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Fairy tales are more than true - not because they tell us dragons exist, but because they tell us dragons can be beaten. G. K. Chesterton
Indeed, as the motto suggests, dragons exist – and they exist in various forms. One of them can be the distance in space which has definitely been beaten by tales, unstoppable travelers, since times out of mind. Tales successfully managed to cross land and sea to become part of human existence and food for thought and spirit, as necessary for the mind as material food for the body. Sometimes they crossed the sea to be almost forgotten in the place in which they were created and to become the national asset of their adopted country (e.g. “Beowulf”, the national epic of Britain); sometimes they were circulated in different other shapes than the original one, re-told, re-written and renewed.

An article about fairy tales would normally begin with a definition of the term, but easy as it might seem, a definition is not easy to be given. All of those who are familiar with the work of famous story tellers like Perrault, the Brothers Grimm or Andersen have already noticed that many fairy tales do not  even  have any fairies in them at all. So some of the most frequently asked questions are: "What is a fairy tale, anyway?" and "Why are such stories called fairy tales?"

A. EUROPEAN FAIRY TALES

The simpler question to answer is why these stories are called "fairy tales." Although the origins of the fairy tales are lost in the remote past, it is from the influence of the women writers in the 17th century French Salons who dubbed their tales "contes de fées” that the term comes from. The term was then translated into English as "fairy tales." The older fairy tales were intended for an audience of adults as well as children, but they were associated with children as early as the writings of the “précieuses”: the witty and educated intellectual ladies who frequented the salon of the marquise de Rambouillet (1588 - 1665) or those of Mademoiselle de Scudéry (1607 – 1701). We can but suspect that the term might have come not only from the fairies in the stories, but from the ladies telling or writing them, who dreamed of having acquired superhuman qualities as creators of fantasies and wished to be considered fées themselves, like the famous Madame d’Aulnoy (1650 – 1705), historian and story teller known under the pen name “Clio”.

As for what a fairy tale really is, here are some samples of possible definitions given to this literary species:

a) fairy tale: a story for children about fairies, or about magic and enchantment // a very improbable story // a lie (The New Lexicon Webster's Dictionary of the English Language. 1990)

b) My own definition of fairy tale goes something like this: A fairy tale is a story -literary or folk - that has a sense of the numinous, the feeling or sensation of the supernatural or the mysterious. But, and this is crucial, it is a story that happens in the past tense, and a story that is not tied to any specifics. If it happens "at the beginning of the world," then it is a myth. A story that names a specific "real" person is a legend (even if it contains a magical occurrence). A story that happens in the future is a fantasy. Fairy tales are sometimes spiritual, but never religious. (Lane 1993)
The simplest way to explain this is to think of fairy tales as a subgenre of folklore along with myths and legends, but then folklore comes from oral storytelling tradition. Most fairy tale studies deal with literary fairy tales, tales that are removed from oral tradition, set down on paper by one or more authors. Once the story is written down, it becomes static in that version. It is no longer only folklore, but part of the world's body of literature. In contrast, the beauty of storytelling is how the same story is slightly different each time it is told, even by the same storyteller. Oral fairy tales are elusive creatures that folklorists study, record and try to trace through history. 

The folk (oral and rural) fairy tale is definitely the echo of multiple voices, among which one can distinguish the female voices of mothers, grandmothers and other women  who had transmitted the stories by word of mouth. Insisting on the collective female story telling voice, Angela Carter mentions:

There exists a European convention of an archtypal female storyteller, 'Mother Goose' in English, 'Ma Mere l'Oie' in French, an old woman sitting by the fireside  .  .  .  . Obviously, it was Mother Goose who invented all the 'old wives' tales', even if old wives of any sex can participate in this endless recycling process, when anyone can pick up a tale and make it over. Old wives' tales -- that is, worthless stories, untruths, trivial gossip, a derisive label that allots the art of storytelling to women at the exact same time that it takes all value from it.  (apud Windling 1997)

On the other hand, the written tale is part of a second type of discourse, one that was poured into the mold of the former and more or less distorted or even perverted. The latter was addressed to an urban, bourgeois public and the voice of the story teller is generally that of a male.

