and	be	wise,	
and	to	grow	and	to	prosper,	
one	word	found	another	word	for	me,	
one	deed	found	another	deed	for	me.61	

	
Odin	wins	the	gift	of	wisdom	through	his	self-sacrifice	in	the	branches	of	Yggdrasil	

but	is	unable	to	gain	the	secret	of	eternal	life	or	of	when	the	end	times	will	come.		

Even	though	he	is	the	chief	god	and	called	the	All-Wise,	the	wisdom	he	gains	does	

not	extend	to	knowledge	of	how	one	might	overcome	death.	

By	way	of	comparison,	Jesus	also	hung	on	“a	tree”62	and	died,	yet	his	death	

won	everlasting	life	for	those	who	believe	in	Him.		Jesus	had	gone	through	the	

																																																								
60	“Sayings	of	the	High	One,”	from	The	Poetic	Edda.	
	
61	The	Poetic	Edda,	p.	34,	stanzas	138	and	141.	
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barrier	of	death	to	be	reborn	through	the	power	of	God’s	Holy	Spirit.		Here,	too,	we	

find	a	confluence	of	beliefs	about	the	efficacy	of	sacrificing	oneself	on	a	tree	coming	

together	in	one	symbol:	the	World	Tree	Yggdrasil.		Odin’s	self-sacrifice	in	the	

branches	of	Yggdrasil	was	not	lost	on	Christians,	for	the	allusion	between	Odin	and	

Christ	both	sacrificing	themselves	on	a	tree	is	a	powerful	one.		Odin	hung	on	

Yggdrasil	for	nine	days,	wounded	with	a	spear,	to	gain	wisdom	and	to	win	the	runes	

for	his	people.		Jesus	hung	on	a	“tree,”	wounded	with	a	spear,	to	gain	salvation	for	

humanity.		Confluences	between	Yggdrasil	and	the	cross	of	Christ	were	not	lost	on	

the	Grimms,	and	Jacob	offers	this	comparison:		“I	must	point	out	two	coincidences	

very	unlike	each	other.		This	tree	of	the	Edda	has	suggested	to	others	before	me	the	

tree	of	the	Cross,	which	in	the	Mid.	Ages	gave	birth	to	many	speculations	and	

legends.”63		Jacob	then	gives	this	example	from	the	early	thirteenth	century:	

A	noble	tree	in	a	garden	grows,	and	high	the	skill	its	making	shews;	its	roots	
the	floor	of	hell	are	grasping,	its	summit	to	the	throne	extends	where	
bounteaous	God	requiteth	friends,	its	branches	broad	and	wide	world	
clasping:	thereon	sit	birds	that	know	sweet	song,	etc.		This	is	very	aptly	
interpreted	of	the	Cross	and	the	descent	into	hell.64	
	

																																																																																																																																																																					
62	“I	dared	not	break	or	bend	aside	against	God’s	will,	though	the	ground	itself	shook	at	my	

feet.		Fast	I	stood,	who	falling	could	have	felled	them	all.		Almighty	God	ungirded	Him,	eager	to	mount	
the	gallows,	unafraid	in	the	sight	of	many:	He	would	set	free	mankind.		I	shook	when	His	arms	
embraced	me	but	I	durst	not	bow	to	ground,	stoop	to	Earth’s	surface.		Stand	fast	I	must.”		From	the	
poem	“The	Dream	of	the	Rood,”	in	The	First	Poems	in	English,	trans.	Michael	Alexander	(London:	
Penguin,	2008),	38.		The	references	in	this	citation	about	“shaking”	are	both	connected	to	Yggdrasil	
and	the	end	times	of	Ragnarok.		See	Murphy’s	chapter	“The	Trembling	Tree	of	the	Dream	of	the	
Rood”	in	his	book	Tree	of	Salvation:	Yggdrasil	and	the	Cross	in	the	North	for	excellent	analysis	and	
commentary	on	the	confluence	of	the	World	Tree	Yggdrasil	and	the	cross	of	Christ.	

	
63	Grimm,	Teutonic	Mythology,	797.	
	
64	Ibid.		This	stanza	is	from	a	German	medieval	song	entitled	“Wartburg	War.”	
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Yggdrasil’s	branches	spread	out	over	all	the	earth,	reaching	for	the	heavens,	yet	its	

roots	extend	deep	into	the	ground,	becoming	an	allusion	for	the	cross	of	Christ,	

which	points	up	to	the	heavens,	down	into	the	realm	of	the	dead,	and	across	to	the	

ends	of	the	earth.	

The	cross’s	top	points	to	heaven,	the	arms	and	hands	to	the	world’s	ends,	the	
stem	looks	to	this	earthly	plain,…stands	in	the	ground,	thereby	is	signified,	
that	for	it	is	designed	all	in	earth	and	heaven	and	the	abyss	beneath.65	

	
Hansel	and	Gretel	have	been	drawn	by	nature	to	this	Tree	of	Life	in	the	

middle	of	the	forest.		Here	they	will	enjoy	its	protective	care.		The	two	children	

sleeping	under	the	branches	of	the	World	Tree	marks	the	turning	point	of	the	story	

and	the	beginning	of	their	spiritual	transformation.		Hansel	and	Gretel	entered	the	

woods	in	the	style	of	the	old	religion	and	have	been	drawn	by	benign	forces,	though	

exhausted	and	starving,	to	this	point	of	transformation.		Hansel	and	Gretel	have	

come	to	this	sacred	place	and	“died”	in	some	sense,	for	they	have	abandoned	

themselves	to	their	fate	and	have	been	brought	to	the	place	of	Yggdrasil,	the	Tree	of	

Life.		There	they	fall	asleep	(i.e.,	die)	in	one	religious	tradition	and	awake	to	the	

reality	of	another.	

	 Hansel	and	Gretel	have	died,	metaphorically,	at	least.		They	have	died	to	their	

old	ways	of	being	and	are	ready	to	continue	their	journey	of	transformation.		Their	

parents,	following	the	ancient	Teutonic	customs,	brought	Hansel	and	Gretel	into	the	

woods	to	abandon	them	to	their	fated	destiny.		We	also	see	hints	of	older	Teutonic	

rituals	when	we	consider	the	possibility	that	Hansel	and	Gretel’s	parents	meant	to	

sacrifice	their	children	to	the	gods	in	the	sacred	forest	as	expiation	for	the	famine	

																																																								
65	Grimm,	Teutonic	Mythology,	797.		This	reference	is	given	only	as	O,	v1,	19.	
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they	have	to	endure.		The	Norns’	threads	of	destiny	have	led	Hansel	and	Gretel	to	

the	World	Tree	Yggdrasil,	where	they	find	protection	and	rest	before	they	begin	a	

new	journey.		

Yggdrasil	is	a	powerful	and	potent	symbol	in	Teutonic	mythology	just	as	the	

wooden	cross	is	a	powerful	symbol	for	Christians.		The	same	tree	on	which	the	

spear-pierced	Odin	hung	for	nine	days	to	gain	wisdom	is	a	symbol	with	familiar	

characteristics	for	Christians.		This	is	the	context	in	which	the	Grimms	place	Hansel	

and	Gretel	as	they	move	away	from	Yggdrasil	toward	the	place	of	confrontation	and	

continued	transformation.	

From	Pagan	to	Christian:	A	New	Path	

It	was	the	third	morning	now	since	they	had	left	their	father.		They	started	to	
walk	again,	but	only	got	deeper	and	deeper	into	the	forest,	and	knew	that	
unless	help	reached	them	soon	they	would	die	of	hunger.	

	
	 There	is	an	immediate	and	dramatic	shift	of	religious	allusions	as	Hansel	and	

Gretel	move	away	from	the	Teutonic	religious	understanding	that	drew	them	to	the	

protective	powers	of	Yggdrasil	to	a	more	explicit	Christian	one.		Our	first	clue	to	this	

dramatic	change	is	the	deliberate	reference	to	this	being	the	third	morning	since	the	

children	have	left	their	father.		This	is	clearly	an	allusion	to	the	death	and	

resurrection	of	Jesus,	for	Christian	tradition	holds	that	Jesus	spent	three	days	in	the	

tomb	away	from	his	Father	before	being	raised	from	the	dead.		Although	Hansel	and	

Gretel	have	not	awakened	in	paradise,	their	journey	has	reached	a	point	of	

transition.		Just	as	fate	drew	Hansel	and	Gretel	to	Yggdrasil	for	protection,	the	Holy	

Spirit	now	appears	to	the	children	in	the	form	of	a	dove	and	leads	them	to	the	place	

where	they	will	face	their	most	difficult	obstacle:	the	cannibalistic	witch.	



	

	 205	

When	it	was	midday	they	saw	a	lovely	snow-white	bird	sitting	on	a	branch,	
and	it	sang	so	beautifully	that	they	stopped	to	listen	to	it.		And	when	it	had	
finished	its	song,	it	flapped	its	wings	and	flew	along	in	front	of	them,	and	they	
followed	it	til	they	came	to	a	little	house,	where	it	perched	on	the	roof.		

	
As	I	have	previously	noted,	the	dove’s	presence	in	the	tale	is	not	accidental.		

For	the	Grimms,	the	addition	of	the	dove	represents	the	presence	of	the	Holy	Spirit,	

and	its	singing	is	what	leads	the	children	to	the	realm	of	their	final	test.		The	dove’s	

presence	at	this	juncture	is	significant	for	a	Christian	reading	because	Scripture	tells	

us	that	a	dove	came	from	the	heavens	and	rested	on	Jesus	after	his	baptism,	thus	

marking	the	transition	of	Jesus	from	carpentry	to	his	public	ministry.		The	rite	of	

baptism	remains	significant	for	Christians	because	it	is	the	primary	initiation	into	

the	faith	and	is	signified	by	the	Holy	Spirit	coming	to	dwell	in	the	newly	baptized.		

The	whole	of	Christian	life	begins	with	baptism.		In	good	Germanic	fashion,	notice	

how	nature	and	fate	are	still	conspiring	to	help	Hansel	and	Gretel.		The	dove	does	

not	lead	them	out	of	the	dangerous	forest	and	back	to	their	father’s	house	as	one	

might	reasonably	expect.		Rather,	it	leads	the	children	to	a	source	of	sustenance	for	

their	bodies	but	also	to	a	place	of	confrontation	for	their	souls.	

As	I’ve	noted	before,	the	children’s	transformation	cannot	happen	in	their	

home.		It	can	happen	only	when	they	confront	the	obstacles	fate	has	placed	in	their	

path.		The	presence	of	the	dove	is	a	good	example	of	how	one	element	or	object	in	

this	tale	can	have	multiple	meanings	depending	entirely	on	the	cultural	perspective	

of	the	reader.		For	Teutonic	peoples,	the	dove	is	understood	as	being	a	messenger	of	

the	gods	as	well	as	a	representation	of	death.66		Both	representations	are	

appropriate	in	this	context	because	the	dove	is	leading	the	children	to	the	place	
																																																								

66	Grimm,	Teutonic	Mythology,	1135.	
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where	they	will	have	to	“die”	to	the	old	ways	of	understanding	in	order	to	take	up	

the	new.	

In	a	Christian	reading,	the	Holy	Spirit	has	led	Hansel	and	Gretel	to	a	little	

house	in	the	forest	that	seems	to	be	a	paradise—at	least	to	the	eyes	of	a	starving	

child.	

And	when	they	came	right	up	to	it,	they	saw	that	the	little	house	had	walls	
made	of	bread	and	a	roof	made	of	cake	and	windows	made	of	clear	bright	
sugar.		‘Well,	here’s	something	for	us,”	said	Hansel,	‘and	God	bless	this	food	to	
do	us	good.		I’ll	eat	a	slice	of	the	roof,	Gretel,	and	you	can	start	on	the	
window;	it’ll	taste	sweet	enough.’		Hansel	reached	out	and	broke	off	a	bit	of	
the	roof	to	try	how	it	tasted,	and	Gretel	stood	by	the	window-panes	and	
nibbled	at	them.	
	

Being	famished	and	at	the	brink	of	starvation,	the	children	naturally	desire	to	give	

sustenance	to	their	bodies	and	ask	God’s	blessing	for	the	food	to	which	the	dove	has	

led	them.		It	is	then	that	they	hear	a	thin	little	voice	calling	out	to	them	from	the	

parlor:	

	 Nibble	nibble,	little	rat,	
	 It’s	my	house	you’re	nibbling	at.’	
	
The	children	answer:	
	
	 ‘We’re	the	wind,	we’re	the	breeze	
	 That	plays	in	the	trees’	
	

and	just	went	on	steadily	eating.		Hansel,	who	was	enjoying	the	roof	very	
much,	pulled	off	a	big	slab	of	it,	and	Gretel	bashed	out	a	whole	round	
window-pane	and	sat	down	and	had	a	real	treat.		Then	suddenly	the	door	
opened	and	an	aged	crone,	bent	double	on	a	crutch,	came	creeping	out.	

	
Hansel	and	Gretel	have	not	had	true	sustenance	in	some	time,	so	their	hunger	is	

understandable,	yet	their	breaking	off	and	eating	parts	of	the	little	house	in	the	

forest	is	a	violation	of	the	bonds	communion	with	their	fellow	humans.		In	Christian	

parlance,	they	have	sinned	by	taking	and	consuming	something	that	was	not	theirs.		
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Sin,	understood	in	the	Christian	religious	context,	now	takes	center	stage	and	

becomes	an	important	component	in	understanding	this	part	of	the	tale	and	sin’s	

connection	to	its	overall	meaning.	

The	sins	of	gluttony	and	theft	are	present	at	this	point	in	the	tale	as	Hansel	

and	Gretel	feast	on	food	that	is	not	theirs.		The	sin	of	gluttony	is	not	to	be	seen	as	a	

particular	sin	to	either	Hansel	or	Gretel	but	rather	as	a	universal	representation	of	

the	capacity	for	people	to	be	rapacious	in	their	appetites.		The	children	here	are	

mirroring,	on	some	level,	the	behavior	of	their	father	and	stepmother.		Hansel	and	

Gretel	are	being	greedy	in	taking	food	that	is	not	theirs	just	as	the	parents	desired	to	

take	food	that	was	not	theirs	(their	children’s	portion	of	the	food).			

The	sin	of	gluttony	is	one	of	the	seven	deadly	sins	outlined	by	theologians	in	

the	early	church	who	sought	to	help	people’s	spiritual	lives	by	naming	the	sins,	or	

disorders,	that	hurt	the	human	condition.67		The	seven	deadly	sins	were	not	

randomly	conceived	in	the	mind	of	some	ancient	writer	who	was	particularly	

obsessed	with	particular	human	frailties.		Rather,	after	careful	examination	of	the	

human	condition	over	the	course	of	many	centuries,	these	sins	were	listed	as	

“deadly”	sins	because	they	seem	to	deprive	every	person	of	human	life	to	a	greater	

or	lesser	extent,	and	if	left	unchecked,	could	lead	a	person	out	of	communion	with	

God	(or	the	community)	and	to	a	spiritual	death.		This	framework	for	understanding	

sins	such	as	gluttony,	concupiscence,	pride,	greed,	envy,	wrath,	and	sloth	also	come	

out	of	a	historical	and	theological	perspective	wherein	the	original	sin	of	Adam	and	

																																																								
67	Following	St.	John	Cassian	(369–435)	and	St.	Gregory	the	Great	(540–604),	deadly	sins	

are	sins	that	engender	other	sins.		We	see	this	pattern	in	Hansel	and	Gretel	as	they	first	take	the	food	
without	permission	and	then	lie	about	it	(Catechism	of	the	Catholic	Church,	par.	1866).	
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Eve	is	believed	to	have	really	occurred	with	the	eating	of	the	apple,	and	thereby	

original	sin	is	passed	down	to	subsequent	generations	affecting	each	and	every	

person	to	this	very	day.		Because	Christians	believe	that	humanity	is	stained	with	

original	sin,	adherents	of	that	faith	traditions	must	rely	on	some	other	power	to	help	

them	conquer	personal	sin	and	the	collective	hunger	of	the	community.		That	power,	

as	we	shall	see,	does	not	come	from	human	enterprise	and	is	available	to	those	who,	

like	Hansel,	call	on	God	for	help.	

Confrontation:	The	Witch	as	Obstacle	
	

Hansel	and	Gretel	have	forgotten	themselves	in	their	understandably	strong	

desire	to	feed	their	hungry	stomachs	and	therefore,	when	confronted	by	the	old	

woman	about	their	actions,	lie	to	her.		They	attempt	to	deceive	the	old	woman	by	

telling	her	that	what	she	hears	is	not	children	eating	her	house	but	rather	the	wind	

playing	in	the	trees.		Like	their	parents,	Hansel	and	Gretel	practice	deception	to	

indulge	self-centered	proclivities.		Having	now	been	met	by	the	old	woman,	the	

children	become	afraid	and	stop	their	eating	because	they	have	been	caught	with	

their	“hands	in	the	proverbial	cookie	jar.”	

Hansel	and	Gretel	were	so	scared	that	they	dropped	what	they	had	in	their	
hands.		But	the	old	woman	wagged	her	head	and	said:	‘Why,	you	nice	little	
things,	how	did	you	get	here?		Come	in	and	stay	with	me,	you’ll	come	to	no	
harm.’		She	took	them	both	by	the	hand	and	led	them	into	her	little	house.		
Then	she	set	a	fine	meal	before	them,	milk	and	pancakes	with	sugar	and	
apples	and	nuts.		Afterwards	she	made	up	two	lovely	little	beds	with	white	
linen,	and	Hansel	and	Gretel	lay	down	in	them	and	thought	they	must	be	in	
heaven.	
	
Deception	is	also	at	play	against	Hansel	and	Gretel	because	the	old	woman	

who	promises	not	to	harm	them	is	actually	a	witch	who	intends	to	capture,	kill,	and,	
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of	course,	eat	these	“dainty	little	morsels”68	who	have	wandered	into	her	garden.		

The	old	woman’s	feigned	amiability	reminds	us	of	the	children’s	stepmother.		The	

two	have	much	in	common,	for	like	the	stepmother,	the	witch	deceives	the	children	

with	faux	acts	of	kindness	to	win	their	trust.		Being	naïve	and	inexperienced,	the	

children	eagerly	receive	the	witch’s	generosity	because	we	are	told	that	when	

Hansel	and	Gretel	lay	down	to	sleep,	they	thought	they	must	be	in	heaven.69		The	

original	1810	manuscript	did	not	contain	the	phrase	“they	thought	they	must	be	in	

heaven,”	which	tells	us	that	its	addition	was	meant	to	intentionally	arouse	in	the	

reader	a	Christian	awareness	of	sin	and	deception.	

Deception:	The	Ultimate	Game	
	

But	the	old	woman	had	only	been	pretending	to	be	kind,	for	in	fact	she	was	
an	evil	witch	who	lay	in	wait	for	children	and	had	only	built	the	little	bread	
house	to	lure	them	her	way.		When	a	child	fell	into	her	power	she	would	kill	
it,	cook	it	and	eat	it,	and	that	was	a	day	of	feasting	for	her.		Witches	have	red	
eyes	and	can’t	see	far,	but	they	have	a	keen	sense	of	smell	like	animals	and	
notice	when	people	come	anywhere	near.		As	Hansel	and	Gretel	approached,	
she	laughed	a	wicked	laugh	and	said	mockingly;	‘Here’s	two	for	me	who	
shan’t	escape.’	

	
Like	the	children’s	stepmother,	the	old	woman	has	only	pretended	to	be	kind	

to	Hansel	and	Gretel	so	as	to	hide	her	true	desire	to	capture,	kill,	cook,	and	eat	them.			

Our	witch	has	cannibalistic	intentions	that	make	her	even	more	repugnant	and	

unnatural	than	her	ugly	visage.		Cashdan	exclaims:	“Flesh	eating	is	an	altogether	

reprehensible	act	that	identifies	its	practitioner	as	a	thoroughly	repugnant	human	

																																																								
68	Expression	used	by	the	werewolf	Peter	Stubbe	at	his	trial	in	reference	to	his	victims.		See	

chapter	1	of	this	work	for	a	fuller	description.	
	
69	“She	took	the	children	friendly	by	the	hand,	Lead	[sic]	them	in	the	house	and	gave	them	

good	food	and	laid	them	in	a	pretty	bed.”		From	the	Grimms’	tale	called	“Little	Brother	and	Little	
Sister.”		Jacob	and	Wilhelm	Grimm,	The	1810	Grimm	Manuscripts,	trans.	Oliver	Loo	(Middletown,	DE:	
CreateSpace	Independent	Publishing,	2015),197.	
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being.”70		The	connection	between	the	witch	and	the	stepmother	becomes	clearer	

with	the	added	detail	of	witches	lacking	the	capacity	to	see	very	far.		We	remember	

how	the	stepmother	twice	called	Hansel	a	silly	boy	when	he	mentioned	he	was	

saying	goodbye	to	his	white	kitten	and	to	his	dove.	

Self-Deception:	Sin	Revealed	

The	house	itself	was	the	beautiful	and	tasty	object	that	tempted	Hansel	and	

Gretel	to	sin.		Biblical	allusions	to	the	apple	that	tempted	Adam	and	Eve	in	the	

Garden	of	Eden	seen	here	are	appropriate.		The	deception	of	Adam	and	Eve	by	the	

serpent	in	the	Garden	reminds	us	of	the	deception	of	Hansel	and	Gretel,	for	like	

Adam	and	Eve,	they	were	deceived	into	thinking	that	what	they	were	doing	would	

have	no	adverse	consequences.		The	Book	of	Genesis	tells	us	that	the	serpent	in	the	

Garden	promises	Adam	and	Eve	that	not	only	would	they	not	die	should	they	eat	of	

the	forbidden	fruit,	but	they	would	have	their	eyes	opened	to	the	knowledge	of	good	

and	evil	and	be	just	like	God.		From	Genesis,	chapter	3:	

Now	the	serpent	was	more	crafty	than	any	other	wild	animal	that	the	LORD	
GOD	had	made.		He	said	to	the	woman,	“Did	God	say,	‘You	shall	not	eat	from	
any	tree	in	the	garden’?”		The	woman	said	to	the	serpent,	“We	may	eat	of	the	
fruit	of	the	trees	in	the	garden;	but	God	said,	‘You	shall	not	eat	of	the	fruit	of	
the	tree	that	is	in	the	middle	of	the	garden,	nor	shall	you	touch	it,	or	you	shall	
die.’”		But	the	serpent	said	to	the	woman,	“You	will	not	die;	for	God	knows	
that	when	you	eat	of	it	your	eyes	will	be	opened,	and	you	will	be	like	
God,	knowing	good	and	evil.”		So	when	the	woman	saw	that	the	tree	was	good	
for	food,	and	that	it	was	a	delight	to	the	eyes,	and	that	the	tree	was	to	be	
desired	to	make	one	wise,	she	took	of	its	fruit	and	ate;	and	she	also	gave	
some	to	her	husband,	who	was	with	her,	and	he	ate.			Then	the	eyes	of	both	
were	opened,	and	they	knew	that	they	were	naked;	and	they	sewed	fig	leaves	
together	and	made	loincloths	for	themselves.	

	

																																																								
70	Sheldon	Cashdan,	The	Witch	Must	Die	(New	York:	Basic	Books,	1999),	47.	
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Eve’s	temptation	to	obtain	good,	desirable	food	in	order	to	gain	wisdom	is	what	

brought	about	her	and	Adam’s	expulsion	from	the	paradise	of	Eden.		This	moment	is	

referred	to	as	“the	fall,”	and	because	Adam	and	Eve	are	representative	of	humanity,	

the	allusion	made	when	Hansel	and	Gretel	eat	from	the	house	is	no	accident.	

Hansel	and	Gretel,	in	the	manner	of	Adam	and	Eve,	face	the	same	kind	of	

existential	dilemma	when	they	happen	upon	the	witch’s	abode	and	are	tempted	to	

eat	the	delightful	and	desirable	house	in	order	to	fill	their	rumbling	bellies.		

Although	the	circumstances	are	different	in	that	Hansel	and	Gretel	are	starving	

when	they	partake	of	the	food	presented	to	them	and	Adam	and	Eve	are	not,	they	

face	the	same	existential	dilemma	because	they	are	in	the	same	metaphorical	place.		

Adam	and	Eve,	because	of	their	disobedience	(caused	by	eating	food	that	was	not	

theirs),	were	expelled	from	the	garden	of	paradise	and	thrown	into	the	realm	of	

time	and	death.		Hansel	and	Gretel	are	threatened	with	a	cruel	death	at	the	hands	of	

the	witch	for	the	same	reason.		Both	have	experienced	the	negative	consequences	of	

“the	fall”	through	their	own	actions	in	“the	garden.”	

Christian	tradition	holds	that	the	effects	of	original	sin	are	in	every	person	

and	are	constitutive	of	being	human.		John	Calvin	comments	on	this	condition	by	

stating:	“In	truth,	the	sin	which	came	from	him	[Adam]	dwells	within	us,	and	for	it	

punishment	is	due.”71		Original	sin	cannot	be	overcome,	but	it	can	be	mitigated	and	

changed	by	an	outside	power.		Like	Little	Red	Riding	Hood	and	Briar-Rose,	Hansel	

																																																								
71	Calvin,	Institutes,	35.		See	also	Paul’s	letter	to	the	Romans	5:	12:	“Therefore,	just	as	sin	

came	into	the	world	through	one	man,	and	death	came	through	sin,	and	so	death	spread	to	all	
because	all	have	sinned—sin	was	indeed	in	the	world	before	the	law,	but	sin	is	not	reckoned	when	
there	is	no	law.”	
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and	Gretel	will	need	the	help	of	outside	agents	in	order	to	secure	their	freedom	and	

a	return	to	their	father’s	house.72	

Crimes	against	Nature:	Cannibalistic	Intent	Revealed	

Early	next	morning	before	the	children	were	awake	she	was	already	on	her	
feet,	and	as	she	looked	down	at	them	sleeping	so	sweetly,	with	their	full	rosy	
cheeks,	she	muttered	to	herself:	‘This	will	make	a	tasty	morsel.’		Then	she	
seized	Hansel	with	her	bony	hand	and	carried	him	off	to	a	little	shed	and	
locked	him	up	behind	a	door	with	iron	bars,	he	screamed	his	head	off	but	it	
did	him	no	good.		Then	she	went	to	Gretel,	shook	her	awake	and	shouted:	
‘Get	up,	you	idle	hussy,	fetch	water	and	cook	something	good	for	your	
brother;	he’s	sitting	out	there	in	the	shed	and	I	want	him	made	plump.		When	
he’s	plump	I	mean	to	eat	him.’		Gretel	began	to	cry	bitterly,	but	it	was	in	vain	
and	she	had	to	do	as	the	wicked	witch	told	her.	
	
Hansel	and	Gretel	are	firmly	in	the	clutches	of	evil,	the	existential	stance	of	

those	who	do	not	know	the	protective	covering	of	baptismal	grace.		Evil	often	

presents	itself	as	something	that	is	good;	therefore,	the	witch’s	false	concern	and	

care	for	the	children	indicate	just	how	far	the	children	have	“fallen.”		The	witch	must	

now	prepare	for	her	much-anticipated	feast,	so	she	ends	her	ruse	and	locks	up	

Hansel	in	order	to	fatten	him	up.		The	ugliness	expressed	in	her	outward	appearance	

is	actually	a	reflection	of	her	interior	essence,	which	is	now	coming	forth	and	made	

manifest	in	her	actions.		The	witch’s	enmity	toward	Gretel	is	also	palpable	when	she	

awakens	her	from	her	“heavenly”	sleep	and	shouts,	“Get	up,	you	idle	hussy,”	yet	

another	congruence	between	the	witch	and	the	stepmother.		Initially	the	

stepmother	was	content	to	simply	abandon	the	children	and	let	fate	decide	how	

they	would	meet	their	end.		Transformed	into	a	witch	by	her	own	journey	into	the	

forest,	she	now	seeks	to	actively	kill	and	consume	the	children.	
																																																								

72	This	expression	is	an	allusion	to	heaven	and	eternity	with	God.		John	14:	2:	“My	Father's	
house	has	many	rooms;	if	that	were	not	so,	would	I	have	told	you	that	I	am	going	there	to	prepare	a	
place	for	you?” 
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For	Romantics	like	the	Grimms,	the	forest	was	a	place	of	transformation	

where	one’s	true	nature	is	revealed.		Transformations	in	the	forest	can	be	for	good	

as	seen	in	Hansel	and	Gretel	continuing	to	grow	in	love	for	one	another	despite	the	

trauma	they	are	enduring,	for	ambiguity	as	seen	in	the	father’s	feckless	defense	of	

his	children’s	right	to	live,	or	for	outright	evil	as	seen	in	the	stepmother’s	descent	

into	behavior	that	is	even	more	reprehensible	than	previously.		Hansel	and	Gretel,	

being	kind	and	loving	toward	each	other,	become	more	loving	and	kind	while	the	

stepmother	becomes	so	ugly	that	her	own	stepchildren	do	not	recognize	her	even	

when	face	to	face.	

We	see	this	interpretation	played	out	in	the	witch’s	cannibalistic	intent	

toward	the	children.		She	behaves	unnaturally	toward	the	children	by	entertaining	

and	planning	their	execution	and	consumption	for	her	own	pleasure.		The	witch’s	

cannibalistic	plan	is	against	nature,	and	as	nature	has	been	conspiring	with	Hansel	

and	Gretel	to	bring	about	their	transformation,	there	is	good	reason	to	believe	that	

her	evil	plans	will	come	to	nothing.		Hansel	and	Gretel,	on	the	other	hand,	are	

constantly	looking	out	for	each	other	and	sharing	food	with	each	other,	with	Hansel	

offering	comforting	words	to	his	sister	when	times	get	tough.		Their	relationship	of	

fraternal	and	sorroral	love	is	portrayed	beautifully	in	this	tale	and	contrasts	with	

the	lack	of	love	given	by	the	stepmother.	

Reason	Used	for	Good:	Hansel’s	Deception	

Now	the	best	meals	were	cooked	for	poor	Hansel,	but	Gretel	got	nothing	but	
crabshells.		Every	morning	the	old	woman	crept	out	to	the	little	shed	and	
shouted:	‘Hansel,	stick	out	your	finger	for	me	to	feel	whether	you’re	getting	
plump.’		But	Hansel	held	out	a	little	bone	to	her,	and	the	old	woman,	who	had	
weak	eyes,	couldn’t	see	it	and	thought	it	was	Hansel’s	finger,	and	was	amazed	
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that	he	went	on	and	on	not	getting	plump.		When	four	weeks	were	up	and	
Hansel	was	still	skinny,	she	lost	patience	and	refused	to	wait	any	longer.	

	
Because	Hansel	has	a	loving	heart,	his	reason	is	being	put	to	use	for	good.		

His	cleverness	ever	at	the	fore,	Hansel	uses	deception	to	trick	the	nearly	blind	witch	

into	believing	that	he	has	become	fattened	up	and	ready	for	slaughter.		However,	

despite	his	clever	plan,	Hansel	is	still	locked	in	a	cage,	just	as	he	and	Gretel	

experienced	at	home	when	his	stepmother	locked	the	door	so	he	could	not	gather	

pebbles.		He	and	Gretel	will	need	another	kind	of	assistance	if	they	hope	to	be	free	

from	the	clutches	of	the	witch.	

Nature	again	makes	its	presence	known,	as	the	witch	has	chosen	to	slaughter	

her	captives	during	a	full	moon;	the	text	indicates	that	she	makes	her	decision	four	

weeks	after	their	capture,	which	also	occurred	under	a	full	moon.		This	detail	is	

important	and	plants	our	witch	firmly	in	the	old	Teutonic	world,	where	human	

sacrifices	were	offered	to	the	gods	in	the	forest	temples	at	propitious	times	such	as	a	

full	moon.		The	threat	of	cannibalism,	an	even	more	ancient	rite,	also	points	toward	

pre-Christian	rituals	and	cultural	practices.		The	specific	inference	of	the	full	moon,	

when	the	intended	sacrifice	and	eating	of	Hansel	will	occur,	is	a	confluence	of	

ancient	Teutonic	beliefs	and	rituals	to	add	powerful	dramatic	effect	to	the	tale.	

Wailing	and	Tears:	God’s	Response	

‘Now	then,	Gretel!’	she	shouted	to	the	little	girl,	‘look	alive	and	fetch	water-	
tomorrow,	whether	he’s	plump	or	whether	he’s	skinny,	I’m	going	to	cut	
Hansel’s	throat	and	cook	him.’		Oh,	how	his	poor	little	sister	wailed	as	she	
was	forced	to	carry	the	water,	and	how	the	tears	poured	down	her	cheeks!		
‘Please	God,	help	us!’	she	cried.		‘If	only	the	wild	beasts	had	eaten	us	in	the	
forest,	then	at	least	we’d	have	died	together.’		‘You	can	stop	all	that	bawling,’	
said	the	old	woman,	‘it’ll	do	you	no	good.’	
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	 Gretel’s	tears	at	the	thought	of	being	forced	to	help	in	her	brother’s	demise	

reaffirm	the	love	shared	between	the	siblings.		The	callous,	unfeeling,	and	thus	

unnatural	witch,	however,	is	having	none	of	it,	telling	Gretel	to	stop	her	bawling	and	

get	on	with	the	business	of	killing	her	brother	and	preparing	him	for	the	witch’s	

meal.	

Nature	has	conspired	to	help	Hansel	and	Gretel	on	their	journey	home	but	

can	do	no	more.		It	seems	all	is	lost	and	these	dear	children	will	meet	their	end.		We	

hear	again	Gretel’s	“voice.”		Through	her	wailing	and	tears,	she	desperately	cries	

out:	“‘Please	God,	help	us!,’”	having	finally	come	to	the	point	where	she	realizes	that	

she	and	Hansel	can	in	no	way	secure	their	freedom	by	other	means.		Gretel	has	

nowhere	to	turn,	and	it	is	only	in	her	most	profound	weakness	that	she	finally	cries	

out	to	God	for	assistance,	showing	profound	trust	that	the	God	who	brought	them	

through	all	the	other	obstacles	on	their	path	will	not	abandon	them	in	their	time	of	

greatest	need.		Calvin	knows	this	abasement	of	the	human	heart	and	believes	that	it	

can	lead	one	to	deeper	spiritual	union	with	God.		He	maintains:	

…	the	person	who	gains	most	from	self-knowledge	is	the	one	who,	realizing	
his	calamity,	poverty,	nakedness	and	shame,	is	humbled	and	appalled.		There	
is	no	danger	of	man	becoming	too	abased	provided	he	knows	that	in	God	he	
must	recover	what	is	lacking	in	himself.73	

	
Wilhelm’s	personal	spirituality	bears	on	this	aspect	of	the	tale	and	is	expressed	in	a	

passage	he	underlined	in	his	Greek	New	Testament	from	the	Acts	of	the	Apostles:	

“And	it	shall	be	that	whoever	calls	on	the	name	of	the	Lord	shall	be	saved.”74		

																																																								
73	Calvin,	Institutes,	50.	
	
74	Acts	2:	21.	
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Obstacle	Overcome:	Gretel’s	Revenge	

Early	next	morning	Gretel	had	to	go	out	and	hang	up	a	cauldron	full	of	water	
and	light	the	fire.		‘We’ll	bake	first,’	said	the	old	woman.		‘I’ve	heated	the	oven	
already	and	kneaded	the	dough.’		She	drove	poor	Gretel	out	to	where	the	
oven	was,	and	flames	were	licking	out	of	it	already.		‘Crawl	inside,’	said	the	
witch,	‘and	tell	me	whether	it’s	properly	heated,	then	we	can	shove	in	the	
bread.’		And	her	plan	was	to	shut	the	oven	door	when	Gretel	was	inside,	so	
she	could	roast	Gretel,	and	then	she	would	eat	her	too.		But	Gretel	guessed	
what	she	was	up	to,	and	said:	‘I	don’t	know	how	to	do	it;	how	can	I	get	in	
there?’		‘You	silly	goose,’	said	the	old	woman,	‘the	opening’s	big	enough,	don’t	
you	see,	I	could	get	in	there	myself.’		And	she	came	hobbling	up	and	stuck	her	
head	inside	the	oven.		Then	Gretel	gave	her	a	push	so	that	she	fell	in,	right	
into	the	middle;	and	she	slammed	the	iron	door	shut	and	bolted	it.		Wow!		
The	old	woman	began	to	howl,	it	was	quite	horrible,	but	Gretel	ran	off,	and	
the	godless	witch	burned	miserably	to	death.	

	
Gretel,	having	begged	God	for	help	at	a	time	of	profound	weakness,	has	

awakened	renewed	and	filled	with	a	different	Spirit.		Gone	are	the	tears	and	the	

wailing,	for	she	now	has	an	inner	strength	of	spirit	that	she	lacked	in	the	past.		It	

seems	as	if	her	cries	have	been	answered,	for	she	has	been	given	a	newfound	sense	

of	courage,	purpose,	and	resolve,	gifts	that	surely	emanate	from	the	Holy	Spirit.75		

These	are	what	give	her	strength	to	accomplish	the	task	of	dispatching	the	witch	

and	freeing	her	brother.	

	 This	obstacle	was	a	difficult	one	for	the	children	to	overcome	for	many	

reasons.		The	abuse	heaped	on	the	children	by	the	witch	for	their	four	weeks	in	

captivity	was	difficult	to	bear,	as	was	the	emotional	pain	at	being	physically	

separated	by	the	iron	bars	of	Hansel’s	cell.		The	punishing	work	given	to	Gretel,	

coupled	with	the	few	rations	of	food	she	was	allowed,	would	have	been	an	

																																																								
75	2	Corinthians	12:	9–10:	“…but	he	said	to	me,	‘My	grace	is	sufficient	for	you,	for	power	is	

made	perfect	in	weakness.’		So,	I	will	boast	all	the	more	gladly	of	my	weaknesses,	so	that	the	power	of	
Christ	may	dwell	in	me.		Therefore	I	am	content	with	weaknesses,	insults,	hardships,	persecutions,	
and	calamities	for	the	sake	of	Christ;	for	whenever	I	am	weak,	then	I	am	strong.”			
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intolerable	situation	for	a	day	much	less	a	month.		The	perseverance	and	courage	

Hansel	and	Gretel	showed	in	the	face	of	terrible	circumstances	makes	them	

paragons	of	virtue	and	faithful	love.		

