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FOR MY SISTERS
AND FOR MY BROTHER





After being conditioned as a child to the lovely never-never land of magic, of fairy queens and virginal maidens, of little princes and their rosebushes, of poignant bears and Eeyore-ish donkeys, of life personalized, as the pagans loved it, of the magic wand, and the faultless illustrations—the beautiful dark-haired child (who was you) winging through the midnight sky on a star-path in her mother’s box of reels—of Griselda in her feather-cloak, walking barefoot with the Cuckoo in the lantern-lit world of nodding mandarins, of Delight in her flower garden with the slim-limbed flower sprites … all this I knew, and felt, and believed. All this was my life when I was young. To go from this to the world of “grown-up” reality … To feel the sexorgans develop and call loud to the flesh; to become aware of school, exams (the very words as unlovely as the sound of chalk shrilling on the blackboard), bread and butter, marriage, sex, compatibility, war, economics, death, and self. What a pathetic blighting of the beauty and reality of childhood. Not to be sentimental, as I sound, but why the hell are we conditioned into the smooth strawberry-and-cream Mother-Goose-world, Alice-in-Wonderland fable, only to be broken on the wheel as we grow older and become aware of ourselves as individuals with a dull responsibility in life? To learn snide and smutty meanings of words you once loved, like “fairy.”

—From The Journals of Sylvia Plath
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INTRODUCTION

ALICE ADAMS
The Three Bears and Little Red Riding Hood in the Coffin House

I was drawn to both “Little Red Riding Hood” and “Goldilocks and the Three Bears” as fantasies of escape, and, curiously, when recently I began to think of them again, I could not remember how either of them ended—until I asked my son, who set me straight.

JULIA ALVAREZ
An Autobiography of Scheherazade

Once upon a time, I lived in another country and in another language under a cruel dictatorship which my father was plotting to overthrow. This is not a made-up story, this is not a fairy tale. This is the autobiography of my childhood in the Dominican Republic under the dictatorship of El Jefe.

MARGARET ATWOOD
Of Souls as Birds

I was not a well-brought-up little girl of the fifties. I had been born in 1939, just after the outbreak of the Second World War, and there was no hope then of sweeping the darker emotions under the rug. There they were on the world stage, displayed for all to see: fear, hatred, cruelty, blood and slaughter. A few fairy tale hanged corpses and chopped-off heads were, by comparison, nothing to get squeamish about.

ANN BEATTIE
John, Whose Disappearance Was Too Bad

As a culture, we are fairly preoccupied with sleep. In spite of the media’s insistence to the contrary, I maintain that we don’t really wonder, very often, who’s having lots of sex; we wonder, more often, who might be getting lots of sleep…. In our exhaustion, we emphatically do not wish for Prince Charming to come. If he isn’t already in bed with us, to hell with him.

ROSELLEN BROWN
It Is You the Fable Is About

And then there was “The Little Mermaid,” far more complex but equally brutal and—I was nothing if not consistent—a painful story “redeemed” (I see now) by another noble ending which I didn’t remember because its fake good cheer never registered on me. “There is a view poetry should improve your life,” the poet John Ashbery once said. “I think people confuse it with the Salvation Army.”

A. S. BYATT
Ice, Snow, Glass

Science and reason are bad, kindness is good. It is a frequent but not a necessary opposition. And I found in it, and in the dangerous isolation of the girl on her slippery shiny height a figure of what was beginning to bother me, the conflict between a female destiny, the kiss, the marriage, the childbearing, the death, and the frightening loneliness of cleverness, the cold distance of seeing the world through art, of putting a frame around things.

KATHRYN DAVIS
Why I Don’t Like Reading Fairy Tales

A dancer inside a castle inside a book inside a bookcase inside a cupboard inside a castle-studded landscape: how deftly the Nordic Paper Industry managed to convey the terror I knew lurked at the heart of the Christian message. Your tenure on this earth, where you might actually prefer to stay (despite its perils, the perverse machinery of cause and effect embodied in snuffbox goblins and gumdrop poodles), would be finite, yet once you died you’d have no choice but to go on forever and ever.

CHITRA BANERJEE DIVAKARUNI
The Princess in the Palace of Snakes

The Princess lives in an underwater palace filled with snakes. We do not know who she is, or how she came there. Do not feel sorry for her. She is happy enough. The snakes are not horrid … and play with her and sing her to sleep. She has never left the palace, has never wanted to…. As you might guess, there is in the story a prince. And his friend, the minister’s son.

DEBORAH EISENBERG
In a Trance of Self

Any child who considers herself a candidate for expulsion from the human race is certain to tremble reading about Kay. And though I was brought up in a largely secular, Jewish home, and, as I remember, was always in some way aware that according to any strict interpretation of “The Snow Queen” I was out of luck, I always longed to reach the moment in the story of Gerda’s tears, when Kay would be returned to himself.

MARIA FLOOK
The Rope Bridge to Sex

I recognized how many instances these fairy tales addressed situations like mine. In order for girl children to survive their sexual maturation, they would have to escape from their malevolent matriarchs. My sister Karen had disappeared. From what poison apple had she sampled? What spell had been cast upon her?

PATRICIA FOSTER
Little Red Cap

His eyes move over me with the same entranced gaze as if we’re magnets, attracted by an inexplicable force. The intimacy is eerie, almost unbearable. I know he has something important to show me, something that will change me, making me indifferent to trees and sky and heat. But to my surprise, he whips out a mirror. See a monkey see a monkey see a monkey, he whispers, thrusting the mirror up close to my face.

VIVIAN GORNICK
Taking a Long Hard Look at “The Princess and the Pea”

The elusive right man became our obsessive preoccupation. Not finding him was the defining experience. It is the same with the princess on the pea. She’s not after the prince, she’s after the pea.