European written fairy tales have become famous due to three main male sources: the tales of Perrault (first editions 16791-97), those of the Grimm brothers (1812) and the Russian tales of Afanassiev (1855-63). Famous not only in their countries of origin, these tales constituted the basis for V. Propp’s study on the structure of the fairy tale. (apud Piarotas 1996,12-13)

In most cases the main idea is to present the story of a child from an early age to his/her maturity, where the story abandons him/her, but not before making sure he/she is happily married and harmoniously integrated in society. (apud Piarotas 1996, 14) It is actually the idea to be met later in the Bildungsroman, but growing up in the fairy tale implies the interference of the supernatural, regarded as a natural fact.

The Antti Aarne system, now called the Aarne-Thompson system of classifying folktales, first published in 1910 is certainly more specific and accurate, cataloguing about 2500 basic plots from which fairy tales were built.

According to Vladimir Propp, there are 31 generic narratemes in the Russian folk tale. (apud Propp 1984) While not all are present in every European fairy tale, their functions are displayed in unvarying sequence, so that it is easy to observe them even in the much appreciated recent episodes of Star Wars, for instance. It is interesting to see how powerful are the narrative structures of folk mythology, and how they are continually reinserted into contemporary popular culture though cross-cultural transmission.

B. EUROPEAN FAIRY TALES ON THE AMERICAN SOIL

A legitimate question to be asked observing the repetition of topics and patterns for fairy tales all over Europe would be whether fairy tales were nationalistic or are they universal? Generally they are universal, with slight differences according to the part of the world they are told (e.g. in Italy, the heroine of Rumpelstiltskin has to eat seven plates of lasagne instead of spinning flax into gold).

Two theories of origins have attempted to explain the common elements in fairy tales found spread over continents. One is that a single point of origin generated any given tale, which then spread over the centuries; the other is that such fairy tales stem from common human experience and therefore can appear separately in many different origins. (Orenstein 2002, 77-78)

The historian Robert Darnton argues that there are no Ur-stories, but rather that folktales are historical documents. A historian looking carefully at the entire body of folktale variants can distinguish between folklore and fakelore, and can see the way a tale is adapted to a particular audience and society so that the specificity of time and place shows through the universality of the topos. (apud Darnton 1975)

In fact, the fairy tales have a protean quality, the classic tales have the capacity to shift their shapes, move in and out of fashion with readers, and change with different genres. In 1940 James Thurber was rewriting "Little Red Riding Hood" to conclude that even in a nightcap a wolf does not look any more like your grandmother than the Metro-Goldwyn lion looks like Calvin Coolidge. It is not so easy to fool little girls nowadays as it used to be. Yet in 1970, Susan Brownmiller interpreted the story as a classic "parable of rape". (http://www.newstatesman.com/199902260044) In Thurber’s version, which is definitely a parody of the classic tale, those who are acquainted with the American cultural background can detect several typically American issues: the Metro-Goldwin lion, Calvin Coolidge, the girl who takes a gun out of her basket and shoots the wolf in the manner of Al Capone.

Fairy tales in America have traditionally been considered a European import, and indeed many of them were taken to America by immigrants coming from various European countries. Many Americans still believe the myth that there is no such thing as an American fairy tale and many are comfortable telling exotic tales from lands they know nothing of, neglecting their own cultural heritage, but American writers such as Washington Irving, Nathaniel Hawthorne or later on L. Frank Baum created stories that reflected a progressive and independent spirit that was distinctly American. They proved the American fairy tale was indeed alive and well. Some of the American story tellers went to various other sources than the European, the Native American folklore (long neglected or despised) or the tales of the African Americans.