The	Grimms	realized	that	the	obstacle	of	the	witch	could	not	be	overcome	

through	the	use	of	human	reason	and	cleverness.		Perrault’s	“Little	Thumbling”	is	a	

brilliant	example	of	a	tale	in	which	cleverness	and	reason	win	the	day,	bringing	life	

and	bountiful	treasure	to	all	of	Little	Thumbling’s	family.		Hansel	and	Gretel’s	

cleverness	and	reason	are	important	elements	of	the	story	but	are	not	the	main	

contributing	factors	in	bringing	about	the	witch’s	demise.		This	obstacle	was	

overcome	only	with	the	help	of	God.		When	calling	out	to	God	in	her	time	of	greatest	

need,	Gretel	was	opening	herself	up	to	the	fullness	of	God’s	Spirit.		That	same	Spirit,	

in	the	form	of	a	dove,	led	them	to	the	witch’s	house	and	the	lesson	learned	there	

about	relying	on	God’s	power	for	deliverance	in	times	of	need.76		Just	as	the	Norns	

had	drawn	Hansel	and	Gretel	to	safety	under	the	boughs	of	Yggdrasil,	the	Holy	Spirit	

led	Hansel	and	Gretel	to	a	representation	of	the	Garden	of	Eden,	where	the	old	

ancient	story	was	once	more	played	out	for	them	as	it	had	been	since	the	beginning	

																																																								
76	For	views	to	the	contrary,	see	Jack	Zipes’s	book	entitled	Happily	Ever	After:	Fairy	Tales,	

Children,	and	the	Culture	Industry	(New	York:	Routledge,	1997).		See	chapter	3,	“The	Rationalization	
of	Abandonment	and	Abuse	in	Fairy	Tales,”	39–60.		Zipes	here	articulates	a	scathing	criticism	of	
Wilhelm’s	editorial	decisions	regarding	“Hansel	and	Gretel,”	claiming	that:	“in	the	case	of	‘Hansel	and	
Gretel,’	the	history	of	the	text	reveals	how	assiduously	the	Grimms,	particularly	Wilhelm,	sought	
through	the	creation	and	re-creation	of	a	fairy	tale	to	make	their	mark	on	history	and	to	influence	our	
notions	of	socialization	and	rearing	of	children”	(p.	41).		This	socialization	was	meant	to	teach	
children	conformity	to	the	hierarchical	social	order	in	which	men	remain	in	positions	of	dominance.		
This	is	an	interesting	approach	to	understanding	the	meaning	behind	“Hansel	and	Gretel”	but	one	
that	I	do	not	support.		Zipes’s	lack	of	engagement	with	the	Christian	symbols	and	allusions	present	in	
this	tale	ultimately	lead	him	down	paths	that	offer	interpretations	that	are	not	tied	to	those	
“remnants	of	religious	poetry”	that	Wilhelm	makes	explicit	that	he	is	searching	out	and	revealing	in	
fairy	tales	such	as	“Hansel	and	Gretel.”	
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of	time.		Overcoming	the	obstacle	of	the	witch	could	not	have	happened	without	

divine	aid.	

The	Grimms’	many	editorial	changes	to	this	tale	over	the	years	strongly	

suggest	this	possibility.		The	influence	of	the	Grimms’	German	Reformed	theology	

concerning	faith	and	the	Christian	life	are	woven	throughout	“Hansel	and	Gretel”	

and	are	easy	to	see	when	compared	to	earlier	versions	of	the	tale.		For	example,	if	

we	compare	“Hansel	and	Gretel”	to	Perrault’s	Enlightenment-style	“Little	

Thumbling,”	Calvinistic	underpinnings	at	play	in	the	Grimms’	version	become	

evident.		While	the	cleverness	and	resourcefulness	of	“Little	Thumbling”	is	the	

driving	force	of	Perrault’s	tale,	reliance	on	divine	powers	to	aid	in	times	of	need	is	

the	driving	force	for	the	Grimms.		Perrault	tells	us	that	the	moral	of	his	story	

concerns	wrong	judgments	of	others	based	solely	on	their	appearance.		His	tale	is	

didactic	in	nature	and	more	in	line	with	the	fables	of	Aesop.		Perrault	tells	the	reader	

in	no	uncertain	terms	that	Little	Thumbling	does	not	seek	out	or	need	any	help	

outside	his	own	capability,	reason,	and	cleverness.	

Hansel	and	Gretel’s	experience,	because	it	is	tinged	with	Calvin’s	theological	

bent,	is	much	different	from	Little	Thumbling’s,	and	therefore	the	conclusions	

drawn	about	each	tale’s	respective	meaning	are	different.		While	Hansel	and	Gretel	

both	employ	reason	and	cleverness	to	help	themselves	along	the	pathway	home,	

they	ultimately	find	themselves	bereft	of	resources	and	at	the	limits	of	their	human	

capacity.		Yet	their	belief	that	God	would	not	abandon	them	in	their	time	of	need		

ultimately	allowed	them	to	overcome	the	witch	and	begin	their	journey	home.		Their	

transformation	is	nearly	complete.	
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Coming	Home	Across	the	Waters	

But	Gretel	ran	straight	to	Hansel,	opened	his	shed	and	shouted:	‘Hansel,	
we’re	saved,	the	old	witch	is	dead.’		And	Hansel	hopped	out	as	a	bird	does	
when	the	door	of	its	cage	is	opened.		How	glad	they	were,	how	they	danced	
around	and	hugged	and	kissed	each	other!	

	
God	has	heard	Gretel’s	earlier	plea	for	help	and	delivered	the	children	from	

the	clutches	of	the	evil	witch.		Gretel	shouting	to	Hansel,	“‘We’re	saved,’”	can	be	

interpreted	in	two	different	ways.		On	the	surface,	it	is	a	simple	declarative	sentence	

of	fact.		The	threat	that	they	faced	has	now	been	eliminated	and	can	do	them	no	

more	harm.		There	is	also	religious	significance	in	this	statement	because	it	

acknowledges	an	interior	reality	for	the	two	children	who	had	faith	in	God’s	ability	

to	rescue	them	from	original	sin.	

Gretel’s	role	in	the	winning	of	the	siblings’	freedom	needs	to	be	recognized	

because	it	is	her	heartfelt	plea	to	God	for	deliverance	that	secures	freedom	for	both.		

Gretel’s	character	does	not	speak	much	in	the	tale,	so	the	words	attributed	to	her	

are	significant.		“‘Please	God,	help	us,’”	and	“‘Hansel,	we’re	saved,	the	old	witch	is	

dead,’”	are	two	sentences	Gretel	utters	that	are	the	culmination	of	Hansel’s	earlier	

assurances	of	God’s	promise	of	protection.	

When	examined,	Hansel’s	first	assurance	to	Gretel	about	God’s	providential	

care	is	cast	in	the	negative—“‘God	won’t	forsake	us”—while	his	second	assurance	is	

cast	in	the	positive—“God	will	help	us.”		His	statements	referring	to	God’s	promises	

of	protection	are	fully	realized,	however,	in	Gretel’s	existential	cry	pleading	for	

God’s	help	as	she	confronts	her	own	inability	to	deliver	her	and	Hansel’s	freedom.		

Here	we	see	a	movement	of	faith	between	the	siblings	from	lukewarm	assent	to	an	

existential	cry	for	help	uttered	in	complete	confidence	that	God	will	not	abandon	
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them.		The	many	obstacles	they	have	had	to	overcome	have	changed	Hansel	and	

Gretel	dramatically,	but	their	journey	is	not	complete.		Even	if	we	grant	that	the	

siblings	have	come	to	a	new	and	deeper	sense	of	religious	awareness,	they	still	have	

to	overcome	the	obstacle	of	the	river	if	they	want	to	make	their	way	home	again.	

As	we	move	away	from	the	witch’s	house,	I	find	Murphy’s	analysis	of	the	

spiritual	component	of	the	tales	most	helpful	in	understanding	the	children’s	

growing	religious	awareness	as	they	move	on	from	the	trauma	faced	at	the	witch’s	

house.		Murphy	notes:	

The	children	have	come	to	religious	awareness,	apparently	saved	by	their	
own	attitudes	and	efforts	alone.		Are	they	home?		Wilhelm	must	have	thought	
about	this,	and	the	strong	whiff	of	Pelagiansim77	in	the	ending	must	have	
disturbed	him	for	he	amplified	the	conclusion	by	the	addition	of	the	river	
that	had	to	be	crossed.		The	children’s	‘good	works’—their	success	in	
overcoming	the	evil	disfigurement	of	the	witch	and	in	overcoming	selfish	
cravings—do	not	get	them	‘home.’		No	one,	in	any	form	of	Christian	belief,	
attains	salvation	by	one’s	own	efforts	alone,	but	rather	by	the	grace	of	the	
Holy	Spirit.78	
	

Murphy’s	important	and	keen	insight	that	the	children	have	come	to	a	religious	

awareness	strikes	to	the	very	heart	and	context	of	the	“Hansel	and	Gretel”	tale.	

John	Calvin,	the	Grimms’	spiritual	father,	believes	that	no	one	is	capable	of	

winning	salvation	through	cleverness	or	reason.		This	notion	is	powerfully	

represented	in	“Hansel	and	Gretel”	and	is	foundational	element	to	understanding	

the	intent	of	the	Grimms’	editorial	choices.	

																																																								
77	Pelagianism,	named	after	the	fifth-century	monk	Pelagius,	is	most	often	associated	with	

the	idea	that	a	person	is	capable	of	saving	her	or	his	soul	by	her	or	his	own	efforts.		This	theological	
perspective	is	directly	opposite	the	idea	that	many	of	the	Reformers	proposed,	claiming	that	one	is	
saved	by	faith	alone.		The	idea	that	one	is	incapable	of	saving	oneself	is	crucial	to	understanding	the	
religious	meaning	infused	in	many	of	the	Grimms’	tales.	

 
78	Murphy,	The	Owl,	the	Raven,	and	the	Dove,	62.	
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Calvin	insists:	

In	short,	we	must	conclude	that	Scripture	teaches	that	God’s	promises	are	
powerless	and	unavailing	unless	they	are	received	with	sure	and	heartfelt	
trust;	and	conversely	it	declares	that	if	there	is	doubt	or	uncertainty	of	heart,	
they	are	made	void.		It	makes	clear	too	that	we	can	only	waver	and	tremble	if	
these	promises	are	made	to	depend	on	our	works….Faith	alone	must	
prevail…faith	that	is,	must	be	wholly	rooted	in	God’s	promises,	without	
regard	for	any	human	worth	or	merit.79	
	

Gretel’s	killing	of	the	old	witch	offers	still	more	insight	into	the	dynamic	of	the	

interior	faith	journey	of	Hansel	and	Gretel,	which	corresponds	to	the	larger	dynamic	

of	the	movement	of	the	Germanic	peoples	over	the	course	of	many	centuries	from	

the	old	Teutonic	faith	tradition	to	Christianity.	

The	witch,	already	associated	with	the	children’s	stepmother,	is	also	

associated	with	the	primordial	Teutonic	goddess	Gullveig,	who,	according	to	

Teutonic	belief,	was	present	at	the	beginning	of	time	and	is	associated	with	sorcery	

and	evil	women.		We	know	very	little	about	her,	but	what	we	do	know	we	find	in	the	

“Seeress’	Prophecy”	(21–22)	from	The	Poetic	Edda.	

She	remembers	the	first	war	in	the	world,	
when	they	buttressed	Gullveig	with	spears	
and	in	One-eye’s	hall	they	burned	her;	
three	times	they	burned	her,	three	times	she	was	reborn,	
over	and	over,	yet	she	lives	still.	
	
Bright	One	[Heid]80	they	called	her,	wherever	she	came	to	houses,	
the	seer	with	pleasing	prophecies,	she	charmed	them	
with	spells;	
she	made	magic	wherever	she	could,	with	magic	she	
played	with	minds,	
she	was	always	the	favourite	of	wicked	women.81	

																																																								
79	Calvin,	Institutes,	370.	
	
80	Her	name	changes	to	Heid	(or	Heidr)	when	she	begins	the	practice	of	seid,	or	magic.		She	is	

also	associated	with	the	goddess	Freyja	because	of	a	similar	description	given	in	the	Ynglina	Saga.	
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That	Gullveig	was	buttressed	with	spears	and	burned	three	times	just	to	be	reborn	

marks	her	as	a	primordial	semidivine	being.		If	we	grant	that	the	witch	in	“Hansel	

and	Gretel”	is	associated	with	this	divine	representation	of	magic	and	witchcraft,	

then	her	presence	in	“the	Garden”	would	be	appropriate	for	a	Germanic	audience	

because	the	forest	is	primordial	and	sacred.	

Gullveig	is	the	representation	of	evil	for	Teutonic	peoples	just	as	the	snake	is	

for	Christians.		She	is	a	magician,	a	prophetess,	and	the	giver	of	magic.		She	is	allied	

with	evil	women	according	to	the	“Seeress’	Prophecy,”	and	her	magic	has	been	

associated	with	bringing	famine	and	calamity	to	lands.		Of	this	reality,	Jacob	Grimm	

states:		“Wherever	in	the	land	this	vala82	velspâ	(fatidica)	came,	she	worked	

witchery,	she	was	believed	to	travel	about	and	make	visitations	to	houses.”83		The	

connection	between	Gullveig	and	the	witch	of	our	tale	centers	on	the	primordial	

nature	of	each	as	well	as	the	notion	that	witches	were	thought	to	cause	famine	

through	their	black	arts.	

Heid	they	called	her	(Gulveig)	[sic]	when	she	came	to	the	children	of	men,	the	
crafty,	prophesying	vala,	who	practiced	sorcery	(vitti	ganda),	practiced	the	
evil	art,	caused	by	witchcraft	misfortunes,	sickness,	and	death	(leikin,	see	no.	
67),	and	was	always	sought	by	bad	women.		Thus	Völuspa	describes	her.		The	
important	position	Heid	occupies	in	regard	to	the	corruption	of	ancient	man,	
and	the	consequences	of	her	appearance	for	the	gods,	for	man,	and	for	
nature.84	
	

																																																																																																																																																																					
81	The	Poetic	Edda,	“Seeress’	Prophecy,”	6–7.	
	
82	Priestess	or	sorceress.	
	
83	Grimm,	Teutonic	Mythology,	403.		Italics	given	by	Jacob	Grimm.	
	
84	Viktor	Rydberg,	Teutonic	Mythology:	Gods	and	Goddesses	of	the	Northland,	trans.	Rasmus	

B.	Anderson	(London:	Norroena	Society,	1906),	165–66.	
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The	immolation	of	the	witch	by	Gretel’s	hand	reminds	us	of	the	three	times	

Gullveig	was	immolated	at	the	hands	of	Odin.		While	Gullveig	survived	her	ordeal	so	

as	to	be	reborn	to	another	existence	(as	Heidr),	Hansel	and	Gretel’s	witch	does	not	

survive	the	ovens	and	howls	in	excruciating	pain	as	she	burns	to	death.		We	have	

already	explored	how	the	ancient	sacrificial	rites	were	meant	to	negate	the	chaos	

experienced	by	the	people	in	times	of	calamity.		Sacrifices	were	given	in	the	hope	of	

winning	good	favor	from	the	gods	in	the	future	and	the	lifting	of	any	present	curse	

or	calamity.		In	the	popular	Teutonic	imagination,	these	calamities	were	almost	

always	wrought	through	the	evil	sorcery	of	witches.		“These	concerns,	manifested	

particularly	as	the	fear	of	externally	imposed	disorder,	are	what	pseudo-procreative	

acts	as	well	as	sacrificial	acts	are	designed	to	negate	or	allay	in	old	Norse	myth.”85	

Because	witches	were	associated	with	calamities	such	as	famine,	disease,	and	

war,	the	witch’s	immolation	in	the	oven	could	be	seen	as	negating	the	chaotic	

principles	she	represents	and	perpetrates.		By	shoving	the	witch	into	the	oven,	

Gretel	was	negating	the	chaos	she	had	wrought.		She	is	also	performing	the	symbolic	

killing	of	the	primordial	Teutonic	character	responsible	for	the	distillation	of	evil	in	

the	world.		When	Gretel	destroys	the	witch,	she	destroys	the	last	vestige	of	the	old	

religious	notions	that	threatened	her	own	newfound	belief	in	the	Christian	God.		She	

and	Hansel	are	now	free	from	the	“old	beliefs”	and	ready	to	“cross	the	river”	and	be	

received	back	home.		God’s	bounty	overflows	when	evil	is	overcome.		The	children	

are	now	liberated	from	the	clutches	of	evil	and	once	again	set	out	on	the	path	to	

home.	

																																																								
85	Clunies-Ross,	Prolonged	Echoes,	190.	
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And	now	that	there	was	nothing	more	to	fear,	they	went	into	the	witch’s	
house	and	found	cupboards	all	over	full	of	pearls	and	precious	stones.		‘These	
are	even	better	than	pebbles,’	said	Hansel,	and	filled	his	pockets	with	as	
much	as	would	go	into	them,	and	Gretel	said:	‘I’ll	take	some	home	too,’	and	
filled	her	apron	full.		‘But	now	let’s	go,’	said	Hansel,	‘if	we’re	to	get	out	of	this	
witchy	forest.’	
	
With	the	witch	now	dead,	the	children	can	collect	her	treasure	and	live	

without	ever	having	to	go	without	again.		The	defeated	witch	has	been	overcome	

like	the	dragon	Fafnir,	who	stole	gold	and	gems	and	hoarded	it	for	himself;	the	great	

hero	Sigurd	then	gains	the	treasure	after	slaying	the	dragon.86		Hansel	and	Gretel,	

when	they	trick	the	witch	and	kill	her,	also	gain	her	treasure	as	a	symbol	of	the	

spiritual	treasures	they	acquired	while	on	the	journey	into	and	out	of	the	forest.		

“The	children	have	acquired	a	wealth	of	spiritual	life	that	so	exceeds	that	of	their	

parents	that	they	can	now	be	givers	of	life.”87	

When	they	had	walked	for	a	couple	of	hours,	they	came	to	a	big	wide	river.		
‘We	can’t	get	across,’	said	Hansel,	‘I	don’t	see	any	bridge.’		‘And	there’s	no	
boat	either,’	answered	Gretel,	‘but	there’s	a	white	duck	swimming	along;	if	I	
ask	it,	it’ll	help	us	across.’		And	she	called	out:	

	
	 	 ‘Little	duck,	little	white	duck,	
	 	 Gretel	and	Hansel	are	stuck.	
	 	 No	bridge,	no	way	to	get	over,	
	 	 Except	your	back,	if	you’ll	do	us	the	favour.’	
	

Sure	enough	the	duck	came	swimming	towards	them,	and	Hansel	sat	down	
on	its	back	and	told	his	sister	to	sit	behind	him.		‘No,’	answered	Gretel,	‘that’ll	
be	too	heavy	for	the	duck,	it	shall	take	us	across	one	at	a	time.’		The	kind	little	
bird	did	so,	and	when	they	were	safely	on	the	other	side	and	had	walked	on	

																																																								
86	Sigurd’s	killing	of	Fafnir	can	be	found	in	The	Volsung	Saga,	chapter	18;	The	Prose	Edda,	

chapter	7;	and	The	Poetic	Edda’s	“Song	of	Hyndla,”	25.5,	and	“Oddrun’s	Lament,”	17.4.		Fafnir,	a	dwarf,	
having	killed	his	rivals,	goes	deep	into	the	forest	in	order	to	keep	the	gold	for	himself	and	becomes	a	
dragon	because	of	his	greed.	

	
87	Murphy,	The	Owl,	the	Raven,	and	the	Dove,	64.	
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for	a	little,	they	seemed	to	recognize	more	and	more	of	the	forest,	and	finally	
they	saw	their	father’s	house	in	the	distance.88	

	
In	keeping	with	a	religious	interpretation	of	the	tale,	the	water	encountered	

by	the	children	on	their	journey	is	an	allusion	to	baptism	and	the	new	life	promised	

by	virtue	of	receiving	that	sacrament.		The	Grimms	tell	us	that	there	is	no	boat	or	

bridge	to	aid	in	their	crossing,	so	outside	assistance	is	needed	yet	again.		The	lack	of	

a	clear	path	across	the	river	is	also	an	indicator	that	the	children’s	transformation	is	

not	complete.	

Because	this	tale	has	deep	Germanic	foundations,	it	should	not	come	as	a	

surprise	that	the	divine	assistance	given	to	the	children	manifests	itself	in	the	form	

of	a	bird.		The	white	duck	that	magically	appears	before	the	siblings	is	now	called	

upon	by	Gretel	to	offer	them	assistance.		Murphy	rightly	points	out	the	significance	

of	the	duck’s	presence	and	movement	across	the	water	as	being	representative	of	

the	transformation	gained	in	and	through	the	waters	of	baptism,	much	like	the	two	

natures	of	the	frog	we	find	in	“Briar-Rose.”	

The	duck	has	‘two	natures’	in	one	magic	entity,	it	is	at	home	both	in	the	air	
and	in	the	water.		It	is	the	bird	of	two	natures	who	brings	the	children	
through	the	waters	to	the	other	side	where	home	is.		This	is	clearly	baptism,	
and	the	duck	is	the	Spirit	of	Christ	who	in	the	liturgy	of	baptism	is	called	
upon	to	come	down	on	the	waters	of	the	baptismal	font	and	to	wash	the	
candidate	clean	from	all	sin.		The	sin	which	is	referred	to	is	the	original	sin	of	
eating	what	was	forbidden	in	the	Garden	of	Eden,	what	the	children	did	when	
they	saw	the	house.89	

	

																																																								
88	This	ending	was	not	in	the	original	edition	of	the	tales	printed	in	1812.		Its	addition	shows	

the	Christian	bias	of	Wilhelm	and	its	seamless	integration	into	the	body	of	the	tale.	
	
89	Murphy,	The	Owl,	the	Raven,	and	the	Dove,	63.	
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Hansel,	seated	on	the	duck,	urges	his	sister	to	join	him,	but	she	realizes	that	the	

weight	would	be	too	much	to	bear	and	thus	urges	Hansel	to	go	on	without	her.		This	

has	to	be	the	case	because,	just	as	Calvin	reminds	us	that	no	one	can	save	him-	or	

herself	through	the	merits	gained	by	good	works,	Gretel	reminds	us	that	the	

crossing	over	of	baptismal	waters	is	a	profoundly	personal	experience	and	one	that	

cannot	be	shared.		Believers	can	share	a	communion	with	each	other	as	do	Hansel	

and	Gretel,	but	they	cannot	share	the	cleansing	effects	of	the	baptismal	waters.		

Murphy	beautifully	sums	up	the	reality	of	the	effect	of	baptism	and	its	role	in	

helping	us	grasp	the	meaning	of	the	tale:	

Even	if	you	are	in	the	arms	of	godparents,	one	is	ferried	across	individually	
into	the	realm	of	spiritual	life,	and	on	the	back	of	the	one,	divine	and	human,	
who	bore	all	sinners	on	his	back	during	the	three	days	of	his	Exodus.		And	so	
the	one	child	waits	as	the	other	is	borne	across	the	water.90	
	

The	non	presence	of	a	bridge	or	boat	solidifies	the	notion	that	the	waters	they	are	

crossing	are	baptismal	because	bridges	and	boats	are	not	found	in	baptismal	waters.	

To	bolster	the	claim	that	the	tale	of	Hansel	and	Gretel	is	about	a	movement	

from	the	old	religious	tradition	to	Christianity,	I	offer	another	tale	to	reinforce	the	

concept	of	death	being	associated	with	crossing	over	bodies	of	water.		Called	“Death	

and	the	Goose	Boy,”	this	charming	offering	tells	of	a	boy	who	meets	Death	on	the	

banks	of	a	raging	river	from	which	it	has	emerged.		During	their	conversation,	the	

boy	asks	Death	to	take	him	across	the	water.		Death	tells	the	boy	that	he	had	some	

things	to	do	but	that	he	would	come	back	at	another	time.		When	Death	returns,	he	

asks	the	boy	if	he	still	wants	to	cross	the	river.		The	boy	agrees,	and	upon	passing	

over	the	waters	(baptismal	reference),	he	appears	in	a	beautiful	country	with	the	
																																																								

90	Murphy,	The	Owl,	the	Raven,	and	the	Dove,	64.	
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arch-shepherds	Abraham,	Isaac,	and	Jacob,	who	put	a	royal	crown	on	his	head.		They	

then	lead	him	to	the	castle	of	shepherds,	where	he	can	still	be	found.91		Here	we	find	

many	reference	to	the	heavenly	kingdom	promised	to	those	who	are	baptized	into	

the	death	of	the	Lord.		Being	in	the	presence	of	the	great	patriarchs	of	the	Bible,	

having	a	royal	crown	put	on	one’s	head,	and	the	insistence	that	the	boy	still	lives	all	

point	to	the	promise	of	new	life	after	death	for	those	who	are	baptized	into	the	life,	

death,	and	resurrection	of	Christ.92	

The	crossing	over	the	big	wide	river	is	the	final	obstacle	that	the	siblings	

have	to	overcome	in	order	to	find	their	way	home.		Their	river	crossing	tells	us	that	

their	transformation	is	complete,	and	they	have	won	the	boon	to	bring	back	home:	

salvation.	

Then	they	began	to	run,	rushed	into	the	parlour	and	flung	their	arms	round	
their	father’s	neck.		The	man	had	not	had	one	happy	hour	since	he	had	left	
the	children	in	the	forest,	but	his	wife	had	died.93		Gretel	shook	out	the	
contents	of	her	apron,	making	the	pearls	and	precious	stones	dance	about	on	
the	floor,	and	Hansel	threw	down	handful	after	handful	of	them	out	of	his	
pockets.		Now	all	their	troubles	were	at	an	end,	and	they	lived	on	together	
and	were	ever	so	happy.		So	that	was	that;	look!	there	runs	a	rat,	who’ll	catch	
it	and	skin	it	and	make	a	fur	hat?	

	

																																																								
91	Jacob	and	Wilhelm	Grimm,	The	Original	Folk	and	Fairy	Tales,	88.		This	tale	is	numbered	27	

in	the	first	edition	but	does	not	appear	in	later	editions.	
	
92	Romans	6:	3–4:	“Do	you	not	know	that	all	of	us	who	have	been	baptized	into	Christ	Jesus	

were	baptized	into	his	death?		Therefore	we	have	been	buried	with	him	by	baptism	into	death,	so	
that,	just	as	Christ	was	raised	from	the	dead	by	the	glory	of	the	Father,	so	we	too	might	walk	in	
newness	of	life.”	

	
93	“In	‘Hansel	and	Gretel,’	it	is	probably	not	coincidental	that	the	two	siblings	return	home	to	
find	that	their	cruel	stepmother	has	vanished	once	they	have	conquered	the	evil	witch	in	the	
woods.”		Tatar,	The	Hard	Facts	Of	The	Grimms’	Fairy	Tales,	144.		Here,	Tatar	references	the	
work	of	Hedwig	von	Beit	who	proposes	that	the	stepmother	and	witch	in	this	tale	are	
identical.		Hedwig	von	Beit,	Symbolik	des	Märchens:	Versuch	einer	Deutung,	2d	ed.	(Bern:	
Francke,	1960).	
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The	joy	of	the	reunion	between	the	father	and	his	children	is	palpable,	and	the	

children	gladly	share	the	treasure	they	gained	in	the	witch’s	house	because	it	is	a	

sign	of	the	boon	they	won,	not	solely	by	their	own	means	but	through	their	constant	

trust	in	the	saving	action	of	God.	

Concluding	Thoughts	

The	tale	of	Hansel	and	Gretel	is	one	of	the	more	complicated	yet	meaningful	

in	the	Grimms’	collection,	with	layers	of	symbolic	material	from	pagan	and	Christian	

sources	that	permeate	every	twist	and	turn	of	the	children’s	journey	into	the	forest	

and	back	home	again.		This	tale	is	a	tale	of	transformation.		We	literally	see	the	

transformation	of	Hansel	and	Gretel	as	they	encounter	obstacles	along	their	

pathway,	a	pathway,	I	argue,	that	is	also	an	allegory	that	mirrored	the	experience	of	

the	Teutonic	people’s	faith	journey	away	from	the	old	gods	of	their	pagan	past	into	

an	embrace	of	Christianity.		This	transition	took	place	over	the	course	of	many	

centuries	and	was	often	received	reluctantly	even	after	Christianity	became	the	

official	religion	of	the	land.	

Through	my	analysis	of	the	obstacles	encountered	in	the	tale’s	plotline,	I	

hoped	to	uncover	and	illuminate	important	symbols	from	both	the	Teutonic	and	

Christian	traditions	that	form	the	foundation	of	the	“Hansel	and	Gretel”	tale	and	

subsequently	shape	our	understanding	of	its	meaning.		I	am	convinced	that	

Murphy’s	investigation	into	the	spiritual	meaning	of	the	“Hansel	and	Gretel”	tale	is	

the	most	cogent	and	best	argued	of	the	many	put	forth	in	recent	decades.		His	close	

examination	of	the	various	versions	of	the	tale	rightly	acknowledges	the	many	

editorial	changes	made	during	the	Grimms’	lifetime,	a	criticism	leveled	at	the	
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authors	from	numerous	scholars,	and	argues	convincingly	that	these	editorial	

changes	all	point	the	reader	toward	a	deeper	understanding	of	the	spiritual	and	

religious	nature	of	the	story.	

Because	I	find	Murphy’s	argument	about	the	spirituality	of	the	Grimm	

Brothers	particularly	convincing,	I	sought	to	bring	forth	the	mythological	elements	

of	the	tale	that	spoke	directly	to	that	spiritual	nature.		By	focusing	on	the	obstacles	

faced	by	the	children	as	they	worked	their	way	into	and	out	of	the	forest,	I	was	able	

to	uncover	and	bring	forth	some	of	the	ancient	Teutonic	and	Christian	mythological	

elements	that	give	this	tale	its	distinctive	character.	

The	tale	of	Hansel	and	Gretel	is	one	of	spiritual	transformation.		The	threat	of	

famine	is	the	backdrop	for	the	tale’s	unfolding	and	the	catalyst	for	the	children’s	

movement	into	and	out	of	the	forest,	yet	these	elements	only	serve	to	point	us	to	the	

deeper	realization	of	the	spiritual	and	religious	values	being	played	out	in	both	the	

Teutonic	and	Christian	contexts.		The	powers	that	led	Hansel	and	Gretel	into	the	

sacred	forest	speak	to	us	of	ancient	sacrificial	rites	and	of	nature’s	benefits	for	those	

whose	hearts	are	loving	and	kind.		Hansel	and	Gretel	have	come	as	far	as	they	could	

in	the	old	faith,	and	Yggdrasil,	powerful	symbol	that	it	is,	can	do	no	more	for	them.		

Yggdrasil	is	the	transition	point	where	the	old	religious	notions	are	cast	aside	so	

that	the	children	can	personally	experience	the	ancient	drama	of	sin	and	evil	as	well	

as	the	promised	redemption	of	Christian	initiation	through	the	waters	of	baptism.		

Fate	has	led	the	children	into	the	sacred	Germanic	forest	while	the	white	dove	of	

Christianity	has	led	them	out.		When	Hansel	and	Gretel	leave	the	“witchy	forest,”	
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they	leave	behind	their	old	ways	and	live	in	the	full	embrace	of	the	tradition	into	

which	they	have	just	been	initiated.	

The	blending	and	overlapping	of	religious	symbols	should	not	be	alarming	

for	devout	Christians	because	ultimately,	the	tale	of	“Hansel	and	Gretel”	tells	us	that	

those	who	believed	in	the	old	religion	could	find	a	pathway	to	Christianity’s	promise	

of	salvation.		The	woodcutter,	after	all,	did	not	chop	down	Yggdrasil.		The	journey	

from	the	old	religion	to	Christianity	will	have	many	obstacles	and	will	not	be	easy,	

but	it	does	promise	a	joy-filled	reunion	for	those	who	trust	in	the	promises	of	the	

heavenly	Father.
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CHAPTER	5	

Godfather	Death:	Fated	Death	as	Obstacle	

The	themes	of	fate	and	death	permeate	many	of	the	Grimms’	210	collected	

tales	and	children’s	legends	that	make	up	the	last—and	most	celebrated—of	their	

published	editions	in	1857.		This	seventh	and	largest	edition	of	the	tales	was	

published	just	two	years	before	Wilhelm’s	death	and	six	years	before	Jacob’s;	it	

capped	off	decades	of	painstaking	and	detailed	labor	investigating	every	aspect	of	

every	tale	given	to	them;	especially	on	the	part	of	Wilhelm.		Concerning	the	

constitutive	role	played	by	fate	and	death	in	the	Grimms’	collection,	I	offer	as	a	

sampling	the	ten	Children’s	Legends	to	show	that	these	components	permeate	most	

of	the	Grimms’	tales	and	act	as	a	backdrop	in	front	of	which	the	plotlines	unfold.	

When	taken	as	a	whole,	we	find	that	the	plots	of	eight	out	of	the	ten	Children’s	

Legends1	deal	directly	with	death,	the	threat	of	death,	the	dead,	the	afterlife,	or	a	

combination	of	those	elements.		The	prevalence	of	death	as	a	core	element	of	the	

Children’s	Legends	tells	us	something	important	about	the	milieu	in	which	these	

fairy	tales	were	conceived	and	suggests	that	the	fascination	with	their	effects	

informed	generations	of	Germanic	peoples.	

If	death	is	the	ultimate	obstacle	with	which	a	plurality	of	protagonists	in	the	

tales	must	contend,	how	are	they	to	do	so,	especially	in	light	of	the	fact	that	all	are	

subjected	to	death	and	must	ultimately	succumb	to	its	fated	decree?		Secondly,	

because	death	is	not	an	obstacle	that	can	be	overcome,	how	do	the	Grimms	

illuminate	those	aspects	of	the	tales	that	help	us	understand	the	role	fate	plays	in	

																																																								
1	Tales	201–210.	
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fulfilling	death’s	demands?		The	Grimms,	with	their	keen	insight	and	diachronic	

vision,	recognized	the	many	subtle	aspects	of	fate	and	death	suggested	in	the	tales,	

the	roots	of	which	can	be	traced	to	ancient	cultural	sources	enmeshed	within	the	

Germanic	and	Christian	religious	traditions.		The	brothers	identified	the	

mythological	expressions	of	fate	and	death	hiding	in	the	tales	as	well	as	the	touches	

of	Christian	sensibilities	that	were	added	during	the	time	of	religious	transformation	

toward	and	embrace	of	the	growing	Christian	faith.	

This	religious	development	also	brought	about	a	transformation	in	the	ways	

Germanic	peoples	understood	and	expressed	the	roles	of	fate	and	death	in	their	

lived	experience	as	Christians	who	had	a	proud	and	storied	pagan	past	that	was	

most	notably	expressed	through	the	great	sagas	and	poetry	of	the	Germanic	High	

Middle	Ages.		Through	the	confluence	of	the	Germanic	and	Christian	religious	

traditions,	we	can	trace	this	transformation	away	from	the	ancient	Germanic	

understanding	of	fate’s	role	in	determining	one’s	appointed	time	for	death	to	a	

Christian	one	where	those	same	expressions	find	new	meaning	in	the	promised	

salvation	of	the	Christian	God.	

By	examining	three	of	the	Grimms’	tales	that	deal	specifically	with	death	and	

its	relationship	to	fate,	namely	“Death’s	Messengers,”	“The	Duration	of	Life,”	and	

“Godfather	Death,”	I	hope	to	illuminate	the	ways	in	which	fate	and	death	were	

expressed	diachronically	as	the	Germanic	peoples	continued	to	move	away	from	

their	pagan	religious	practices	to	embrace	Christianity.		The	obstacles	associated	

with	fate	and	death	can	be	found	in	many	of	the	Grimms’	fairy	tales	as	well	as	the	
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“cure”2	for	such	a	destiny.		Ultimately,	what	these	embedded	remnants	of	ancient	

religious	belief	allow	us	to	do	is	gather	a	glimmer	of	understanding	into	the	deepest	

motivations	and	existential	fears	held	by	our	ancestors	and	show	that	the	transition	

from	pagan	worship	to	Christian	belief	helped	ameliorate	the	fear	of	death.	

Background	

To	understand	the	change	in	cosmological	outlook	that	occurred	when	

Christianity	came	into	sustained	contact	with	Germanic	religious	traditions,	I	will	

first	investigate	how	Germanic	expressions	of	fate	and	death	were	understood	and	

conveyed	historically.		Although	Christian	concepts	of	death	and	the	afterlife	are,	for	

the	most	part,	well	known	to	modern	Western	audiences,	the	ancient	Germanic	

concepts	of	fate	and	death	are	complicated,	and	at	times,	contradictory.		These	

complications	arise	because	the	Teutonic	system	of	belief	was	not	centralized	as	

with	Christianity	and	allowed	for	differing	interpretations	of	rites	or	rituals	based	

on	local	custom	or	tradition.		Turville-Petre	remarks	of	this	quandary,	“The	religion	

of	the	ancient	Norsemen	is	one	of	the	most	difficult	to	describe,	indeed	far	more	so	

than	are	the	older	religions	of	Rome,	Greece,	Egypt,	Israel,	Persia,	or	India.		Reasons	

for	this	are	not	hard	to	appreciate.		The	followers	of	these	southern	religions	could	

express	their	own	thoughts	in	writing,	and	left	hymns,	myths	and	legends,	but	the	

pagan	Norsemen	knew	little	of	writing.”3	

Because	of	these	circumstances,	we	have	scant	material	resources	detailing	

the	ancient	religious	expressions	of	the	Germanic	peoples.		Given	this	reality,	many	
																																																								

2	“Cure”	here	means	the	experience	of	life	after	death.	

3	Turville-Petre,	Myth	and	Religion,	1.	
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also	fear	that	what	surviving	literary	remnants	about	fate	and	death	we	do	possess	

from	the	pagan	past	were	co-opted	by	the	Christian	scribes	who	were,	in	many	

cases,	the	first	to	transcribe	these	great	works	from	the	oral	traditions	in	which	they	

were	formed.		Therefore,	our	understanding	of	the	meanings	derived	about	fate	and	

death	in	their	pre-Christian	past	seems	destined	to	remain	at	least	somewhat	

clouded.		Of	this	challenge,	Larrington	states:		“…	the	pagan	religion	was	never	

systematically	understood	by	those	who	practice	it.		Rather	it	was	a	disorganized	

body	of	conflicting	traditions	that	was	probably	never	reduced	in	heathen	times	to	a	

consistent	orthodoxy	such	as	Snorri	attempted	to	present.”4	

Thankfully,	the	great	Icelandic	historian	and	poet	Snorri	Sturluson	did	collect	

and	collate	the	material	available	to	him	concerning	Teutonic	myth	and	religious	

belief	in	a	work	he	titled	The	Prose	Edda.		This	thirteenth-century	work	contains	

extensive	narratives	about	Germanic	beliefs	concerning	creation,	the	lives	of	the	

Germanic	gods,	the	birth	of	humanity,	and,	importantly	for	this	investigation,	details	

about	the	workings	of	fate	and	its	connection	to	death.		In	essence,	The	Prose	Edda	is	

a	collection	of	ancient	religious	and	mythological	memories	that	were	brought	

together	by	Snorri	in	an	attempt	to	preserve	important	aspects	of	Teutonic	culture	

and	religious	expression—and	fate	and	death	were	two	prominent	aspects	of	that	

expression.	