LUCY GREALY
Girl

I hated fairy tales as a child because they had nothing to do with reality. Not because they spoke of goblins and elves and giants, not because of such obvious unreality. It had more to do with their neatly packaged morals. Mostly, I hated the notion that you got what you deserved. As I understood life, you rarely got what you deserved, and if you did, you’d better start looking over your shoulder.

BELL HOOKS
To Love Justice

Fairy tales … sanctioned all that was taboo in the family. Fantasy was often seen by Christian folks as dangerous, as potentially Satanic. My love of fairy tales was accepted as long as it was not much talked about. I liked to lie in a dark room and daydream my favorite stories, making self the center of the drama.

FANNY HOWE
Fairies

When I was a child in Killiney, south of Dublin, I saw a fairy on a stone wall—a tiny fellow in green and brown—but my mother, close by, didn’t see him or believe me. We were on our way to visit the Druid chair that faces the rising sun under some sacred oak trees (now encircled by suburban housing, but left alone) to make parting wishes before our return to America.

FERN KUPFER
Trust

Seven years ago, I married for the second time. Joe had custody of his two daughters—Megan, thirteen, and Katie, ten—and had lived alone with them for most of their lives. Right before I married Joe, my mother had sent me an article stating that ten and thirteen were the worst ages for children to adjust in a second marriage. Thanks, Ma, I said. I also began to rethink the role when the wicked stepmother herself c’est moi.

URSULA K. LE GUIN
The Wilderness Within

If acknowledging the influence of great writers makes some authors feel threatened, what about fairy tales? That should bring on a regular panic attack…. That the accepted notion of literary influence is appallingly simplistic is shown, I think, by the fact that it overlooks—ignores—disdains—the effect of “pre-literature”—oral stories, folk tales, fairy tales, picture books—on the tender mind of the pre-writer.

CAROLE MASO
Exquisite Hour

And she slips into the white of herself—into the white—her life snowing. A muffled, peaceful sound and she feels could it be? slightly aroused by the white, by the taking away finally of everything as she falls into some infinite. Voice 3 said something about pearls once. And the little girls danced all night—remember? Until their shoes were thin.

JANE MILLER
Midnights

When I first read the poet Federico García Lorca’s legends, I understood that there is no story, there are only moments. And I broke from narrative finally, and felt that precipitous falling that is dangerous only as long as one believes in gravity.

LYDIA MILLET
The Wife Killer

Blue Beard wanted his new wife to find the corpses of his former wives. He wanted the new bride to discover their mutilated corpses; he wanted her disobedience. Otherwise he wouldn’t have given her the key to the forbidden closet; he wouldn’t have left on his so-called business trip; and he wouldn’t have stashed the dead Mrs. Blue Beards in the closet in the first place. Transparently, it was a setup. In the postmodern world Mrs. Blue Beard doesn’t take the bait.

JOYCE CAROL OATES
In Olden Times, When Wishing Was Having: Classic and Contemporary Fairy Tales

What is troubling about the fairy tale world and its long association with women is precisely its condition as mythical and stereotypical, a rigidly schematized counterworld to the “real;” an enchanted, or accursed, world whose relationship to reality is analogous to that of our dreams to our waking lives. As if the province of women must be unreal, trivial.

CONNIE PORTER
Rapunzel Across Time and Space

Despite what Einstein says about the impossibility of time travel, the barrier of the speed of light, I’ve traveled through time. Maybe that is why I don’t expect questions about baldheaded girls. It would seem that black girls would be beyond that now, especially these girls, wealthy and privileged and beautiful. It would seem they would not be part of the cult of Rapunzel, paying homage to some girl in a fairy tale.

FRANCINE PROSE
Sleeping Beauty

Back to Sleeping Beauty, then. By now it’s probably clear that what I’m talking about is a sort of modified necrophilia: not exactly sex with a corpse—literal graveyard amour—but sex with a woman who only appears to have left the world of the living…. The surest route to a man’s (or to some men’s) heart is to pretend to be unconscious: I’m asleep, dear … and actually, to tell the truth, I may not even be … real.

LINDA GRAY SEXTON
Bones and Black Puddings: Revisiting “The Juniper Tree”

In our home, language itself was of prime importance: my mother labored long and hard over each syllable she wrote; my father gloried in crossword puzzles; when my sister or I asked the meaning of a word, we were told to go and look it up in the big dictionary that lay conveniently open on the counter in my mother’s writing room. Yet in “The Juniper Tree,” the townspeople do not hear the words the bird is singing; they do not want, or are not psychologically equipped—like the townspeople of Oswiecim in World War II, who watched the cattle cars stuffed full of Jews clatter down the steel rails, who lived next to Auschwitz’s ovens and pretended not to notice the black stench that filled the sky.

MIDORI SNYDER
The Monkey Girl

The beastly bride, while she may shed her skin or commit herself as a sensual partner, never surrenders her power and therefore always remains a little dangerous, a little unpredictable. There are beastly brides who hide their scales, their fur, and don the bodies of women in order to marry men for their own reasons and have children. Perhaps these brides should come with warning labels—disrespect us at your own peril!

FAY WELDON
The Journey to Mr. Fox

The effect of these tales, so far as I could see, was to fill the heads of little girls with mystery, and provide them with those archetypes which make for unease—why am I not as slim as the Fairy Princess? why are the Fairy Godmotherly gifts I proffer not magic? why do I stay the beggar-girl and the Prince just looks the other way? why if I’m Cinderella is there no ball to go to? why are my good deeds not rewarded by fate? why does my goose not lay golden eggs? and so forth.

JOY WILLIAMS
Baba Yaga

Even for a particularly shy and thoughtful only child growing up in a parsonage in Maine, vaguely aware of those other horsemen, the four from Revelation—the fourth one, the pale one being You Know Who—this was probably odd, this equanimicable attitude toward Baba Yaga, this happy fascination.