IMITATIONS AND AMERICAN ORIGINAL TALES

The American stories vary as much as the authors. One of the most famous collections, the American Fairy Tales: From Rip Van Winkle to the Rootabaga Stories (re-edited in 1996) includes the following stories:

- Rip Van Winkle / Washington Irving
- Feathertop / Nathaniel Hawthorne
- The Rich Man's Place / Horace E. Scudder
- Snibbuggledyboozledom / M.S.B. 
- The Bee-man of Orn / Frank Stockton
- The Apple of Contentment / Howard Pyle
- Rosy's Journey / Louisa May Alcott
- The Glass Dog / L. Frank Baum
- The Golden Windows / Laura E. Richards
- The Princess Who Could Not Dance / Ruth Plumly Thompson
- The Lad and Luck's House / Will Bradley
- How They Broke Away to Go to the Rootabaga Country / Carl Sandburg

The general feeling is that although many of these stories still preserve an oral touch, they may be better read than told and as some are also rather long, a teller might feel the need of trimming them.

The stories that strike an original chord are those of Frank Baum and Carl Sandburg. Baum’s Wizard of Oz is one of the most well-known fantastic American tales in which Dorothy, a little girl from Kansas is taken to the land of the fairies. The Rootabaga Stories (1920) is a children's book of interrelated short stories by Carl Sandburg. The whimsical, sometimes melancholy stories, were born of Sandburg's desire for "American fairy tales" to match American childhood. He felt that the European stories involving royalty and knights were somehow inappropriate, and so set his stories in a fictionalized American Midwest called "the Rootabaga country" filled with farms, trains, and corn fairies. A large number of the stories are told by the Potato Face Blind Man, an old scarecrow of the Village of Liver-and-Onions who hangs out in front of the local post office and plays the minstrel of the place. Skyscrapers, traffic policemen, cistern cleaners and popcorn appear on the background of these new tales, giving the readers a taste of America. The style on the other hand is more sophisticated than the apparent simplicity of the narration would allow an unexperienced reader to guess. Not really a promoter of absurd literature, one can detect absurd notes in Sandburg’s tales, echoes of his British predecessors Lewis Carroll and Edward Lear.
Now let's look up the recipe for Rootabaga Stories: take the whimsy of L. Frank Baum's Oz books, crank it up a notch, maybe two, throw in a pinch of nonsense, add the diction of a poet, mix well. Ah, there we have it... (G.T. Dodds http://www.sfsite.com/08a/rs157.htm)

DISNEY – PALPABLE FAIRY TALES

As a historian of French mentalities, Darnton believes that while the German tales maintain a note of terror and fantasy, the French strike a note of humour and domesticity, with bourgeois monsters and friendly household objects. To all these we could add that the Americans, and especially the male voices in story - telling/writing/making added a more pragmatic approach. The old borrowed values were still there, but they were presented on a different background and spiced up with new ideals and ambitions. 

The American critic Jack Zipes regards Walt Disney as the American Grimm or Perrault, who used the most up-to-date technological means and his own American grit and ingenuity to appropriate European fairy tales. Disney liked fairy tales, Zipes suggests, because they reflected his own rags-to-riches story, and it is the repetition of Disney's infantile quest - the core of American mythology - that enabled him to strike a chord in American viewers from the 1920s to the present.  (http://www.newstatesman.com/199902260044)
Indeed, with Disney the American dream of prosperity, welfare and success took a new shape. Zipes identifies the Disney turning-point in Snow White and the Seven Dwarfs (1937), which becomes the story of desperate Americans who sought hope and solidarity in their fight for survival during the Depression. The hard-working, hi-ho singing dwarfs are miners with American nicknames, who can be interpreted as the humble American workers who pull together during times of economic hardship. (Showalter 1999, 394)
The results of transplanting European fairy tales followed by hybridizing them and the American dream were numerous, spectacular and sometimes weird. Kitsch effects were not unusual, the best possible examples being provided by one of the most visited places of America: Disneyland.