Fate	and	death	also	provide	the	backdrop	for	the	other	great	source	of	

information	concerning	Germanic	mythology	and	religious	expression:	The	Poetic	

Edda.		This	collection	of	poems	was	written	down	and	collated	anonymously	in	the	
																																																								

4	The	Poetic	Edda,	xii.	
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late	thirteenth	century,	but	the	material	points	to	an	age	before	Christianity	took	

hold	of	the	imaginations	of	the	Germanic	peoples.5		It	is	impossible	to	say	with	any	

kind	of	certitude	that	the	cosmological	outlook	expressed	in	either	Edda	is	complete	

because	we	only	have	these	two	sources	to	rely	on	for	this	information.		Turville-

Petre	expresses	the	difficulty	in	ascertaining	with	certitude	the	cosmological	

viewpoints	offered	by	the	ancient	sagas	and	eddas	when	attempting	to	draw	

conclusions	about	ancient	Germanic	beliefs	about	fate	and	death:	

It	must	be	emphasized	that	the	Voluspa	does	not	express	popular	views	
about	the	Ragnarök,	any	more	than	it	did	about	the	creation.		The	poet	was	
pagan	by	upbringing,	and	his	thoughts	were	grounded	on	pagan	traditions.		
But	he	was	eclectic;	he	adopted	such	pagan	symbols	as	suited	his	taste	and	
added	others	which	he	had	learnt,	perhaps	at	second	hand	from	Christian	
legend.		It	is	often	difficult	to	know	whether	a	motive	is	pagan	or	Christian,	or	
whether	it	was	common	to	both	traditions.6	
	
I	do	not	hope	to	settle	the	long	dispute	about	which	aspects	of	either	of	the	

great	Eddas	most	closely	match	the	ideal	expressions	of	fate	and	death	realized	in	

the	imaginations	of	those	who	contributed	to	the	forming	of	any	of	the	tales	

collected	by	the	Grimms	centuries	later.		That	would	be	functionally	impossible.		

What	I	do	hope	to	show,	however,	is	that	the	conceptualizations	about	fate	and	

death	expressed	in	these	two	great	works	were	known	to	the	Grimm	brothers	and	

that	they	understood	them	to	be	foundational	material	for	the	tales	and	their	

meanings.		To	be	sure,	it	is	difficult	at	times	to	delineate	the	most	ancient	

expressions	of	fate	and	death	given	in	either	of	the	Eddas,	but	we	can	be	certain	that	

																																																								
5	The	poems	collected	by	Snorri	from	various	sources,	because	of	their	mythic	content,	

suggest	they	come	from	before	the	year	1,000	AD	when	Christianity	became	the	official	religion	of	
Iceland	and	had	already	taken	hold	in	the	lands	ruled	by	the	Norwegian	kings.	

6	Turville-Petre,	Myth	and	Religion,	281–282.	
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both	Germanic	and	Christian	expressions	are	present	and	that	they	both	play	a	role	

in	helping	us	interpret	how	the	obstacles	of	fate	and	death	provide	the	framework	in	

which	the	cosmic	drama	of	the	Eddas	unfold	in	time	and	subsequently	find	

expression	through	humanity’s	lived	experience.	

Two	of	the	sagas	already	mentioned	in	this	effort	will	be	put	to	work	yet	

again	because	they	specifically	portray	the	workings	of	fate	and	death	in	

relationship	to	human	lifespans.		These	sagas,	The	Saga	of	the	Ynglings	and	The	Saga	

of	the	Volsungs,	both	contain	abundant	material	relating	to	the	Teutonic	concept	of	

history	unfolding	among	a	specific	people	whose	fated	destinies	are	tied	together.		

These	works	trace	the	lineages	of	these	great	households	diachronically	and	tell	of	

the	great	heroes	that	made	the	Ynglinga	and	Volsungs	families	so	admirable.	

If	we	consider	just	the	endings	of	the	Volsung	and	Ynglinga	Sagas,	we	notice	

that	they	both	end	abruptly	in	death.		There	is	no	coda	giving	the	reader	a	glimpse	of	

anything	that	even	hints	at	a	future	existence	for	these	two	dynastic	families—they	

just	end.		These	works	are	histories7	of	bloody	successions,	wars,	and	vengeance	

sought	and	attained,	and	they	catalogue	fate’s	connection	to	death	as	played	out	in	

the	histories	of	the	Ynglinga	and	Volsung	families.		In	these	sagas,	fate	is	historically	

traced	through	bloodlines	that	all	end	in	the	cold	oblivion	of	death.	

The	Norns	and	Christ:	Weavers	of	Fate,	Weavers	of	Destinies	

For	the	Teutonic	peoples,	the	assignment	of	a	fated	destiny	at	birth	was	an	

accepted	cultural	reality.		One’s	fated	lifespan	was	assigned	by	the	Norns,	an	unseen	

																																																								
7	While	no	serious	scholars	believe	that	the	deeds	written	in	the	Icelandic	sagas	are	

historically	accurate,	they	do	present,	to	some	degree,	an	accurate	portrayal	of	the	people’s	lives	and	
reflect	the	beliefs	and	stories	held	and	imagined	by	their	ancient	ancestors.	
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yet	powerful	force	that	held	sway	over	all	living	things.		Even	the	lifespans	of	the	

gods	were	within	their	purview.		Of	the	Norns,	Jacob	observes,	“For	individuals	then,	

as	well	as	for	whole	families	and	nations,	length	of	days	and	happiness	were	

ordained	beforehand.		But	the	decrees	of	the	Norns	and	gods	lay	shrouded	in	an	

obscurity	that	disclosed	its	secrets	only	to	the	glances	of	wise	men	and	women.		The	

people	believed	in	a	predetermining	of	fates,	as	they	did	in	the	certainty	of	death.”8	

The	predetermining	of	fate	was	not	the	purview	of	just	pagans,	and	it	has	not	

gone	away	completely.		The	idea	of	fated	destiny	still	informs	many	people’s	

religious	conceptualizations	in	the	Christian	doctrine	of	predestination.9	

Predestination	was	a	doctrine	that	Reformer	John	Calvin	expounded	to	help	still	the	

agitated	souls	of	the	Christian	faithful	who	needed	reassurance	that	God’s	salvation	

had	been	won	for	them.		In	some	ways,	the	Christian	doctrine	of	predestination		

mirrors	the	experience	of	those	who	believed	in	the	Norns’	abilities	to	cast	a	

person’s	fate	at	their	birth.		In	this	schema,	sanctifying	grace	is	the	unseen	force	that	

works	on	the	human	heart	to	bring	it	to	God,	as	has	been	ordained	from	the	

beginning	of	time.		Calvin’s	words	describe	a	spiritual	force	that	actively	chooses	

who	will	be	the	“elect”	and	wear	the	crown	of	salvation:	“Thus	Christ’s	words	to	his	

disciples	are,	we	find,	true	for	all	believers:	‘You	did	not	choose	me,	but	I	chose	you’	

(John	15:16).		Here	he	not	only	rules	out	all	previous	merits,	but	testifies	that	they	

																																																								
8	Grimm,	Teutonic	Mythology,	860.	

9	“Taking	Romans	9:13	literally,	[Calvin]	concludes	that	God	loves	some	and	hates	others:	‘It	
is	just	as	Scripture	says,	I	have	loved	Jacob,	but	I	have	hated	Esau...	By	God’s	bidding	.	.	.	salvation	is	
freely	offered	to	some	while	others	are	barred	from	access	to	it	.	.	.	He	does	not	indiscriminately	
adopt	all	into	the	hope	of	salvation	but	gives	to	some	what	he	denies	to	others.”		Richard	P.	McBrien,	
Catholicism	(San	Francisco:	Harper	Collins,	1994),	305.	
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had	nothing	in	themselves	for	which	they	should	be	chosen,	except	that	he	had	

already	met	them	in	his	mercy.”10	

The	difference	in	tone	between	the	Teutonic	and	Christian	expressions	of	fate	

cannot	be	more	striking.		Jacob’s	observation	that	the	Norns’	decrees	are	shrouded	

in	obscurity	stands	in	stark	contrast	to	the	affection	God	has	for	humanity,	which	is	

expressed	in	the	life,	death,	and	resurrection	of	Jesus	of	Nazareth.		The	intimacy	

expressed	in	the	passage	above	from	John’s	Gospel	mirrors	the	intimacy	between	a	

godfather	and	his	godson	and	is	expressed	through	the	love	shared	in	relational	

affection.	

Realms	of	the	Dead:	Valhalla	and	Hel	

In	the	Grimms’	reading,	the	realms	of	the	dead	in	Germanic	myth	and	

literature	are	drawn	into	two	categories	that	offer	some	hope	for	an	enjoyable	

afterlife	if	one	died	under	the	right	circumstances.		The	first	option	is	Valhalla	[hall	

of	the	fallen],	Odin’s	hall,	where	fallen	warriors	go	to	prepare	for	Ragnarok.		The	

second	option	is	Niflheim	[fog-world],	Hel’s	abode,	where	she	oversees	those	who	

die	of	sickness	or	old	age.		To	those	who	fought	bravely	on	the	battlefield	yet	fell	to	

the	enemy’s	attack,	Odin	offers	the	halls	of	Valhalla	and	the	joyful	nightly	feasts.		To	

attain	Valhalla	after	death	was	an	honor	that	most	men	dreamt	of	regardless	of	their	

station	in	life	because	of	the	appeals	of	the	sensual	delights	of	food	and	strong	drink	

coupled	with	battles	and	companionship.		Jacob	asserts,	“Let	us	bear	in	in	mind,	

which	gods	chiefly	concerned	themselves	with	the	event	of	a	battle:	Odinn	and	

Freyja	draw	to	themselves	all	those	who	fall	in	fight,	and	Odinn	admits	them	to	his	
																																																								

10	Calvin,	Institutes,	469.	
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heavenly	abode.		This	hope,	of	becoming	after	death	members	of	the	divine	

community,	pervades	the	religion	of	the	heathen.”11	As	with	the	whole	Germanic	

cosmological	order,	the	daily	battles	and	feasts	of	Valhalla	are	cyclical,	repeating	

themselves	daily	until	the	warriors	join	the	gods	(Æsir)	in	fighting	the	great	and	

final	battle	at	Ragnarok.		Those	not	lucky	enough	to	die	on	blood-soaked	ground	

were	compelled	to	spend	the	rest	their	afterlife	in	Hel	to	await	the	final	obliteration.		

Early	texts	describe	all	those	who	do	not	die	in	battle	going	to	the	realm	of	Hel,	but	

later	texts,	possibly	influenced	by	the	Christian	cosmological	understandings	of	

heaven	and	hell,	distinguish	between	the	afterlife	destinations	of	those	who	are	

good	and	those	who	are	evil.		Jacob	states:	

Again,	as	Valhöll	had	only	received	men	who	died	by	weapons,	whilst	other	
dead	men	were	gathered	in	Fôlkvângr	with	Freyja,	and	virgins	with	Gefjon;	
from	this	time	forward	Gimill	takes	in	without	distinction	all	the	just,	the	
good,	and	Hel,	all	the	bad,	the	criminal;	whereas	the	former	Hel,	as	a	contrast	
to	Valhöll,	used	to	harbor	all	the	residue	of	men	who	had	not	fallen	in	fight,	
without	its	being	implied	that	they	were	sinners	deserving	punishment.12	
	

Jacob	notes	the	changes	taking	place	concerning	the	realms	of	the	dead	occurred	

because	Christian	symbols13	were	increasingly	finding	their	way	into	the	ancient	

Teutonic	stories.	

The	movement	from	pagan	religious	practices	to	Christian	ones	was	not	

always	easy,	as	the	great	sagas	of	Njal,	Olaf	Tryggvasson,	and	the	Jomsvikings	attest.		

																																																								
11	Grimm,	Teutonic	Mythology,	417.	

12	Ibid.,	824.	

13	Many	of	these	symbols	were	associated	with	the	rite	of	baptism	or	of	being	prime-signed.		
If	one	was	“prime-signed,”	he	or	she	accepted	the	sign	of	the	cross	as	the	first	step	toward	baptism.		
Many	did	this	solely	because	the	law	required	pagans	to	be	prime-signed	if	they	were	going	to	do	
business	with	Christians.	
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The	popular	literature	of	the	day	bears	the	mark	given	by	this	spiritual	migration,	

and	aspects	of	fate	and	death	can	be	seen	in	many	types	of	poetry	and	prose	

throughout	the	medieval	period.	

To	outline	the	ways	fate	and	death	were	conceptualized	as	the	ancient	

Germanic	peoples	moved	from	their	pagan	beliefs	toward	the	Christian	faith,	I	will	

examine	three	of	the	Grimms’	lesser	known	fairy	tales	that	deal	directly	with	the	

obstacles	of	fate	and	death.		The	tales	to	be	examined	in	this	chapter	are	“Death’s	

Messengers,”	“The	Duration	of	Life,”	and	“Godfather	Death.”		Each	of	these	tales	

deals	with	the	obstacles	of	fate	and	death	in	connection	to	human	lifespans,	but	their	

differences	highlight	the	transition	from	the	ancient	pagan	views	of	fated	death,	

where	all	roads	lead	to	the	destruction	at	Ragnarok,	or	to	a	Christian	understanding	

of	death	in	which	believers	are	assured	that	when	their	fated	lifespan	is	complete,	

they	will	have	a	perduring	relationship	with	God.	

Sickness	and	Sleep:	Death’s	Messengers	

Teutonic	peoples	believed	that	death,	that	fate	to	which	all	are	called,	is	not	

to	be	confused	with	some	kind	of	divine	being	whose	job	it	was	to	take	life.		Death	

simply	escorts	people	to	their	next	destination;	sickness,	age,	sword,	and	the	like	are	

the	things	that	can	take	a	life.		Jacob	states,	“To	the	olden	time	Death	was	not	a	being	

that	killed,	but	simply	one	that	fetched	away	and	escorted	to	the	underworld.		

Sword	and	sickness	killed;	Death	came	in	as	messenger	of	a	deity,	to	whom	he	

conducted	the	parting	soul.		Dying	is	announced,	not	caused	by	his	arrival.		So	to	that	

child	in	the	fairytale	the	angel	of	death	had	given	a	flower-bud;	when	it	blossomed,	



	

	 241	

he	would	come	again.”14		Death	was	not	always	greeted	as	a	curse.		Given	the	

harshness	of	life	in	the	medieval	period,	death	could	also	be	seen	as	a	friend	coming	

to	accompany	a	person	in	extreme	pain	to	a	place	where	suffering	would	be	no	

more.		Regardless	of	one’s	age	or	social	station,	time	is	always	at	work,	reminding	us	

that	death	will	eventually	come	to	accompany	each	person	through	the	barrier	that	

separates	the	living	from	the	dead.	

A	précis	of	“Death’s	Messengers”	

Death	surprises	a	giant	walking	along	the	road	and	insists	that	the	giant	obey	
his	commands.		The	giant	refuses	to	do	so	and	therefore	a	protracted	and	
violent	struggle	ensues	in	which	the	giant	finally	punches	Death	to	the	
ground	and	makes	his	leave.		Death	laments	that	if	he	is	unable	to	continue	
his	work,	the	world	will	become	so	full	of	people	“that	they’ll	no	longer	have	
enough	room	to	stand	next	to	one	another.”		Just	then,	a	young,	vigorous	
young	man	happens	by	and	cares	for	Death	in	his	time	of	need.		Grateful	for	
the	care,	Death	tells	the	young	man	that	while	he	cannot	exempt	him	from	
death,	that	he	will	send	messengers	ahead	of	time	to	warn	him	of	the	coming	
visit.		The	man	lived	in	happiness	during	his	youth	but	soon	passed	into	a	life	
filled	with	sickness	and	sadness	and	he	lamented	his	life.		When	he	finally	got	
better	and	his	formerly	joyful	spirit	returned,	Death	came	and	tapped	him	on	
his	shoulder.		The	man	complained,	telling	Death	that	no	messengers	had	
come	so	how	could	his	life	now	be	forfeit?		Death	replied	that	every	time	the	
man	experienced	any	form	of	sickness	he	was	in	the	presence	of	Death’s	
messenger.		Sleep,	also,	was	the	brother	of	Death	and	a	daily	reminder	that	
we	humans	are	not	meant	for	immortality.		Upon	hearing	this,	the	man	
“surrendered	to	his	fate	and	went	away	with	Death.”15	
	
A	giant	is	traveling	down	a	road,	minding	his	own	business,	when	Death	

suddenly	stops	the	giant	and	tells	him	that	he	must	obey	his	commands.		The	giant	

refuses	and	contends	with	Death	in	a	great	and	epic	struggle	that	the	giant	

																																																								
14	Grimm,	Teutonic	Mythology,	839.		The	fairy	tale	Jacob	is	referring	to	is	one	of	the	Children’s	

Legends	(Tale	203)	entitled	“The	Rose.”	

15	Jacob	and	Wilhelm	Grimm,	Complete	Tales,	“Death’s	Messengers,”	718–720.		I	did	this	
paraphrasing	of	the	tale	from	Hunts’	translation	and	Stern’s	later	revision.	
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eventually	wins.		This	confrontation	between	the	unnamed	giant	and	Death	is	filled	

with	symbolic	meanings	and	allusions	to	Ragnarok.		For	example,	at	Ragnarok,	the	

giant	Surt	will	lead	the	forces	of	chaos	and	destruction	across	the	Bifrost	Bridge	to	

contend	with	the	gods	in	the	battle	that	will	destroy	the	world.		While	“Death”	is	not	

a	“god”	per	se,	Death’s	existence	is	godlike	and	representative	of	great	and	unseen	

forces	pervading	all	that	lives.		The	giant	may	have	won	on	that	day,	but	if	the	Norns’	

decrees	are	true,	he	will	be	destroyed	at	the	end	of	the	world.		This	is	so	because	the	

Norns	have	made	that	determination,	and	even	the	gods	are	subjected	to	their	

predilections.	The	Poetic	Edda	reads	as	follows:	

Surt	comes	from	the	south	with	harm	of	branches,16	
the	sun	of	the	slaughter-gods	glances	from	his	sword;	
the	rocky	cliffs	crack	open	and	the	troll-women	are		

abroad,	
men	tread	the	road	to	hell	and	the	sky	splits	apart.17	

	
Snorri’s	description	of	the	giant	Surt	in	the	Prose	Edda	is	even	more	detailed	and	

frightening	than	what	we	find	in	The	Poetic	Edda:	

Amid	this	din	the	sky	splits	apart	and	in	ride	the	sons	of	Muspell.		Surt	comes	
first,	riding	with	fires	burning	both	before	and	behind	him.		His	sword	is	
magnificent,	and	the	glare	from	it	is	brighter	than	that	of	the	sun.		As	they	
rode	across	Bifrost,	it	will	break,	as	was	told	earlier.	.	.	.	Frey18	will	fight	
against	Surt,	and	it	will	be	a	fierce	exchange	before	Frey	falls.	.	.	.	Next	Surt	will	
throw	fire	over	the	earth	and	burn	the	whole	world.19	
	

																																																								
16	Harm	of	branches	=	fire.	

17	The	Poetic	Edda,	11.	

18	One	of	the	chief	gods.	

19	Sturluson,	The	Prose	Edda,	72-73.		Italics	mine	for	emphasis.	
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Surt,	similar	to	the	giant	in	our	fairy	tale,	got	the	better	of	his	opponent	in	battle,	yet	

he	is	still	subjected	to	his	fated	death	in	the	all-consuming	fires	lit	by	his	own	hand.		

Even	though	Surt	overwhelmed	and	defeated	the	god	Frey	at	Ragnarok,	he	could	not	

withstand	the	final	cataclysm	that	spelled	his	doom.	

“Death’s	Messengers”	contains	allusions	to	the	role	of	fate	in	determining	the	

length	of	one’s	lifespan	as	well,	and	we	see	these	allusions	displayed	when	we	

contemplate	how	the	young	man	who	helped	Death	revive	after	his	battle	with	the	

giant	calmly	accepts	his	own	fated	death	at	the	appointed	time.		This	young	man	

stands	for	every	man,	and	his	eventual	submission	to	death’s	decrees	is	a	model	of	

respect	and	decorum	for	the	role	of	death	in	the	Germanic	cultural	context.		Because	

death	is	universal,	resignation	and	acceptance	of	its	presence	is	a	heroism	all	its	own	

and	is	modeled	for	us	in	diverse	ways,	as	with	Odin’s	acceptance	of	his	fate	at	

Ragnarok	or	how	the	legendary	Icelandic	hero	Njal	bravely	accepts	his	fated	destiny	

and	death,	no	matter	how	tortuous	it	may	be.20		As	“Death’s	Messengers”	cleverly	

reminds	us,	the	signs	of	death	are	all	around	us,	and	we	suffer	from	them	daily.		Age,	

an	expression	of	time	played	out	in	each	of	our	bodies,	should	remind	us	that	our	

lifespans	are	limited	and	that	Death	will	one	day	come	for	us.	

The	character	Death	also	tells	us	in	his	admonition	that	sleep	is	the	most	

profound	reminder	of	his	presence	and	is	always	close	at	hand,	for	we	suffer	a	“little	

death”	every	time	our	bodies	fall	asleep.		“And,	aside	from	all	this,	didn’t	my	very	

																																																								
20	Njal’s	Saga,	Trans.	Carl	Bayerschmidt	and	Lee	Hollander	(Ware,	Hertfordshire:	

Wordsworth	Editions	Ltd.,	1999),	256–260.		In	this	episode,	found	in	the	saga	for	which	it	is	named,	
Njal	and	his	family	are	surrounded	by	a	band	of	enemies	intent	on	burning	them	alive	in	their	home.		
They	accept	their	fated	destiny	and	succumb	to	the	flames	with	serenity.	
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own	brother,	sleep,	remind	you	of	me?		Didn’t	you	lie	there	evenings	as	if	you	were	

already	dead?”21		These	words	resound	and	echo	as	an	expression	of	our	human	

experience,	for	our	daily	sleep	portends	the	eternal	sleep	to	come,	expressed	in	fairy	

tale	form	in	Briar	Rose’s	one	hundred-year	sleep.		For	the	Christian,	Briar-Rose’s	

“sleep”	is	like	the	believers	“sleep”	of	death,	articulated	so	powerfully	in	the	writings	

of	St.	Paul:	“For	this	cause	many	are	weak	and	sickly	among	you,	and	many	sleep.”22	

If	the	overarching	theme	of	“The	Messengers	of	Death”	tells	us	anything	at	all,	

it	is	that	we	cannot	avoid	Death.		The	hand	of	Death	will	eventually	rest	on	our	

shoulder,	just	as	Death	came	for	both	the	giants	and	the	gods	at	Ragnarok.		Given	the	

inevitability	of	death,	one	can	speculate	with	confidence	that	the	giant’s	initial	

besting	of	Death	in	combat	was	only	temporary,	and	that	his	initial	refusal	to	obey	

Death’s	command	will	later	be	met	with	compliance,	and	maybe	even	gratitude.		

This	fairy	tale	admits	to	the	fact	that	death	is	an	obstacle,	a	fate	that	everyone	will	

eventually	encounter,	contend	with,	and	submit	to.		The	signs	of	Death’s	inevitability	

are	all	around	us,	and	if	we	pay	attention	to	“Death’s	Messengers,”	we	may	find	

ourselves	prepared	for	the	day	when	it	is	our	turn	for	Death	to	touch	us	on	the	

shoulder	and	invite	us	to	take	leave	of	the	world.	

	

																																																								
21	Jacob	and	Wilhelm	Grimm,	The	Complete	Fairy	Tales,	515.		

22	1	Corinthians	11:30.		Sleep	in	this	context	refers	to	death.		See	also	Matthew	9:	18,	23–26:		
“As	Jesus	was	saying	this,	the	leader	of	a	synagogue	came	and	knelt	before	him.		‘My	daughter	has	just	
died,’	he	said,	‘but	you	can	bring	her	back	to	life	again	if	you	just	come	and	lay	your	hand	on	her.’		
When	Jesus	arrived	at	the	official’s	home,	he	saw	the	noisy	crowd	and	heard	the	funeral	music.		‘Get	
out!’	he	told	them.		‘The	girl	isn’t	dead;	she’s	only	asleep.’	But	the	crowd	laughed	at	him.		After	the	
crowd	was	put	outside,	however,	Jesus	went	in	and	took	the	girl	by	the	hand,	and	she	stood	up!		The	
report	of	this	miracle	swept	through	the	entire	countryside.”	
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Of	Donkeys,	Dogs,	Monkeys,	and	Man:	The	Norns	Take	a	Back	Seat	

A	précis	of	“The	Duration	of	Life”		
	

The	Lord	begins	a	dialogue	with	various	creatures	about	the	proper	number	
of	years	to	assign	by	initially	granting	each	thirty	years.		The	donkey	doesn’t	
want	to	live	that	long	as	a	beast	of	burden,	and	therefore	they	settle	on	
eighteen	as	a	good	number	for	the	average	lifespan	of	the	donkey.		The	dog	is	
next	in	line	and,	like	the	donkey,	he	does	not	want	to	live	for	thirty	years	
because	he	knows	his	body	will	be	worn	out	by	then.		He	and	the	Lord	agree	
that	twelve	years	would	be	sufficient	for	dogs.		The	cheerful	monkey	is	up	
next,	and	he,	too,	is	afraid	that	thirty	years	is	too	much	for	him	to	bear,	for	his	
outward	mirth	masks	a	sadness	within.		He	knows	that	his	life	will	be	hard,	
having	to	perform	“merry	pranks”	for	ungrateful	people	who	will	not	give	
him	good	food	to	eat,	so	therefore	he	and	the	Lord	take	away	ten	years	and	
settle	on	twenty	for	the	lifespan	of	the	monkey.			
	
Finally,	man	appears	before	the	Lord	and	realizes	that	thirty	years	is	too	
short	for	a	good	life	so	he	begs	the	Lord	gives	him	more.		The	Lord	agrees	and	
gives	him	the	twelve	years	not	taken	by	the	donkey,	the	eighteen	not	taken	
by	the	dog,	and	the	ten	not	taken	by	the	monkey.		This	now	gives	man	a	
lifespan	of	seventy	years	with	each	of	the	additional	allotments	of	years	
corresponding	to	a	time	on	the	man’s	life	span.	
	
The	first	thirty	are	spent	being	healthy	and	cheerful;	the	next	eighteen	feeling	
the	burden	of	work	that	a	donkey	would	know;	the	next	twelve	experienced	
as	a	dog	lying	in	a	corner,	growling,	yet	having	no	useful	teeth;	and	finally	the	
last	ten	years	of	life,	when	old	people	do	silly	and	foolish	things	like	a	
monkey	would,	making	them	the	laughingstock	of	children.	
	

This	charming	and	humorous	story	stands	at	the	confluence	between	the	ancient	

Germanic	beliefs	regarding	lifespans	being	determined	and	assigned	by	the	Norns	

with	one	where	the	Christian	God	had	assumed	this	important	cosmological	task.		

This	is	an	interesting	Christian	reading	of	an	ancient	Germanic	idea	because,	from	

what	we	know	from	the	sources	available	to	us,	the	Norns	alone	had	been	associated	

with	the	weaving	of	the	lifespans	when	each	baby	was	born.		These	threads,	

determined	at	birth,	assigned	lifespans	to	people	without	consideration	of	their	

family’s	social	status	or	the	works	they	have	performed.		Of	the	Norns’	role	in	
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assigning	fated	destinies,	Jacob	Grimm	states,	“The	hour	of	birth	too	settles	much	as	

to	the	course	and	outcome	of	one’s	life.		The	infant’s	whole	course	of	life	shall	be	

conformable	to	what	the	Norns	or	fays	in	their	visitation	have	bestowed,	have	

shaped.”23		“The	Duration	of	Life,”	then,	holds	in	tension	the	ancient	concept	of	fate	

and	its	relationship	to	death	as	determining	lifespans—with	a	decidedly	Christian	

twist.	

“The	Duration	of	Life”	shows	us	a	blending	of	religious	expressions,	if	not	a	

blending	of	religious	beliefs.		For	here	the	determining	of	lifespans	and	fated	death,	

once	the	sole	privilege	of	the	Germanic	Norns,	is	now	in	the	hands	of	the	God	who,	

according	to	Christian	scripture,	created	the	universe	and	all	the	souls	that	call	it	

home.		This	intrusion	and	masking	of	the	old	ways	of	understanding	the	cosmology	

of	the	world	was	embodied	in	the	experience	of	those	who	were	caught	between	the	

religious	paradigms	of	Teutonic	rituals	and	beliefs	in	Christianity.	

All	In	The	Family:	“Godfather	Death”	

	The	fairy	tale	entitled	“Godfather	Death”	is	much	longer	and	more	complex	

than	the	previous	tales	dealing	with	death	examined	in	this	chapter.		We	can	glean	

from	the	very	title	that	the	idea	of	relationship	is	an	important	component	of	

understanding	the	expressions	of	fate	and	death	portrayed	in	this	tale,	for	the	role	of	

godfather	in	the	Christian	community	was—and	is—significant	for	both	godfather	

and	godchild.			

The	fact	that	Death	can	be	a	godfather	is	an	irony	enjoyed	by	the	Grimms.		

Godfathers	are	supposed	to	be	life-giving,	yet	this	godfather’s	task	is	to	accompany	
																																																								

23	Grimm,	Teutonic	Mythology,	858.	
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those	who	have	died	to	their	final	resting	place.		The	irony	of	Death	standing	as	

godfather	offers	us	important	clues	about	the	meaning	being	conveyed	through	the	

tale,	because	godfathers	are	meant	to	act	as	a	child’s	guide	through	life.		In	this	tale,	

“death”	is	not	an	abstract	entity	that	is	“out	there”;		rather,	Death	acts	as	an	intimate	

relative	who	accompanies	us	through	life.	

Jacob,	a	philologist	of	the	highest	order,	reminds	us	that	the	word	godfather	

is	derived	from	the	combination	of	words	that	express	a	deep	kinship	between	child,	

parents,	and	godparents.		“God-sib	[God’s	sibling]	expresses	the	kinship	of	god-

parents	to	each	other	or	to	the	parents.”24		This	reality	is	an	important	contextual	

backdrop	for	the	tale	because	the	intimacy	that	Jacob	describes	between	godfather	

and	child	is	understood	down	to	this	day.			

The	tale	begins,	“A	poor	man	had	twelve	children	and	was	forced	to	work	

night	and	day	to	give	them	even	bread.		When	therefore	the	thirteenth	came	into	the	

world,	he	knew	not	what	to	do	in	his	trouble,	but	ran	out	into	the	great	highway,	and	

resolved	to	ask	the	first	person	whom	he	met	to	be	godfather.”		With	the	birth	of	his	

thirteenth	child,	the	poor	father	is	at	a	loss	and	does	not	know	what	to	do.		He	is	

afraid	that	he	will	not	be	able	to	care	for	this	newborn	and	therefore	desperately	

begins	the	search	for	someone	to	stand	godfather	to	this	son.		That	this	child	is	his	

thirteenth	is	significant—in	Teutonic	mythology,	the	number	thirteen	represents	

imbalance	and	chaos.		It	follows,	then,	that	the	thirteenth	child	represents	disorder	

and	chaos	in	his	home	and	the	obstacle	that	the	poor	man	has	encountered	here	at	

the	beginning	of	the	tale	is	just	that:	chaos.			
																																																								

24	Grimm,	Teutonic	Mythology,	853.		See	footnote	2.	
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That	the	father	in	this	tale	worked	hard	is	one	of	the	first	descriptors	we	hear	

told	about	him.		Although	he	has	to	work	day	and	night,	we	do	not	get	the	sense	that	

he	is	unable	to	provide	for	his	family.		This	latest	birth	suggests	that	his	family	was	

previously	in	harmony	because	he	had	twelve	children,	and	the	number	twelve	

represents	a	harmonious	balance	for	both	Germanic	pagans	and	Christians.		

Evidence	of	this	abounds	in	the	eddas,	skalds,	sagas,	and	epic	romances.		For	

example,	in	the	Ynglinga	Saga	we	are	told	that	“people	worshipped	Othin	and	his	

twelve	chieftains,	calling	them	their	gods,	and	believed	in	them	for	a	long	time	

afterwards.”25		For	Christians	there	are	twelve	tribes	of	Israel	and	the	twelve	

apostles	of	Jesus.		The	number	twelve	was	of	such	importance	symbolically	for	the	

apostles	that	they	quickly	replaced	Judas	with	Mathias	to	maintain	that	harmonious	

connection	between	the	old	faith	and	the	new.		Twelve,	then,	is	representative	of	

harmony	in	both	religious	traditions.	

The	number	thirteen,	on	the	other	hand,	represents	chaos	and	disorder	in	

ancient	Germanic	religious	belief.		According	to	Teutonic	mythology,	Loki,	the	

“Slanderer	of	the	Gods,	the	Source	of	Deceit,	and	the	Disgrace	of	All	Gods	and	

Men,”26	is	also	called	the	thirteenth	among	the	gods,	which	links	his	role	and	actions	

closely	to	the	chaotic	elements	in	the	world.		For	example,	in	the	poem	“Loki’s	

Quarrel,”27	Loki	forces	his	way	into	a	feast	shared	by	twelve	of	his	fellow	gods	

because	he	is	upset	about	not	being	invited.		His	very	presence	represents	

																																																								
25	Ynglinga	Saga,	Chapter	7.	

26	Sturluson,	The	Prose	Edda,	38.	

27	Found	in	The	Poetic	Edda.		“Loki’s	Quarrel,”	78-96.	
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imbalance,	and	his	attendance	throws	the	celebration	into	chaos,	especially	as	he	

begins	to	insult	his	fellow	gods.	

Comparisons	between	Loki’s	behavior	at	the	abovementioned	feast	and	that	

of	the	Thirteenth	Wise	Woman	we	encountered	in	the	“Briar	Rose”	tale	are	

appropriate,	for	they	are	connected	by	this	pagan	notion	of	the	number	thirteen	

representing	chaos;	it	was	the	Twelfth	Wise	Woman	who	mitigated	the	deadly	curse	

put	upon	Briar	Rose	at	her	birth	celebration.		Another	comparison	worth	noting	

about	the	chaos	associated	with	Loki	rests	on	the	fact	that	he	is	associated	with	the	

race	of	giants	and	will	fight	with	the	giants	against	the	gods	(Æsir)	at	Ragnarok.		

Thus,	Loki	is	acting	like	the	giant	who	contends	with	Death	in	the	tale	“Death’s	

Messengers.”	

Loki’s	dramatic	encounter	with	his	fellow	gods	stirs	the	imaginations	of	

Christians	as	well	because	his	challenging	and	aggressive	behavior	and	subsequent	

capture	and	incarceration	until	Ragnarok	is	reminiscent	of	the	Christian	legend	of	

the	fallen	angel	that	is	also	chained	until	the	last	day	when	he	will	break	free	and	

fight	against	the	angelic	forces	led	by	St.	Michael.		“On	the	other	hand,	Loki,	the	god	

and	demon,	who	is	to	break	his	bonds	in	the	Ragnarok,	had	much	in	common	with	

the	fallen	angel,	who	is	to	lie	chained	until	the	Last	Day.”28		Of	that	final	battle	the	

book	of	Revelation	states,	“These	were	demonic	spirits	who	performed	signs.		They	

went	out	to	the	kings	of	the	whole	world	to	assemble	them	for	the	battle	on	the	

																																																								
28 Turville-Petre, Myth and Religion, 284.  “And	the	angels	which	kept	not	their	first	estate,	but	

left	their	own	habitation,	he	hath	reserved	in	everlasting	chains	under	darkness	unto	the	judgment	of	
the	great	day”	(Jude	1:6).	
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great	day	of	God	the	almighty.		They	then	assembled	the	kings	in	the	place	that	is	

named	Armageddon	in	Hebrew.”29	

Thus,	the	poor	farmer’s	thirteenth	child	represents	much	more	than	another	

hungry	mouth	to	feed.		His	birth	triggers	something	in	the	poor	father’s	

consciousness,	and	in	a	desperate	attempt	to	avoid	the	chaos,	destruction,	and	death	

that	Loki	represents,	the	father	seeks	a	solution	that	will	help	him	overcome	this	

fear	for	his	youngest	child	and	family.		He	now	needs	someone	to	stand	as	godfather	

to	remind	him	that	his	fear	of	chaos	and	the	threat	of	oblivion	can	be	ameliorated	

through	baptism.		He	therefore	goes	in	search	of	someone	to	stand	as	godfather	for	

his	newborn.	

The	first	to	meet	him	was	the	good	God,	who	already	knew	what	filled	his	
heart,	and	said	to	him,	“Poor	man,	I	pity	you.		I	will	hold	your	child	at	its	
christening,	and	will	take	charge	of	it	and	make	it	happy	on	earth.”		The	man	
said,	“Who	are	you?”		“I	am	God.”		“Then	I	do	not	desire	to	have	you	for	a	
godfather,”	said	the	man;	“you	give	to	the	rich,	and	leave	the	poor	to	hunger.”		
Thus	spoke	the	man,	for	he	did	not	know	how	wisely	God	apportions	riches	
and	poverty.		He	turned	therefore	away	from	the	Lord,	and	went	farther.			
	
The	father’s	search	for	a	godfather	takes	him	to	the	highway,	where	he	

immediately	meets	“the	good	God,”	who	takes	pity	on	him	and	agrees	to	stand	as	

godfather	for	his	child	and	see	to	his	temporal	happiness.		“Poor	man,	I	pity	thee.		I	

will	hold	the	child	at	its	christening,	and	will	take	charge	of	it	and	make	it	happy	on	

earth.”30		And	yet	the	poor	man	rejects	the	offer	because	he	believes	that	God	favors	

the	rich	over	the	poor,	which	reflects	his	lived	experience.			