TERRI WINDLING
Transformations

You must not speak. That’s what my stepfather said: don’t speak, don’t cry, don’t tell. That’s what my mother said as well, as we sat in hospital waiting rooms—and I obeyed, as did my brothers. We sat still and silent as stone while my mother spun false tales to explain each break and bruise and burn.
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Why break the spell?
—H.D.





This volume offers a specific moment of self-reflection for women—a gaze into the mirror through the lens of the fairy tale. It is my hope that this collection of essays will gain as much value to readers of fairy tales—those who read them to their children or to themselves, those who read them as scholars or students—as those favorite fairy tale volumes on their shelves, those books with faded ink and illustrations. Perhaps you, as I do, have on your shelves a cherished fairy tale book, one with a blue fabric cover and broken, beaten-up spine. Perhaps this book will gain a place beside it.

I am pleased therefore to have the chance to introduce a second edition of Mirror, Mirror on the Wall: Women Writers Explore Their Favorite Fairy Tales with some general words about its contents. As you may have gathered, this volume collects essays from authors about their memories and ideas of fairy tales. I imagine you have your own. Let me begin with a little personal history.

When I was young, each and every Sunday in Brookline, Massachusetts, my sisters and brother and I would march down to the basement at my grandparents’ house to watch fairy tale movies on a big screen. My grandfather, a publicist for a movie company, had put up big letters at the entrance to the steep, creaky stairs. MOGER MOVIES, they read. Glazed with pizza and raspberry soda, we’d line up on the couch in the basement and wait for the show to begin. From the projection room, my grandfather would call out a few words I can’t quite recall, perhaps simply “Let the show begin.” The lights would dim, and on would come the most frightening and beautiful movies. These were fairy tales, direct to us from Walt Disney Studios. We’d sit there for hours, our eyes shining bright. The palest blues and pinks you could imagine, the warbling girls’ voices, and oh, talking mice! Often I wish I could climb back into those days, when fairy tales were just for escaping.

The only word I can think of to describe how I felt is transfixed. And while that was thirty years ago, these stories still have their hold. But to choose a favorite? It was Andy Warhol who said, when once asked which artists he liked, “I like them all.” Though the contributors to this volume express a range of reactions to hearing fairy tales as a child—and revisiting them as adults—everyone represented in this volume suggests a certain, similar enchantment with tales.

The fairy tale is a particular form of literature—a lovely, strange kind of story. For the reader, fairy tales offer both wildly familiar and familiarly wild terrain. In fairy tales, houses on chicken legs spin in the woods. The bones of a child bloom into a tree. A young girl indolently pulls wings off of flies. Queens seek to eat stepdaughters’ livers and hearts. Those details, and the predictably unpredictable structure of the stories in which they are contained, are a great influence on my fictional writings.

Years ago, I began to notice how often other writers seemed impacted, too. The idea for Mirror, Mirror on the Wall was to begin a conversation among writers about how fairy tales affected their thinking. I asked specifically for contributors to muse upon emotion, gender, culture and self. As I too began to explore the very same questions and turned to the fairy tales themselves for some answer, I started to see how very intricately literary—how completely innovative—fairy tales are simply as stories. Each version of a tale stands alone, but also gels with tradition. This quality—separate, but entwined—reminds me of the essays in this volume. I encouraged each author to write in a mode that was natural for her, the fairy tales themselves being our glue.

Hearing people, big and small, discuss the pleasure and horror in fairy tale fiction never ceases to give me a thrill. Just recently, I gave a reading at a small bookstore near my home. A friend brought her two-year-old daughter. When I finished reading—from my first novel, which is based on fairy tales—some people lined up for a book signing. Lily, my friend’s daughter, stood patiently in line for ten minutes, clutching a thin, hardcover volume. When she came up to the table, she stood looking shyly up at me, pressing the book to my hands. It was a picture book from Walt Disney’s “Snow White” movie. “Lily!” I exclaimed. “Look, Snow White has a hair ribbon just like yours!” And it’s true: Snow White had the same exact bow tied around her black hair. Lily blushed as furiously as a two-year-old can, and I can confidently say that the look crossing her face was ecstatic.

Like Lily, and others in this volume, I was infatuated with fairy tales as a very young girl, even after we left my grandparents’ house. I had many dolls and insisted on calling all of my rag dolls Elizabeth—Ella for short, from Cinderella. And for many years, I insisted on being Cinderella for Halloween, before she was saved. I’d go in the yard and toss dirt in my hair and rip a party dress (I thought it would be more authentic if my clothes were ruined, just as hers were). My older sister had her fairy tale obsession too, but in a different way. She was a bride for no fewer than six Halloweens, I remember. I could be exaggerating here, but that’s how it felt.

In these twenty-eight essays, you will find the suggestive detail and intricate ideology of fairy tales as the contributors reflect on their own favorites. I was surprised when, in researching my idea for this book, I did not come upon a complete collection that gathered personal responses. (The Reception of Grimms’ Fairy Tales: Responses, Reactions, Revisions, a very nice volume edited by Donald Haase, gathers four pieces about German tales, and that book gave me confidence that an entire collection devoted to personal responses would be quite powerful.) Surely, given fairy tales’ glittering presence in so many cultural forums—from film to advertising to popular fiction to games—a collection of personal responses might find a place. This particular moment in time also seems ripe for the book. Fairy tales themselves are obsessed with ends and beginnings—once upon a time … they lived happily ever after—and the contrived drama of the turn of the century lends itself well to the artifice and excess of enchantment literature. (In fact, history has seen at least one other movement of this sort of fin de siècle interest in the fairy tale: England’s nineteenth-century Pre-Raphaelites, an association that helped produce Christina Rossetti’s great fairy tale–inspired work, Goblin Market.)