Disneyland, owned and operated by The Walt Disney Company is a world-wide famous theme park in Anaheim, California, USA which received more than 515 million guests, since the attraction first opened on July 17, 1955. 

Among the main buildings meant to delight visitors there are several of European inspiration. For instance, Sleeping Beauty Castle, the fairy tale structure at the center of Disneyland Park, is based on Germany's Neuschwanstein castle, built by Ludwig II, King of Bavaria, while Cinderella Castle was inspired by several French castles, most notably Château de Pierrefonds, Château d'Ussé, Fontainebleau, Versailles, and the chateaux of Chenonceau, Chambord and Chaumont. 

The park is divided into realms, which radiate like the four cardinal points of the compass from Central Plaza. At the center of The Magic Kingdom and immediately North of Central Plaza stands Sleeping Beauty Castle, which provides entrance to Fantasyland by way of a drawbridge across a moat. Adventureland, Frontierland, and Tomorrowland are arrayed on both sides of the castle. Intelligently enough, the park combines reality and fantasy, European and other sources, in order to cater for all tastes.

The impact of the visual was stronger than expected. The Disney movies and the park with its attractions turned out to be so impressive, that many people around the world cannot think now of the characters in the classical fairy tales but in terms of the images provided by Disney: a fair-haired Sleeping Beauty, a brunette Snow White wearing a yellow skirt and a red ribbon in her hair and so on. As for the famous song “Some Day My Prince Will Come”, it was regarded by many feminists as responsible for the problems of a whole generation of American women, being a symbol of female submission.

The American Sleeping Beauty, Cinderella, Snow White and so on, together with American iconic symbols such as Tom Sawyer, Davy Crockett or Mickey Mouse have found new dwellings in the Disneyland resorts outside the USA. In 1992 Euro Disney opened in France, getting the toy castles closer to their initial sources of inspiration. 

Younger generations of Americans definitely decided either to mock at many of the old issues displayed in the fairy tales or use them as means of transmitting their dissatisfaction with the social and political problems of their days. As a result, a series of parodies appeared, such as James Thurber’s The Little Girl and the Wolf. The globalizing effects of postmodernism made both British and American writers express their fierce feminist points of view, or their distrust in exaggerating contemporary issues such as political correctness (see James Finn Garner’s Politically Correct Bedtime Stories).

C. BACK TO EUROPE

The glorious return of the fairy tale to Europe happened at a quicker pace than its crossing to America. The new scientific breakthroughs made distances shorter and diversified the means of communication. As the media and the visual were gradually taking over, Europe was getting back its changed, renewed and sometimes improved assets, as well as enriching its already existing treasure with new imported items.

Instances of an imaginary American background were vaguely depicted in some  British stories for children, such as James M. Barrie’s Peter Pan, as soon as the beginning of the 20th century. Like many other works of fiction from the era (such as the works of Rudyard Kipling and Mark Twain), the Peter Pan canon contains much material which might be called “exotic” and may be construed as offensive to modern audiences, though it was not intended to be offensive or considered inappropriate at the time. Specifically, according to the new ideas, these books have been accused of both racism and sexism. The former charge primarily concerns the portrayal of Native Americans in Peter and Wendy — the portrayal is highly stereotypical, with Native Americans being shown as warlike primitives who use a hardly articulate dialect. This criticism is also leveled against several more recent adaptations of the story, most notably the 1953 animated Disney film which contains a song often criticized as offensive, "What Makes The Red Man Red?", a catalog of Native American stereotypes. (apud http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Peter_Pan)  Similar protests were issued against the way in which director Tim Burton presented the Oompa-Loompas in his 2005 Charlie and the Chocolate Factory, a movie inspired by one of Roald Dahl’s books.

Nevertheless, the turn-of-the century British tales were still very British. Barrie’s Peter Pan or P.L. Travers’ Mary Poppins cycles, in spite of vague allusions to overseas lands, are based in England and display features generally attributed to the British.