																																																								
29	Revelation	16:	14,	16.	

30	Jacob	and	Wilhelm	Grimm,	Household	Tales,	171.	
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Because	he	himself	is	poor,	the	man	believes	that	God	has	abandoned	him	

and	his	family	to	hunger	and	potential	death.		The	later	addition	of	the	line	“Thus	

spake	the	man,	for	he	did	not	know	how	wisely	God	apportions	riches	and	poverty,”	

which	is	not	found	in	the	1812	original,	betrays	a	Christian	agenda	that	seeks	to	

ameliorate	the	poor	man’s	integrity	from	those	who	might	be	easily	offended	by	his	

harsh	and	seemingly	unfair	judgment	concerning	God’s	actions	toward	humanity.	

The	poor	man	may	have	confused	his	understanding	of	the	role	of	the	Norns	

with	that	of	the	Christian	God,	for	both	play	similar	roles	when	designating	people’s	

fated	destinies,	according	to	each	tradition.		The	Norns,	however,	are	not	bound	to	

grant	wishes	by	the	same	ineffable	wisdom	as	has	traditionally	been	ascribed	to	the	

Christian	God.		Of	this	reality	Clunies-Ross	maintains,	“The	idea	that	Norns	could	be	

of	different	kinds,	and	either	favourable	or	unfavourable	to	the	individuals	whose	

lives	they	presided	over	from	birth,	is	a	way	of	expressing	the	polymorphous	nature	

of	fate	itself	in	it	various	manifestations.		One	person’s	life	is	successful	and	happy,	

while	another,	for	no	obvious	reason,	suffers	continual	misfortune.”31	

The	poor	man,	who	clearly	does	not	realize	the	power	over	fate	and	death	

ascribed	to	the	Christian	God,	is	stuck	in	his	old	way	of	understanding	the	seemingly	

arbitrary	destinies	assigned	to	humanity	by	the	Norns	and	mistaking	them	for	the	

Christian	God’s	will.		This	confusion	is	understandable	when	one	considers	how,	for	

many	centuries,	the	Germanic	people	had	to	hold	the	tension	between	competing	

appealing	paradigms	of	religious	belief.		The	old	Germanic	religion	brought	people	

comfort	and	a	deep	sense	of	connection	with	their	history	and	ancestors,	whereas	
																																																								

31	Clunies-Ross,	Prolonged	Echoes,	245.	
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the	new	Christian	religion	offered	comfort	to	the	poor	and	lowly	and	everlasting	life	

to	all	who	die	with	a	believer’s	heart.		The	tale	continues:	

Then	the	Devil	came	to	him	and	said,	“What	do	you	seek?		If	you	will	take	me	
as	a	godfather	for	your	child,	I	will	give	him	gold	in	plenty	and	all	the	joys	of	
the	world	as	well.”		The	man	asked,	“Who	are	you?”		“I	am	the	Devil.”		“Then	I	
do	not	desire	to	have	you	for	godfather,”	said	the	man;	“you	deceive	men	and	
lead	them	astray.”	
	

The	empty	promises	of	the	devil	are	the	next	wrinkle	in	the	larger	obstacle	the	poor	

man	has	to	face,	for	the	promise	of	“gold	in	plenty”	would	surely	have	piqued	his	

interest,	especially	given	the	fact	that	he	struggled	to	provide	for	his	family.		The	

encounter	with	the	devil	is	also	an	addition	to	the	original	1812	offering	and	was	

possibly	included	in	the	body	of	the	text	to	embolden	its	Christian	dynamic.		The	

poor	man’s	rejection	of	the	devil’s	offer	to	stand	as	godfather	neutralizes	his	

previous,	and	potentially	scandalous,	rejection	of	the	one	first	offered	by	God.	

In	his	rejection	of	the	devil,	the	poor	man	shows	us	that	he	will	not	be	

seduced	by	the	wiles	of	the	one	who	leads	others	astray,	which	is	unlike	the	

encounter	between	Little	Red	Riding	Hood	and	the	wolf,	where	the	wolf	convinces	

her	to	take	some	time	and	explore	the	beauty	of	the	world	around	her	instead	of	

going	directly	to	Grandmother’s	house.		The	poor	man	cannot	be	turned	aside	and	

remains	intent	on	finding	a	real	spiritual	solution	to	the	chaos	he	seeks	to	neutralize.	

Jacob,	again	seeing	a	connection	between	this	tale	and	a	similar	legend	from	

an	even	early	time,	tells	us	in	his	notes	that	the	poor	man’s	encounter	with	the	devil	

is	reminiscent	of	the	legend	of	St.	Christopher,	for	both	encounter	the	devil	while	

searching	for	something	that	would	bring	spiritual	comfort:	a	godfather	for	the	poor	
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man’s	thirteenth	child,	and	the	satisfaction	of	serving	the	greatest	king	on	earth	for	

Christopher.		The	legend	of	St.	Christopher	reads	as	follows:	

Christopher	decided	one	day	that	he	wanted	to	serve	the	greatest	king	he	
could.		He	presented	himself	before	his	local	ruler	and	entered	service,	until	
he	noticed	the	king	cross	himself	at	the	mention	of	the	devil,	revealing	that	
the	king	believed	the	devil	to	have	more	power.	
	
St.	Christopher	then	decided	to	serve	the	devil.		During	his	search,	he	
encountered	a	band	of	thieves,	whose	leader	referred	to	himself	as	the	devil.		
But	when	this	leader	avoided	a	Christian	cross	out	of	fear,	St.	Christopher	
learned	there	was	someone	even	more	powerful	than	the	devil.	
	
St.	Christopher	found	a	hermit	who	taught	him	all	about	Christ,	the	King	of	
Kings.		The	hermit	suggested	that	he	spend	his	life	in	prayer	and	fasting,	a	
thing	which	St.	Christopher,	a	large	and	probably	often	hungry	man,	found	
difficult,	so	he	objected.		The	hermit	suggested	he	then	find	something	else	
that	would	please	Christ.		St.	Christopher	offered	to	work	at	a	nearby	river	
and	help	travelers	across.		The	fording	was	dangerous	and	many	people	with	
less	strength	had	drowned.		The	hermit	advised	St.	Christopher	this	would	
please	Christ.	
	
One	day,	a	child	approached	St.	Christopher	by	the	river	and	asked	to	be	
helped	across.		St.	Christopher	obliged.		However,	as	he	entered	midstream,	
the	river	rose	and	the	child’s	weight	grew	and	became	extremely	heavy.		It	
was	only	by	great	exertion	that	St.	Christopher	safely	delivered	the	child	to	
the	other	side.	32	
	
When	St.	Christopher	asked	the	child	why	he	was	so	heavy,	the	child	
explained	that	He	was	the	Christ	and	when	St.	Christopher	carried	Him,	he	
also	carried	the	weight	of	the	whole	world	on	his	shoulders.		The	child	then	
vanished.33	
	
The	mention	by	Jacob	of	the	legend	of	St.	Christopher	in	connection	to	this	

tale	is	insightful	in	that,	according	to	Christian	tradition,	Christopher	was	a	very	

large	and	powerful	man—one	could	even	say	a	giant.		As	mentioned	earlier,	giants	

																																																								
32	Christopher	is	Greek	for	Christóforos,	the	“Ferrier	of	Christ.”	

33	“The	Legend	of	St.	Christopher.”		Catholic	Online,	2016.		Accessed	June	9,	2016,	
”http://www.catholic.org/saints/saint.php?saint_id=36	
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were	often	associated	in	Germanic	mythology	with	chaos	and	destruction,	which	is	

not	the	way	one	would	characterize	the	humble	Christopher.		Simek	describes	the	

threat	giants	pose	in	this	manner:		“…	the	giants,	the	mighty	inhabitants	of	Utgard,	

represented	a	constant	threat	to	the	enclosed	world	of	gods	and	men.		Hence,	Thor,	

the	strongest	of	the	Æsir,	spends	most	of	his	time	fighting	giants.”34		Christopher	

acts	as	a	counterbalance	to	the	chaos	normally	associated	with	giants,	and	his	

willingness	to	serve,	despite	his	large	stature	and	powerful	nature,	reminds	us	of	

Christ’s	admonition	to	his	disciples	after	the	last	supper	to	wash	each	other’s	feet	in	

humble	service—a	kind	of	antidote	to	the	bravado	expected	of	Germanic	warriors.	

This	scripture	passage	comes	from	the	Gospel	of	John:	

…	he	rose	from	the	supper	and	took	off	his	outer	garments.		He	took	a	towel	
and	tied	it	around	his	waist.		Then	he	poured	water	into	a	basin	and	began	to	
wash	the	disciples’	feet	and	dry	them	with	the	towel	around	his	waist.	.	.	.	So	
when	he	had	washed	their	feet	[and]	put	his	garments	back	on	and	reclined	
at	table	again,	he	said	to	them,	“Do	you	know	what	I	have	done	for	you?		You	
call	me	‘teacher’	and	‘master,’	and	rightly	so,	for	indeed	I	am.		If	I,	therefore,	
the	master	and	teacher,	have	washed	your	feet,	you	ought	to	wash	one	
another’s	feet.		I	have	given	you	a	model	to	follow,	so	that	as	I	have	done	for	
you,	you	should	also	do.”35	
	

Jacob	links	the	idea	of	“Godfather	Death”	with	the	legend	of	St.	Christopher	because	

the	poor	man’s	search	for	the	best	godfather	is	reminiscent	of	St.	Christopher’s	

desire	“to	serve the greatest king he could.”		Both	the	poor	father	and	Christopher	are	

searching	for	someone	who	will	bring	peace	to	their	chaotic	worlds.		The	poor	man,	

caught	as	he	is	between	two	paradigms	of	religious	belief,	is	learning	how	to	be	a	

																																																								
34		Rudolf	Simek,	Dictionary	of	Northern	Mythology	(Cambridge:	D.S.	Brewer,	2007),	107.		

Italics	mine	for	emphasis.	

35	John	13:	4–5,	12–15.	
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follower	of	Christ,	and	his	rejection	of	Satan’s	promises	harkens	back	to	the	

baptismal	promises	given	to	reject	that	which	is	of	Satan’s	kingdom	and	live	for	the	

kingdom	of	God.	

Death:	Equality	for	All	

He	went	onwards,	and	then	came	Death	striding	up	to	him	with	withered	
legs,	and	said,	“Take	me	as	godfather.”		The	man	asked,	“Who	are	you?”		“I	am	
Death,	and	I	make	all	equal.”		Then	said	the	man,	“You	are	the	right	one,	you	
take	the	rich	as	well	as	the	poor,	without	distinction;	you	shall	be	godfather.”		
Death	answered,	“I	will	make	your	child	rich	and	famous,	for	he	who	has	me	
for	a	friend	can	lack	nothing.”		The	man	said,	“Next	Sunday	is	the	christening;	
be	there	at	the	right	time.”		Death	appeared	as	he	had	promised,	and	stood	
godfather	quite	in	the	usual	way.	
	

By	standing	as	godfather,	Death	has	become	the	divine	relative	of	the	poor	man’s	

child.		There	is	a	touch	of	silliness	here	as	Death	has	been	asked	to	stand	godfather	

to	the	child.		Death	will	be	“God’s	sibling.”			

The	important	change	in	wording	from	the	1812	version	concerning	

“Godfather	Death”	holding	the	child	during	the	christening	is	noteworthy.		A	normal	

part	of	the	Christian	ritual,	this	fact	was	made	explicit	in	the	1812	version	but	was	

later	modified	so	that	Death	was	no	longer	depicted	as	holding	the	child.		The	

original	states,	“Death	came	and	held	the	child	during	the	baptism”	but	the	later	

version	simply	remarks	that	Death	appeared	and	“stood	godfather	in	the	usual	way.”		

This	later	modification	may	have	been	done	in	order	to	calm	anxious	parents	who	

could	not	quite	bear	the	thought	that	their	children	were,	even	at	baptism,	in	the	

hands	of	death.	

When	the	boy	had	grown	up,	his	godfather	one	day	appeared	and	bade	him	
go	with	him.		He	led	him	forth	into	a	forest,	and	showed	him	an	herb	which	
grew	there,	and	said,	"Now	you	shall	receive	your	godfather's	present.			I	will	
make	you	a	celebrated	physician.		When	you	are	called	to	a	patient,	I	will	
always	appear	to	you.		If	I	stand	by	the	head	of	the	sick	man,	you	may	say	
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with	confidence	that	you	will	make	him	well	again,	and	if	you	give	him	of	this	
herb	he	will	recover;	but	if	I	stand	by	the	patient's	feet,	he	is	mine,	and	you	
must	say	that	all	remedies	are	in	vain,	and	that	no	physician	in	the	world	
could	save	him.		But	beware	of	using	the	herb	against	my	will,	or	it	might	fare	
ill	with	you."		
	

As	we	have	seen	with	“Little	Red	Riding	Hood”	and	“Hansel	and	Gretel,”	the	forest	is	

a	place	for	transformation.		Here	in	the	forest,	at	the	appointed	time,	the	boy’s	

transformation	to	manhood	is	recognized,	and	Death,	in	good	godfatherly	fashion,	

gives	his	godson	the	tools	that	will	bring	him	success	and	wealth:	the	healing	herbs	

and	the	knowledge	of	Death’s	approach.		Armed	with	these	gifts,	the	godson	

becomes	a	physician	and	can	now	assume	a	different	mantle	of	responsibility	in	the	

world.	

In	Jacob’s	notes	on	“Godfather	Death,”	he	mentions	not	that	the	healing	plant	

was	an	herb,	as	is	plainly	written	in	the	text,	but	instead	tells	us	that	the	medicinal	

“herb”	is	actually	apple	pippins	(seeds)	hidden	in	bread.		“Two	apple-pippins	

concealed	in	bread	are	all	that	he	is	to	give	by	way	of	medicine.”		Apples	will	once	

more	play	their	part	in	this	drama	of	death,	for	the	apple	seeds	concealed	in	bread	

represent	healing	in	both	the	Germanic	and	Christian	religious	traditions.	

Because	all	are	subjected	to	fate’s	ultimate	decree	of	death,	even	the	Teutonic	

gods	seek	ways	to	make	themselves	immortal	by	eating	the	magic,	youth-giving	

apples	of	the	goddess	Idunn.		This	is	attested	to	in	Snorri’s	Edda:		“One	of	the	gods	is	

called	Bragi.	.	.	.	His	wife	is	Idunn.		In	her	private	wooden	box	she	keeps	the	apples	

which	the	gods	bite	into	when	they	begin	to	grow	old.		They	all	become	young	again,	

and	so	it	will	be	right	up	to	Ragnarok.”36		The	“medicine”	of	the	apples	that	keeps	the	

																																																								
36	Sturluson,	The	Prose	Edda,	36.	
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gods	young	and	alive	is	the	same	medicine	that	restores	vigor	to	those	who	are	

treated	with	it	by	the	young	physician.		Jacob,	reaching	far	back	in	history,	adds	that	

Idunn’s	apples	remind	him	of	legends	and	myths	that	are	much	older	than	the	

German	people	and	that	her	apples	are	to	be	considered	holy	because	of	their	

restorative	powers:	“Idunn	has	in	her	keeping	certain	apples,	by	eating	of	which	the	

aging	gods	make	themselves	young	again.		This	reminds	one	of	the	apples	of	

Paradise	and	the	Hesperides,	of	the	guarded	golden	apples	in	the	Grimms’	tale	no.	

57,	of	the	apples	in	the	stories	of	Fortunatus	and	of	Merlin,	on	the	eating	or	biting	of	

which	depends	life,	death,	and	metamorphosis,	as	elsewhere	on	a	draught	of	holy	

water.”37 

That	the	restorative	apple	seeds	are	concealed	in	bread	mirrors	the	belief	

that	the	life-giving	presence	of	the	Christian	God	is	also	present	and	concealed	in	

Eucharistic	bread.		This	is	also	an	allusion	to	the	healing	properties	found	in	

communion	bread,	which	we	have	already	discussed	in	Chapter	One,	recalling	how	

Little	Red	Riding	Hood	takes	the	gifts	of	bread	and	wine	to	her	ailing	grandmother	

to	revive	her	in	body	and	spirit.		The	irony	is	not	lost	that	the	apple	pippins	that	here	

bring	healing	and	restoration	are	what	brought	death	in	the	Garden	of	Eden.	

The	suspicion	that	the	apple	seeds	concealed	in	bread	are	powerful	religious	

symbols	grows	stronger	when	we	realize	the	significant	change	made	from	the	

original	version	regarding	the	gift	given	by	godfather	Death	to	his	godson.		In	the	

original	1812	version	Death	gives	his	godson	a	bottle	of	aromatic,	medicinal	oil.		“Let	

him	smell	the	vapors	of	this	bottle	and	rub	the	salve	on	his	feet.		Then	he’ll	become	
																																																								

37	Grimm,	Teutonic	Mythology,	319.	
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well	again.”38		By	changing	this	aspect	of	the	tale,	the	Grimms	must	have	believed	

that	the	symbolism	of	the	fall	in	Eden,	in	seed	form	and	inside	the	bread,	was	a	more	

potent	Christian	symbol.	

The	connection	to	Idunn’s	apples	of	“immortality”	with	the	healing	“herbs”	of	

Death	tells	us	of	the	tale’s	ancient	roots	in	Germanic	myth.		Those	same	Germanic	

symbols	(Idunn’s	apples)	are	now	being	used	to	emphasize	the	Eucharist,	the	

Christian	sacrament	of	healing	and	everlasting	life	with	God	after	death.		The	seeds	

of	the	original	apple	in	the	Garden	of	Eden	brought	death	to	humanity	while	the	

seeds	inside	the	bread	suggest	the	transformation	from	death	to	new	life	of	those	

who	consume	the	seeds	and	bread.	

It	was	not	long	before	the	youth	was	the	most	famous	physician	in	the	whole	
world.		“He	had	only	to	look	at	the	patient	and	he	knew	his	condition	at	once,	
whether	he	would	recover,	or	must	needs	die.”		So	they	said	of	him,	and	from	
far	and	wide	people	came	to	him,	sent	for	him	when	they	had	any	one	ill,	and	
gave	him	so	much	money	that	he	soon	became	a	rich	man.		Now	it	so	befell	
that	the	King	became	ill,	and	the	physician	was	summoned,	and	was	to	say	if	
recovery	were	possible.		But	when	he	came	to	the	bed,	Death	was	standing	by	
the	feet	of	the	sick	man,	and	the	herb	did	not	grow	which	could	save	him.		“If	I	
could	but	cheat	Death	for	once,”	thought	the	physician,	“he	is	sure	to	take	it	ill	
if	I	do,	but,	as	I	am	his	godson,	he	will	shut	one	eye;	I	will	risk	it.”	He	therefore	
took	up	the	sick	man,	and	laid	him	the	other	way,	so	that	now	Death	was	
standing	by	his	head.		Then	he	gave	the	King	some	of	the	herb,	and	he	
recovered	and	grew	healthy	again.		But	Death	came	to	the	physician,	looking	
very	black	and	angry,	threatened	him	with	his	finger,	and	said,	“You	have	
betrayed	me;	this	time	I	will	pardon	it,	as	you	are	my	godson;	but	if	
you	venture	it	again,	it	will	cost	you	your	neck,	for	I	will	take	you	yourself	
away	with	me.”		
	
Soon	afterwards	the	King's	daughter	fell	into	a	severe	illness.		She	was	his	
only	child,	and	he	wept	day	and	night,	so	that	he	began	to	lose	the	sight	of	his	
eyes,	and	he	caused	it	to	be	made	known	that	whosoever	rescued	her	from	
death	should	be	her	husband	and	inherit	the	crown.		When	the	physician	
came	to	the	sick	girl's	bed,	he	saw	Death	by	her	feet.		He	ought	to	have	

																																																								
38	Jacob	and	Wilhelm	Grimm,	Original	Tales,	142.	
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remembered	the	warning	given	by	his	godfather,	but	he	was	so	infatuated	by	
the	great	beauty	of	the	King’s	daughter,	and	the	happiness	of	becoming	her	
husband,	that	he	flung	all	thought	to	the	winds.		He	did	not	see	that	Death	
was	casting	angry	glances	on	him,	that	he	was	raising	his	hand	in	the	air,	and	
threatening	him	with	his	withered	fist.		He	raised	up	the	sick	girl,	and	placed	
her	head	where	her	feet	had	lain.		Then	he	gave	her	some	of	the	herb,	and	
instantly	her	cheeks	flushed	red,	and	life	stirred	afresh	in	her.		
	

The	fortunes	of	the	once-poor	boy	have	turned,	and	his	wealth	is	now	secure.		As	his	

fame	and	wealth	increase,	so	does	his	greed,	and	now	the	physician	begins	to	act	in	

ways	that	are	contrary	to	the	wishes	of	his	godfather—and	to	the	necessity	of	fated	

death.		The	godson	has	much	in	common	with	Little	Red	Riding	Hood,	as	both	have	

to	deal	with	their	blindness	to	the	reality	of	sin	in	their	lives	as	well	as	the	

consequences	of	their	disobedience.		Despite	his	good	intentions	in	saving	the	king	

and	the	king’s	daughter	from	death,	the	physician	is	acting	in	the	very	way	that	his	

father	accused	God	of	acting	toward	humanity:	with	partiality.		In	a	Christian	

reading,	the	physician	is	also	acting	like	God	by	changing	people’s	destinies	in	much	

the	same	way	that	Jesus	did	in	bringing	the	dead	back	to	life.		The	doctor	is	acting	

out	of	his	human	(sinful)	nature	when	he	attempts	to	thwart	death.	

Fate	in	the	Teutonic	tradition	is	set	at	birth,	but	Christians	believe	that	fate	

can	be	manipulated	by	God,	should	God	choose	to	do	so.		Jesus,	to	show	his	power	as	

the	Son	of	God,	occasionally	changed	the	fated	death	of	a	person	and	brought	them	

back	to	life.		The	raising	of	the	widow	from	Nain’s	son	found	in	Luke’s	Gospel	is	a	

strong	example	of	Jesus	manipulating	fate	by	showing	his	power	over	death	and	

thus	foreshadowing	the	resurrection	of	the	dead	for	all	who	are	saved	through	the	
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waters	of	baptism.39		The	physician	in	this	tale	is	presumptuously	doing	the	very	

same	thing	as	Jesus,	but	for	selfish	reasons.	

There	are	even	more	layers	to	the	physician’s	contrary	behavior,	for	his	“sin”	

is	also	related	to	the	disobedience	of	our	first	parents	Adam	and	Eve.		For	Reformed	

theologians	such	as	John	Calvin,	all	sin	is	tied	back	to	Adam	and	Eve’s	first	act	of	

disobedience	and	all	are	corrupted	by	its	effect.40		Therefore,	the	serpent	in	the	

Garden	tempts	Eve	with	the	same	thing	he	used	to	tempt	the	physician:	being	

godlike.		The	cunning	serpent	uses	the	apple	as	his	bait	and	tells	Eve	that	she	will	

have	knowledge	and	be	immortal	like	the	gods.		The	serpent	speaks,	“‘No,	God	

knows	well	that	the	moment	you	eat	of	it	your	eyes	will	be	opened	and	you	will	be	

like	gods	who	know	what	is	good	and	what	is	bad.’		The	woman	saw	that	the	tree	

was	good	for	food,	pleasing	to	the	eyes,	and	desirable	for	gaining	wisdom.		So	she	

took	some	of	its	fruit	and	ate	it;	and	she	also	gave	some	to	her	husband,	who	was	

with	her,	and	he	ate	it.”41	

In	yet	another	replication	of	that	original	sin,	the	physician	attempts	to	have	

godlike	knowledge	and	to	save	people	from	their	fated	death.		Death	reminds	us,	

																																																								
39	“Soon	afterwards	he	went	to	a	town	called	Nain,	and	his	disciples	and	a	large	crowd	went	

with	him.		As	he	approached	the	gate	of	the	town,	a	man	who	had	died	was	being	carried	out.		He	was	
his	mother’s	only	son,	and	she	was	a	widow;	and	with	her	was	a	large	crowd	from	the	town.		When	
the	Lord	saw	her,	he	had	compassion	for	her	and	said	to	her,	‘Do	not	weep.’		Then	he	came	forward	
and	touched	the	bier,	and	the	bearers	stood	still.		And	he	said,	‘Young	man,	I	say	to	you,	rise!’		The	
dead	man	sat	up	and	began	to	speak,	and	Jesus	gave	him	to	his	mother”	(Luke	7:	11–15).	

40	“It	is	certain	that	whenever	our	mind	is	seized	with	the	desire	to	have	something	for	
ourselves-	something,	that	is,	which	lies	in	us	rather	than	in	God—this	idea	comes	from	the	very	
same	counselor	who	persuaded	our	original	parents	to	want	to	be	‘like	God,	knowing	good	and	evil’”	
(Gen.	3:5).		Calvin,	Institutes,	50.	

41	Genesis	3:	5–6.	



	

	 261	

however,	that	everyone’s	lifespan	will	eventually	come	to	an	end,	no	matter	how	

clever,	wealthy,	or	socially	connected	they	are.		The	physician’s	baptism	blotted	out	

his	original	sin,	but	he	still	has	to	contend	with	the	effects	of	sin	in	his	life	and	with	

the	mortality	that	came	about	through	the	eating	of	that	first	apple.		What	the	

physician	fails	to	recognize	is	that	the	medicine	he	uses	might	forestall	Death	for	a	

time,	maybe	even	a	long	time,	but	ultimately	one	can	never	escape	the	apple’s	effects	

and	the	Norns’	fated	decrees,	under	which	all	of	humanity	suffers.	

Candle	Flames	and	Destinies:	Into	the	Cave		

When	Death	saw	that	for	a	second	time	his	own	property	had	been	misused,	
he	walked	up	to	the	physician	with	long	strides,	and	said,	“All	is	over	with	
you,	and	now	the	lot	falls	on	you,”	and	seized	him	so	firmly	with	his	ice-cold	
hand,	that	he	could	not	resist,	and	led	him	into	a	cave	below	the	earth.		There	
he	saw	how	thousands	and	thousands	of	candles	were	burning	in	countless	
rows,	some	large,	some	medium-sized,	others	small.		Every	instant	some	
were	extinguished,	and	others	again	burnt	up,	so	that	the	flames	seemed	to	
leap	hither	and	thither	in	perpetual	change.		“See,”	said	Death,	“these	are	the	
lights	of	men's	lives.		The	large	ones	belong	to	children,	the	medium-sized	
ones	to	married	people	in	their	prime,	the	little	ones	belong	to	old	people;	
but	children	and	young	folks	likewise	have	often	only	a	tiny	candle.”	
	

The	candle-filled	cave	below	the	earth	is	the	land	of	the	dead.		Godfather	Death	has	

been	cheated	out	of	a	few	souls	and,	with	the	long	strides	of	a	frustrated	godparent,	

quickly	seizes	his	physician	godson	in	an	effort	to	make	him	stop	his	contrary	

behavior.		Death	has	good	reason	to	believe	that	his	godson’s	pattern	of	behavior	

would	continue,	because	his	godson	had	previously	been	rewarded	for	healing	

people	despite	Death’s	warnings.		The	misuse	of	reason	has	made	yet	another	

appearance,	and	there	is	a	parallel	between	the	behavior	of	the	physician	and	the	

behavior	of	Hansel	and	Gretel’s	stepmother,	which	speaks	to	the	central	motivation	

behind	their	actions:	greed.	
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We	see	traces	of	the	same	kind	of	flawed	reasoning	that	motivated	Hansel	

and	Gretel’s	stepmother	when	we	consider	the	physician’s	distorted	belief	that	the	

end	goal	of	saving	the	lives	of	the	king	and	his	daughter	was	of	singular	importance.		

His	growing	sense	of	self-satisfaction	at	the	prohibited	healings	he	performs	

suggests	that	this	particular	behavior	would	continue	when	it	was	personally	

advantageous.		What	this	tale	reminds	us	of,	however,	is	that	even	the	cleverest	use	

of	knowledge	cannot	forestall	the	hand	of	Death.		The	medicine	that	the	physician	

gives	can	only	forestall	Death’s	inevitable	call.	

“Show	me	the	light	of	my	life,”	said	the	physician,	and	he	thought	that	it	
would	be	still	very	tall.		Death	pointed	to	a	little	end	that	was	just	threatening	
to	go	out,	and	said,	“Behold,	it	is	there.”		“Ah,	dear	godfather,”	said	the	
horrified	physician,	“light	a	new	one	for	me,	do	it	for	love	of	me,	that	I	may	
enjoy	my	life,	be	King,	and	the	husband	of	the	King's	beautiful	daughter.”		“I	
cannot,”	answered	Death,	“one	must	go	out	before	a	new	one	is	lighted.”		
“Then	place	the	old	one	on	a	new	one,	that	will	go	on	burning	at	once	when	
the	old	one	has	come	to	an	end,”	pleaded	the	physician.		Death	behaved	as	if	
he	were	going	to	fulfill	his	wish,	and	took	hold	of	a	tall	new	candle;	but	as	he	
desired	to	revenge	himself,	he	purposely	made	a	mistake	in	fixing	it,	and	the	
little	piece	fell	down	and	was	extinguished.		Immediately	the	physician	fell	on	
the	ground,	and	now	he	himself	was	in	the	hands	of	Death.	
	
Instead	of	granting	his	godson’s	wish,	Death	extinguishes	the	slow	flickering	

candle	that	represented	his	lifespan.		“Death	behaved	as	if	he	were	going	to	fulfill	his	

wish,	and	took	hold	of	a	tall	new	candle;	but	as	he	desired	to	revenge	himself,	he	

purposely	made	a	mistake	in	fixing	it,	and	the	little	piece	fell	down	and	was	

extinguished.”42		As	Godfather	Death	once	held	the	poor	man’s	thirteenth	child	in	his	

arms	at	the	child’s	baptism,	now	he	also	holds	him	as	the	flame	representing	his	life	

ceases	to	be.		

																																																								
42	Grimm,	Teutonic	Mythology,	853.	
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The	symbol	of	the	candles’	representations	of	each	human	lifespan	is	a	

powerful	one	and	analogous	to	long-held	cultural	affectations.		Jacob	muses	that	

“even	our	lighting	of	tapers	in	connexion	with	birthday	gifts	has	reference	to	this.”43		

As	with	the	candle	whose	wick	begins	to	diminish	the	moment	it	is	lit,	so	our	lives	

begin	to	diminish	the	day	we	are	born.		Similarly	to	human	lifespans,	the	candle	

cannot	reverse	time	and	be	whole	again	after	it	has	been	lit.		“The	living	principle	

was	linked	to	a	light,	a	taper,	a	brand;	when	these	were	wasted,	death	ensued.		Here	

then	the	idea	of	Death	is	intimately	connected	with	that	of	fate.”44		In	the	Grimms’	

Tales,	even	if	we	do	not	see	it	or	recognize	it,	our	lives	are	in	a	constant	state	of	

diminishment	as	we	journey	toward	that	time	when	Death	touches	us	on	the	

shoulder	to	summon	us	to	the	realm	of	the	dead.			

Other	influences	to	this	tale	are	specifically	noted	by	Jacob	and	come	from	

“The	Nornagest”	tale.		The	story	of	Nornagest,	set	during	the	tumultuous	times	when	

the	ancient	Germanic	faith	was	being	challenged	for	supremacy	by	the	doctrines	and	

rituals	of	the	church,	tells	of	a	man	caught	between	those	two	worlds,	the	world	of	

the	Teutonic	gods	and	the	world	of	Christianity.		A	summary	of	“The	Nornagest”	

reads	as	follows:	

In	the	third	year	of	the	reign	of	Olaf	Tryggvason,	a	man	came	into	the	
presence	of	the	king	and	asked	to	be	admitted	to	his	bodyguard.		He	was	
uncommonly	tall	and	strong	and	somewhat	stricken	in	years.		He	said	that	his	
name	was	Gest	and	that	he	was	the	son	of	a	Danish	man	named	Thord	of	
Thinghusbit,	who	once	dwelt	on	the	estate	of	Grøning	in	Denmark.		Though	
he	had	not	been	baptized	but	only	signed	with	the	cross,	the	king	gave	him	a	
seat	among	the	guests.	

																																																								
43	Grimm,	Teutonic	Myth,	853.	

44	Ibid.	
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One	day	king	Olaf	was	presented	with	a	costly	ring	by	one	of	his	men;	all	the	
retinue	admired	it	greatly,	with	the	exception	of	Gest,	who	let	it	be	
understood	that	he	had	seen	better	gold	before.		What	he	said	proved	to	be	
true,	for	he	produced	a	piece	of	what	was	once	a	buckle	of	saddle,	and	all	
those	who	saw	it	had	to	admit	that	the	gold	in	it	was	of	superior	quality.		On	
the	king’s	asking	him	to	tell	how	he	got	hold	of	the	ornament,	Gest	recounted	
many	of	the	adventures	he	had	passed	through.		He	related	how	he	had	fared	
to	the	court	of	king	Hjalprek	in	Frankland	and	there	had	entered	the	service	
of	Sigurd	Fafnirsbane;	furthermore,	how	he	had	followed	Sigurd	in	battles	
against	the	sons	of	Hunding	and	against	the	sons	of	Gandalf.		The	piece	of	ring	
Sigurd	had	given	him	once	when	Grani’s	[Sigurd’s	horse]	chest	harness	had	
broken.	
	
After	the	death	of	Sigurd	he	had	for	some	time	attended	the	sons	of	Ragnar	
Lodbrok	as	they	were	about	to	set	forth	for	Rome.		Later	he	had	sojourned	
with	king	Erik	of	Uppsala	and	with	king	Harold	Fairhair.		It	was	at	the	court	
of	king	Lodvi	of	Saxony	that	he	had	been	signed	with	the	cross.45		Finally	he	
told	how	he	had	come	by	the	name	of	Norna-Gest.		While	he	still	lay	in	the	
cradle,	three	Wise	Women	or	Norns	had	come	to	his	father’s	estate	at	
Grøning	and	had	foretold	the	child’s	destiny.		The	youngest	of	the	Norns,	
deeming	that	the	two	others	made	rather	light	of	her,	determined	to	render	
void	their	promises	of	good	fortune	for	the	child;	so	she	prophesied	that	his	
life	was	to	last	no	longer	than	that	of	a	candle	standing	lit	beside	the	cradle.		
The	eldest	Norn	at	once	quenched	the	candle	and	bade	the	mother	hide	it	
well.	
	
When	Gest	was	grown	to	manhood,	he	got	the	candle	in	his	own	keeping	and	
now	he	showed	it	to	the	king.		Gest	afterward	permitted	himself,	at	the	kings’	
desire,	to	be	baptized.		When	he	had	come	to	be	three	hundred	years	of	age,	
the	king	asked	him	how	much	longer	he	wished	to	live.		“Only	a	short	time,”	
answered	Gest.		He	then	lighted	his	candle	and	made	ready	for	death.		When	
the	candle	had	burned	down,	Gest’s	life	was	at	an	end.46	
	

Jacob	comments	that	remnants	of	this	tale	have	endured	through	history	and	

outlines	the	many	similarities	between	“The	Nornagest”	and	the	even	more	ancient	

myth	of	the	Greek	hero	Meleager.		“The	Nornagests	Saga”	bears	a	striking	

																																																								
45	Prime-signed—see	note	12	in	this	chapter.	

46	Peter	Andres	Munch,	Norse	Mythology:	Legends	of	Gods	and	Heroes,	trans.	by	Sigurd	
Bernhard	Hustvedt	(Concord:	The	Rumford	Press,	1927),	237–239.			
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resemblance	to	that	of	Meleager,	at	whose	birth	the	three	Moirai	tell	his	fortune:	

Atropos	destines	him	to	live	only	till	the	billet	then	burning	on	the	hearth	be	burnt	

out;	his	mother	Althaea	plucks	it	out	of	the	fire.”47		He	adds:	“The	candles	with	which	

life	is	bound	up	recall	Nornagest	and	the	still	current	expressions,	‘to	extinguish	the	

flame	of	life,’	or	the	taper	of	life.”48	

The	genius	of	“The	Nornagest”	is	that	it	reflects	an	important	aspect	of	how	a	

particular	culture,	bound	by	history,	understood	death	and	its	connection	to	fate.	

Nornagest’s	long	and	exciting	life	up	until	the	time	of	his	baptism	reflects	the	ancient	

Germanic	expression	of	fate	and	death—a	death	he	does	not	wish	to	experience.		His	

current	billet	as	a	man	employed	in	a	king’s	army,	coupled	with	the	tales	of	his	

exploits	with	heroes	of	the	past	such	as	Sigurd	Volsung,	Ragnar	Lodbrok,	and	Erik	

the	Red,	suggest	that	Nornagest	was	living	in	some	sort	of	a	representation	of	

Valhalla,	a	liminal	world	where	he	awaits	the	final	battle	at	Ragnarok	even	as	his	

companions	were	taking	up	the	mantle	of	Christianity.		Nornagest	was	living	under	

the	pagan	decrees	of	fate	and	destiny	(represented	by	his	candle)	while	Olaf	

Tryggvason	and	his	army	were	living	in	the	reality	of	the	Christian	God’s	promise	of	

everlasting	life	for	the	baptized	believer.		The	extinguishing	of	Nornagest’s	birth	

candle	to	prevent	his	fated	death	is	only	a	temporary	delay,	even	if	the	delay	is	one	

of	three	hundred	years.		His	baptism,	however,	frees	him	from	the	fate	of	oblivion,	

and	he	now	rests	in	the	presence	of	the	saving	God	for	all	eternity.	