Perhaps no explanation is necessary as to why I asked women specifically to respond to the tales. However, the more I know about fairy tales in their traditional forms, the more mystified I am when people cast fairy tales as antiwoman. Admittedly, fairy tale plots, as we receive them in popular culture, are often lacking or flat. There is a girl, victimized but pleasant, who likes to clean. Some things happen to her—often involving jealousies of women—and eventually she is saved from suffering by a handsome man. Although Disney’s versions tend to follow that mold, I feel they sometimes get short shrift. As animated stories, their artistry is astounding. I find them delightfully—almost wickedly—bright. (Though admittedly, a five-year-old girl won’t see the perverse hilarity in a warbling, singing, downtrodden girl. I simply thought Cinderella was great.) The original fairy tales include many of these elements, in fact.

If we look closely at the history of fairy tales, they are clearly not antiwoman. Many folklorists believe that a vast number of them were authored by women over the course of centuries. From this enormous body of work, however, only those stories dramatically revised by men have dominated popular culture until very recent days. For example, most of us know the Brothers Grimm, Hans Christian Andersen, and Charles Perrault. But actually, the oldest known versions of European fairy tales (those published by Straparola and Basile in sixteenth-century Italy) were based on oral tales by woman storytellers and were far more sensual and violently realistic than the stories we see on the screen and in popular books. How to explain that, in the early versions of “Sleeping Beauty,” the Prince does not save her—he rapes her? In “The Story of Grandmother,” an Italian story widely considered the first “Little Red Riding Hood,” our young heroine performs a striptease for the wolf. But she escapes his advances, all on her own. (Male authors such as Perrault added the hunter who saves her.)

For this reason, I decided to ask women how they felt about fairy tales. This is, in a sense, going right to the source. The exaggerated characters and plots in fairy tales provide interesting mirrors to complex cultural ideas about women. Fairy tales were often turned into writing from an oral tradition intended to secretly educate girls about the ways of the world. Perhaps this secrecy lends to their otherworldly sensation. Perhaps this is what we mean by enchantment.

Needless to say, asking women how fairy tales have impacted their thinking about the feminine self is not to herald nostalgically the myth that little girls like dolls and fairies (nor to reject categorically that possibility) but to wonder about wonder, about being. It is to look at the act of looking at ourselves inside stories, to regard the tradition and stereotype of female reflection on self. In this, there is power for all sorts of readers.

I think the idea that fairy tales are ambiguously exciting has long been “in the air.” Sometime in the late 1960s, I had a doll that was on one side Little Red Riding Hood, and on the other side the Wolf and the Grandmother. You flipped Little Red Riding Hood’s skirt right over her head to reveal the Grandmother, whose bonnet you could shift to reveal a wolf face. This was the one doll I feared, and I would hide it wherever I could. Something about flipping the girl’s skirt just seemed wrong. But soon after I would hide the doll my curiosity would overtake me. I’d find it again and flip that skirt over. This never ceased to titillate me. (I did not know about “The Story of Grandmother” then.)

Of course, just as the responses in Mirror, Mirror on the Wall vary wildly, so do the original fairy tales themselves. Readers are familiar only with the homogenized, popularized tales compiled for print—and cleaned up—by Victorian editors such as Andrew Lang (who did the Blue Fairy Book, Green Fairy Book, etc., series) and the vaguely modest Grimm brothers. In fact, the oldest versions of fairy tales were much darker than those we commonly find in bookshops, and not always meant for children’s consumption at all. Many female artists have dealt with these darker versions over and over in their work: in literature by Christina Rossetti, Angela Carter, Anne Sexton, Marina Warner and Rita Dove, as well as by the writers in this volume and countless others; in film by Caroline Thompson, Jane Campion and Penny Marshall; in music from Liz Phair, Courtney Love and Madonna (and Anne Sexton, who briefly toured with a rock group, Our Kind). Mirror, Mirror on the Wall emerges from a curiosity about how women, and artists in particular, have been intimately shaped by the tales. It is meant to exclude no reaction to them, nor prescribe one. Fairy tales themselves often place reader and heroine alike in a great hall of mirrors, reflecting forever and ever without closure. And this is good.

I feel I ought to repeat that the hall of mirrors is not meant to exclude anyone. Indeed, men could also be included here. Someday I would like to do a volume of essays that includes men’s responses. I have a wish list, too: creative artists Tim Burton, American McGee, Neil Gaiman, Robert Coover, Stephen King, William Wegman, Charles Vess—I could go on and on. But the idea of Mirror, Mirror is to go as close to the source as we can—to go into the mirror, in a sense. When it comes to fairy tales, we ought start with women, as traditionally they were the major tellers and authors of the folk stories on which today’s literary fairy tales are based.

Mirror, Mirror on the Wall seeks to return us to that tradition, as a beginning of protecting our knowledge of it. During time periods when written literature was almost exclusively the province of men, disenfranchised populations such as women, peasants and gypsies used oral stories as metaphoric ways of addressing their own concerns and speaking of their lives. But while the written versions we know are largely authored by men, this does not mean that women disappeared from the literary tradition of the fairy tale. Not at all. Women writers in the seventeenth-century salons of Paris created an enormously popular vogue for such tales among educated adults. This is, in fact, when the name fairy tale was coined! The vast majority of stories published at that time in forty-one volumes (The Fairies’ Cabinet) were authored by women. Sadly, the women working in the salon tradition were overlooked by fairy tale editors in the following centuries. Let us not continue the error.

For there is a resurgence in our time of fairy tale prose. The authors in this volume are representative of that: A. S. Byatt’s novel Possession contains a retelling of “The Glass Coffin”; Kathryn Davis’s intricate novel The Girl Who Trod on a Loaf is based on the Andersen tale of the very same name; Midori Snyder’s The Innamorati draws from traditional Italian lore; and Lydia Millet’s My Happy Life contains a classic fairy tale heroine—downtrodden but full of hope. (My own novel is based on German, Russian and Yiddish tales.)