A better example of story-crossing from Europe to America and back can be traced in the long lived belief that man can travel through time and see the future of mankind – a long sleep is sometimes enough for that. Washington Irving’s Rip Van Winkle first published in 1819 in a volume called The Sketch Book of Geoffrey Crayon, Gent. is a good illustration of this issue. Inspired from European sources, the story returned in the form of sci-fi and socio-prophetic longer versions (see H.G. Wells’s When the Sleeper Wakes – published in 1899 or Pierre Boulle’s Planet of Apes - 1963), to develop a visual form and to be fractured and diversified in various other – mostly dystopic - variants. 

A typically postmodernist approach would necessarily imply fracturing, decomposing and recomposing, which happens more and more frequently in the case of the retold fairy tales. 

The new feminist fairy tales belong to this group; most are re-tellings of old stories with the genders reversed; female characters act in empowered roles rather than behaving helpless and submissive, which is often the case in traditional folk or fairy tales. American Anne Sexton’s poems (e.g. Transformations) fit into this pattern, so do some of Canadian Margaret Atwood’s novels (e.g. The Robber Bride) and British Angela Carter’s Bloody Chamber (1979) is a collection of the kind. The short stories included within Carter’s Bloody Chamber volume are: 

· The Bloody Chamber (an adaptation of Bluebeard);

· The Courtship of Mr Lyon and The Tiger's Bride (adaptations of Beauty and the Beast);
· Puss-in-Boots ;

· The Erl-King (based on various sources, including the Grimm brothers and Goethe’s Der Erlkönig)

· The Snow Child (based on Snow White);

· The Lady of the House of Love (based on Sleeping Beauty);

· The Werewolf, The Company of Wolves and Wolf-Alice (adaptations of Little Red Riding Hood )

Metonymising the tropes from the patriarchal tales, Carter explores the fairy tale motifs and reshapes them in a form challenging the boundaries of the traditional fairy tale paradigms. She forces thus her readers to face new frontiers of definition which might uncover the possibilities of a feminist hermeneutic. The stories, updated to more modern settings, play with the conventions of canonical fairy tales; for instance, in The Bloody Chamber, an adaptation of the classical Bluebeard, the heroine is rescued by her mother instead of being rescued by the stereotypical male hero. 

Other feminist authors, such as the American Rosemary Lake, are milder in their views. Though most villains in her stories are male, most male characters are good, and healthy male/female friendships and romances are presented. Rather than a gender-switch which would have an active female rescuing a passive male, both characters are smart and actively cooperating, according to the “equal opportunities” principle.

Back and forth from Europe to America and from America to Europe, all forms of fairy tales, in an enormous display of multiple perspectives, provide us and our contemporaries with numerous ways of revisiting the land of fantasy.

Long fantastic novels with plenty of sequels (like Tolkien’s Lord of the Rings or J.K. Rowling’s Harry Potter) fill the reader with delight. With Tolkien a new enriched mythology was created, with Rowling a new gallery of heroic children came into being. Stephen King was so thrilled with Rowling’s character, that he predicted Harry Potter "will indeed stand time's test and wind up on a shelf where only the best are kept; I think Harry will take his place with Alice, Huck, Frodo, and Dorothy and this is one series not just for the decade, but for the ages." (Stephen King about Harry Potter - http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Harry_Potter )

No wonder the names were taken from both British and American literature, as the time of globalization has come, in spite of the fact that these longer fantasy books written by British authors might seem to display a nostalgic longing for a bygone Britain and for a more poetic, romantic, somehow old-fashioned style of writing.