																																																								
47	Grimm,	Teutonic	Mythology,	415.	

48	Jacob	and	Wilhelm	Grimm,	Household	Tales,	392.	
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Nornagest’s	journey	from	his	pagan	faith	to	baptism	and	an	embrace	of	

Christianity	is	an	allusion	for	the	collective	journeys	of	the	ancient	Germanic	

peoples	as	they	gradually	moved	from	their	pagan	past	to	embrace	the	Christian	

faith,	just	as	we	saw	in	the	story	of	“Hansel	and	Gretel.”		Nornagest’s	embracing	of	

baptism	before	he	lights	his	candle	and	accepts	his	long-promised	death	is	an	action	

that	is	filled	with	hope	when	considered	in	the	Christian	context:	for	Christians,	

death	does	not	end	in	the	annihilation	of	Ragnarok,	but	rather	in	the	peaceful	repose	

of	the	promise	of	everlasting	life	gained	through	baptism.		We	can	see	that	

understanding	manifested	in	“The	Nornagest,”	as	its	very	structure	moves	from	the	

Teutonic	expressions	of	the	cosmological	order	to	one	where	Christian	sensibilities	

and	beliefs	about	God’s	promise	of	salvation	became	the	norm.		Anthony	

Winterbourne	offers	this	persuasive	observation	about	how	the	Christian	notion	of	

salvation	came	to	be	understood	and	embraced	by	many	Germanic	peoples:	

We	have	noted	on	several	occasions	that	one	of	the	key	reasons	that	made	
the	new	religion	attractive	to	the	Norsemen—a	reason	that	links	us	quite	
directly	to	concepts	of	time	and	fate—was	the	possibility	of	avoiding	the	end	
of	everything	as	described	in	the	image	of	the	Ragnarok.		The	eschatological	
drama	played	out	there	makes	it	clear	that	for	Germanic,	as	for	other	pagan	
cultures,	the	notion	of	salvation	(or	its	absence)	was	fully	understood.49	
	
Thus,	“Godfather	Death”	reminds	us	that	death	is	inexorable,	and	that	no	

matter	how	hard	one	tries,	one	cannot	escape	its	decree.		This	tale	is	a	profoundly	

Germanic	expression	of	the	Norns’	determinations	of	one’s	lifespan	and	death,	yet	at	

the	same	time	is	filled	with	symbols	that	speak	to	the	heart	of	the	Christian	mystery	

that	tells	us	that	one	must	first	die	to	have	eternal	life:		“Very	truly,	I	tell	you,	unless	
																																																								

49	Anthony	Winterbourne,	When	the	Norns	Have	Spoken:	Time	and	Fate	in	Germanic	
Paganism	(Carlisle:	Fairleigh	Dickenson	University	Press,	2004),	141.	
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a	grain	of	wheat	falls	into	the	earth	and	dies,	it	remains	just	a	single	grain;	but	if	it	

dies,	it	bears	much	fruit”	(John	12:24).	

Death	is	the	ultimate	obstacle	with	which	every	person	must	eventually	

contend.		The	story	of	“Godfather	Death”	is	a	brilliant	weaving	together	of	ancient	

remnants	of	belief	from	both	the	Germanic	and	Christian	traditions.		Although	all	are	

fated	to	die,	the	distinct	manner	in	which	the	afterlife	was	conceived	in	these	two	

belief	systems	is	dramatically	different.		Life	after	death	for	the	ancient	Germanic	

peoples	was	at	best	the	promise	of	endless	battles	and	feasts	while	waiting	for	the	

cataclysmic	events	of	Ragnarok	to	engulf	the	world	in	fire.		For	the	Christian,	death	

still	had	its	“sting”	because	all	will	eventually	die,	but	the	effects	of	death	have	been	

changed.		One’s	“fate”	now	encompasses	salvation	and	the	promise	of	eternal	life	

with	God.		As	Winterbourne	asserts,	“Through	the	adaptation	of	this	idea	into	a	

Christian	framework,	the	remaining	pagans	drifted	inexorably	into	the	arms	of	a	

loving	God	who	could	satisfy	their	needs	and	rule	for	all	time—and	who	could	save	

them	from	the	Ragnarok.”50

																																																								
50	Winterbourne,	When	the	Norns	Have	Spoken,	135.	
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CHAPTER	6	

EPILOGUE	

Fairy	tales	are	expressions	of	human	beings	having	faith—ancient	poetry	that	is	told	
“so	that	the	early	thoughts	and	forces	of	the	human	heart	will	awaken	and	
develop.”1		
	

I	have	examined	in	these	last	chapters	how	the	obstacles	encountered	in	

these	fairy	tales	are	actually	mini-revelations	that,	when	examined	closely,	offer	us	

insights	that	help	us	understand	the	tales’	meanings.		The	obstacles	in	these	tales	

vary	greatly	due	to	the	circumstances	of	each	plotline,	but	all	the	obstacles	also	

point	to	a	common	theme	that	articulates	Christian	belief	in	fated	resurrection	

expressed	through	ancient	Germanic	concepts	of	fate,	time,	and	death.	

In	“Little	Red	Riding	Hood”	and	“Briar	Rose”	we	saw	how	an	outside	agent	

such	as	the	huntsman	or	prince	was	needed	to	mitigate	the	curse	of	death,	while	

Hansel	and	Gretel	experience	a	spiritual	rebirth	by	traveling	over	sacred	waters	to	a	

land	that	was	changed	yet	familiar	in	their	return	to	their	Father’s	loving	embrace.2		

All	experienced	a	transformation	of	“Spirit,”	in	the	Christian	connotation	of	the	

word,	but	each	in	his	or	her	own	way.		For	those	with	Christian	sensibilities,	the	

journeys	of	Little	Red	Riding	Hood,	Briar	Rose,	and	Hansel	and	Gretel	are	journeys	

																																																								
1	Jacob	and	Wilhelm	Grimm,	Annotated	Brothers	Grimm,	446.		From	“On	the	Nature	of	Fairy	

Tales.”	

2 “Then	I	saw	a	new	heaven	and	a	new	earth;	for	the	first	heaven	and	the	first	earth	had	
passed	away,	and	the	sea	was	no	more.		And	I	saw	the	holy	city,	the	new	Jerusalem,	coming	down	out	
of	heaven	from	God,	prepared	as	a	bride	adorned	for	her	husband.		And	I	heard	a	loud	voice	from	the	
throne	saying,		‘See,	the	home	of	God	is	among	mortals.		He	will	dwell	with	them;	they	will	be	his	
peoples,	and	God	himself	will	be	with	them;	he	will	wipe	every	tear	from	their	eyes.		Death	will	be	no	
more;	mourning	and	crying	and	pain	will	be	no	more,	for	the	first	things	have	passed	away’”	
(Revelation 21:1). 	
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of	faith	that	portend	our	own	journeys	to	the	land	of	the	dead	and	the	hoped-for	

salvation	that	awaits	us.	

The	pagan	concept	of	fated	death	and	the	corresponding	saving	act	of	

salvation	were	all	expressed	differently	in	these	tales	and	each	to	great	effect.		

“Godfather	Death”	also	accompanied	Little	Red	Riding	Hood	and	her	Grandmother,	

Briar	Rose,	and	Hansel	and	Gretel	to	their	fated	destinies,	holding	each	in	his	arms	

as	they	crossed	over	the	baptismal	waters	of	death	were	he	could	safely	give	them	

over	to	the	Prince	who	has	won	victory	over	death	for	humanity.	

The	findings	of	this	work	suggest	that	the	tales	studied	here	articulate	the	

gradual	movement	away	from	the	pagan	understanding	of	fate	and	death,	expressed	

through	the	pouring	and	rune-carving	work	of	the	Norns	and	ending	in	the	

conflagration	of	Ragnarok,	toward	an	embrace	of	Christianity’s	promise	of	eternal	

life	for	those	who	are	baptized	into	the	death	and	resurrection	of	Christ.3		Baptismal	

symbols	pervade	each	of	the	tales;	we	recognize	them	in	the	red	cape	of	Little	Red	

Riding	Hood,	the	spirit-filled	waters	in	which	the	queen	bathes,	or	the	magical	duck	

that	separately	accompanies	Hansel	and	Gretel	across	the	waters	that	no	boat	or	

bridge	can	cross.		In	these	tales,	baptism	is	not	merely	an	initiation	into	a	family	of	

fellow	believers;	it	is	humanity’s	only	remedy	for	sin	and	death.	

Baptism	is	not	a	cure	for	sin	and	death.		If	it	were,	those	realities	would	no	

longer	plague	humankind.		Little	Red	Riding	Hood	is	still	swallowed	up	in	death	by	

the	wolf,	and	Briar	Rose	still	must	contend	with	the	sin	that	draws	her	to	the	spindle	

																																																								
3	“Do	you	not	know	that	all	of	us	who	have	been	baptized	into	Christ	Jesus	were	baptized	

into	his	death?”	(Romans	6:3).	
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at	the	heart	of	the	castle.		What	believers	can	be	assured	of,	however,	is	that	our	

experiences	of	sin	will	not	end	in	oblivion	but	rather	in	the	peaceful	halls	of	the	

everlasting	Kingdom	of	God.	

My	work	here	sought	to	uncover	and	shed	light	on	the	strong	connection	

between	the	Grimms’	use	of	Germanic	mythology	and	the	interpretations	of	the	tales	

in	light	of	biblical	revelation.		By	using	as	much	primary	source	material	from	the	

Grimms	as	I	could	find,	I	sought	to	discover	and	emulate,	as	much	as	possible,	the	

interpretive	paradigms	that	guided	their	own	investigations	while	collecting	and	

editing	the	fairy	tales.	

There	are	two	scholars	whose	work	on	the	Grimms’	fairy	tales	had	a	

profound	effect	on	my	own.		The	works	of	Christa	Kamenetsky	and	G.	Ronald	

Murphy	were	particularly	helpful	in	my	own	conceptualization	of	how	the	theories	

and	practices	used	by	the	Grimms	help	us	unearth	the	core	elements	of	the	tale	

which,	in	turn,	help	us	understand	the	tale’s	meaning.		Many	before	me	have	

commented	extensively	on	the	Grimms’	deep	appreciation	for	the	literature	of	the	

ancient	Germanic	past,	but	none,	besides	Murphy,	have	addressed	the	spirituality	of	

the	Grimms.		Murphy’s	astute	investigation	of	the	spirituality	and	faith	that	

informed	the	Grimms’	work	was	a	needed	corrective	in	the	ongoing	narrative	of	

Grimm	scholarship.	

The	erudite	work	of	Christa	Kamenetsky	was	also	immensely	helpful	to	this	

project.		Her	book,	The	Brothers	Grimm	&	Their	Critics,	is	the	most	comprehensive	

study	of	the	Grimms	and	their	works	I	know.		Her	in-depth	analysis	into	the	theory	

and	practice	of	the	Grimms’	work	in	fairy	tales	debunks	many	modern	critics	and	
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offers	evidence-based	corrections	to	those	critiques	based	on	primary	source	

materials.		Of	those	who	criticized	the	Grimms’	hermeneutical	principles	she	states,	

“For	all	too	long	many	critics	have	relied	on	judgments	formed	by	their	own	

particular	discipline,	while	frequently	imposing	their	personal	value	systems	upon	

the	tales.		This	is	even	true	for	some	modern	folklorists	who	expect	to	find	in	the	

collection	what	belongs	to	a	present-day	approach.”4		Her	conclusions	about	the	

Grimms	being	loyal	to	their	own	sense	of	editing	based	on	their	vast	knowledge	of	

ancient	medieval	literature,	their	expertise	in	philology,	and	their	understanding	of	

Romantic	theories	are	insightful	and	right	on	target.5	

Neither	Wilhelm	nor	Jacob	Grimm	intentionally	changed	any	aspect	of	a	tale	

based	on	what	they	viewed	were	personal	preferences	or	sensibilities.6		Instead,	

their	scholarship	and	editing	sought	to	reveal	the	Christian	elements	embedded	in	

the	ancient	Germanic	symbols	already	present	in	the	tales	but	now	covered	over	by	

centuries	of	neglect.		I	believe	that	their	deep	sense	of	spiritual	connectedness	and	

faith	allowed	them	to	see	and	appreciate	the	Christian	allusions	and	symbols	in	the	

tales	that	many	others	either	did	not	see,	ignored,	or	dismissed	outright	as	religious	

propaganda.	

																																																								
4	Kamenetsky,	The	Brothers	Grimm	and	Their	Critics,	327.	

5	Ibid.,	chapter	12.		See	this	chapter	for	a	well-articulated	and	timely	argument	about	the	
Grimms’	hermeneutical	principles	regarding	their	scholarship	on	the	fairy	tales.	

6	John	Ellis,	One	Fairy	Story	too	Many	(Chicago:	University	of	Chicago	Press,	1983),	12.		This	
work	is	particularly	critical	of	the	Grimms’	methodology	and	is	one	that	I	do	not	hold.		He	states,	“Yet	
the	evidence	is	of	far	more	radical	import	than	this	would	imply;	during	the	course	of	this	study	it	
will	become	evident	that	the	changes	introduced	by	the	Grimms	were	far	more	than	mere	stylistic	
matters,	and	that	the	facts	of	their	editorial	procedure,	taken	together	with	the	evidence	as	to	their	
sources,	are	sufficient	completely	to	undermine	any	notion	that	the	Grimms’	fairy	tales	are	of	folk,	or	
peasant,	or	even	German	origin.”	



	

	 272	

I	hope	my	research	will	add	to	the	ongoing	conversation	about	the	

importance	of	using	as	much	primary	source	material	as	possible	when	engaging	in	

exegetical	work	on	the	Grimms’	fairy	tales.		For	pre-Christian	Germanic	peoples,	the	

Norns’	decrees	shaped	the	entirety	of	one’s	life,	destiny,	and	death.		What	we	find	

with	the	advent	of	Christianity	in	formerly	pagan	lands	is	a	blending	of	religious	

symbols	and	awareness	that	found	refuge	in	the	popular	stories	of	the	day:	fairy	

tales.	

Finally,	for	Jacob,	death	is	a	homecoming,	a	return	to	one’s	loving	father,	

much	like	we	find	in	“Hansel	and	Gretel.”		These	religious	sensibilities	were	ancient	

and	predate	the	spiritual	migration	to	Christianity	experienced	by	the	Germanic	

peoples.		The	Grimms	were	convinced	that	remnants	of	this	ancient	religious	

wisdom	perdured	in	the	fairy	tales,	accessible	to	those	who	know	how	to	see	

through	the	disguises	they	donned	in	order	to	survive.		Jacob	notes:			

As	to	our	language	and	poetry,	they	were	sensibly	a	new	impetus;	the	
heathen	faith	was	cut	down	to	the	root,	and	its	poor	remains	could	only	save	
themselves	by	stealth	under	a	new	guise.		Crude,	unkempt	it	cannot	but	
appear,	yet	the	crude	has	its	simplicity,	and	the	rough	its	sincerity.	
	
In	our	heathen	mythology	certain	ideas	stand	out	strong	and	clear,	of	which	
the	human	heart	especially	has	need,	by	which	it	is	sustained	and	cheered.		
To	it	the	highest	god	is	a	father,	a	good	father,	gofar,	gaffer,	grandfather,	who	
grants	salvation	and	victory	to	the	living,	and	to	the	dead	an	entrance	to	his	
dwelling.		Death	is	a	going	home,	a	return	to	the	father.7	
	

The	same	is	true	for	Christian	believers,	and	the	doorway	to	this	great	hall	is	

unsealed	and	opened	by	the	grace	received	through	one’s	ritualistic	death	at	

																																																								
7	Grimm,	Teutonic	Mythology,	xlvii.	
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baptism,	not	the	bloody	death	necessary	to	be	received	into	Valhalla.		The	function	

of	death	is	still	important	for	the	Christian	because	it	leads	one	to	the	eternal	

kingdom	where	“the	early	thoughts	and	forces	of	the	human	heart”8	will	remember	

and	rejoice	again	in	the	God	who	promises	to	bring	all	those	who	sleep	in	death	to	

“happily	ever	after.”

																																																								
8	Jacob	and	Wilhelm	Grimm,	Annotated	Brothers	Grimm,	446.		From	“On	the	Nature	of	Fairy	

Tales.”	
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APPENDIX	
	
Little	Red	Riding	Hood	-	Jacob	and	Wilhelm	Grimm	

	
There	was	once	a	sweet	little	girl	who	was	loved	by	everyone	who	so	much	as	
looked	at	her,	and	most	of	all	her	grandmother	loved	her,	and	was	forever	trying	to	
think	of	new	present	to	give	the	child.		Once	she	gave	her	a	little	red	velvet	cape,	and	
because	it	suited	her	so	well	and	she	never	again	wanted	to	wear	anything	else,	she	
was	known	simply	as	Little	Red	Riding	Hood.	
	
One	day	her	mother	said	to	her:	‘Come,	Little	Red	Riding	Hood,	here’s	a	piece	of	cake	
and	a	bottle	of	wine;	take	them	out	to	your	grandmother,	she’s	sick	and	weak	and	
she’ll	enjoy	them	very	much.		Set	out	before	it	gets	hot,	and	when	you’re	on	your	
way	watch	your	step	like	a	good	girl	and	don’t	stray	from	the	path,	or	you’ll	fall	and	
break	the	bottle	and	grandmother	will	get	nothing.		And	when	you	go	into	her	room,	
remember	to	say	good	morning	and	not	to	stare	all	round	the	room	first.’		‘Don’t	
worry,	I’ll	do	everything	as	I	should,’	said	Little	Red	Riding	Hood	to	her	mother	and	
promised	faithfully.	
	
“Now	her	grandmother	lived	out	in	the	forest,	half	and	hour	from	the	village.		And	as	
Little	Red	Riding	Hood	entered	the	forest	the	wolf	met	her.		But	Little	Red	Riding	
Hood	didn’t	know	what	a	wicked	beast	he	was,	and	wasn’t	afraid	of	him.”	
	
“‘Good	morning,	Little	Red	Riding	Hood,’	he	said.		‘Thank	you,	wolf.’		‘Where	are	you	
going	so	early	Little	Red	Riding	Hood?’	he	said.		‘To	my	grandmother’s.’		‘What	are	
you	carrying	under	your	apron?’		‘Cake	and	wine-	we	were	baking	yesterday,	and	my	
grandmother’s	ill	and	weak,	so	she’s	to	have	something	nice	to	help	her	get	strong	
again.’		“Little	Red	Riding	Hood,	where	does	your	grandmother	live?’		‘A	good	
quarter	of	an	hour’s	walk	further	on	in	the	forest,	under	the	three	big	oak	trees,	
that’s	where	her	house	is;	there	are	hazel	hedges	by	it,	I’m	sure	you	know	the	place,’	
said	Little	Red	Riding	Hood.		The	wolf	thought	to	itself:	This	delicate	young	thing,	
she’ll	make	a	plump	morsel,	she’ll	taste	even	better	than	the	old	woman.		But	I	must	
go	about	it	cunningly	and	I’ll	catch	them	both.’”	
	
So	he	walked	for	a	while	beside	Little	Red	Riding	Hood	and	then	said:	‘Little	Red	
Riding	Hood,	just	look	at	those	lovely	flowers	growing	all	round	us,	why	don’t	you	
look	about	you?		I	think	you	don’t	even	notice	how	sweetly	the	birds	are	singing.		
You’re	walking	straight	ahead	as	if	you	were	going	to	school,	and	yet	it’s	such	fun	
out	here	in	the	wood.’	
	
Little	Red	Riding	Hood	opened	her	eyes	and	when	she	saw	the	sunbeams	dancing	to	
and	from	between	the	trees	and	all	the	lovely	flowers	growing	everywhere,	she	
thought:	If	I	take	grandmamma	a	bunch	of	fresh	flowers,	that’ll	please	her	too;	it’s	so	
early	that	I’ll	still	get	there	soon	enough.		And	she	ran	off	the	path	and	into	the	forest	
to	look	for	flowers.		And	every	time	she	picked	one	she	seemed	to	see	a	prettier	one	
growing	further	on,	and	she	ran	to	pick	it	and	got	deeper	and	deeper	into	the	forest.	
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But	the	wolf	went	straight	to	her	grandmother’s	house	and	knocked	at	the	door.	
‘who’s	there?’		‘Little	Red	Riding	Hood,	bringing	you	some	cake	and	wine;	open	the	
door.’	‘Just	push	down	the	latch,’	said	the	grandmother,	‘I’m	too	weak	to	get	out	of	
bed.”		The	wolf	pushed	down	the	latch,	and	without	a	word	he	went	straight	to	the	
old	woman’s	bed	and	gobbled	her	up.	
	
Then	he	put	on	her	clothes	and	her	nightcap	and	lay	down	in	her	bed	and	closed	the	
curtains.		But	Little	Red	Riding	Hood	had	been	running	about	picking	flowers,	and	
when	she	had	collected	so	many	that	she	couldn’t	carry	any	more	she	remembered	
her	grandmother	and	set	out	again	towards	her	house.		She	was	surprised	to	find	
the	door	open,	and	when	she	went	into	the	room	everything	seems	so	strange	that	
she	thought:	Oh	my	goodness,	how	nervous	I	feel	today,	and	yet	I	always	enjoy	
visiting	Grandma!	
	
She	called	out:	‘Good	morning,’	but	got	no	answer.		Then	she	went	to	the	bed	and	
drew	back	the	curtains-	and	there	lay	her	grandmother	with	her	bonnet	pulled	
down	low	over	her	face	and	looking	so	peculiar.		‘Why,	Grandmama,	what	big	ears	
you	have!’		‘The	better	to	hear	you	with.’	‘Why,	Grandmama,	what	big	eyes	you	
have!’	The	better	to	see	you	with.’		‘Why,	Grandmama,	what	big	hands	you	have.’		
‘The	better	to	grab	you	with.”		‘But	Grandmama,	what	terrible	big	jaws	you	have!’		
‘The	better	to	eat	you	with.’		And	no	sooner	had	the	wolf	said	that	then	it	made	one	
bound	out	of	the	bed	and	gobbled	up	poor	Little	Red	Riding	Hood.	
	
Having	satisfied	its	appetite,	the	wolf	lay	down	on	the	bed	again,	went	to	sleep	and	
began	to	snore	very	loudly.		The	huntsman	was	just	passing	the	house	at	that	
moment	and	he	thought:	How	the	old	woman	is	snoring;	let’s	see	if	anything’s	the	
matter	with	her.		So	he	came	into	the	room,	and	when	he	got	to	the	bed	he	saw	the	
wolf	lying	there:	‘So	I’ve	found	you	here,	you	old	sinner,’	he	said.		‘I’ve	been	looking	
for	you	for	a	long	time.’		He	was	just	about	to	take	aim	with	his	gun	when	it	occurred	
to	him	that	the	wolf	might	have	swallowed	the	old	woman	and	she	might	still	be	
saved-	so	instead	of	firing	he	took	a	pair	of	scissors	and	began	to	cut	open	the	
sleeping	wolf’s	stomach.	
	
When	he	had	made	a	snip	or	two,	he	saw	the	bright	red	of	the	little	girls	cape,	and	
after	another	few	snips	she	jumped	out	and	cried:	‘Oh,	how	frightened	I	was,	how	
dark	it	was	inside	the	wolf!’		And	then	her	old	grandmother	came	out	too,	still	alive	
though	she	could	hardly	breathe.		But	Little	Red	Riding	Hood	quickly	fetched	some	
stones,	and	with	them	they	filled	the	wolf’s	belly,	and	when	he	woke	up	he	tried	to	
run	away;	but	the	stones	were	so	heavy	that	he	collapsed	at	once	and	was	killed	by	
the	fall.	
	
At	this	all	three	of	them	were	happy;	the	huntsman	skinned	the	wolf	and	took	his	
skin	home,	the	grandmother	ate	the	cake	and	drank	the	wine	that	Little	Redcape	had	
brought,	and	they	made	her	feel	much	better.		But	Little	Redcape	said	to	herself:	As	
long	as	I	live	I’ll	never	again	leave	the	path	and	run	into	the	forest	by	myself,	when	
mother	has	said	I	mustn’t.
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Little	Red	Riding	Hood	(Alternative	Ending)	-	Jacob	and	Wilhelm	Grimm	
	
It	is	also	related	that	once	when	Red-Cap	was	again	taking	cakes	to	the	old	
grandmother,	another	wolf	spoke	to	her,	and	tried	to	entice	her	from	the	path.		Red-
Cap,	however,	was	on	her	guard,	and	went	straight	forward	on	her	way,	and	told	her	
grandmother	that	she	had	met	the	wolf,	and	that	he	had	said	“good-morning”	to	her,	
but	with	such	a	wicked	look	in	his	eyes,	that	if	they	had	not	been	on	the	public	road	
she	was	certain	he	would	have	eaten	her	up.		“Well,”	said	the	grandmother,	“we	will	
shut	the	door,	that	he	may	not	come	in.”	
	
Soon	after	wards	the	wolf	knocked,	and	cried:	“Open	the	door,	grandmother,	I	am	
little	Red-Cap,	and	am	bringing	you	some	cakes.”		But	they	did	not	speak,	or	open	
the	door,	so	the	greybeard	stole	twice	or	thrice	round	the	house,	and	at	last	jumped	
on	the	roof,	intending	to	wait	until	Red-Cap	went	home	in	the	evening,	and	then	to	
steal	after	her	and	devour	her	in	the	darkness.		But	the	grandmother	saw	what	was	
in	his	thoughts.		In	front	of	the	house	was	a	great	stone	trough,	so	she	said	to	the	
child:	“Take	the	pail,	Red-Cap;	I	made	some	sausages	yesterday,	so	carry	the	water	
in	which	I	boiled	them	to	the	trough.”	
	
Red-Cap	carried	until	the	great	trough	was	quite	full.		Then	the	smell	of	the	sausages	
reached	the	wolf,	and	he	sniffed	and	peeped	down,	and	at	last	stretched	out	his	neck	
so	far	that	he	could	no	longer	keep	his	footing	and	began	to	slip,	and	slipped	down	
from	the	roof	straight	into	the	great	trough,	and	was	drowned.		But	Red-Cap	went	
joyously	home,	and	no	one	ever	did	anything	to	harm	her	again.
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Briar-Rose	(Sleeping	Beauty)	–	Jacob	and	Wilhelm	Grimm	
	
Long	ago	there	lived	a	king	and	queen	and	never	a	day	passed	but	they	said:	‘Oh,	if	
only	we	had	a	child:	and	yet	they	never	had	one.		Then	it	happened	one	day	when	
the	queen	was	taking	her	bath	that	a	frog	crawled	ashore	out	of	the	water	and	said	
to	her:	‘Your	wish	is	to	be	granted;	before	a	year	is	over	you	will	give	birth	to	a	
daughter.’		It	happened	as	the	frog	had	said,	and	the	queen	gave	birth	to	a	little	girl	
of	such	beauty	that	the	king	was	beside	himself	with	joy	and	ordered	a	great	feast.		
He	invited	to	it	not	only	his	relatives	and	friends	and	acquaintances	but	also	the	
wise-women	of	the	land,	in	the	hope	that	they	would	show	the	child	affection	and	
favour.		There	were	thirteen	of	them	in	his	kingdom,	but	because	he	had	only	twelve	
golden	plates	for	them	to	eat	from,	one	of	them	had	to	stay	at	home.	
	
The	feast	was	celebrated	with	great	magnificence,	and	when	it	was	over	the	wise-
women	bestowed	their	magic	gifts	on	the	child:	one	gave	her	virtue,	another	beauty,	
a	third	wealth,	and	so	on,	till	she	had	everything	in	the	world	you	could	wish	for.		
Just	as	the	eleventh	of	them	had	spoken	her	spell,	the	thirteenth	suddenly	entered.		
She	meant	to	avenge	herself	for	not	having	been	invited,	and	without	greeting	or	
looking	at	anyone	she	cried	out	in	a	loud	voice:	‘In	her	fifteenth	year	the	princess	
shall	prick	herself	on	a	spindle	and	fall	dead.’		And	without	speaking	another	word	
she	turned	her	back	and	left	the	hall.		Everyone	was	horrified,	but	then	the	twelfth	
wise-woman,	who	still	had	not	uttered	her	wish,	stepped	forward:	she	could	not	
cancel	the	evil	spell	but	only	lessen	its	effect,	so	she	said:	“but	it	shall	not	be	death	
the	princess	falls	into,	only	a	deep	sleep	lasting	a	hundred	years.’	
	
The	King,	who	dearly	wished	to	protect	his	beloved	child	from	this	misfortune,	gave	
orders	that	every	spindle	in	his	kingdom	was	to	be	burnt.		But	the	blessings	of	the	
wise-women	on	the	girl	were	all	fulfilled,	for	she	was	so	beautiful,	well	behaved,	
kind	and	intelligent	that	no	one	could	look	at	her	without	loving	her.		It	happened	
that	on	the	very	day	she	was	to	reach	the	age	of	fifteen	the	king	and	queen	were	not	
at	home	and	the	girl	stayed	behind	in	the	palace	all	by	herself,	so	she	explored	
everything,	looked	at	the	rooms	and	the	bedrooms	just	as	she	pleased,	and	finally	
come	to	an	old	tower.		She	climbed	to	the	top	of	the	narrow	spiral	stair	and	came	to	
a	little	door.		In	the	lock	was	an	old	rusty	key;	when	she	turned	it	the	door	sprang	
open	and	there,	in	a	little	room,	sat	an	old	woman	with	a	spindle,	busily	spinning	her	
flax.		‘Good	morning,	old	lady,’	said	the	princess,	‘what’s	that	you’re	doing?’			‘I’m	
spinning,’	said	the	old	woman,	nodding	her	head.		‘And	what’s	this	funny	little	thing	
jumping	about?’	asked	the	girl.		And	she	took	the	spindle	in	her	hand	and	wanted	to	
learn	how	to	spin	too.		But	she	had	scarcely	touched	it	when	the	spell	was	fulfilled	
and	she	pricked	herself	in	the	finger.	
	
The	moment	she	felt	the	prick	she	fell	down	on	the	bed	that	was	standing	there,	and	
lay	in	a	deep	sleep.		And	this	sleep	spread	over	the	entire	palace:	the	king	and	queen,	
who	had	just	got	back	and	entered	the	hall,	began	to	fall	asleep,	and	so	did	their	
whole	court	with	them.		And	the	horses	in	the	stable	fell	asleep,	and	the	dogs	in	the	
courtyard,	the	pigeons	on	the	roof,	the	flies	on	the	wall,	in	fact	even	the	fire	blazing	
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in	the	hearth	stood	still	and	fell	asleep,	and	the	roast	stopped	crackling,	and	the	
cook,	who	was	in	the	act	of	pulling	the	kitchen	boy’s	hair	for	something	he	had	done	
wrong,	let	him	go	and	fell	asleep.		And	the	wind	died	down,	and	on	the	trees	in	front	
of	the	palace	not	a	single	leaf	stirred.	
	
But	round	the	palace	a	thorn	thicket	began	to	grow,	which	grew	taller	every	year	
and	in	the	end	surrounded	the	entire	castle	and	grew	up	above	the	top	of	it	so	that	
you	couldn’t	see	any	castle	any	more,	not	even	the	flag	on	the	roof.		But	the	legend	of	
the	lovely	sleeping	Briar-Rose	(or	so	the	princess	came	to	be	called)	was	told	in	the	
land,	so	that	from	time	to	time	princes	would	come	and	try	to	force	their	way	
through	the	thicket	into	the	castle.		But	none	of	them	succeeded,	because	the	thorn	
bushes	gripped	each	other	as	if	they	had	hands,	and	the	young	men	got	trapped	
among	them	and	couldn’t	free	themselves	and	died	a	piteous	death.		After	many	
many	years	another	prince	came	to	that	country	and	heard	an	old	man	tell	the	story	
of	the	thorn	thicket,	and	of	how	it	was	said	that	a	palace	stood	behind	it	in	which	a	
most	beautiful	princess	called	Briar-Rose	had	been	sleeping	for	the	last	hundred	
years,	and	the	king	and	the	queen	and	the	whole	court	lay	asleep	there	with	her,	and	
of	how	he	had	also	heard	from	his	grandfather	that	many	princes	had	already	come	
and	tried	to	force	their	way	through	the	thorns	but	had	got	trapped	in	them	and	
perished	miserably.		Then	the	young	man	said,	‘I’m	not	afraid,	I’ll	go	out	and	find	this	
beautiful	Briar-Rose.’		The	kind	old	man	tried	his	best	to	dissuade	him,	but	the	
prince	didn’t	listen.	
	
Now	it	happened	that	the	hundred	years	had	just	passed,	and	the	day	had	come	on	
which	Briar-Rose	was	to	wake	up.		When	the	prince	approached	the	thorn	thicket,	
the	thorns	had	all	turned	into	enormous	beautiful	flowers,	which	parted	of	their	
own	accord	and	let	him	through	unharmed,	and	behind	him	they	closed	up	again	
and	made	a	hedge.		In	the	palace	courtyard	he	saw	all	the	horses	and	the	brindled	
hunting-hounds	lying	asleep,	and	on	the	roof	the	pigeons	were	roosting	with	their	
heads	tucked	under	their	wings.		And	when	he	went	indoors,	the	flies	were	asleep	
on	the	wall,	the	cook	in	the	kitchen	still	had	his	hand	outstretched	as	if	to	grab	the	
kitchen	boy,	and	the	kitchen	maid	was	sitting	with	a	black	chicken	in	her	lap,	about	
to	pluck	it.		Then	he	went	further	and	saw	the	whole	court	lying	asleep	in	the	hall,	
and	up	there	beside	the	throne	lay	the	ling	and	the	queen.		Then	he	went	still	
further,	and	everything	was	so	silent	that	he	could	hear	his	own	breathing;	and	in	
the	end	he	came	to	the	tower	and	opened	the	door	of	the	little	room	where	Briar-
Rose	was	sleeping.	
	
There	she	lay,	and	she	was	so	beautiful	he	couldn’t	take	his	eyes	off	her,	and	he	
stooped	down	and	kissed	her.		As	his	lips	touched	hers,	Briar-rose	opened	her	eyes,	
woke	up	and	smiled	at	him.		Then	they	went	downstairs	together,	and	the	king	woke	
up	and	so	did	the	queen	and	the	whole	court,	and	they	looked	at	each	other	in	
astonishment.		And	the	horses	in	the	yard	got	to	their	feet	and	shook	themselves,	the	
hounds	jumped	up	and	wagged	their	tails,	the	pigeons	on	the	roof	took	their	heads	
from	under	their	wings,	looked	about	them	and	flew	off	over	the	fields,	the	flies	
began	crawling	up	the	walls	again,	the	fire	in	the	kitchen	revived	and	blazed	up	and	
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cooked	the	dinner,	the	roast	began	to	crackle	again,	and	the	cook	gave	the	boy	such	
a	box	on	the	ear	that	he	howled,	and	the	maid	finished	plucking	the	chicken.		And	
after	that	the	wedding	of	the	prince	with	Briar-Rose	was	celebrated	with	great	
magnificence,	and	they	lived	happily	till	the	end	of	their	days.
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Sun,	Moon,	and	Talia	-	Giambattista	Basile	

There	once	lived	a	great	lord,	who	was	blessed	with	the	birth	of	a	daughter,	whom	
he	named	Talia.	He	sent	for	the	wise	men	and	astrologers	in	his	lands,	to	predict	her	
future.	They	met,	counseled	together,	and	cast	her	horoscope,	and	at	length	they	
came	to	the	conclusion	that	she	would	incur	great	danger	from	a	splinter	of	flax.	Her	
father	therefore	forbade	that	any	flax,	hemp,	or	any	other	material	of	that	sort	be	
brought	into	his	house,	so	that	she	should	escape	the	predestined	danger.	

One	day,	when	Talia	had	grown	into	a	young	and	beautiful	lady,	she	was	looking	out	
of	a	window,	when	she	beheld	passing	that	way	an	old	woman,	who	was	spinning.	
Talia,	never	having	seen	a	distaff	or	a	spindle,	was	pleased	to	see	the	twirling	
spindle,	and	she	was	so	curious	as	to	what	thing	it	was,	that	she	asked	the	old	
woman	to	come	to	her.	Taking	the	distaff	from	her	hand,	she	began	to	stretch	the	
flax.	Unfortunately,	Talia	ran	a	splinter	of	flax	under	her	nail,	and	she	fell	dead	upon	
the	ground.	When	the	old	woman	saw	this,	she	became	frightened	and	ran	down	the	
stairs,	and	is	running	still.	

As	soon	as	the	wretched	father	heard	of	the	disaster	which	had	taken	place,	he	had	
them,	after	having	paid	for	this	tub	of	sour	wine	with	casks	of	tears,	lay	her	out	in	
one	of	his	country	mansions.	There	they	seated	her	on	a	velvet	throne	under	a	
canopy	of	brocade.	Wanting	to	forget	all	and	to	drive	from	his	memory	his	great	
misfortune,	he	closed	the	doors	and	abandoned	forever	the	house	where	he	had	
suffered	this	great	loss.	

After	a	time,	it	happened	by	chance	that	a	king	was	out	hunting	and	passed	that	way.	
One	of	his	falcons	escaped	from	his	hand	and	flew	into	the	house	by	way	of	one	of	
the	windows.	It	did	not	come	when	called,	so	the	king	had	one	of	his	party	knock	at	
the	door,	believing	the	palace	to	be	inhabited.	Although	he	knocked	for	a	length	of	
time,	nobody	answered,	so	the	king	had	them	bring	a	vintner's	ladder,	for	he	himself	
would	climb	up	and	search	the	house,	to	discover	what	was	inside.	Thus	he	climbed	
up	and	entered,	and	looked	in	all	the	rooms,	and	nooks,	and	corners,	and	was	
amazed	to	find	no	living	person	there.	At	last	he	came	to	the	salon,	and	when	the	
king	beheld	Talia,	who	seemed	to	be	enchanted,	he	believed	that	she	was	asleep,	and	
he	called	her,	but	she	remained	unconscious.	Crying	aloud,	he	beheld	her	charms	
and	felt	his	blood	course	hotly	through	his	veins.	He	lifted	her	in	his	arms,	and	
carried	her	to	a	bed,	where	he	gathered	the	first	fruits	of	love.	Leaving	her	on	the	
bed,	he	returned	to	his	own	kingdom,	where,	in	the	pressing	business	of	his	realm,	
he	for	a	time	thought	no	more	about	this	incident.	

Now	after	nine	months	Talia	delivered	two	beautiful	children,	one	a	boy	and	the	
other	a	girl.	In	them	could	be	seen	two	rare	jewels,	and	they	were	attended	by	two	
fairies,	who	came	to	that	palace,	and	put	them	at	their	mother's	breasts.	Once,	
however,	they	sought	the	nipple,	and	not	finding	it,	began	to	suck	on	Talia's	fingers,	
and	they	sucked	so	much	that	the	splinter	of	flax	came	out.	Talia	awoke	as	if	from	a	
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long	sleep,	and	seeing	beside	her	two	priceless	gems,	she	held	them	to	her	breast,	
and	gave	them	the	nipple	to	suck,	and	the	babies	were	dearer	to	her	than	her	own	
life.	Finding	herself	alone	in	that	palace	with	two	children	by	her	side,	she	did	not	
know	what	had	happened	to	her;	but	she	did	notice	that	the	table	was	set,	and	food	
and	drink	were	brought	in	to	her,	although	she	did	not	see	any	attendants.	