It is important to note that many authors of contemporary fairy tales have published in the “fantasy” genre—some of whom are not included in this book (Delia Sherman, Tanith Lee, Patricia McKillip, Kelly Link and others) and some who are (Terri Windling, Midori Snyder and others). Still others have published sophisticated works of children’s and young adult fiction (Robin McKinley, Francesca Lia Block and Jane Yolen, for instance). Highbrow readers quick to dismiss these tales because of the genre labels might consider that these writers are also following in the footsteps of the salon writers of Paris, working subversively in fields often dismissed by the literary establishment, and staking out territory in books that have wide appeal. These authors often acknowledge their debt to a range of influences from Madame D’Aulnoy to Angela Carter. Of course, for the purposes of this collection I was limited in the number of authors who could participate. This expanded edition attempts to broaden its scope. Readers are encouraged not only to seek out the original tales discussed, but the multitude of contemporary writings influenced by the tales.

Readers of all educational backgrounds may also find a great wealth of information in critical works by Marina Warner, Cristina Bacchilega, Nancy Canepa, Maria Tatar, Elizabeth Wanning Harries and Jack Zipes. These writers have worked to uncover the proper history and significance of fairy tales, confronting two centuries of gender bias in fairy tale canon formation. Their writings prove that contemporary authors—many of them represented in this volume—who use fairy tales in subversive ways to create stories for adults are in fact working in a long historical tradition that will only gain in importance.

Angela Carter, perhaps the most significant twentieth-century fairy tale writer, whose presence is sorely missed on this planet, offers this passage in a collection of her own tales, Fireworks. It synoptically describes the connection between women and fairy tales—the first premise for this collection.


Then the city vanished; it ceased, almost immediately, to be a magic and appalling place. I woke up one morning and found it had become home. Though I still turn up my coat collar in a lonely way and am always looking at myself in mirrors, they’re only habits and give no clue at all to my character, whatever that is.



These scant lines—however mysterious—might act as a metaphor for what it is like to hear fairy tales as a child, and then revisit them as an adult. When we look at them as adults, fairy tales are magic and appalling. They can give us a chill, the kind that comes from strange recognition. Like mirrors, fairy tales are suggestive openings into the self—never final answers, but only reflections.

I hope this volume makes a contribution to your appreciation of fairy tales in all their odd brilliance, as well as provides an opportunity to revisit the stories that you cherish from some moment in your life. I also hope it contributes to a historical literary tradition of women and fairy tales, which began long ago and far away, but which we can bring to the foreground again.

KATE BERNHEIMER
Portland, Oregon
December 2001

AUTHOR’S NOTE: I would like to thank Megan Hustad, Brent Hendricks and Terri Windling for their editorial generosity in connection with this second edition of Mirror, Mirror on the Wall.
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The Three Bears and
Little Red Riding Hood
in the Coffin House

It is odd, I think: one’s tendency to locate the imaginative literature that one reads in one’s own known, familiar sites. (Or am I the only one who does this? Come to think of it, I’ve never mentioned this habit to another person.) In any case, for me, both “The Three Bears” and “Little Red Riding Hood” take place in a neighborhood shack that we all, as children, called “the coffin house.” As much of D. H. Lawrence happened in a boathouse in Maine, but that was much later on, and not really a part of this story.

The coffin house, then, was a garage-like structure some distance off in the woods (I should note that I am speaking of the thirties, in the very rural countryside that surrounded the very small, at that time, town of Chapel Hill, North Carolina). Our neighborhood of pleasant faculty houses was out in this countryside. This fact of its being out in the woods of course lent validity to my situating such stories there; both Goldilocks and Little Red Riding Hood would indeed have to walk through woods to get to the coffin house.

Actually in this storage shed there were the wooden plank cases in which coffins were transported; I cannot now imagine how we children had come by this fact, and, as I think of it, I wonder if it was even true. But we called it the coffin house, and we convinced ourselves that all those tall, upright boxes were coffins, and we also believed that the various bits of trash we found around that house were the leavings of the dead: an occasional magazine, a candy wrapper (“He must have been eating this candy bar when he died!”) or a half-smoked cigarette. Going to the coffin house was always a good adventure; anything at all might be there. I suppose the ultimate hope was of finding a “dead person,” somehow left behind from the funeral rites.

When I thought of Goldilocks arriving at this house, I imagined that the cases had been pushed aside and indeed thinned out to make room for the table at which the Three Bears had been eating—at which Goldilocks found the porridge of the Little Bear so delicious. I believe that I added an upstairs room for the sake of the beds. However, when I came to Little Red Riding Hood, I placed the Grandmother’s bed squarely out among the coffin boxes, their looming, shadowy presences as frightening as the grotesque face of the Grandmother-wolf.

Both of these stories can be viewed as cautionary: Do not go off into the woods, and especially not by yourself—and, certainly, do not go to a house where coffins are stored, where you might just possibly find a dead body.

None of us ever mentioned the coffin house to our parents, I believe for two reasons: one, that we would be forbidden to go there; and two, that we would be exposed as credulous, and told, “Of course those aren’t real coffins, they’re just big empty boxes.” It was infinitely preferable to cling to our myth, our titillating terror.

The worst possible crime available to a child, back then, was to run away from home. This was always a thrilling possibility—no wonder we were so frequently warned against any version thereof, like walking off into the woods by yourself. I, of course, a rebellious and in many ways discontented child who longed for a change of scene—I was enthralled by the notion of running away. But I was also a fearful child, and I never got much farther than the woods with which I was deeply familiar.