Literature or art which echoes the form of an original, or that which uses the basic conventions of a genre and exaggerates or highlights them are forms of parody much appreciated nowadays as well. In a more pragmatic manner, the American writers have generally taken this way. Parodies and fractured fairy tales are quite fashionable and some titles of recently published books clearly illustrate this tendency:  The Stinky Cheese Man 10th Anniversary by Jon Scieszka, The Three Little Wolves and the Big Bad Pig by Eugene Trivizas, Giants Have Feelings, Too / Jack and the Beanstalk (Another Point of View) by Alvin Grawowsky,  Cinder Edna by Ellen Jackson,  Sleeping Ugly by Jane Yolen and so on. (http://www.amazon.com/Funky-Fairy-Tales-Parodies-and-Twists-on-Classics/lm/1XUXAS89E8076  )
As for the difference between parodies and fractured fairy tales, The Oxford Companion to Fairy Tales  states that fractured fairy tales are traditional fairy tales, rearranged to create new plots with fundamentally different meanings or messages. They may be compared to the originals, or appreciated for their breaks in established form and they can take various shapes in accordance with the intentions of the story teller. Fractured fairy tales are closely related to fairy-tale parodies, but the two serve different purposes: parodies mock individual tales and the genre as a whole; fractured fairy tales, with a reforming intent, seek to impart updated social and moral messages. (apud Zipes 2000) 

One of the most successful recent mixtures of parody and fractured fairy tale in visual form is Shrek, a computer-animated film adaptation of William Steig's 1990 fairy tale picture book of the same name, which satirizes fairy tale traditions and displays satirical techniques of exaggeration, incongruity, reversal, and parody. The voices of famous British and American actors contribute to the success of the movie and its sequels. Various sources of inspiration contribute to the patchwork quality of the parody: the castle in DuLoc is a mock image of Disneyland, Fiona kills a bird by singing in an extremely high-pitched tone – a melody fit for the kind of knight that accompanies her, The Magic Mirror is identical to the Disney version, Fiona fights off a harassing Robin Hood in a Matrix "bullet time" effect manner and so on. The dialogue is humorous and witty, with some retorts that certainly would have made Oscar Wilde smile (e.g. Fiona: “What kind of knight are you?” Shrek: “One of a kind!”). Reversed gender roles are also to be noticed: it’s Lord Farquar who uses the Magic Mirror, the dragon is a “she”and the wolf is a friendly, misunderstood crossdresser, the ugly Stepsister is a transgendered bartender.

Computers play a more and more defining role in re-shaping fairy tales and giving new visual dimensions to parodies, fractured stories like Shrek or absurd stories like those  of Roald Dahl (such as Charlie and the Chocolate Factory) meant to go back to Edward Lear and Lewis Carroll via the requirements imposed by consumerist society. Innumerable computer games based on Fairyland adventures and characters have also been created.

There are many ways to interpret the old tales, whether as allegory or metaphor, as art or sheer entertainment. No single deconstruction of a fairy tale is "correct," no single version of a tale is the "true" one. The old tales exist in many different forms, changing and adapting from culture to culture, from generation to generation. The tales themselves are shape-shifters: elusive, mysterious, mutable, protean, capable of wearing many different forms. This fact is at the core of their power, and is the source of their longevity. It is also what can make them a useful tool for the modern writer of fiction, who might try all kinds of changes to fit the spirit of the age, or simply a personal mood, just like in Judith Viorst’s feminist version of Cinderella entitled And Then the Prince Knelt Down and Tried to Put the Glass Slipper on Cinderella's Foot:
I really didn't notice that he had a funny nose.
And he certainly looked better all dressed up in fancy clothes.
He's not nearly as attractive as he seemed the other night.
So I think I'll just pretend that this glass slipper feels too tight. (http://www.ucalgary.ca/~dkbrown/fft.html)
The author suggests that this is how the Cinderella Story probably actually happened. And indeed … can anyone be sure how did the story happen? Or can anyone be sure it really happened?

Cultural ties and contacts imply a complex, apparently never ending process, including the circulation of fairy tales across time and country. That would call to mind a romantic movie we all saw years ago, whose title was “The NeverEnding Story”, in which the land of fantasy was in danger. Stories were not told anymore and the Fairyland was dying but a few brave children saved it from total disaster… However, story telling means always going on. Story telling is a never ending story.
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