In	the	meanwhile	the	king	remembered	Talia,	and	saying	that	he	wanted	to	go	
hunting,	he	returned	to	the	palace,	and	found	her	awake,	and	with	two	cupids	of	
beauty.	He	was	overjoyed,	and	he	told	Talia	who	he	was,	and	how	he	had	seen	her,	
and	what	had	taken	place.	When	she	heard	this,	their	friendship	was	knitted	with	
tighter	bonds,	and	he	remained	with	her	for	a	few	days.	After	that	time	he	bade	her	
farewell,	and	promised	to	return	soon,	and	take	her	with	him	to	his	kingdom.	And	he	
went	to	his	realm,	but	he	could	not	find	any	rest,	and	at	all	hours	he	had	in	his	
mouth	the	names	of	Talia,	and	of	Sun	and	Moon	(those	were	the	two	children's	
names),	and	when	he	took	his	rest,	he	called	either	one	or	other	of	them.	

Now	the	king's	wife	began	to	suspect	that	something	was	wrong	from	the	delay	of	
her	husband	while	hunting,	and	hearing	him	name	continually	Talia,	Sun,	and	Moon,	
she	became	hot	with	another	kind	of	heat	than	the	sun's.	Sending	for	the	secretary,	
she	said	to	him,	"Listen	to	me,	my	son,	you	are	living	between	two	rocks,	between	
the	post	and	the	door,	between	the	poker	and	the	grate.	If	you	will	tell	me	with	
whom	the	king	your	master,	and	my	husband,	is	in	love,	I	will	give	you	treasures	
untold;	and	if	you	hide	the	truth	from	me,	you	will	never	be	found	again,	dead	or	
alive."	The	man	was	terribly	frightened.	Greed	and	fear	blinded	his	eyes	to	all	honor	
and	to	all	sense	of	justice,	and	he	related	to	her	all	things,	calling	bread	bread,	and	
wine	wine.	

The	queen,	hearing	how	matters	stood,	sent	the	secretary	to	Talia,	in	the	name	of	the	
king,	asking	her	to	send	the	children,	for	he	wished	to	see	them.	Talia,	with	great	joy,	
did	as	she	was	commanded.	Then	the	queen,	with	a	heart	of	Medea,	told	the	cook	to	
kill	them,	and	to	make	them	into	several	tasteful	dishes	for	her	wretched	husband.	
But	the	cook	was	tender	hearted	and,	seeing	these	two	beautiful	golden	apples,	felt	
pity	and	compassion	for	them,	and	he	carried	them	home	to	his	wife,	and	had	her	
hide	them.	In	their	place	he	prepared	two	lambs	into	a	hundred	different	dishes.	
When	the	king	came,	the	queen,	with	great	pleasure,	had	the	food	served.	

The	king	ate	with	delight,	saying,	"By	the	life	of	Lanfusa,	how	tasteful	this	is";	or,	"By	
the	soul	of	my	ancestors,	this	is	good."	

Each	time	she	replied,	"Eat,	eat,	you	are	eating	of	your	own."	

For	two	or	three	times	the	king	paid	no	attention	to	this	repetition,	but	at	last	seeing	
that	the	music	continued,	he	answered,	"I	know	perfectly	well	that	I	am	eating	of	my	
own,	because	you	have	brought	nothing	into	this	house";	and	growing	angry,	he	got	
up	and	went	to	a	villa	at	some	distance	from	his	palace,	to	solace	his	soul	and	
alleviate	his	anger.	
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In	the	meanwhile	the	queen,	not	being	satisfied	of	the	evil	already	done,	sent	for	the	
secretary	and	told	him	to	go	to	the	palace	and	to	bring	Talia	back,	saying	that	the	
king	longed	for	her	presence	and	was	expecting	her.	Talia	departed	as	soon	as	she	
heard	these	words,	believing	that	she	was	following	the	commands	of	her	lord,	for	
she	greatly	longed	to	see	her	light	and	joy,	knowing	not	what	was	preparing	for	her.	
She	was	met	by	the	queen,	whose	face	glowed	from	the	fierce	fire	burning	inside	
her,	and	looked	like	the	face	of	Nero.	

She	addressed	her	thus,	"Welcome,	Madam	Busybody!	You	are	a	fine	piece	of	goods,	
you	ill	weed,	who	are	enjoying	my	husband.	So	you	are	the	lump	of	filth,	the	cruel	
bitch,	that	has	caused	my	head	to	spin?	Change	your	ways,	for	you	are	welcome	in	
purgatory,	where	I	will	compensate	you	for	all	the	damage	you	have	done	to	me."	

Talia,	hearing	these	words,	began	to	excuse	herself,	saying	that	it	was	not	her	fault,	
because	the	king	her	husband	had	taken	possession	of	her	territory	when	she	was	
drowned	in	sleep;	but	the	queen	would	not	listen	to	her	excuses,	and	had	a	large	fire	
lit	in	the	courtyard	of	the	palace,	and	commanded	that	Talia	should	be	cast	into	it.	

The	lady,	perceiving	that	matters	had	taken	a	bad	turn,	knelt	before	the	queen,	and	
begged	her	to	allow	her	at	least	to	take	off	the	garments	she	wore.	The	queen,	not	
for	pity	of	the	unhappy	lady,	but	to	gain	also	those	robes,	which	were	embroidered	
with	gold	and	pearls,	told	her	to	undress,	saying,	"You	can	take	off	your	clothes.	I	
agree."	Talia	began	to	take	them	off,	and	with	every	item	that	she	removed	she	
uttered	a	loud	scream.	Having	taken	off	her	robe,	her	skirt,	the	bodice,	and	her	shift,	
she	was	on	the	point	of	removing	her	last	garment,	when	she	uttered	a	last	scream	
louder	than	the	rest.	They	dragged	her	towards	the	pile,	to	reduce	her	to	lye	ashes	
which	would	be	used	to	wash	Charon's	breeches.	

The	king	suddenly	appeared,	and	finding	this	spectacle,	demanded	to	know	what	
was	happening.	He	asked	for	his	children,	and	his	wife	--	reproaching	him	for	his	
treachery	--	told	him	that	she	had	had	them	slaughtered	and	served	to	him	as	meat.	
When	the	wretched	king	heard	this,	he	gave	himself	up	to	despair,	saying,	"Alas!	
Then	I,	myself,	am	the	wolf	of	my	own	sweet	lambs.	Alas!	And	why	did	these	my	
veins	know	not	the	fountains	of	their	own	blood?	You	renegade	bitch,	what	evil	deed	
is	this	which	you	have	done?	Begone,	you	shall	get	your	desert	as	the	stumps,	and	I	
will	not	send	such	a	tyrant-faced	one	to	the	Colosseum	to	do	her	penance!"	

So	saying,	he	commanded	that	the	queen	should	be	cast	into	the	fire	which	she	had	
prepared	for	Talia,	and	the	secretary	with	her,	because	he	had	been	the	handle	for	
this	bitter	play,	and	weaver	of	this	wicked	plot.	He	was	going	to	do	the	same	with	
the	cook,	whom	he	believed	to	be	the	slaughterer	of	his	children,	when	the	man	cast	
himself	at	his	feet,	saying,	"In	truth,	my	lord,	for	such	a	deed,	there	should	be	
nothing	else	than	a	pile	of	living	fire,	and	no	other	help	than	a	spear	from	behind,	
and	no	other	entertainment	than	twisting	and	turning	within	the	blazing	fire,	and	I	
should	seek	no	other	honor	than	to	have	my	ashes,	the	ashes	of	a	cook,	mixed	up	
with	the	queen's.	But	this	is	not	the	reward	that	I	expect	for	having	saved	the	
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children,	in	spite	of	the	gall	of	that	bitch,	who	wanted	to	kill	them	and	to	return	to	
your	body	that	which	was	of	your	own	body."	

Hearing	these	words,	the	king	was	beside	himself.	He	thought	he	was	dreaming,	and	
he	could	not	believe	what	his	own	ears	had	heard.	Therefore,	turning	to	the	cook,	he	
said,	"If	it	is	true	that	you	have	saved	my	children,	be	sure	that	I	will	take	you	away	
from	turning	the	spit,	and	I	will	put	you	in	the	kitchen	of	this	breast,	to	turn	and	
twist	as	you	like	all	my	desires,	giving	you	such	a	reward	as	shall	enable	you	to	call	
yourself	a	happy	man	in	this	world."	

While	the	king	spoke	these	words,	the	cook's	wife,	seeing	her	husband's	need,	
brought	forth	the	two	children,	Sun	and	Moon,	before	their	father.	And	he	never	
tired	at	playing	the	game	of	three	with	his	wife	and	children,	making	a	mill	wheel	of	
kisses,	now	with	one	and	then	with	the	other.	He	gave	a	generous	reward	to	the	
cook,	he	made	him	a	chamberlain.	He	married	Talia	to	wife;	and	she	enjoyed	a	long	
life	with	her	husband	and	her	children,	thus	experiencing	the	truth	of	the	proverb:	

Those	whom	fortune	favors	
Find	good	luck	even	in	their	sleep.
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The	Sleeping	Beauty	in	the	Wood	-	Charles	Perrault	

Once	upon	a	time	there	lived	a	king	and	queen	who	were	grieved,	more	grieved	than	
words	can	tell,	because	they	had	no	children.	They	tried	the	waters	of	every	country,	
made	vows	and	pilgrimages,	and	did	everything	that	could	be	done,	but	without	
result.	At	last,	however,	the	queen	found	that	her	wishes	were	fulfilled,	and	in	due	
course	she	gave	birth	to	a	daughter.	

A	grand	christening	was	held,	and	all	the	fairies	that	could	be	found	in	the	realm	
(they	numbered	seven	in	all)	were	invited	to	be	godmothers	to	the	little	princess.	
This	was	done	so	that	by	means	of	the	gifts	which	each	in	turn	would	bestow	upon	
her	(in	accordance	with	the	fairy	custom	of	those	days)	the	princess	might	be	
endowed	with	every	imaginable	perfection.	

When	the	christening	ceremony	was	over,	all	the	company	returned	to	the	king's	
palace,	where	a	great	banquet	was	held	in	honor	of	the	fairies.	Places	were	laid	for	
them	in	magnificent	style,	and	before	each	was	placed	a	solid	gold	casket	containing	
a	spoon,	fork,	and	knife	of	fine	gold,	set	with	diamonds	and	rubies.	But	just	as	all	
were	sitting	down	to	table	an	aged	fairy	was	seen	to	enter,	whom	no	one	had	
thought	to	invite	--	the	reason	being	that	for	more	than	fifty	years	she	had	never	
quitted	the	tower	in	which	she	lived,	and	people	had	supposed	her	to	be	dead	or	
bewitched.	

By	the	king's	orders	a	place	was	laid	for	her,	but	it	was	impossible	to	give	her	a	
golden	casket	like	the	others,	for	only	seven	had	been	made	for	the	seven	fairies.	
The	old	creature	believed	that	she	was	intentionally	slighted,	and	muttered	threats	
between	her	teeth.	

She	was	overheard	by	one	of	the	young	fairies,	who	was	seated	nearby.	The	latter,	
guessing	that	some	mischievous	gift	might	be	bestowed	upon	the	little	princess,	hid	
behind	the	tapestry	as	soon	as	the	company	left	the	table.	Her	intention	was	to	be	
the	last	to	speak,	and	so	to	have	the	power	of	counteracting,	as	far	as	possible,	any	
evil	which	the	old	fairy	might	do.	

Presently	the	fairies	began	to	bestow	their	gifts	upon	the	princess.	The	youngest	
ordained	that	she	should	be	the	most	beautiful	person	in	the	world;	the	next,	that	
she	should	have	the	temper	of	an	angel;	the	third,	that	she	should	do	everything	
with	wonderful	grace;	the	fourth,	that	she	should	dance	to	perfection;	the	fifth,	that	
she	should	sing	like	a	nightingale;	and	the	sixth,	that	she	should	play	every	kind	of	
music	with	the	utmost	skill.	

It	was	now	the	turn	of	the	aged	fairy.	Shaking	her	head,	in	token	of	spite	rather	than	
of	infirmity,	she	declared	that	the	princess	should	prick	her	hand	with	a	spindle,	and	
die	of	it.	A	shudder	ran	through	the	company	at	this	terrible	gift.	All	eyes	were	filled	
with	tears.	
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But	at	this	moment	the	young	fairy	stepped	forth	from	behind	the	tapestry.	

"Take	comfort,	your	Majesties,"	she	cried	in	a	loud	voice.	"Your	daughter	shall	not	
die.	My	power,	it	is	true,	is	not	enough	to	undo	all	that	my	aged	kinswoman	has	
decreed.	The	princess	will	indeed	prick	her	hand	with	a	spindle.	But	instead	of	dying	
she	shall	merely	fall	into	a	profound	slumber	that	will	last	a	hundred	years.	At	the	
end	of	that	time	a	king's	son	shall	come	to	awaken	her."	

The	king,	in	an	attempt	to	avert	the	unhappy	doom	pronounced	by	the	old	fairy,	at	
once	published	an	edict	forbidding	all	persons,	under	pain	of	death,	to	use	a	
spinning	wheel	or	keep	a	spindle	in	the	house.	

At	the	end	of	fifteen	or	sixteen	years	the	king	and	queen	happened	one	day	to	be	
away,	on	pleasure	bent.	The	princess	was	running	about	the	castle,	and	going	
upstairs	from	room	to	room	she	came	at	length	to	a	garret	at	the	top	of	a	tower,	
where	an	old	serving	woman	sat	alone	with	her	distaff,	spinning.	This	good	woman	
had	never	heard	speak	of	the	king's	proclamation	forbidding	the	use	of	spinning	
wheels.	

"What	are	you	doing,	my	good	woman?"	asked	the	princess.	

"I	am	spinning,	my	pretty	child,"	replied	the	dame,	not	knowing	who	she	was.	

"Oh,	what	fun!"	rejoined	the	princess.	"How	do	you	do	it?	Let	me	try	and	see	if	I	can	
do	it	equally	well."	

Partly	because	she	was	too	hasty,	partly	because	she	was	a	little	heedless,	but	also	
because	the	fairy	decree	had	ordained	it,	no	sooner	had	she	seized	the	spindle	than	
she	pricked	her	hand	and	fell	down	in	a	swoon.	

In	great	alarm	the	good	dame	cried	out	for	help.	People	came	running	from	every	
quarter	to	the	princess.	They	threw	water	on	her	face,	chafed	her	with	their	hands,	
and	rubbed	her	temples	with	the	royal	essence	of	Hungary.	But	nothing	would	
restore	her.	

Then	the	king,	who	had	been	brought	upstairs	by	the	commotion,	remembered	the	
fairy	prophecy.	Feeling	certain	that	what	had	happened	was	inevitable,	since	the	
fairies	had	decreed	it,	he	gave	orders	that	the	princess	should	be	placed	in	the	finest	
apartment	in	the	palace,	upon	a	bed	embroidered	in	gold	and	silver.	

You	would	have	thought	her	an	angel,	so	fair	was	she	to	behold.	The	trance	had	not	
taken	away	the	lovely	color	of	her	complexion.	Her	cheeks	were	delicately	flushed,	
her	lips	like	coral.	Her	eyes,	indeed,	were	closed,	but	her	gentle	breathing	could	be	
heard,	and	it	was	therefore	plain	that	she	was	not	dead.	The	king	commanded	that	
she	should	be	left	to	sleep	in	peace	until	the	hour	of	her	awakening	should	come.	
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When	the	accident	happened	to	the	princess,	the	good	fairy	who	had	saved	her	life	
by	condemning	her	to	sleep	a	hundred	years	was	in	the	kingdom	of	Mataquin,	
twelve	thousand	leagues	away.	She	was	instantly	warned	of	it,	however,	by	a	little	
dwarf	who	had	a	pair	of	seven-league	boots,	which	are	boots	that	enable	one	to	
cover	seven	leagues	at	a	single	step.	The	fairy	set	off	at	once,	and	within	an	hour	her	
chariot	of	fire,	drawn	by	dragons,	was	seen	approaching.	

The	king	handed	her	down	from	her	chariot,	and	she	approved	of	all	that	he	had	
done.	But	being	gifted	with	great	powers	of	foresight,	she	bethought	herself	that	
when	the	princess	came	to	be	awakened,	she	would	be	much	distressed	to	find	
herself	all	alone	in	the	old	castle.	And	this	is	what	she	did.	

She	touched	with	her	wand	everybody	(except	the	king	and	queen)	who	was	in	the	
castle	--	governesses,	maids	of	honor,	ladies-in-waiting,	gentlemen,	officers,	
stewards,	cooks,	scullions,	errand	boys,	guards,	porters,	pages,	footmen.	She	
touched	likewise	all	the	horses	in	the	stables,	with	their	grooms,	the	big	mastiffs	in	
the	courtyard,	and	little	Puff,	the	pet	dog	of	the	princess,	who	was	lying	on	the	bed	
beside	his	mistress.	The	moment	she	had	touched	them	they	all	fell	asleep,	to	
awaken	only	at	the	same	moment	as	their	mistress.	Thus	they	would	always	be	
ready	with	their	service	whenever	she	should	require	it.	The	very	spits	before	the	
fire,	loaded	with	partridges	and	pheasants,	subsided	into	slumber,	and	the	fire	as	
well.	All	was	done	in	a	moment,	for	the	fairies	do	not	take	long	over	their	work.	

Then	the	king	and	queen	kissed	their	dear	child,	without	waking	her,	and	left	the	
castle.	Proclamations	were	issued,	forbidding	any	approach	to	it,	but	these	warnings	
were	not	needed,	for	within	a	quarter	of	an	hour	there	grew	up	all	round	the	park	so	
vast	a	quantity	of	trees	big	and	small,	with	interlacing	brambles	and	thorns,	that	
neither	man	nor	beast	could	penetrate	them.	The	tops	alone	of	the	castle	towers	
could	be	seen,	and	these	only	from	a	distance.	Thus	did	the	fairy's	magic	contrive	
that	the	princess,	during	all	the	time	of	her	slumber,	should	have	naught	whatever	
to	fear	from	prying	eyes.	

At	the	end	of	a	hundred	years	the	throne	had	passed	to	another	family	from	that	of	
the	sleeping	princess.	One	day	the	king's	son	chanced	to	go	a-hunting	that	way,	and	
seeing	in	the	distance	some	towers	in	the	midst	of	a	large	and	dense	forest,	he	asked	
what	they	were.	His	attendants	told	him	in	reply	the	various	stories	which	they	had	
heard.	Some	said	there	was	an	old	castle	haunted	by	ghosts,	others	that	all	the	
witches	of	the	neighborhood	held	their	revels	there.	The	favorite	tale	was	that	in	the	
castle	lived	an	ogre,	who	carried	thither	all	the	children	whom	he	could	catch.	There	
he	devoured	them	at	his	leisure,	and	since	he	was	the	only	person	who	could	force	a	
passage	through	the	wood	nobody	had	been	able	to	pursue	him.	

While	the	prince	was	wondering	what	to	believe,	an	old	peasant	took	up	the	tale.	

"Your	Highness,"	said	he,	"more	than	fifty	years	ago	I	heard	my	father	say	that	in	this	
castle	lies	a	princess,	the	most	beautiful	that	has	ever	been	seen.	It	is	her	doom	to	
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sleep	there	for	a	hundred	years,	and	then	to	be	awakened	by	a	king's	son,	for	whose	
coming	she	waits."	

This	story	fired	the	young	prince.	He	jumped	immediately	to	the	conclusion	that	it	
was	for	him	to	see	so	gay	an	adventure	through,	and	impelled	alike	by	the	wish	for	
love	and	glory,	he	resolved	to	set	about	it	on	the	spot.	

Hardly	had	he	taken	a	step	towards	the	wood	when	the	tall	trees,	the	brambles	and	
the	thorns,	separated	of	themselves	and	made	a	path	for	him.	He	turned	in	the	
direction	of	the	castle,	and	espied	it	at	the	end	of	a	long	avenue.	This	avenue	he	
entered,	and	was	surprised	to	notice	that	the	trees	closed	up	again	as	soon	as	he	had	
passed,	so	that	none	of	his	retinue	were	able	to	follow	him.	A	young	and	gallant	
prince	is	always	brave,	however;	so	he	continued	on	his	way,	and	presently	reached	
a	large	forecourt.	

The	sight	that	now	met	his	gaze	was	enough	to	fill	him	with	an	icy	fear.	The	silence	
of	the	place	was	dreadful,	and	death	seemed	all	about	him.	The	recumbent	figures	of	
men	and	animals	had	all	the	appearance	of	being	lifeless,	until	he	perceived	by	the	
pimply	noses	and	ruddy	faces	of	the	porters,	that	they	merely	slept.	It	was	plain,	too,	
from	their	glasses,	in	which	were	still	some	dregs	of	wine,	that	they	had	fallen	asleep	
while	drinking.	

The	prince	made	his	way	into	a	great	courtyard,	paved	with	marble,	and	mounting	
the	staircase	entered	the	guardroom.	Here	the	guards	were	lined	up	on	either	side	
in	two	ranks,	their	muskets	on	their	shoulders,	snoring	their	hardest.	Through	
several	apartments	crowded	with	ladies	and	gentlemen	in	waiting,	some	seated,	
some	standing,	but	all	asleep,	he	pushed	on,	and	so	came	at	last	to	a	chamber	which	
was	decked	all	over	with	gold.	There	he	encountered	the	most	beautiful	sight	he	had	
ever	seen.	Reclining	upon	a	bed,	the	curtains	of	which	on	every	side	were	drawn	
back,	was	a	princess	of	seemingly	some	fifteen	or	sixteen	summers,	whose	radiant	
beauty	had	an	almost	unearthly	luster.	

Trembling	in	his	admiration	he	drew	near	and	went	on	his	knees	beside	her.	At	the	
same	moment,	the	hour	of	disenchantment	having	come,	the	princess	awoke,	and	
bestowed	upon	him	a	look	more	tender	than	a	first	glance	might	seem	to	warrant.	

"Is	it	you,	dear	prince?"	she	said.	"You	have	been	long	in	coming!"	

Charmed	by	these	words,	and	especially	by	the	manner	in	which	they	were	said,	the	
prince	scarcely	knew	how	to	express	his	delight	and	gratification.	He	declared	that	
he	loved	her	better	than	he	loved	himself.	His	words	were	faltering,	but	they	pleased	
the	more	for	that.	The	less	there	is	of	eloquence,	the	more	there	is	of	love.	

Her	embarrassment	was	less	than	his,	and	that	is	not	to	be	wondered	at,	since	she	
had	had	time	to	think	of	what	she	would	say	to	him.	It	seems	(although	the	story	
says	nothing	about	it)	that	the	good	fairy	had	beguiled	her	long	slumber	with	
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pleasant	dreams.	To	be	brief,	after	four	hours	of	talking	they	had	not	succeeded	in	
uttering	one	half	of	the	things	they	had	to	say	to	each	other.	

Now	the	whole	palace	had	awakened	with	the	princess.	Everyone	went	about	his	
business,	and	since	they	were	not	all	in	love	they	presently	began	to	feel	mortally	
hungry.	The	lady-in-waiting,	who	was	suffering	like	the	rest,	at	length	lost	patience,	
and	in	a	loud	voice	called	out	to	the	princess	that	supper	was	served.	

The	princess	was	already	fully	dressed,	and	in	most	magnificent	style.	As	he	helped	
her	to	rise,	the	prince	refrained	from	telling	her	that	her	clothes,	with	the	straight	
collar	which	she	wore,	were	like	those	to	which	his	grandmother	had	been	
accustomed.	And	in	truth,	they	in	no	way	detracted	from	her	beauty.	

They	passed	into	an	apartment	hung	with	mirrors,	and	were	there	served	with	
supper	by	the	stewards	of	the	household,	while	the	fiddles	and	oboes	played	some	
old	music	and	played	it	remarkably	well,	considering	they	had	not	played	at	all	for	
just	upon	a	hundred	years.	A	little	later,	when	supper	was	over,	the	chaplain	
married	them	in	the	castle	chapel,	and	in	due	course,	attended	by	the	courtiers	in	
waiting,	they	retired	to	rest.	

They	slept	but	little,	however.	The	princess,	indeed,	had	not	much	need	of	sleep,	and	
as	soon	as	morning	came	the	prince	took	his	leave	of	her.	He	returned	to	the	city,	
and	told	his	father,	who	was	awaiting	him	with	some	anxiety,	that	he	had	lost	
himself	while	hunting	in	the	forest,	but	had	obtained	some	black	bread	and	cheese	
from	a	charcoal	burner,	in	whose	hovel	he	had	passed	the	night.	

His	royal	father,	being	of	an	easygoing	nature,	believed	the	tale,	but	his	mother	was	
not	so	easily	hoodwinked.	She	noticed	that	he	now	went	hunting	every	day,	and	that	
he	always	had	an	excuse	handy	when	he	had	slept	two	or	three	nights	from	home.	
She	felt	certain,	therefore,	that	he	had	some	love	affair.	

Two	whole	years	passed	since	the	marriage	of	the	prince	and	princess,	and	during	
that	time	they	had	two	children.	The	first,	a	daughter,	was	called	"Dawn,"	while	the	
second,	a	boy,	was	named	"Day,"	because	he	seemed	even	more	beautiful	than	his	
sister.	

Many	a	time	the	queen	told	her	son	that	he	ought	to	settle	down	in	life.	She	tried	in	
this	way	to	make	him	confide	in	her,	but	he	did	not	dare	to	trust	her	with	his	secret.	
Despite	the	affection	which	he	bore	her,	he	was	afraid	of	his	mother,	for	she	came	of	
a	race	of	ogres,	and	the	king	had	only	married	her	for	her	wealth.	

It	was	whispered	at	the	court	that	she	had	ogrish	instincts,	and	that	when	little	
children	were	near	her	she	had	the	greatest	difficulty	in	the	world	to	keep	herself	
from	pouncing	on	them.	

No	wonder	the	prince	was	reluctant	to	say	a	word.	
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But	at	the	end	of	two	years	the	king	died,	and	the	prince	found	himself	on	the	
throne.	He	then	made	public	announcement	of	his	marriage,	and	went	in	state	to	
fetch	his	royal	consort	from	her	castle.	With	her	two	children	beside	her	she	made	a	
triumphal	entry	into	the	capital	of	her	husband's	realm.	

Some	time	afterwards	the	king	declared	war	on	his	neighbor,	the	Emperor	
Cantalabutte.	He	appointed	the	queen	mother	as	regent	in	his	absence,	and	
entrusted	his	wife	and	children	to	her	care.	

He	expected	to	be	away	at	the	war	for	the	whole	of	the	summer,	and	as	soon	as	he	
was	gone	the	queen	mother	sent	her	daughter-in-law	and	the	two	children	to	a	
country	mansion	in	the	forest.	This	she	did	that	she	might	be	able	the	more	easily	to	
gratify	her	horrible	longings.	A	few	days	later	she	went	there	and	in	the	evening	
summoned	the	chief	steward.	

"For	my	dinner	tomorrow,"	she	told	him,	"I	will	eat	little	Dawn."	

"Oh,	Madam!"	exclaimed	the	steward.	

"That	is	my	will,"	said	the	queen;	and	she	spoke	in	the	tones	of	an	ogre	who	longs	for	
raw	meat.	

"You	will	serve	her	with	piquant	sauce,"	she	added.	

The	poor	man,	seeing	plainly	that	it	was	useless	to	trifle	with	an	ogress,	took	his	big	
knife	and	went	up	to	little	Dawn's	chamber.	She	was	at	that	time	four	years	old,	and	
when	she	came	running	with	a	smile	to	greet	him,	flinging	her	arms	round	his	neck	
and	coaxing	him	to	give	her	some	sweets,	he	burst	into	tears,	and	let	the	knife	fall	
from	his	hand.	

Presently	he	went	down	to	the	yard	behind	the	house,	and	slaughtered	a	young	
lamb.	For	this	he	made	so	delicious	a	sauce	that	his	mistress	declared	she	had	never	
eaten	anything	so	good.	

At	the	same	time	the	steward	carried	little	Dawn	to	his	wife,	and	bade	the	latter	hide	
her	in	the	quarters	which	they	had	below	the	yard.	

Eight	days	later	the	wicked	queen	summoned	her	steward	again.	

"For	my	supper,"	she	announced,	"I	will	eat	little	Day."	

The	steward	made	no	answer,	being	determined	to	trick	her	as	he	had	done	
previously.	He	went	in	search	of	little	Day,	whom	he	found	with	a	tiny	foil	in	his	
hand,	making	brave	passes	--	though	he	was	but	three	years	old	--	at	a	big	monkey.	
He	carried	him	off	to	his	wife,	who	stowed	him	away	in	hiding	with	little	Dawn.	To	
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the	ogress	the	steward	served	up,	in	place	of	Day,	a	young	kid	so	tender	that	she	
found	it	surpassingly	delicious.	

So	far,	so	good.	But	there	came	an	evening	when	this	evil	queen	again	addressed	the	
steward.	

"I	have	a	mind,"	she	said,	"to	eat	the	queen	with	the	same	sauce	as	you	served	with	
her	children."	

This	time	the	poor	steward	despaired	of	being	able	to	practice	another	deception.	
The	young	queen	was	twenty	years	old,	without	counting	the	hundred	years	she	had	
been	asleep.	Her	skin,	though	white	and	beautiful,	had	become	a	little	tough,	and	
what	animal	could	he	possibly	find	that	would	correspond	to	her?	He	made	up	his	
mind	that	if	he	would	save	his	own	life	he	must	kill	the	queen,	and	went	upstairs	to	
her	apartment	determined	to	do	the	deed	once	and	for	all.	Goading	himself	into	a	
rage	he	drew	his	knife	and	entered	the	young	queen's	chamber,	but	a	reluctance	to	
give	her	no	moment	of	grace	made	him	repeat	respectfully	the	command	which	he	
had	received	from	the	queen	mother.	

"Do	it!	do	it!"	she	cried,	baring	her	neck	to	him;	"carry	out	the	order	you	have	been	
given!	Then	once	more	I	shall	see	my	children,	my	poor	children	that	I	loved	so	
much!"	

Nothing	had	been	said	to	her	when	the	children	were	stolen	away,	and	she	believed	
them	to	be	dead.	

The	poor	steward	was	overcome	by	compassion.	"No,	no,	Madam,"	he	declared.	"You	
shall	not	die,	but	you	shall	certainly	see	your	children	again.	That	will	be	in	my	
quarters,	where	I	have	hidden	them.	I	shall	make	the	queen	eat	a	young	hind	in	
place	of	you,	and	thus	trick	her	once	more."	

Without	more	ado	he	led	her	to	his	quarters,	and	leaving	her	there	to	embrace	and	
weep	over	her	children,	proceeded	to	cook	a	hind	with	such	art	that	the	queen	
mother	ate	it	for	her	supper	with	as	much	appetite	as	if	it	had	indeed	been	the	
young	queen.	

The	queen	mother	felt	well	satisfied	with	her	cruel	deeds,	and	planned	to	tell	the	
king,	on	his	return,	that	savage	wolves	had	devoured	his	consort	and	his	children.	It	
was	her	habit,	however,	to	prowl	often	about	the	courts	and	alleys	of	the	mansion,	in	
the	hope	of	scenting	raw	meat,	and	one	evening	she	heard	the	little	boy	Day	crying	
in	a	basement	cellar.	The	child	was	weeping	because	his	mother	had	threatened	to	
whip	him	for	some	naughtiness,	and	she	heard	at	the	same	time	the	voice	of	Dawn	
begging	forgiveness	for	her	brother.	

The	ogress	recognized	the	voices	of	the	queen	and	her	children,	and	was	enraged	to	
find	she	had	been	tricked.	The	next	morning,	in	tones	so	affrighting	that	all	
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trembled,	she	ordered	a	huge	vat	to	be	brought	into	the	middle	of	the	courtyard.	
This	she	filled	with	vipers	and	toads,	with	snakes	and	serpents	of	every	kind,	
intending	to	cast	into	it	the	queen	and	her	children,	and	the	steward	with	his	wife	
and	serving	girl.	By	her	command	these	were	brought	forward,	with	their	hands	tied	
behind	their	backs.	

There	they	were,	and	her	minions	were	making	ready	to	cast	them	into	the	vat,	
when	into	the	courtyard	rode	the	king!	Nobody	had	expected	him	so	soon,	but	he	
had	traveled	posthaste.	Filled	with	amazement,	he	demanded	to	know	what	this	
horrible	spectacle	meant.	

None	dared	tell	him,	and	at	that	moment	the	ogress,	enraged	at	what	confronted	
her,	threw	herself	head	foremost	into	the	vat,	and	was	devoured	on	the	instant	by	
the	hideous	creatures	she	had	placed	in	it.	

The	king	could	not	but	be	sorry,	for	after	all	she	was	his	mother;	but	it	was	not	long	
before	he	found	ample	consolation	in	his	beautiful	wife	and	children.	

Moral:	

Many	a	girl	has	waited	long		
For	a	husband	brave	or	strong;		
But	I'm	sure	I	never	met		
Any	sort	of	woman	yet		
Who	could	wait	a	hundred	years,		
Free	from	fretting,	free	from	fears.		
Now,	our	story	seems	to	show		
That	a	century	or	so,		
Late	or	early,	matters	not;		
True	love	comes	by	fairy-lot.		
Some	old	folk	will	even	say		
It	grows	better	by	delay.		
Yet	this	good	advice,	I	fear,		
Helps	us	neither	there	nor	here.		
Though	philosophers	may	prate		
How	much	wiser	'tis	to	wait,		
Maids	will	be	a-sighing	still	–		
Young	blood	must	when	young	blood	will!
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Hansel	and	Gretel	–	Jacob	and	Wilhelm	Grimm	
	
At	the	edge	of	a	big	forest	there	lived	a	poor	woodcutter	with	his	wife	and	two	
children;	the	little	boy’s	name	was	Hansel	and	the	girl’s	was	Gretel.		He	had	precious	
little	to	fill	his	belly,	and	once	when	there	was	a	bad	famine	in	the	land	he	could	no	
longer	even	get	bread	from	one	day	to	the	next.		At	night	he	lay	in	bed	worrying,	and	
he	tossed	and	turned	and	sighed	and	said	to	his	wife:	‘What’s	to	become	of	us?		How	
can	we	feed	our	poor	children	when	we’ve	nothing	left	for	ourselves?’		‘I’ll	tell	you	
what,	husband,’	answered	his	wife.		‘Tomorrow	first	thing	we’ll	take	the	children	
into	the	forest,	into	the	very	thick	of	it-	we’ll	make	a	fire	for	them	and	give	them	each	
one	more	piece	of	bread,	then	we’ll	go	about	our	work	and	leave	them	by	
themselves.		They	won’t	find	the	way	back	home	and	we’ll	be	rid	of	them.”		‘No,	
wife,’	said	her	husband,	‘I’ll	not	do	that;	how	could	I	have	the	heart	to	leave	my	
children	alone	in	the	forest?		The	wild	beasts	would	soon	come	and	tear	them	to	
pieces.’		‘Oh	you	fool,’	she	said,	‘then	all	four	of	us	will	have	to	starve;	you	may	as	
well	begin	planning	the	boards	for	our	coffins.’		And	she	would	give	him	no	peace	till	
he	consented.		‘But	I’m	sorry	for	the	poor	children	all	the	same,’	said	the	man.	
	
The	two	children	were	so	hungry	that	they	hadn’t	been	able	to	get	to	sleep	either,	
and	had	heard	what	their	stepmother	had	said	to	their	father.		Gretel	cried	bitterly	
and	said	to	Hansel:	‘Now	we’re	done	for.’		‘Hush,	Gretel,’	said	Hansel,	‘don’t	be	sad,	
I’ll	soon	find	a	way.’		And	when	their	parents	had	gone	to	sleep	he	got	up,	pulled	on	
his	coat,	opened	the	back	door	and	crept	out.		There	was	bright	moonlight,	and	the	
white	pebbles	outside	the	house	shone	like	so	many	little	silver	coins.		Hansel	bent	
down	and	filled	his	coat	pockets	with	as	many	as	would	go	into	them.		Then	he	went	
in	again	and	said	to	Gretel:	‘Don’t	worry,	little	sister,	you	can	go	to	sleep	now,	God	
won’t	forsake	us.’		And	he	bot	back	into	bed.	
	
At	daybreak,	before	it	was	even	sunrise,	the	woman	came	and	woke	the	two	
children:	‘Get	up,	you	idle	brats,	we’re	going	into	the	forest	to	fetch	wood.’		Then	she	
gave	each	of	them	a	piece	of	bread	and	said:	‘there’s	something	for	your	lunch,	but	
don’t	eat	it	before	then	because	you’ll	get	nothing	else.’		Gretel	put	the	bread	under	
her	apron,	because	Hansel	had	the	stones	in	his	pockets.		Then	they	all	set	out	
together	along	the	path	to	the	forest.	
	
When	they	had	been	walking	for	a	little,	Hansel	stopped	and	looked	back	towards	
the	house,	and	he	kept	on	doing	this.		His	father	said:	‘Hansel,	what	are	you	lagging	
behind	for	and	looking	at?		Watch	what	you’re	doing	and	get	a	move	on.’		‘Oh,	father,’	
said	Hansel,	‘I’m	looking	at	my	white	kitten,	it’s	sitting	up	there	on	the	roof	and	
wants	to	say	goodbye	to	me.’		The	woman	said:		‘You	silly	boy,	that’s	not	your	kitten,	
it’s	the	light	of	the	morning	sun	on	the	chimney.’		But	Hansel	hadn’t	been	looking	at	
the	kitten;	each	time	he	had	been	throwing	one	of	the	shining	pebbles	in	his	pocket	
on	to	the	path.	
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When	they	had	reached	the	middle	of	the	forest,	their	father	said:	‘Now,	you	
children,	gather	some	wood,	I’ll	make	a	fire	so	you	won’t	freeze.’		Hansel	and	Gretel	
collected	firewood	and	made	quite	a	little	pile	of	it.		It	was	set	alight,	and	when	the	
flames	were	burning	high	the	woman	said:	‘Now	lie	down	by	the	fire,	children,	and	
have	a	rest.		We’re	going	into	the	forest	to	chop	wood.		When	we’re	done,	we’ll	come	
back	and	fetch	you.’		Hansel	and	Gretel	sat	by	the	fire,	and	at	midday	they	ate	their	
pieces	of	bread.		And	hearing	the	blows	of	a	woodcutter’s	axe,	they	thought	their	
father	was	nearby.		But	it	wasn’t	the	axe,	it	was	a	branch	he	had	tied	to	a	withered	
tree	and	the	wind	was	blowing	it	to	and	fro.	
	