I was drawn to both “Little Red Riding Hood” and “Goldilocks and the Three Bears” as fantasies of escape, and, curiously, when recently I began to think of them again, I could not remember how either of them ended—until I asked my son, who set me straight.

There are, as I now understand it, at least two accepted versions of how things turned out for Little Red Riding Hood. In one, the Grandmother reveals her true character as the predatory, carnivorous wolf who gobbles up the child. In the other, a kindly woodsman, fortuitously in the neighborhood, comes along to save the little girl. In some versions he comes before, in others after she is eaten alive; in the latter story she is removed with an ax from the stomach of the wolf—dead wolf, happily rescued little girl. In psychoanalytic terms, I take this to mean that your mother will get you in the end, probably; your father might or might not save you. In any case, it seemed too dangerous a chance for me to take.

In most versions of “The Three Bears,” at the end the intruding little girl, Goldilocks, is somehow ejected from the home of the bears, sometimes thrown from an upstairs window; other stories have her peaceably leaving through the front door, with polite and friendly parting waves.

But I seem to have found or invented still a third version of my own, in which having at last come upon such a warm and congenial family, Goldilocks is adopted by that family, with the Littlest Bear for her brother (something I very much wished I had).

The coffin house, then, contained infinite possibility, either bloody death at the hands (or teeth!) of the ultimate witch—or, conversely, a brand-new warm and affectionate family.

I do not think I really believed that stuff about coffins and dead people for a minute, but I did believe in the possibility of change—and in fantasy.


JULIA ALVAREZ
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An Autobiography of
Scheherazade

Once upon a time, I lived in another country and in another language under a cruel dictatorship which my father was plotting to overthrow. This is not a fairy tale. This is the story of my childhood in the Dominican Republic under the dictatorship of El Jefe. But what I remember is not the cruel dictator, not the disappearances, not my parents’ nervous voices behind closed doors, but the storybook that helped me get through the long, dull schooldays that were my understanding of what dictatorships made children do.

I lay on my stomach under my bed, a six-, seven-, eight-, nine-, ten-year-old girl—this went on for a long time as long times do during childhood. With the bedskirt providing a perfect cover, I felt as if I had actually been transported to a silken tent in a faraway country with nothing but my wits to keep me alive. The storybook I was reading was one that my maiden aunt Titi, the only reader I knew, had given me. The Thousand and One Nights, it was called, and on its cover sat a young girl with a veil over her long dark hair and beside her, reclining on one elbow and listening to what she was saying, was a young man with a turban wound around his head. What I liked about this young girl was that unlike the fair princesses and pale blond and brunette heroines in the other storybooks, Scheherazade could have been a Dominican girl: dark-skinned, dark-haired, almond-eyed. She was the only heroine who looked like another smart girl from the Third World.

This book was the only voluntary reading I did, for I was a poor student and poorly behaved. In fact, if you want to know the truth, the reason I was hiding under the bed this early in the morning instead of reading my book openly on top of my bed was to avoid having to go to school that day.

Every morning after breakfast my mother and aunts rounded up my sisters and cousins for the drive to the Carol Morgan School. There was a crowd of us—three cars were needed—and by the time one car was filled up and on its way, the aunts weren’t quite sure who had already gone and who was left to transport. So, if I slipped away from my sisters and cousins, and hightailed it to my bedroom, and threw myself under the bed, and stayed there, quietly reading my book of stories, it would not be until midday, when the school crowd returned for la comida del mediodía, that my mother realized that I had played hooky again right under her very nose.

Why did I do this? School was deadly. I thought I would surely die of boredom sitting on that hard chair listening to Mrs. Brown talk about the pilgrims or i before e or George Washington cutting down a cherry tree. We were attending the Carol Morgan School because my parents had decided that we should learn English and get “an American education” rather than a Dominican one. To this day, they say this choice eventually made our transition to the United States so much easier. But how could they have known back then that we would be going into exile in a few years?

So what I was learning in school had nothing to do with the brilliantly colored, tropical, and dangerous world around me. We were living in a dictatorship, complete with spies, late-night disappearances, torture, and death. What, indeed, did this world have to do with the capital of Alabama and Dick and Jane and a big red bouncing ball? And what on earth was apple pie? Was it anything at all like a pastel de tamarindo? No wonder I shut the doors to my attention and refused to do my homework. My education was a colonialist one: not imposed from the outside but from within my own family. I was to learn the culture, tongue, manners of the powerful country to our north who had put our dictator in place and kept him there for thirty-one years. Maybe my parents did know what they were doing.

And maybe I, sensing the unspoken world of intrigue and danger around me, where El Jefe ruled supreme, found kinship with the girl on the cover of my storybook.

Certainly she had more to say to me than Dick and Jane.

I am Scheherazade, she would always begin. I am a girl stuck in a kingdom that doesn’t think females are very important.

Why, that’s just like me, I’d pipe up. It’s always the boy cousins who are asked what they want to do with their lives. We girls are told we are going to be wives and mothers. If we’re asked anything at all, it’s how many children we want and whom we might want to marry.

But even though I am a girl, Scheherazade went on, I am ambitious and clever and I’ve found ways of getting around the restraints put upon me.

Why, that’s just like me, I put in. Here I am, hiding under this bed in the middle of a school day, doing what I please. And I’ve found other ways of getting around things as well. I can learn any poem by heart if I hear it read out loud a few times. When company comes, Mami dresses me up in my first-communion dress and takes me out to recite in front of everyone. They reward me with pesetas and sometimes a whole peso. I’ve already told Mami that when I grow up, I’ll go ahead and have those half-dozen babies I’m supposed to have, but I’m also going to become a famous actress who gets to travel around the world and do whatever she wants—

Very recently, I had a shock, Scheherazade interrupted. (Pobrecita, she could hardly get a word in edgewise!) I found out that I am living in a country where our cruel sultan is killing all my girlfriends. First he marries them, then the next day he kills them. I’ve been racking my brains, trying to figure out a way to stop all this killing, and I think I’ve finally got a plan.

Far off in the direction of the palacio nacional, a siren sounded. I wasn’t sure what it meant. Sometimes the siren meant a “resignation,” with the retiree appearing in the papers a few days later in a black-outlined box with a crucifix and Que descanse en paz above a blurry photo of his face. Sometimes the siren meant our jefe, Rafael Leonidas Trujillo, was going out, and so the streets had to be cleared. I am sure that siren also meant other things my parents were afraid to tell me.

What I am going to do, Scheherazade confided, is marry the sultan and then before he can kill me the next morning, I’m going to tell him a story.

That’s worked for me, I said, nodding at her bright-eyed face on the cover. Many, many times I had escaped punishment with a story. Just last week Mami came rushing to find out who had broken my grandmother’s blue crystal ball that sat on a pedestal under the tamarind tree. Of course, it seemed pretty obvious to her when she found my cousin Ique and me holding rakes, but I set her straight. I told Mami that the reason we were holding rakes was that we had just chased off the man who had broken the ball.

“And what man would that be?” my mother asked, eyes narrowed.

Hmm, I thought. What man would that be? I knew my parents were afraid of the guardia who periodically came on the property searching for an acquaintance or just asking for un regalito to buy their cigarillos. So, I explained that the man we had chased off was a guardia whom we had caught snooping around the property.

That sent a volley of scared looks among the adults who had followed my mother outside at the sound of breaking glass. How was I supposed to know that my father and uncles had joined the underground and were plotting the overthrow of the dictator? That my parents’ seeming compliance was all show. That guardia on the grounds meant my family’s participation had been uncovered. The adults went off in a cold sweat to a private conference behind locked doors while Ique and I were left to enjoy the tamarinds we had knocked down with our rakes.

I finally talk my father into going along with my plan, Scheherazade continued, and so after my first night with the sultan, just as the sun is coming up, I say to the sultan, Oh, sultan, would you like to hear one of my wonderful stories? And the sultan shrugs, sure, go ahead—

Just then, the bedskirt was lifted up. My mother’s face peered angrily at me. “So, this is where you are. Come out this instant!” I crept out slowly, hunching my shoulders as if to take up less space on this earth. My mother shook me by the arm. “You better have a good explanation as to what you’re doing under that bed instead of at school with your sisters.”

Her yanking shook the book out of my hands. It fell, face up, on the floor. Scheherazade gazed up at me with an eager look in her eye as if to say, “Go ahead, girl. Think up something!”

Early on I learned that stories could save you. That stories could weave a spell even over powerful adults and get them off your case and on to other things like talking politics behind closed doors or making a tamarind pastel in the kitchen.

The power of stories was all around me, for the tradition of storytelling was deeply rooted in my Dominican culture. With more than eighty percent illiteracy when I was growing up, the culture was still an oral culture. Rarely did I see anyone reading a book, except for my aunt Titi—and that was the reason, everyone knew, why at twenty-five she wasn’t yet married. (She also wore pajamas and knew Latin and read the dictionary, which didn’t help matters any.) Mostly people listened to radio programs and to each other. Streets were known, not by street signs, but by the stories or characters or events associated with them. The street where Chucho lives. You know, Chucho, the man born with a sixth finger on each hand because when his mother was pregnant, she stole a piece of pudín de pan from a neighbor, and so God punished her by putting an extra, shoplifting finger on her son’s hands.

Ah yes, that Chucho, that street!

So it is no surprise, given my island oral tradition, that I became a storyteller. But it is still a surprise to me—given my nonliterary childhood, my aversion to writing and to anything that smacked of a classroom—that I grew up to write books that students read and discuss, sitting at their desks in school, instead of lying on their stomachs under a bed with a stolen flashlight.

Of course, what made this second surprise happen was an even bigger surprise, the surprise of my life, you could call it: escaping to the United States in August 1960, with the SIM, the secret police, on my father’s tail. Suddenly overnight, we lost everything: a homeland, an extended family, a culture, and yes, even a language, for Spanish was my mother tongue, the language I used inside my head. The classroom English I had learned at Carol Morgan had very little to do with the English being spoken on the streets and in the playgrounds of New York City. I could not understand most things the Americans were saying to me with their marbles-in-their-mouths, fast-talking, elided American English which Walt Whitman rightly termed “that barbaric yawp.”

One thing I did understand. Boys at school chased me across the playground, pelting me with little stones, yelling, “Spic! Spic! Go back to where you came from!”

“I don’t ehspeak een-gleesh,” I lied, taking the easy way out instead of being brave and speaking up like Scheherazade.

But my silence was also strategy. Inside my head a rich conversation had started, inspired by the world of books. Not just The Thousand and One Nights, but Nancy Drew mysteries, Little Women, Winnie-the-Pooh. I was encouraged by teachers who asked me to write down what I remembered about that world I was so homesick for. I found that if I wrote down the bright pink flowers in Mamita’s garden, I could summon up my grandmother’s back patio with the hot-pink bougainvillea dropping down through the slats of the overhead trellis. By rubbing the lamp of language I could make the genie appear: the sights, sounds, smells, the people and places of the homeland I had lost.

I realized something I had always known lying on my stomach under the bed: language was power. Written-down language was money in the bank.

Still, I remember their faces. The corners of their mouths were stained with egg yolk. Their eyes were pale blue or gray—some drained, bleached color without warmth or kindness. In their jeering voices I could hear some other voice—maybe a parent’s—hurling the same kind of insults at them. I dreaded this playground gang because I could not speak their language clearly enough to make them understand that I was not the enemy. The little island with bombs aimed in the direction of New York City was our next-door neighbor Cuba, not the Dominican Republic. If anything, our dictator knew on which side his cassava was oiled and salted. But how could I make these boys understand these fine distinctions when the moment I opened my mouth, they made fun of me.