And	when	they	had	been	sitting	and	sitting,	their	eyes	dropped	shut	with	weariness	
and	they	fell	fast	asleep.		When	they	finally	woke	up,	it	was	already	pitch	dark.		
Gretel	began	to	cry	and	said:	‘How	shall	we	find	the	way	out	of	the	forest!’		But	
Hansel	comforted	her:	“Just	wait	a	little	till	the	moon	rises,	then	we’ll	find	the	way	
all	right.’		And	when	the	full	moon	had	risen,	Hansel	took	his	little	sister	by	the	hand	
and	followed	the	pebbles;	they	glistened	like	new	silver	sixpences	and	showed	them	
the	way.		They	walked	all	through	the	night	and	got	back	to	their	father’s	house	at	
daybreak.		They	knocked	at	the	door,	and	when	the	woman	opened	it	and	saw	it	was	
Hansel	and	Gretel	she	said:	‘You	naughty	children,	why	did	you	sleep	so	long	in	the	
forest,	we	thought	you	would	never	come	back.’		But	their	father	was	glad,	for	he	
had	been	heartsore	at	having	left	them	behind	all	by	themselves.	
	
Not	long	after	that	times	got	very	hard	again	everywhere,	and	at	night	the	children	
heard	their	mother	saying	to	their	father	in	bed:	‘Everything’s	been	eaten	up	again,	
we’ve	just	got	half	a	loaf	of	bread	left	and	then	that’ll	be	the	end	of	the	story.		The	
Children	must	go,	we’ll	take	them	deeper	into	the	forest	so	they	won’t	be	able	to	find	
the	way	out	again;	it’s	our	only	way	of	saving	ourselves.		‘The	man’s	heart	grew	
heavy	and	he	though:	It	would	be	better	to	share	the	last	bite	with	your	children.		
But	his	wife	would	not	listen	to	anything	he	said:	she	scolded	him	and	reproached	
him.		Take	one	step	and	you	must	take	the	next;	and	because	he	had	given	in	the	first	
time,	he	had	to	do	so	again.	
	
But	the	children	had	been	still	awake	and	had	heard	the	conversation.		When	the	
parents	were	asleep,	Hansel	got	up	again	and	tried	to	get	out	to	collect	pebbles	like	
the	last	time,	but	the	woman	had	locked	the	door	and	Hansel	couldn’t	get	out.		But	
he	comforted	his	little	sister	and	said:	‘Don’t	cry,	Gretel,	just	go	to	sleep,	God	will	
help	us.’	
	
Early	in	the	morning	the	woman	came	and	fetched	the	children	out	of	bed.		They	
were	given	their	pieces	of	bread,	but	they	were	even	smaller	pieces	than	before.		On	
the	way	to	the	forest	Hansel	crumbled	it	in	his	pocket,	and	kept	stopping	to	throw	a	
crumb	on	the	ground.		‘Hansel,	why	are	you	stopping	and	looking	behind	you?’	said	
his	father.		‘Keep	on	walking.’		I’m	looking	back	at	my	little	dove.		It’s	sitting	on	the	
roof	and	wants	to	say	goodbye	to	me,’	answered	Hansel.		‘You	silly	boy,’	said	the	
woman,	‘that’s	not	your	dove,	that’s	the	morning	sunlight	on	the	chimney	up	there.’		
But	little	by	little	Hansel	dropped	all	the	crumbs	on	the	path.	
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The	woman	led	the	children	still	deeper	into	the	forest,	to	where	they	had	never	yet	
been	in	their	lives.		A	big	fire	was	lit	again,	and	their	mother	said:	‘Just	you	sit	here	
and	wait,	children,	and	if	you’re	tired	you	can	sleep	a	little-	we’re	going	into	the	
forest	to	chop	wood,	and	in	the	evening	when	we’re	done	we’ll	come	and	fetch	you.’		
At	midday	Gretel	shared	her	bread	with	Hansel,	who	had	scattered	his	piece	on	the	
path.		Then	they	fell	asleep,	and	the	evening	passed,	but	no	one	came	to	fetch	the	
poor	children.		They	didn’t	wake	up	til	it	was	pitch	dark,	and	Hansel	comforted	his	
little	sister	and	said:	‘Just	wait,	Gretel,	til	the	moon	rises,	then	we’ll	see	the	bread	
crumbs	I	dropped;	they’ll	show	us	the	way	home.’		When	the	moon	came	they	set	
out,	but	they	didn’t	find	any	breadcrumbs,	because	all	the	thousands	of	birds	that	fly	
about	in	the	forest	and	over	the	fields	had	pecked	them	away	and	eaten	them.		
Hansel	said	to	Gretel;	“Never	mind,	we’ll	find	the	way,’	but	they	didn’t	find	it.		They	
walked	all	night	and	all	next	day	from	morning	till	evening,	but	they	still	hadn’t	got	
out	of	the	forest,	and	they	were	ever	so	hungry,	for	they	had	nothing	to	eat	but	the	
few	berries	that	grew	on	the	ground.		They	were	so	tired	that	their	legs	wouldn’t	
carry	them	and	further,	so	they	lay	down	under	a	tree	and	fell	asleep.	
	
It	was	the	third	morning	now	since	they	had	left	their	father.		They	started	to	walk	
again,	but	only	got	deeper	and	deeper	into	the	forest,	and	knew	that	unless	help	
reached	them	soon	they	would	die	of	hunger.		When	it	was	midday	they	saw	a	lovely	
snow-white	bird	sitting	on	a	branch,	and	it	sang	so	beautifully	that	they	stopped	to	
listen	to	it.		And	when	it	had	finished	its	song,	it	flapped	its	wings	and	flew	along	in	
front	of	them,	and	they	followed	it	til	they	came	to	a	little	house,	where	it	perched	on	
the	roof.		And	when	they	came	right	up	to	it,	they	saw	that	the	little	house	had	walls	
made	of	bread	and	a	rood	made	of	cake	and	windows	made	of	clear	bright	sugar.		
‘Well,	here’s	something	for	us,”	said	Hansel,	‘and	God	bless	this	food	to	do	us	good.		
I’ll	eat	a	slice	of	the	roof,	Gretel,	and	you	can	start	on	the	window;	it’ll	taste	sweet	
enough.’		Hansel	reached	out	and	broke	off	a	bit	of	the	roof	to	try	how	it	tasted,	and	
Gretel	stood	by	the	window-panes	and	nibbled	at	them.	
	
It	was	then	that	they	heard	a	thin	little	voice	calling	out	to	them	from	the	parlour:	
	
	 	 	 Nibble	nibble,	little	rat,	
	 	 	 It’s	my	house	you’re	nibbling	at.’	
	
The	Children	answered:	
	
	 	 	 ‘We’re	the	wind,	we’re	the	breeze	
	 	 	 That	plays	in	the	trees’	
	
and	just	went	on	steadily	eating.		Hansel,	who	was	enjoying	the	roof	very	much,	
pulled	off	a	big	slab	of	it,	and	Gretel	bashed	out	a	whole	round	window-pane	and	sat	
down	and	had	a	real	treat.		Then	suddenly	the	door	opened	and	an	aged	crone,	bent	
double	on	a	crutch,	came	creeping	out.		Hansel	and	Gretel	were	so	scared	that	they	
dropped	what	they	had	in	their	hands.		But	the	old	woman	wagged	her	head	and	
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said:	‘Why,	you	nice	little	things,	how	did	you	get	here?		Come	in	and	stay	with	me,	
you’ll	come	to	no	harm.’		She	took	them	both	by	the	hand	and	led	them	into	her	little	
house.		Then	she	set	a	fine	meal	before	them,	mile	and	pancakes	with	sugar	and	
apples	and	nuts.		Afterwards	she	made	up	two	lovely	little	beds	with	white	linen,	
and	Hansel	and	Gretel	lay	down	in	them	and	though	they	must	be	in	heaven.	
	
But	the	old	woman	had	only	been	pretending	to	be	kind,	for	in	fact	she	was	an	evil	
witch	who	lay	in	wait	for	children	and	had	only	built	the	little	bread	house	to	lure	
them	her	way.		When	a	child	fell	into	her	power	she	would	kill	it,	cook	it	and	eat	it,	
and	that	was	a	day	of	feasting	for	her.		Witches	have	red	eyes	and	can’t	see	far,	but	
they	have	a	keen	sense	of	smell	like	animals	and	notice	when	people	come	
anywhere	near.		As	Hansel	and	Gretel	approached,	she	laughed	a	wicked	laugh	and	
said	mockingly;	‘Here’s	two	for	me	who	shan’t	escape.’		Early	next	morning	before	
the	children	were	awake	she	was	already	on	her	feet,	and	as	she	looked	down	at	
them	sleeping	so	sweetly,	with	their	full	rosy	cheeks,	she	muttered	to	herself:	‘This	
will	make	a	tasty	morsel.’		Then	she	seized	Hansel	with	her	bony	hand	and	carried	
him	off	to	a	little	shed	and	locked	him	up	behind	a	door	with	iron	bars,	he	screamed	
his	head	off	but	it	did	him	no	good.		Then	she	went	to	Gretel,	shook	her	awake	and	
shouted:	‘Get	up,	you	idle	hussy,	fetch	water	and	cook	something	good	for	your	
brother;	he’s	sitting	out	there	in	the	shed	and	I	want	him	made	plump.		When	he’s	
plump	I	mean	to	eat	him.’		Gretel	began	to	cry	bitterly,	but	it	was	in	vain	and	she	had	
to	do	as	the	wicked	witch	told	her.	
	
Now	the	best	meals	were	cooked	for	poor	Hansel,	but	Gretel	got	nothing	but	
crabshells.		Every	morning	the	old	woman	crept	out	to	the	little	shed	and	shouted:	
‘Hansel,	stick	out	your	finger	for	me	to	feel	whether	you’re	getting	plump.’		But	
Hansel	held	out	a	little	bone	to	her,	and	the	old	woman,	who	had	weak	eyes,	couldn’t	
see	it	and	thought	it	was	Hansel’s	finger,	and	was	amazed	that	he	went	on	and	on	
not	getting	plump.		When	four	weeks	were	up	and	Hansel	was	still	skinny,	she	lost	
patience	and	refused	to	wait	any	longer.		‘Now	then,	Gretel!’	she	shouted	to	the	little	
girl,	‘look	alive	and	fetch	water-	tomorrow,	whether	he’s	plump	or	whether	he’s	
skinny,	I’m	going	to	cut	Hansel’s	throat	and	cook	him.’		Oh,	how	his	poor	little	sister	
wailed	as	she	was	forced	to	carry	the	water,	and	how	the	tears	poured	down	her	
cheeks!		‘Please	God,	help	us!’	she	cried.		‘If	only	the	wild	beasts	had	eaten	us	in	the	
forest,	then	at	least	we’d	have	died	together.’		‘You	can	stop	all	that	bawling,’	said	the	
old	woman,	‘it’ll	do	you	no	good.’	
	
Early	next	morning	Gretel	had	to	go	out	and	hang	up	a	cauldron	full	of	water	and	
light	the	fire.		‘We’ll	bake	first,’	said	the	old	woman.		‘I’ve	heated	the	oven	already	
and	kneaded	the	dough.’		She	drove	poor	Gretel	out	to	where	the	oven	was,	and	
flames	were	licking	out	of	it	already.		‘Crawl	inside,’	said	the	witch,	‘and	tell	me	
whether	it’s	properly	heated,	then	we	can	shove	in	the	bread.’		And	her	plan	was	to	
shut	the	oven	door	when	Gretel	was	inside,	so	she	could	roast	Gretel,	and	then	she	
would	eat	her	too.		But	Gretel	guessed	what	she	was	up	to,	and	said:	‘I	don’t	know	
how	to	do	it;	how	can	I	get	in	there:’		‘You	silly	goose,’	said	the	old	woman,	‘the	
opening’s	big	enough,	don’t	you	see,	I	could	get	in	there	myself.’		And	she	came	
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hobbling	up	and	stuck	her	head	inside	the	oven.		Then	Gretel	gave	her	a	push	so	that	
she	fell	in,	right	into	the	middle;	and	she	slammed	the	iron	door	shut	and	bolted	it.		
Wow!		The	old	woman	began	to	howl,	it	was	quite	horrible,	but	Gretel	ran	off,	and	
the	godless	witch	burned	miserably	to	death.	
	
But	Gretel	ran	straight	to	Hansel,	opened	his	shed	and	shouted:	‘Handel,	we’re	
saved,	the	old	witch	is	dead.’		And	Hansel	hopped	out	as	a	bird	does	when	the	door	
of	its	cage	is	opened.		How	glad	they	were,	how	they	danced	around	and	hugged	and	
kissed	each	other!		And	now	that	there	was	nothing	more	to	fear,	they	went	into	the	
witch’s	house	and	found	cupboards	all	over	full	of	pearls	and	precious	stones.		
‘These	are	even	better	than	pebbles,’	said	Hansel,	and	filled	his	pockets	with	as	
much	as	would	go	into	them,	and	Gretel	said:	‘I’ll	take	some	home	too,’	and	filled	her	
apron	full.		‘But	now	let’s	go,’	said	Hansel,	‘if	we’re	to	get	out	of	this	witchy	forest.’		
When	they	had	walked	for	a	couple	of	hours,	they	came	to	a	big	wide	river.		‘We	
can’t	get	across,’	said	Hansel,	‘I	don’t	see	any	bridge.’		‘And	there’s	no	boat	either,’	
answered	Gretel,	‘but	there’s	a	white	duck	swimming	along;	if	I	ask	it,	it’ll	help	us	
across.’		And	they	called	out:	
	
	 	 	 ‘Little	duck,	little	white	duck,	
	 	 	 Gretel	and	Hansel	are	stuck.	
	 	 	 No	bridge,	no	way	to	get	over,	
	 	 	 Except	you	back,	if	you’ll	do	us	the	favour.’	
	
Sure	enough	the	duck	came	swimming	towards	them,	and	Hansel	sat	down	on	its	
back	and	told	his	sister	to	sit	behind	him.	‘No,’	answered	Gretel,	‘that’ll	be	too	heavy	
for	the	duck,	it	shall	take	us	across	one	at	a	time.’		The	kind	little	bird	did	so,	and	
when	they	were	safely	on	the	other	side	and	had	walked	on	for	a	little,	they	seemed	
to	recognize	more	and	more	of	the	forest,	and	finally	they	saw	their	father’s	house	in	
the	distance.		Then	they	began	to	run,	rushed	into	the	parlour	and	flung	their	arms	
round	their	father’s	neck.		The	man	had	not	had	one	happy	hour	since	he	had	left	the	
children	in	the	forest,	but	his	wife	had	died.		Gretel	shook	out	the	contents	of	her	
apron,	making	the	pearls	and	precious	stones	dance	about	on	the	floor,	and	Hansel	
threw	down	handful	after	handful	of	them	out	of	his	pockets.		Now	all	their	troubles	
were	at	an	end,	and	they	lived	on	together	and	were	ever	so	happy.		So	that	was	
that;	look!	there	runs	a	rat,	who’ll	catch	it	and	skin	it	and	make	a	fur	hat?
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The	Duration	Of	Life	–	Jacob	and	Wilhelm	Grimm	
	
When	God	created	the	world	and	was	about	to	fix	the	length	of	each	creature’s	life,	
the	ass	came	and	asked:	“Lord,	how	long	shall	I	live?”		“Thirty	years,”	replied	God,	
“does	that	content	you?”		“Ah,	Lord,”	answered	the	ass,	“that	is	a	long	time.		Think	of	
my	painful	existence!		To	carry	heavy	burdens	from	morning	to	night,	to	drag	sacks	
of	corn	to	the	mill	that	others	may	eat	bread,	to	be	cheered	and	refreshed	with	
nothing	but	blows	and	kicks.		Relieve	me	of	a	portion	of	this	long	time.”		Then	God	
had	pity	on	him	and	relieved	him	of	eighteen	years.		The	ass	went	away	comforted,	
and	the	dog	appeared.	
	
“How	long	would	you	like	to	live?”	said	God	to	him;	“thirty	years	are	too	many	for	
the	ass,	but	you	will	be	satisfied	with	that.”		“Lord,”	answered	the	dog,	“is	that	thy	
will?		Consider	how	I	shall	have	to	fun,	my	feet	will	never	hold	out	so	long,	and	when	
I	have	once	lost	my	voice	for	barking,	and	my	teeth	for	biting,	what	will	be	left	for	
me	to	do	but	fun	from	one	corner	to	another	and	growl?”		God	saw	that	he	was	right,	
and	released	him	from	twelve	years	of	life.	
	
Then	came	the	monkey:	“You	will	certainly	live	thirty	years	willingly?”		said	the	Lord	
to	him;	“you	have	no	need	to	work	as	the	ass	and	the	dog	have	to,	and	will	always	
enjoy	yourself.”		“Ah!	Lord,”	he	answered,	“it	may	seem	as	if	that	were	the	case,	but	it	
is	quite	different.		When	it	rains	millet-porridge	I	have	no	spoon.		I	am	always	to	play	
merry	pranks,	and	make	faces	which	force	people	to	laugh,	and	if	they	give	me	an	
apple,	and	I	bite	into	it,	why,	it	is	sour!		How	often	sadness	hides	itself	behind	mirth!		
I	shall	never	be	able	to	hold	out	for	thirty	years.”		God	was	gracious	and	took	off	ten.	
	
At	last	man	appeared,	joyous,	healthy	and	vigorous,	and	begged	God	to	appoint	his	
time	for	him.		“Thirty	years	shall	you	live,”	said	the	Lord.		“Is	that	enough	for	you?”		
“What	a	short	time,”	cried	man,	“when	I	have	built	my	house	and	my	fire	burns	on	
my	own	hearth;	when	I	have	planted	trees	which	blossom	and	bear	fruit,	and	am	
just	intending	to	enjoy	my	life,	I	am	do	die!		O	lord,	lengthen	my	time.”		“I	will	add	to	
it	and	ass’s	eighteen	years,”	said	God.		“That	is	not	enough,”	replied	the	man.		“You	
shall	also	have	the	dog’s	twelve	years.”		“Still	too	little!”		“Well,	then,”	said	god,	“I	will	
give	you	the	monkey’s	ten	years	also,	but	more	you	shall	not	have.”		The	man	went	
away,	but	was	not	satisfied.	
	
So	man	lives	seventy	years.		The	first	thirty	are	his	human	years,	which	are	soon	
gone;	then	is	he	healthy,	merry,	works	with	pleasure,	and	is	glad	of	his	life.		Then	
follow	the	ass’s	eighteen	years,	when	one	burden	after	another	is	laid	on	him,	he	has	
to	carry	the	corn	which	feeds	others,	and	blows	and	kicks	are	the	reward	of	his	
faithful	services.		Then	come	to	dog’s	twelve	years,	when	he	lies	in	the	corner,	and	
growls	and	has	no	longer	any	teeth	to	bit	with,	and	when	this	time	is	over	the	
monkey’s	ten	years	form	the	end.		Then	man	is	weak-headed	and	foolish,	does	silly	
things,	and	becomes	the	jest	of	children.
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Death’s	Messengers	-	Jacob	and	Wilhelm	Grimm	
	
In	ancient	times	a	giant	was	once	traveling	on	a	great	highway,	when	suddenly	an	
unknown	man	sprang	up	before	him,	and	said:	“Halt,	not	one	step	farther!”		“What!”	
cried	the	giant,	“a	creature	whom	I	can	crush	between	my	fingers,	wants	to	block	my	
way?		Who	are	you	that	you	dare	to	speak	so	boldly?”		“I	am	Death,”	answered	the	
other.		“No	one	resists	me,	and	you	also	must	obey	my	commands.”		But	the	giant	
refused,	and	began	to	struggle	with	Death.		It	was	a	long,	violent	battle,	in	which	at	
last	the	giant	got	the	upper	hand,	and	struck	Death	down	with	his	fist,	so	that	he	
collapsed	by	a	stone.	
	
The	giant	went	his	way,	and	Death	lay	there	conquered,	and	so	weak	that	he	could	
not	get	up	again.		“What	will	be	done	now,”	said	he,	“if	I	stay	lying	here	in	a	corner?		
No	one	will	die	in	the	world,	and	it	will	get	so	full	of	people	that	they	won’t	have	
room	to	stand	beside	each	other.”		In	the	meantime	a	young	man	come	along	the	
road,	who	was	strong	and	healthy,	singing	a	song,	and	glancing	around	on	every	
side.		When	he	saw	the	half-fainting	one,	he	went	compassionately	to	him,	raised	
him	up,	poured	a	strengthening	draught	out	of	his	flask	for	him,	and	waited	till	he	
regained	some	strength.		“Do	you	know,”	said	the	stranger,	whilst	he	was	getting	up,	
“who	I	am,	and	who	it	is	whom	you	have	helped	on	his	legs	again?”		“No,”	answered	
the	youth,	“I	do	not	know	you.”		“I	am	death,”	said	he.		“I	spare	no	one,	and	can	make	
no	exception	with	you,	-	but	that	you	may	see	that	I	am	grateful,	I	promise	you	that	I	
will	not	fall	on	you	unexpectedly,	but	will	send	my	messengers	to	you	before	I	come	
and	take	you	away.”		“Well,”	said	the	youth,	“it	is	something	gained	that	I	shall	know	
when	you	come,	and	at	any	rate	be	safe	from	you	for	so	long.”		Then	he	went	on	his	
way,	and	was	light-hearted,	and	enjoyed	himself,	and	lived	without	thought.	
	
But	youth	and	health	did	not	last	long.		Soon	came	sicknesses	and	sorrows,	which	
tormented	him	by	day,	and	took	away	his	rest	by	night.		“Die,	I	shall	not,”	said	he	to	
himself,	“For	Death	will	send	his	messengers	before	that,	but	I	do	wish	these	
wretched	days	of	sickness	were	over.”		As	soon	as	he	felt	himself	well	again	he	began	
once	more	to	live	merrily.		Then	one	day	someone	tapped	him	on	the	shoulder.		He	
looked	round,	and	Death	stood	behind	him,	and	said:	“Follow	me,	the	hour	of	your	
departure	from	this	world	has	come.”		“What,”	replied	the	man,	“will	you	break	your	
word?		Did	you	not	promise	me	that	you	would	send	your	messengers	to	me	before	
coming	yourself?		I	have	seen	none!”	
	
“Silence!”	answered	Death.		“Have	I	not	sent	one	messenger	to	you	after	another?		
Did	not	fever	come	and	smite	you,	and	shake	you,	and	cast	you	down?		Has	dizziness	
not	bewildered	your	head?		Has	not	gout	twitched	you	in	all	your	limbs?		Did	not	
your	ears	sing?		Did	not	tooth-ache	bite	into	your	cheeks?		Was	it	not	dark	before	
your	eyes?		And	besides	all	that,	has	not	my	own	brother	Sleep	reminded	you	every	
night	of	me?		Did	you	not	lie	by	night	as	if	you	were	already	dead?”		The	man	could	
make	no	answer;	he	yielded	to	his	fate,	and	went	away	with	Death.
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Godfather	Death	-	Jacob	and	Wilhelm	Grimm	
	

A	poor	man	had	twelve	children	and	was	forced	to	work	night	and	day	to	give	them	
even	bread.		When	therefore	the	thirteenth	came	into	the	world,	he	knew	not	what	
to	do	in	his	trouble,	but	ran	out	into	the	great	highway,	and	resolved	to	ask	the	first	
person	whom	he	met	to	be	godfather.	
	
The	first	to	meet	him	was	the	good	God	who	already	knew	what	filled	his	heart,	and	
said	to	him,	"Poor	man,	I	pity	you.	I	will	hold	your	child	at	its	christening,	and	will	
take	charge	of	it	and	make	it	happy	on	earth."		The	man	said,	"Who	are	you?"		"I	am	
God."		"Then	I	do	not	desire	to	have	you	for	a	godfather,"	said	the	man;	"you	give	to	
the	rich,	and	leave	the	poor	to	hunger."		Thus	spoke	the	man,	for	he	did	not	know	
how	wisely	God	apportions	riches	and	poverty.		He	turned	therefore	away	from	the	
Lord,	and	went	farther.			
	
Then	the	Devil	came	to	him	and	said,	"What	do	you	seek?		If	you	will	take	me	as	a	
godfather	for	your	child,	I	will	give	him	gold	in	plenty	and	all	the	joys	of	the	world	as	
well."		The	man	asked,	"Who	are	you?"		"I	am	the	Devil."		"Then	I	do	not	desire	to	
have	you	for	godfather,"	said	the	man;	"you	deceive	men	and	lead	them	astray."	
	
He	went	onwards,	and	then	came	Death	striding	up	to	him	with	withered	legs,	and	
said,	"Take	me	as	godfather."		The	man	asked,	"Who	are	you?"		"I	am	Death,	and	I	
make	all	equal."		Then	said	the	man,	"You	are	the	right	one,	you	take	the	rich	as	well	
as	the	poor,	without	distinction;	you	shall	be	godfather."		Death	answered,	“I	will	
make	your	child	rich	and	famous,	for	he	who	has	me	for	a	friend	can	lack	nothing."		
The	man	said,	"Next	Sunday	is	the	christening;	be	there	at	the	right	time."		Death	
appeared	as	he	had	promised,	and	stood	godfather	quite	in	the	usual	way.	
	
When	the	boy	had	grown	up,	his	godfather	one	day	appeared	and	bade	him	go	with	
him.		He	led	him	forth	into	a	forest,	and	showed	him	a	herb	which	grew	there,	and	
said,	"Now	you	shall	receive	your	godfather's	present.		I	make	you	a	celebrated	
physician.		When	you	are	called	to	a	patient,	I	will	always	appear	to	you.		If	I	stand	by	
the	head	of	the	sick	man,	you	may	say	with	confidence	that	you	will	make	him	well	
again,	and	if	you	give	him	of	this	herb	he	will	recover;	but	if	I	stand	by	the	patient's	
feet,	he	is	mine,	and	you	must	say	that	all	remedies	are	in	vain,	and	that	no	physician	
in	the	world	could	save	him.		But	beware	of	using	the	herb	against	my	will,	or	it	
might	fare	ill	with	you."		
	
It	was	not	long	before	the	youth	was	the	most	famous	physician	in	the	whole	world.		
"He	had	only	to	look	at	the	patient	and	he	knew	his	condition	at	once,	whether	he	
would	recover,	or	must	needs	die."		So	they	said	of	him,	and	from	far	and	wide	
people	came	to	him,	sent	for	him	when	they	had	any	one	ill,	and	gave	him	so	much	
money	that	he	soon	became	a	rich	man.		Now	it	so	befell	that	the	King	became	ill,	
and	the	physician	was	summoned,	and	was	to	say	if	recovery	were	possible.		But	
when	he	came	to	the	bed,	Death	was	standing	by	the	feet	of	the	sick	man,	and	the	
herb	did	not	grow	which	could	save	him.		"If	I	could	but	cheat	Death	for	once,"	



	

	 300	

thought	the	physician,	"he	is	sure	to	take	it	ill	if	I	do,	but,	as	I	am	his	godson,	he	will	
shut	one	eye;	I	will	risk	it."	He	therefore	took	up	the	sick	man,	and	laid	him	the	other	
way,	so	that	now	Death	was	standing	by	his	head.		Then	he	gave	the	King	some	of	
the	herb,	and	he	recovered	and	grew	healthy	again.		But	Death	came	to	the	
physician,	looking	very	black	and	angry,	threatened	him	with	his	finger,	and	said,	
"You	have	betrayed	me;	this	time	I	will	pardon	it,	as	you	art	my	godson;	but	if	
you	venture	it	again,	it	will	cost	you	your	neck,	for	I	will	take	you	yourself	away	with	
me."		
	
Soon	afterwards	the	King's	daughter	fell	into	a	severe	illness.		She	was	his	only	child,	
and	he	wept	day	and	night,	so	that	he	began	to	lose	the	sight	of	his	eyes,	and	he	
caused	it	to	be	made	known	that	whosoever	rescued	her	from	death	should	be	her	
husband	and	inherit	the	crown.		When	the	physician	came	to	the	sick	girl's	bed,	he	
saw	Death	by	her	feet.	He	ought	to	have	remembered	the	warning	given	by	his	
godfather,	but	he	was	so	infatuated	by	the	great	beauty	of	the	King's	daughter,	and	
the	happiness	of	becoming	her	husband,	that	he	flung	all	thought	to	the	winds.		He	
did	not	see	that	Death	was	casting	angry	glances	on	him,	that	he	was	raising	his	
hand	in	the	air,	and	threatening	him	with	his	withered	fist.		He	raised	up	the	sick	
girl,	and	placed	her	head	where	her	feet	had	lain.		Then	he	gave	her	some	of	the	
herb,	and	instantly	her	cheeks	flushed	red,	and	life	stirred	afresh	in	her.		

	
When	Death	saw	that	for	a	second	time	his	own	property	had	been	misused,	he	
walked	up	to	the	physician	with	long	strides,	and	said,	"All	is	over	with	you,	and	now	
the	lot	falls	on	you,"	and	seized	him	so	firmly	with	his	ice-cold	hand,	that	he	could	
not	resist,	and	led	him	into	a	cave	below	the	earth.		There	he	saw	how	thousands	
and	thousands	of	candles	were	burning	in	countless	rows,	some	large,	some	
medium-sized,	others	small.		Every	instant	some	were	extinguished,	and	others	
again	burnt	up,	so	that	the	flames	seemed	to	leap	hither	and	thither	in	perpetual	
change.		"See,"	said	Death,	"these	are	the	lights	of	men's	lives.		The	large	ones	belong	
to	children,	the	medium-sized	ones	to	married	people	in	their	prime,	the	little	ones	
belong	to	old	people;	but	children	and	young	folks	likewise	have	often	only	a	tiny	
candle."	
	
"Show	me	the	light	of	my	life,"	said	the	physician,	and	he	thought	that	it	would	be	
still	very	tall.		Death	pointed	to	a	little	end	which	was	just	threatening	to	go	out,	and	
said,	"Behold,	it	is	there."		"Ah,	dear	godfather,"	said	the	horrified	physician,	"light	a	
new	one	for	me,	do	it	for	love	of	me,	that	I	may	enjoy	my	life,	be	King,	and	the	
husband	of	the	King's	beautiful	daughter."		"I	cannot,"	answered	Death,	"one	must	go	
out	before	a	new	one	is	lighted."		"Then	place	the	old	one	on	a	new	one,	that	will	go	
on	burning	at	once	when	the	old	one	has	come	to	an	end,"	pleaded	the	physician.		
Death	behaved	as	if	he	were	going	to	fulfill	his	wish,	and	took	hold	of	a	tall	new	
candle;	but	as	he	desired	to	revenge	himself,	he	purposely	made	a	mistake	in	fixing	
it,	and	the	little	piece	fell	down	and	was	extinguished.		Immediately	the	physician	
fell	on	the	ground,	and	now	he	himself	was	in	the	hands	of	Death.



	

	

The	Story	of	Norna-Gest	-	Anonymous	
Translated	by	Nora	Kershaw-	1921	
	
Chapter	1	
	
The	story	goes	that	on	one	occasion	when	King	Olaf	Tryggvason	was	living	at	
Trondhjem,	it	chanced	that	a	man	came	to	him	late	in	the	day	and	addressed	him	
respectfully.		The	King	welcomed	him	and	asked	him	who	he	was,	and	he	said	that	
his	name	was	Guest.		The	King	answered:	"You	shall	be	guest	here,	whatever	you	are	
called."		Guest	said:	"I	have	told	you	my	name	truly,	Sire,	and	I	will	gladly	receive	
your	hospitality	if	I	may."		The	King	told	him	he	could	have	it	readily.		But	since	the	
day	was	far	spent,	the	King	would	not	enter	into	conversation	with	his	guest;	for	he	
was	going	soon	to	vespers,	and	after	that	to	dinner,	and	then	to	bed	and	to	sleep.			
	
Now	on	that	same	night	King	Olaf	Tryggvason	was	lying	awake	in	his	bed	and	saying	
his	prayers,	while	all	the	other	men	in	the	hall	were	asleep.		Then	the	King	noticed	
that	an	elf	or	spirit	of	some	kind	had	come	into	the	hall,	though	all	the	doors	were	
locked.		He	made	his	way	past	the	beds	of	the	men	who	were	asleep	there,	one	after	
another,	and	at	last	reached	the	bed	of	a	man	at	the	far	end.		Then	the	elf	stopped	
and	said:	"An	empty	house,	and	a	mighty	strong	bolt	on	the	door!		People	say	that	
the	King	is	the	wisest	of	men.	If	he	were	as	clever	in	things	of	this	kind	as	they	say	he	
would	not	sleep	so	soundly."		After	that	he	vanished	through	the	door,	locked	as	it	
was.	
	
Early	next	morning	the	King	sent	his	servant	to	find	out	who	had	occupied	that	bed	
over	night,	and	it	proved	to	have	been	the	stranger.		The	King	ordered	him	to	be	
summoned	before	him	and	asked	him	whose	son	he	was.		He	answered:	"My	father's	
name	was	Thorth.		He	was	a	Dane	and	was	called	'The	Contentious,'	and	lived	at	a	
place	called	Groening	in	Denmark."		"You	are	a	well	set-up	man,"	said	the	King.		
Guest	was	bold	of	speech,	and	bigger	in	build	than	most	men.		He	looked	strong	but	
was	somewhat	advanced	in	years.		He	asked	the	King	if	he	might	stay	for	a	while	in	
his	retinue.		The	King	asked	if	he	were	baptised.		Guest	said	that	he	had	been	prime-
signed	but	not	baptised.		The	King	said	that	he	was	free	to	remain	in	his	retinue,	but	
added:	"You	will	not	remain	long	unbaptised	with	me."		The	reason	for	the	elf's	
remark	about	the	bolt	was	that	Guest	had	crossed	himself,	that	evening	like	other	
men,	but	was	in	reality	still	a	heathen.	
	
The	King	said:	"Can	you	do	anything	in	the	way	of	sport	or	music?"		He	replied	that	
he	could	play	the	harp	and	tell	stories	which	people	enjoyed.		Then	said	the	King:	
"King	Svein	has	no	right	to	let	unbaptised	men	leave	his	kingdom	and	wander	about	
from	one	country	to	another."		Guest	replied:	"You	must	not	blame	the	King	of	the	
Danes	for	this,	for	it	is	a	long	time	since	I	left	Denmark.	In	fact	it	was	a	long	time	
before	the	Emperor	Otto	burnt	the	Dane-work	and	forced	King	Harold	Gormsson	
and	Earl	Haakon	the	Heathen	to	become	Christians."		The	King	questioned	Guest	
about	many	subjects	and	he	always	gave	him	good	and	intelligent	answers.	Men	say	
that	it	was	in	the	third	year	of	King	Olaf's	reign	that	Guest	came	to	him.		In	this	year	
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also	there	came	to	him	two	men	called	Grim	who	were	sent	by	Guthmund	from	
Glasisvellir.		They	brought	to	the	King	as	a	present	from	Guthmund	two	horns	which	
were	also	called	'Grim.'		They	had	also	some	further	business	with	the	King	which	
we	will	return	later.		As	for	Guest,	he	remained	with	the	King,	and	had	a	place	at	the	
far	end	of	the	visitors'	seats.		He	was	a	man	of	breeding	and	had	good	manners,	and	
was	popular	and	much	respected	by	everyone.	
	
Chapter	2	
	
A	little	before	Yule,	Ulf	the	Red	and	his	following	came	home.		He	had	been	engaged	
on	the	King's	business	all	summer,	for	he	had	been	appointed	to	guard	the	coasts	of	
'The	Bay'	against	Danish	raids.		He	never	failed	to	be	with	King	Olaf	at	mid-winter.		
Ulf	had	many	fine	treasures	to	bring	to	the	King,	which	he	had	got	during	the	
summer,	and	one	gold	ring	in	particular	which	was	called	Hnituth.		It	was	welded	
together	in	seven	places	and	each	piece	had	a	different	colour.		It	was	made	of	much	
finer	gold	than	rings	usually	are.		The	ring	had	been	given	to	Ulf	by	a	landowner	
called	Lothmund,	and	before	that	it	had	belonged	to	King	Half,	from	whom	the	
Halfsrekkar	take	their	name.		The	ring	had	come	to	them	as	forced	tribute	from	King	
Halfdan	Ylfing.	Lothmund	had	asked	Ulf	in	return	for	it	that	he	would	guard	his	
home	with	the	support	of	King	Olaf,	and	Ulf	had	promised	to	do	so.	
	
Now	King	Olaf	was	keeping	Yule	in	magnificent	style	at	his	court	in	Trondhjem;	and	
it	was	on	the	eighth	day	of	Yule	that	Ulf	gave	him	the	gold	ring	Hnituth.		The	King	
thanked	him	for	the	gift	as	well	as	for	all	the	faithful	service	which	he	had	constantly	
rendered	him.		The	ring	was	passed	round	the	building	in	which	the	drinking	was	
going	on.—As	yet	no	halls	had	been	built	in	Norway.		Now	each	man	showed	it	to	his	
neighbour	and	they	thought	that	they	had	never	seen	such	fine	gold	as	that	of	which	
the	ring	was	made.		At	last	it	came	to	the	guest-table,	and	so	to	the	guest	who	had	
just	arrived.		He	looked	at	the	ring	and	handed	it	back	on	the	palm	of	his	hand—the	
hand	in	which	he	had	been	holding	his	drinking	horn.		He	was	not	much	impressed	
with	the	treasure,	and	made	no	remarks	about	it,	but	went	on	jesting	with	his	
companions.		A	serving-man	was	pouring	out	drink	at	the	end	of	the	guest-table.		
"Do	you	not	like	the	ring?"	he	asked.		They	said;	"We	all	like	it	very	much	except	the	
new-comer.		He	can't	see	anything	in	it;	but	we	think	he	can't	appreciate	it	simply	
because	he	doesn't	care	for	things	of	this	kind."	
	
The	serving-man	went	up	the	hall	to	the	King	and	told	him	exactly	what	the	guests	
had	said,	adding	that,	the	new-comer	had	taken	little	note	of	the	treasure,	valuable	
as	it	was,	when	it	was	shown	to	him.		Then	the	King	remarked:	"The	new-comer	
probably	knows	more	than	you	think:	he	must	come	to	me	in	the	morning	and	tell	
me	a	story."		Now	he	and	the	other	guests	at	the	farthest	table	were	talking	among	
themselves.	They	asked	the	new-comer	where	he	had	seen	a	better	ring	or	even	one	
as	good	as	this.		"Since	you	evidently	think	it	strange,"	said	he,	"that	I	make	so	little	
of	it,	I	may	say	that	I	have	certainly	seen	gold	which	is	in	no	way	inferior,	but	
actually	better."		The	King's	men	now	laughed	heartily	and	said	that	that	promised	
good	sport,	adding:	"Will	you	agree	to	wager	with	us	that	you	have	seen	gold	as	
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good	as	this,	and	prove	it?	We	will	stake	four	marks	in	current	coin	against	your	
knife	and	belt;	and	the	King	shall	decide	who	is	in	the	right."	
	
Then	said	Guest:	"I	will	neither	be	made	a	laughing-stock	for	you	nor	fail	to	keep	the	
wager	which	you	offer.	And	I	will	certainly	lay	a	wager	with	you	on	the	spot,	and	
stake	exactly	what	you	have	suggested,	and	the	King	shall	judge	who	is	in	the	right."	
Then	they	stopped	talking,	and	Guest	took	his	harp	and	played	it	well	till	far	into	the	
evening,	so	that	it	was	a	joy	to	all	who	heard	him.	What	he	rendered	best	was	The	
Harping	of	Gunnar;	and	last	of	all	he	played	the	ancient	Wiles	of	Guthrun,	neither	of	
which	they	had	heard	before.	And	after	that	they	went	to	sleep	for	the	night.	
	
Chapter	3	
	
In	the	morning	the	King	rose	early	and	heard	Mass;	and	after	that	he	went	to	
breakfast	with	his	retinue.		And	when	he	had	taken	his	place	in	the	high	seat,	the	
guests	came	up	to	him,	and	Guest	with	them;	and	they	told	him	all	about	their	
agreement	and	the	wager	which	they	had	made.		"I	am	not	much	taken	with	your	
wager,"	replied	the	King,	"although	it	is	your	own	money	that	you	are	staking.		I	
suspect	that	the	drink	must	have	gone	to	your	heads;	and	I	think	you	would	do	well	
to	give	it	up,	especially	if	Guest	agrees."		"My	wish	is,"	replied	Guest,	"that	the	whole	
agreement	should	stand."		"It	looks	to	me,	Guest,"	said	the	King,	"as	if	it	was	my	men	
rather	than	you	whose	tongues	have	got	them	into	trouble;	but	we	will	soon	put	it	to	
the	test."		After	that	they	left	him	and	went	to	drink;	and	when	the	drinking	tables	
were	removed,	the	King	summoned	Guest	and	spoke	to	him	as	follows:	

"Now	is	the	time	for	you	to	produce	the	gold	if	you	have	any,	so	that	I	can	decide	
your	wager."	

"As	you	will,	Sire!"	replied	Guest.	

Then	he	felt	in	a	pouch	which	he	had	with	him,	and	took	out	of	it	a	fob	which	he	
untied,	and	then	handed	something	to	the	King.	

The	King	saw	that	it	was	a	piece	of	a	saddle-buckle	and	that	it	was	of	exceedingly	
fine	gold.	Then	he	bade	them	bring	the	ring	Hnituth;	and	when	they	did	so,	the	King	
compared	the	ring	and	the	piece	of	gold	and	said:	

"I	have	no	doubt	whatever	that	the	gold	which	Guest	has	shown	us	is	the	finer,	and	
anyone	who	looks	at	it	must	think	so	too."		Everybody	agreed	with	the	King.	Then	he	
decided	the	wager	in	Guest's	favour,	and	the	other	guests	came	to	the	conclusion	
that	they	had	made	fools	of	themselves	over	the	business.		Then	Guest	said:	"Take	
your	money	and	keep	it	yourselves,	for	I	don't	need	it;	but	don't	make	any	more	
wagers	with	strangers,	for	you	never	know	when	you	may	hit	upon	someone	who	
has	both	seen	and	heard	more	than	you	have.—I	thank	you,	Sire,	for	your	decision!"	
Then	the	King	said:	"Now	I	want	you	to	tell	me	where	you	got	that	gold	from,	which	
you	carry	about	with	you."	
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Guest	replied:	"I	am	loth	to	tell	you,	because	no-one	will	believe	what	I	have	to	say	
about	it."	

"Let	us	hear	it	all	the	same,"	said	the	King,	"for	you	promised	before	that	you	would	
tell	us	your	story."	
	
"If	I	tell	you	the	history	of	this	piece	of	gold,"	replied	Guest,	"I	expect	you	will	want	
to	hear	the	rest	of	my	story	along	with	it."	
	
"I	expect	that	that	is	just	what	will	happen,"	said	the	King.	
	
Chapter	4	

"Then	I	will	tell	you	how	once	I	went	south	into	the	land	of	the	Franks.		I	wanted	to	
see	for	myself	what	sort	of	a	prince	Sigurth	the	son	of	Sigmund	was,	and	to	discover	
if	 the	 reports	 which	 had	 reached	me	 of	 his	 great	 beauty	 and	 courage	 were	 true.		
Nothing	happened	worth	mentioning	until	I	came	to	the	land	of	the	Franks	and	met	
King	Hjalprek.	 	He	had	a	great	 court	around	him.	Sigurth,	 the	son	of	Sigmund,	 the	
son	 of	 Völsung,	 and	 of	 Hjördis,	 the	 daughter	 of	 Eylimi,	 was	 there	 at	 that	 time.		
Sigmund	had	fallen	in	battle	against	the	sons	of	Hunding,	and	Hjördis	had	married	
Alf	the	son	of	King	Hjalprek.		There	Sigurth	grew	up	together	with	all	the	other	sons	
of	King	Sigmund.	 	Among	these	were	Sinfjötli	and	Helgi,	who	surpassed	all	men	in	
strength	 and	 stature.	 	 Helgi	 slew	 King	 Hunding,	 thereby	 earning	 the	 name	
Hundingsbani.		The	third	son	was	called	Hamund.		Sigurth,	however,	outstripped	all	
his	 brothers,	 and	 it	 is	 a	 well-known	 fact	 that	 he	 was	 the	 noblest	 of	 all	 warrior	
princes,	and	the	very	model	of	a	king	in	heathen	times.	

At	that	time,	Regin,	the	son	of	Hreithmar,	had	also	come	to	King	Hjalprek.		He	was	a	
dwarf	in	stature,	but	there	was	no-one	more	cunning	than	he.		He	was	a	wise	man,	
but	 malign	 and	 skilled	 in	 magic.	 Regin	 taught	 Sigurth	 many	 things	 and	 was	
devoted	to	 him.	 	 He	 told	 him	 about	 his	 birth	 and	 his	wondrous	 adventures.	 	 And	
when	I	had	been	there	a	little	while,	I	entered	Sigurth's	service	like	many	others.		He	
was	 very	 popular	with	 everybody,	 because	 he	was	 friendly	 and	 unassuming,	 and	
generous	to	all.	

Chapter	5	
	
It	chanced	one	day	that	we	came	to	Regin's	house	and	Sigurth	was	made	welcome	
there.		Then	Regin	spoke	these	verses:	
The	son	of	Sigmund	cometh	to	our	hall,	
A	valiant	warrior.		
It	must	needs	befall	
That	I,	less	doughty	and	oppressed	with	age,	
Shall	fall	a	victim	to	his	wolfish	rage.	
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But	I	will	cherish	Yngvi's	valorous	heir,	
Since	Fate	hath	sent	him	hither	to	our	care,	
Train	him	to	be,	in	valour	and	in	worth,	
The	mightiest	and	most	famous	prince	on	earth.	

At	this	time,	Sigurth	was	constantly	in	Regin's	company.		Regin	told	him	much	about	
Fafnir—how	 he	 dwelt	 upon	 Gnitaheith	 in	 the	 form	 of	 a	 serpent,	 and	 also	 of	 his	
wondrous	size.	 	Regin	made	for	Sigurth	a	sword	called	Gram.	 	It	was	so	sharp	that	
when	he	 thrust	 it	 into	 the	River	Rhine	 it	 cut	 in	 two	 a	 flock	of	wool	which	he	had	
dropped	into	the	river	and	which	was	drifting	down	stream,	cutting	it	just	as	clean	
as	it	did	the	water	itself.		Later	on,	Sigurth	clove	Regin's	stithy	with	the	sword.		After	
that	Regin	urged	Sigurth	to	slay	his	brother	Fafnir	and	Sigurth	recited	this	verse:	

The	sons	of	Hunding	would	laugh	loud	and	high,	
Who	shed	the	life-blood	of	King	Eylimi,	
If	that	his	grandson	bold	should	more	desire	
Rings	of	red	gold	than	vengeance	for	his	sire.	

After	that	Sigurth	made	ready	an	expedition	to	attack	the	sons	of	Hunding;	and	King	
Hjalprek	gave	him	many	men	and	some	warships.	 	Hamund,	Sisurth's	brother,	was	
with	him	on	this	venture,	and	so	was	Regin	the	dwarf.	 	I	was	present	too,	and	they	
called	me	Nornagest.	 	King	Hjalprek	had	got	to	know	me	when	he	was	in	Denmark	
with	Sigmund	the	son	of	Völsung.	 	At	that	time,	Sigmund	was	married	to	Borghild,	
but	they	parted	because	Borghild	killed	Sinfjötli	the	son	of	Sigmund	by	poison.		Then	
Sigmund	went	south	to	the	land	of	the	Franks	and	married	Hjördis,	the	daughter	of	
King	 Eylimi.	 	 The	 sons	 of	 Hunding	 slew	 him,	 so	 Sigurth	 had	 both	 his	 father	 and	
grandfather	to	avenge.	

Helgi,	the	son	of	Sigmund,	who	was	called	Hundingsbani,	was	the	brother	of	Sigurth	
who	 was	 afterwards	 called	 Fafnisbani.	 	 Helgi,	 Sigurth's	 brother,	 had	 slain	 King	
Hunding	and	 three	of	his	sons,	Eyjulf,	Hervarth,	and	Hjörvarth,	but	Lyngvi	and	his	
two	remaining	brothers,	Alf	and	Heming,	escaped.	 	They	were	exceedingly	 famous	
for	 exploits	 and	 accomplishments	 of	 every	 kind;	 but	 Lyngvi	 surpassed	 all	 his	
brothers.	 	They	were	very	skilled	in	magic.	 	They	had	reduced	many	petty	kings	to	
subjection,	and	slain	many	champions,	and	burnt	many	cities.		They	had	worked	the	
greatest	havoc	with	 their	raids	 in	Spain	and	 in	 the	 land	of	 the	Franks.	 	But	at	 that	
time	 the	 Imperial	 Power	had	not	 yet	 been	 transferred	 to	 the	 regions	north	of	 the	
Alps.	 	The	sons	of	Hunding	had	seized	the	realm	which	had	belonged	to	Sigurth	 in	
the	land	of	the	Franks,	and	they	had	very	large	forces	there.	

Chapter	6	

Now	I	must	tell	you	how	Sigurth	prepared	for	battle	against	the	sons	of	Hunding.		He	
had	got	 together	a	 large	and	well-armed	host,	and	Regin	was	a	mighty	man	 in	 the	
councils	 of	 the	 force.	 	 He	 had	 a	 sword	which	was	 called	 Rithil	 and	which	 he	 had	
forged	himself.	 	Sigurth	asked	Regin	to	lend	him	the	sword.	He	did	so,	begging	him	
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to	slay	Fafnir	when	he	should	return	from	this	adventure,	and	this	Sigurth	promised	
to	do.	

After	that	we	sailed	away	south	along	the	coast,	and	then	we	met	with	a	great	storm	
raised	by	witchcraft,	and	many	believed	that	 it	had	been	stirred	up	by	 the	sons	of	
Hunding.		After	this	we	hugged	the	shore	somewhat	more	closely,	and	then	we	saw	a	
man	on	a	rocky	promontory	which	jutted	out	from	the	cliffs.		He	wore	a	green	cloak	
and	dark	breeches,	and	had	high	laced	boots	on	his	feet,	and	carried	a	spear	in	his	
hand.		This	man	addressed	us	in	the	following	stanza:	

What	folk	are	ye	who	ride	the	sea-king's	steed,	
Mounting	the	lofty	billows,	and	proceed	
Athwart	the	tossing	main?	Drenched	is	your	sail,	
Nor	can	your	ships	against	the	wind	prevail.	

Regin	replied:	

Hither	come	we	with	Sigurth	o'er	the	foam,	
Whom	ocean	breezes	blow	to	our	last	home.—	
Full	soon	the	breakers,	higher	than	the	prow	
Will	sink	our	'ocean-steeds';	but	who	art	thou?	

The	man	in	the	cloak	replied:	

Hnikar	the	name	men	did	for	me	employ,	
Young	Völsung,	when	I	gave	the	raven	joy	
Of	carnage.	Call	me	either	of	the	two—	
Fjölnir	or	Feng,	but	let	me	fare	with	you.	

Then	we	steered	towards	the	land	and	the	wind	fell	immediately;	and	Sigurth	bade	
the	man	come	on	board.	He	did	so,	and	a	fair	breeze	sprang	up.		The	man	sat	down	
at	 Sigurth's	 feet	 and	was	 very	 friendly,	 asking	 if	 Sigurth	would	 like	 to	 hear	 some	
advice	 from	him.	 	 Sigurth	 said	 that	 he	would,	 and	 added	 that	 he	had	 an	 idea	 that	
Hnikar	 could	 give	 people	 very	 helpful	 advice	 if	 he	were	willing	 to	 turn	 it	 to	 their	
advantage.		Then	Sigurth	said	to	the	man	in	the	cloak:	

O	Hnikar,	since	you	know	the	destiny	
Of	gods	and	men,	declare	this	unto	me.—	
Which	are	the	omens	that	should	most	delight	
When	swords	are	swinging	and	a	man	must	fight?	

Hnikar	replied:	

Many	propitious	signs,	if	men	could	know,	
Appear	when	swords	are	swinging	to	and	fro.	
I	hold	a	warrior	has	a	trusty	guide	
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When	a	dark	raven	hovers	at	his	side.	
	
I	hold	it	too	for	a	propitious	sign	
If	men	to	make	a	journey	should	design,	
And,	coming	out	of	doors,	see	close	at	hand	
Two	gallant	warriors	in	the	pathway	stand.	
	
And	if	you	hear	beneath	the	rowan	tree	
A	howling	wolf,	the	sound	spells	luck	to	thee,	
And	luck	shall	helmed	warriors	bring	to	thee,	
If	thou	such	warriors	art	the	first	to	see.	
Facing	the	sinking	and	late	shining	light	
Of	the	Moon's	sister,	warriors	should	not	fight.	
	
Victory	is	theirs	who,	eager	for	the	fray,	
Can	clearly	see	to	order	their	array.	
I	hold	it	no	occasion	for	delight	
When	a	man	stumbles	as	he	goes	to	fight;	
	
For	guileful	spirits	dog	him	on	his	way	
With	mischief-bearing	looks	throughout	the	fray	
A	man	of	wisdom,	as	each	day	goes	past,	
Washes,	and	combs	his	hair,	and	breaks	his	fast.	
He	knows	not	where	by	evening	he	may	be.—	
Stumbling	is	bad	luck,	boding	ill	to	thee.	
	
And	after	that	we	sailed	southwards	along	the	coast	of	Holstein	and	to	the	east	of	
Friesland,	and	there	we	landed.		The	sons	of	Hunding	heard	at	once	of	our	
expedition	and	gathered	an	army;	and	they	soon	had	a	larger	force	than	we	had,	and	
when	we	encountered	them	there	was	a	great	battle.	Lyngvi	was	the	most	valiant	of	
the	brothers	in	every	onset,	though	they	all	fought	bravely.	Sigurth's	attack	was	so	
fierce	that	everyone	shrank	before	him,	when	they	saw	that	they	were	threatened	
by	the	sword	Gram.		There	was	no	need	to	reproach	Sigurth	with	lack	of	courage.		
And	when	he	and	Lyngvi	met,	they	exchanged	many	blows	and	fought	with	the	
greatest	valour.		Then	there	was	a	lull	in	the	battle,	for	people	turned	to	watch	the	
single	combat.		For	a	long	time	neither	of	them	was	able	to	inflict	a	wound	on	the	
other,	so	skilled	in	arms	were	they.	
	
Then	Lyngvi's	brothers	made	a	fierce	attack	and	slew	many	of	our	men,	while	others	
took	to	flight.		Then	Hamund,	Sigurth's	brother,	rushed	to	meet	them,	and	I	joined	
him,	and	then	there	was	another	encounter.		The	end	of	the	affair	between	Sigurth	
and	Lyngvi	was	that	Sigurth	made	him	prisoner	and	had	him	fettered.		And	when	
Sigurth	joined	us,	matters	very	soon	changed.		Then	the	sons	of	Hunding	fell	and	all	
their	host;	but	then	night	was	coming	on.		And	when	day	dawned,	Hnikar	had	
vanished,	and	he	was	never	seen	again.		We	came	to	the	conclusion	that	it	must	in	
reality	have	been	Othin.	
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A	discussion	then	took	place	as	to	what	death	Lyngvi	should	suffer;	Regin	counselled	
that	the	'blood	eagle'	should	be	carved	on	his	back.		Then	I	handed	to	Regin	his	
sword	and	with	it	he	carved	Lyngvi's	back	till	he	had	severed	the	ribs	from	the	
spine;	and	then	he	drew	out	the	lungs.		Thus	died	Lyngvi	with	great	courage.	

Then	Regin	said:	

Full	seldom	has	a	bolder	warrior	
Reddened	the	earth	than	Sigmund's	murderer.	
Hugin	he	feasted.	Now	with	biting	sword	
The	'bloody	eagle'	on	his	back	is	scored.	
Great	spoil	was	taken	there.	Sigurth's	sailors	got	the	whole	of	it	because	he	would	
not	take	any	himself.	The	clothes	and	weapons	taken	were	worth	much	gold.	
Afterwards	Sigurth	slew	Fafnir,	and	Regin	also,	because	Regin	had	intended	to	deal	
treacherously	with	him.	Sigurth	took	Fafnir's	gold	and	rode	away	with	it,	and	from	
that	time	on	he	was	called	Fafnisbani.	
After	that	he	rode	up	to	Hindarheith	where	he	found	Brynhild.	What	passed	
between	them	is	told	in	the	story	of	Sigurth	Fafnisbani.	
	
Chapter	7	
	
Later	on	Sigurth	married	Guthrun	the	daughter	of	King	Gjuki	and	then	stayed	for	a	
while	with	his	brothers-in-law,	the	sons	of	Gjuki.		I	returned	to	the	North	with	
Sigurth	and	was	with	him	in	Denmark,	and	I	was	also	with	him	when	Sigurth	Hring	
sent	his	brothers-in-law,	the	sons	of	Gandalf,	to	Gunnar	and	Högni,	the	sons	of	Gjuki,	
and	demanded	that	they	should	pay	him	tribute,	threatening	them	with	invasion	in	
case	they	refused.		But	they	decided	to	defend	their	country.		Thereupon	Gandalf's	
sons	challenged	the	sons	of	Gjuki	to	a	pitched	battle	on	the	frontier,	and	then	
returned	home;	but	the	sons	of	Gjuki	asked	Sigurth	Fafnisbani	to	go	to	battle	with	
them,	and	he	agreed	to	do	so.		I	was	still	with	Sigurth	at	that	time.		Then	we	sailed	
again	northwards	along	the	coast	of	Holstein	and	landed	at	a	place	called	
Jarnamotha.		Not	far	from	the	landing	place	hazel-wood	poles	had	been	set	up	to	
mark	where	the	fight	was	to	take	place.		Then	we	saw	many	ships	sailing	from	the	
north	under	the	command	of	the	sons	of	Gandalf.		Then	the	two	hosts	charged	one	
another	fiercely.		Sigurth	Hring	was	not	there,	because	he	had	to	defend	his	own	
land,	Sweden,	against	the	inroads	of	the	Kurir	and	Kvænir.	Sigurth	was	a	very	old	
man	at	that	time.		Then	the	forces	came	into	collision,	and	there	was	a	great	battle	
and	much	slaughter.		The	sons	of	Gandalf	fought	bravely,	for	they	were	exceptionally	
big	and	strong.		In	that	host	there	appeared	a	big	strong	man	who	made	such	
slaughter	of	men	and	horses	that	no-one	could	withstand	him,	for	he	was	more	like	
a	giant	than	a	man.		Gunnar	bade	Sigurth	go	and	attack	the	scoundrel,	adding	that	as	
things	were,	there	would	be	no	success.		So	Sigurth	made	ready	to	encounter	the	
mighty	man,	and	some	others	went	with	him,	but	most	of	them	were	far	from	eager.		
We	quickly	came	upon	the	mighty	man,	and	Sigurth	asked	him	his	name	and	whence	
he	came.		He	said	that	he	was	Starkath,	the	son	of	Storverk,	and	that	he	came	from	
the	North,	from	Fenhring	in	Norway.		Sigurth	said	that	he	had	heard	reports	of	him	



	

	 309	

and	generally	little	to	his	credit,	adding	that	no	mercy	ought	to	be	shown	towards	
such	people.	
	
Starkath	said:	"Who	is	this	man	who	casts	insults	in	my	teeth?"	Sigurth	told	him	who	
he	was.	
	
Starkath	said:	"Are	you	called	Fafnisbani?"	
Sigurth	said	he	was.	
	
Then	Starkath	sought	to	escape,	but	Sigurth	pursued	him	and	swung	aloft	the	sword	
Gram	and	struck	him	on	the	jaw	with	the	hilt	so	hard	that	two	molars	fell	out	of	his	
mouth;	it	was	a	stunning	blow.		Then	Sigurth	bade	the	cur	take	himself	off,	and	
Starkath	went	away,	and	I	picked	up	one	of	the	teeth	and	carried	it	off	with	me.		It	is	
now	used	on	a	bell-rope	at	Lund	in	Denmark	and	weighs	seven	ounces;	and	people	
go	and	look	at	it	there	as	a	curiosity.		As	soon	as	Starkath	had	run	away,	the	sons	of	
Gandalf	took	to	flight,	and	we	captured	great	booty;	and	after	that	Sigurth	went	
home	to	his	realm	and	remained	there	for	a	while.	
	
Chapter	8	
	
A	short	time	after,	we	hear	 d	that	Starkath	had	committed	a	foul	murder,	slaying	
King	Ali	in	his	bath.		It	chanced	one	day	that	as	Sigurth	Fafnisbani	was	riding	to	
some	gathering	or	other,	he	rode	into	a	muddy	pool,	and	his	horse	Grani	leapt	up	so	
wildly	that	his	saddle-girth	burst	asunder	and	the	buckle	fell	to	the	ground.		And	
when	I	saw	where	it	lay	shining	in	the	mud,	I	picked	it	up	and	handed	it	to	Sigurth;	
but	he	said	that	I	might	keep	it.		It	was	that	very	piece	of	gold	that	you	were	looking	
at	a	short	time	ago.		Then	Sigurth	got	down	from	his	horse,	and	I	rubbed	it	down	and	
washed	the	mud	off	it;	and	I	pulled	a	lock	of	hair	out	of	its	tail	as	a	proof	of	its	great	
size."		Then	Guest	showed	the	lock	and	it	was	seven	ells	long.		King	Olaf	said:	"I	think	
your	stories	are	very	entertaining."		Everybody	praised	his	stories	and	his	talent.		
Then	the	King	wanted	him	to	tell	them	much	more	about	the	adventures	he	had	met	
with	on	his	travels.		So	Guest	told	them	many	amusing	stories	till	late	in	the	evening.		
It	was	then	time	to	go	to	bed;	but	next	morning	the	King	sent	for	Guest,	and	wanted	
to	talk	to	him	still	further.		The	King	said:	"I	can't	quite	make	out	your	age	and	how	
you	can	be	old	enough	to	have	been	present	when	these	events	took	place.		You	will	
have	to	tell	another	story	so	as	to	make	us	better	acquainted	with	things	of	this	
kind."		Guest	replied:	"I	suspected	before	that	you	would	want	to	hear	another	of	my	
stories,	if	I	told	you	what	had	happened	about	the	gold."		"You	must	certainly	tell	me	
some	more,"	replied	the	King.	
	
Chapter	9	
	
"I	must	tell	you	then,"	Guest	began,	"that	I	went	north	to	Denmark	and	there	settled	
down	on	my	estate,	for	my	father	had	died	a	short	time	before;	and	a	little	later	I	
heard	of	the	death	of	Sigurth	and	the	sons	of	Gjuki,	and	I	felt	that	that	was	news	
indeed."		"What	was	the	cause	of	Sigurth's	death?"	asked	the	King.	
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Guest	 replied:	 "It	 is	 generally	believed	 that	Guthorm	 the	 son	of	Gjuki	 ran	a	 sword	
through	him	while	he	was	asleep	in	bed	with	Guthrun.		On	the	other	hand,	Germans	
say	that	Sigurth	was	slain	out	in	the	forest.		In	the	Guthrúnar-rætha	again	it	is	stated	
that	Sigurth	and	the	sons	of	Gjuki	had	ridden	to	a	gathering	and	that	they	slew	him	
then.		But	one	thing	is	agreed	by	all—that	they	set	on	him	when	he	was	down	and	off	
his	guard,	and	that	they	were	guilty	of	gross	treachery	towards	him."	

Then	one	of	the	retinue	asked:	"How	did	Brynhild	behave	then?"	

Guest	answered:	"Brynhild	then	slew	seven	of	her	slaves	and	five	handmaidens,	and	
ran	herself	through	with	a	sword,	commanding	that	she	should	be	taken	to	the	pyre	
along	with	these	people	and	burned	beside	Sigurth.	 	This	was	done,	one	pile	being	
made	 for	 Sigurth	 and	 another	 for	 Brynhild,	 and	 he	 was	 burned	 first,	 and	 then	
Brynhild.		She	was	taken	in	a	chariot	with	a	canopy	of	velvet	and	silk	which	was	all	
ablaze	with	gold,	and	thus	was	she	burnt."	

Then	Guest	was	asked	if	Brynhild	had	chanted	a	lay	after	she	was	dead.		He	replied	
that	she	had,	and	they	asked	him	to	recite	it	if	he	could.	

Then	Guest	said:	"As	Brynhild	was	being	driven	to	the	pyre	on	the	way	to	Hell,	she	
was	 brought	 near	 some	 cliffs	 where	 an	 ogress	 dwelt.	 	 The	 ogress	 was	 standing	
outside	the	doors	of	her	cave	and	wore	a	skin	kirtle	and	was	of	a	blackish	hue.		She	
carried	a	long	faggot	in	her	hand	and	cried:	

'This	will	 I	contribute	 to	your	burning,	Brynhild.	 	 It	would	have	been	better	 if	you	
had	been	burned	while	you	were	still	alive,	before	you	were	guilty	of	getting	such	a	
splendid	man	as	Sigurth	Fafnisbani	slain.		I	was	always	friendly	to	him	and	therefore	
I	 shall	 attack	 you	 in	 a	 reproachful	 song	which	will	make	 you	hated	 by	 everybody	
who	hears	what	you	have	done.'	

After	that	Brynhild	and	the	ogress	chanted	to	one	another.	

The	ogress	sang	as	follows:	

Thou	shalt	not	be	suffered	to	pass	through	my	courts	
With	their	pillars	of	stone	in	my	mansion	drear,—	
Better	far	wert	thou	busied	at	home	with	thy	needle!	
Not	thine	is	the	husband	thou	followest	here.	
	
Inconstant	soul,	why	comest	thou	hither?	
From	the	land	of	the	Romans	why	visit'st	thou	me?		
Full	many	a	wolf	hast	thou	made	be	partaker	
Of	the	life-blood	of	men	who	were	butchered	by	thee!	
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Then	cried	Brynhild:	

Upbraid	me	no	more	from	thy	rock	bound	dwelling	
For	battles	I	fought	in	the	days	of	old.—	
Thou	wilt	not	be	deemed	to	be	nobler	of	nature	
Than	I,	wheresoever	our	story	is	told!	

The	Ogress:	

In	an	evil	hour,	O	Buthli's	daughter,In	an	evil	hour	wert	thou	brought	to	birth.—	
The	Sons	of	Gjuki	thou	gavest	to	slaughter,	
Their	noble	dwellings	thou	rased'st	to	earth.	

Brynhild:	

	A	true	account,	if	thou	carest	to	hearken,	

O	thou	lying	soul,	will	I	tell	to	thee;—	
How	empty	of	love	and	o'ershadowed	by	falsehood	
The	life	that	the	Gjukings	had	destined	for	me!	
	
Atli's	daughter	was	I,	yet	the	monarch	bold-hearted	
Assigned	me	a	home	neath	the	shade	of	the	oak.	
But	twelve	summers	old,	if	thou	carest	to	hearken,	
Was	this	maid	when	her	vows	to	the	hero	she	spoke.	
	
Hjalmgunnar	the	Old,	of	the	Gothic	nation,	
Great	chief,	on	the	pathway	to	Hell	did	I	speed;	
And	victory	granted	to	Auth's	young	brother;	
Then	Othin's	dread	fury	was	roused	at	my	deed.	
	
Then	a	phalanx	of	bucklers	did	Othin	set	round	me	
On	Skatalund's	heights,	shields	crimson	and	white,—	
Bade	only	that	prince	break	the	slumber	that	bound	me	
Who	knew	naught	of	terror,	nor	shrank	from	the	fight.	
	
And	flames	high	towering	and	fiercely	raging	
Round	my	Southern	hall	did	he	set	in	a	ring:	
None	other	was	destined	to	pass	through	in	safety	
Save	the	hero	who	treasure	of	Fafnir	should	bring.	
The	generous	hero	with	treasure	a-gleaming,	
The	Danish	viking	on	Grani	rode,—	
Foremost	champion	in	deeds	of	valour—	Where	my	foster-father	had	his	abode.	
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As	brother	with	sister	we	slept	together;	
Eight	nights'	space	he	lay	at	my	side.	
There	were	we	happy	and	slumbered	idly,	
Nor	loving	caresses	did	ever	betide.	
	
Yet	Guthrun	the	daughter	of	Gjuki	reviled	me,	
That	I	in	the	arms	of	her	lover	had	slept.	
O	then	was	I	'ware	of	the	thing	I	desired	not—	
The	truth	of	my	marriage	from	me	had	they	kept.	
	
All	too	long	against	storms	of	adversity	struggling	
Both	women	and	men	seek	their	fortunes	to	right;	
But	I	with	my	Sigurth	shall	end	my	life's	battle	
At	last.	Now	depart	from	me,	daughter	of	Night!	

Then	the	ogress	gave	a	horrible	shriek	and	leapt	into	the	cliff."	

Then	the	King's	followers	cried:	"That's	fine!	Go	on	and	tell	us	some	more!"	

But	the	King	said:	"You	need	not	tell	us	any	more	about	things	of	that	kind."		Then	he	
continued:	"Were	you	ever	with	the	sons	of	Lothbrok?"	

Guest	replied:	"I	was	only	with	them	for	a	short	time;	I	joined	them	when	they	were	
making	an	expedition	to	the	south	in	the	neighbourhood	of	the	Alps,	and	when	they	
destroyed	 Vifilsborg.	 	 Panic	 spread	 everywhere	 at	 their	 approach,	 for	 they	 were	
victorious	wherever	they	went.		They	were	intending	at	the	time	to	go	to	Rome.		It	
chanced	one	day	that	a	certain	man	came	up	to	King	Björn	Ironside	and	saluted	him.		
The	King	received	him	in	a	 friendly	way	and	asked	him	whence	he	came.	 	He	said	
that	he	had	come	from	the	south,	from	Rome.	

The	King	asked	him:	'How	long	is	the	journey	there?'	

He	replied:	'You	can	see	here,	O	King,	the	shoes	which	I	am	wearing.'	

Then	he	took	iron-bound	shoes	from	his	feet,	and	the	tops	of	them	were	very	thick,	
but	underneath	they	were	all	torn.	

'You	 can	 see	now	how	severely	my	 shoes	have	 suffered,'	 said	he,	 'and	 tell	 by	 that	
what	a	long	way	it	is	from	here	to	Rome.'	

'It	must	be	a	very	long	way,'	said	the	King;	'I	shall	turn	back	and	give	up	the	idea	of	
attacking	the	territories	of	Rome.'	

And	the	result	was	that	they	went	no	further	on	their	way;	and	everyone	thought	it	
extraordinary	that	they	should	change	their	minds	so	suddenly	at	the	word	of	one	
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man,	when	they	had	all	their	plans	laid.		So	after	this	the	sons	of	Lothbrok	went	back	
to	their	homes	in	the	north,	and	made	no	further	raids	in	the	south."	

The	King	 said:	 "It	 is	 clear	 that	 the	 saints	 in	Rome	would	 not	 allow	 them	 to	make	
their	way	 there.	 	The	man	you	spoke	of	must	have	been	a	Spirit	 sent	 from	God	 to	
make	them	change	their	minds	so	quickly,	so	as	not	to	bring	destruction	on	Rome,	
the	most	holy	place	of	Jesus	Christ."	

Chapter	10	
	
Then	the	King	asked	Guest:	"Amongst	the	kings	whom	you	have	visited,	whose	was	
the	court	that	you	liked	best?"		Guest	replied:	"I	enjoyed	most	being	with	Sigurth	and	
the	sons	of	Gjuki;	but	the	sons	of	Lothbrok	were	those	who	allowed	most	freedom	to	
their	followers	to	live	as	they	liked.		Then	again	the	richest	place	was	that	of	Eric	at	
Upsala;	but	King	Harold	the	Fairhaired	was	more	exacting	than	any	of	the	kings	I	
have	mentioned	in	the	duties	that	he	imposed	on	his	followers.		I	was	with	King	
Hlöthver	too	in	the	land	of	the	Saxons,	and	there	I	was	prime-signed;	for	it	was	not	
possible	to	remain	with	him	otherwise,	because	the	Christian	religion	was	carefully	
observed	there.		That	was	the	place	I	liked	best	on	the	whole."	
	
The	King	said:	"You	can	give	us	a	great	deal	of	information	whatever	question	we	
ask	you."		The	King	then	asked	Guest	many	further	questions,	and	Guest	told	him	
everything	clearly,	and	finally	he	said:	"Now	I	must	tell	you	why	I	am	called	Norna-
gest."		The	King	said	he	would	like	to	hear.	
	
Chapter	11	

Guest	began:	"I	was	brought	up	at	my	 father's	home	at	a	place	called	Groening.		
My	 father	 was	 a	 wealthy	 man	 and	 kept	 house	 in	 great	 style.	 	 At	 that	 time	 wise	
women	 used	 to	 go	 about	 the	 country.	 	 They	 were	 called	 'spae-wives,'	 and	 they	
foretold	people's	futures.		For	this	reason	people	used	to	invite	them	to	their	houses	
and	gave	them	hospitality	and	bestowed	gifts	on	them	at	parting.	

My	father	did	the	same,	and	they	came	to	him	with	a	great	following	to	foretell	my	
fate.		I	was	lying	in	my	cradle	when	the	time	came	for	them	to	prophesy	about	me,	
and	 two	 candles	 were	 burning	 above	me.	 	 Then	 they	 foretold	 that	 I	 should	 be	 a	
favourite	 of	 Fortune,	 and	 a	 greater	 man	 than	 any	 of	 my	 kindred	 or	 forbears—
greater	even	than	the	sons	of	the	chief	men	in	the	land;	and	they	said	that	all	would	
come	to	pass	 just	as	 it	has	done.	 	But	the	youngest	Norn	thought	that	she	was	not	
receiving	 enough	 attention	 compared	with	 the	 other	 two,	 since	 they	were	held	 in	
high	account	yet	did	not	consult	her	about	these	prophecies.		There	was	also	a	great	
crowd	of	roughs	present,	who	pushed	her	off	her	seat,	so	that	she	fell	to	the	ground.		
She	was	much	vexed	at	 this	and	called	out	 loudly	and	angrily,	 telling	them	to	stop	
prophesying	 such	 good	 things	 about	 me:	 'For	 I	 ordain	 that	 the	 boy	 shall	 live	 no	
longer	than	that	candle	burns	which	is	alight	beside	him.'	
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Then	the	eldest	spae-wife	took	the	candle	and	extinguished	it	and	bade	my	mother	
take	 charge	of	 it	 and	not	 light	 it	 until	 the	 last	day	of	my	 life.	 	After	 that	 the	 spae-
wives	went	away,	and	my	father	gave	them	good	gifts	at	parting.	 	When	I	was	full-
grown,	my	mother	gave	me	the	candle	to	take	charge	of:	I	have	it	with	me	now."	

The	King	said:	"Why	have	you	come	here	to	me	now?"	

Guest	replied:	"The	idea	that	came	into	my	mind	was	this:	I	expected	that	I	should	
get	good	 luck	fromyou,	because	I	have	heard	you	highly	praised	by	good	and	wise	
men."	

The	King	said:	"Will	you	receive	holy	baptism	now?"	

Guest	replied:	"Yes,	I	will,	since	you	advise	it."	

So	it	came	to	pass;	and	the	King	took	him	into	his	favour	and	made	him	one	of	his	
retinue.		Guest	became	a	very	good	Christian	and	loyally	followed	the	King's	rules	of	
life.		He	was	also	popular	with	everybody.	

Chapter	12	

It	happened	one	day	that	the	King	asked	Guest:	"How	much	longer	would	you	live	
if	you	could	choose?"	

Guest	replied:	"Only	a	short	time,	please	God!"	

The	King	said:	"What	will	happen	if	you	take	your	candle	now?"	

Thereupon	Guest	took	his	candle	out	of	the	frame	of	his	harp.	The	King	ordered	it	to	
be	 lighted,	 and	 this	was	done.	 	And	when	 the	 candle	was	 lighted	 it	 soon	began	 to	
burn	away.	

Then	the	King	said	to	Guest:	"How	old	are	you?"	

And	Guest	replied:	"I	am	now	three	hundred	years	old."	

"You	are	an	old	man,"	observed	the	King.	

Then	 Guest	 laid	 himself	 down	 and	 asked	 them	 to	 anoint	 him	with	 oil.	 	 The	 King	
ordered	 it	 to	be	done,	and	when	 it	was	 finished	there	was	very	 little	of	 the	candle	
left	unburnt.		Then	it	became	clear	that	Guest	was	drawing	near	to	his	end,	and	his	
spirit	passed	 just	 as	 the	 torch	 flickered	out;	 and	 they	all	marvelled	at	his	passing.		
The	King	also	set	great	store	by	his	stories	and	held	that	the	account	which	he	had	
given	of	his	life	was	perfectly	true.	
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