“I don’t ehspeak een-gleesh,” they taunted my accent. “I’m Chiquita Banana and I’m here to say …” They glared at me as if I were some repulsive creature with six fingers on both hands.

Sometimes the teacher caught them and gave them a talking-to or kept them after school. Finally, the pain of punishment must not have been worth the pleasure of watching me burst into tears, and so they gave up picking on me and started in on someone else.

Looking back now, I can see that my path as a writer began in that playground. Somewhere inside, where we make promises to ourselves, I told myself I would learn English so well that Americans would sit up and notice. I told myself that one day I would express myself in a way that would make those boys feel bad they had tormented me. Yes, it was revenge that set me on the path of becoming a writer, but that only got me down a short way on that hard, lifetime road. At some point, revenge turned into redemption. Instead of pummeling those boys with my success, I began to want to save them. (I have not spoken of my Catholic background and my other great childhood heroine, Joan of Arc.) I wanted to change those looks of hate and mistrust, to transform the sultan’s face into the beautiful face of the reclining prince on the cover of my childhood storybook.

Where did I get the idea that stories could do that? That I could do that?

I grew up hearing a different story about who I was and where I was going. Neither Scheherazade nor Joan of Arc, for that matter, were the approved heroines of my childhood. Instead, the ready-made autobiography I was given by my parents, my aunts, and teachers was the age-old fairy tale–princess story: Cinderella, mixed in with lots of Sleeping Beauty and the Virgin Mary.

Once upon a time there was a sweet, pretty, passive, powerless, and probably blond (stay out of the sun!) princess who never played hooky from school or told lies about who broke the crystal ball in her grandmother’s garden. The handsome (Catholic) prince of the land fell in love with her, married her, and she lived happily ever after as his lucky wife and the mother of his children.

This is the true shape of every happy woman’s life, I was told. Give and take a few adjectives—maybe not so pretty, maybe not so passive—this is what you should aspire to be. Especially once I hit adolescence, I was told this story over and over.

But the problem was that there was another story in my head. In the back rooms of my mind, Scheherazade was recounting another version of my life: if I wanted to tell stories, I’d better get off my butt and write them down.

My mother and aunts shook their heads knowingly. “Be smart: get married while you’re still young and pretty and can attract a good man. Have your children while you’re still young and energetic and have the energy for children. You can always write.” That is what they said. You can always write, as if writing were some automatic skill you could pick up when you wanted. As if it did not have to be cultivated, worked at, husbanded. As if you did not have to give your whole life over to it—isn’t that what Scheherazade had done? And one life might not be enough. Even Chaucer, one of the masters of English literature, complained about how little time there was to master the craft of writing. “The lyf so short, the craft so long to lerne.”

And so, I married, not once, but twice before I was thirty, searching for that right man, for that elusive happiness. With each marriage, I put aside my writing. It was nobody’s fault, really. Back in those pre-women’s-movement years, wives did not lock themselves up to write books. I’d sooner have had an affair than go off to my room to write and leave my husband to fend for himself.

Instead, I closed the door to that world of books. I wrote very little those years I was married. But she was back there in my head, Scheherazade, causing trouble, waking me up in the middle of the night with her stories of the life I could be living if I trusted myself, if I became my own woman, if I followed my heart’s desire and brought forth what was inside me to bring forth.

Both marriages were brief. I was not yet thirty and I was twice divorced. No one we knew got divorced at all, and only movie stars got divorced more than once. I was a true failure at the fairy tale–princess story. There was no way to tidy up my messy life and come out with a happy ending. No one expected much from me anymore. Mami stopped making suggestions. The aunts sighed a lot, but said nothing.

And so ironically, my two failures freed me to be whoever I was. On my customs card coming back from the D.R., where I had gone after my second divorce, I wrote down teacher after occupation. Then I rethought my answer and made a slash mark and added writer.

“Oh?” the customs officer asked me when he had skimmed through the card. “What have you written? Anything I’ve heard of?”

“Not yet,” I murmured.

That summer I enrolled in a fiction workshop and began writing stories. I set up a writing schedule and I kept to it. I began to make decisions based not on how to make my life safe and cushioned so that I could accommodate my princess fears and fantasies, but on what choices would allow me to pursue the dream in my heart. Many times I made what looked like seemingly foolish choices, giving up “perfectly good” jobs or turning down job offers because during the interview with prospective employers it would become clear that I would have no time for writing during the school year. “You can always write summers,” they suggested.

But I wanted to write right now. And so I made a space for it in my head, my heart, and in my working day. I wrote every morning, even if it was only for a brief half hour or hour before I turned to my stack of papers to correct or lesson plans to prepare. The days I absolutely could not write because there was no time, I felt off balance, defeated, as if I were one of the damsels who had not gotten away from the sultan. It was turning out to be true, what William Carlos Williams had said, that “one cannot get the news from poems, but men [and women] die daily for lack of what is found there.”

Years went by, and I kept on writing, and teaching at whatever institution would allow me that little extra time every day to write. These jobs were mostly adjunct instructor jobs at local colleges, teaching however many sections of freshman composition would pay the rent and put food on the table and still give me time to write. As I published more, I managed to get jobs as a visiting writer. These positions were never secure, funded according to the vagaries of class enrollments or arts funding. And so I moved across America from colleges to old-age homes to poets-in-the-schools programs to private schools to universities, replacing someone on his Guggenheim or staffing an extra fiction-writing course that had been added at registration. I should have gotten vanity plates for my ancient yellow VW that read HAVE TYPEWRITER/WILL TRAVEL. And I continued to publish, to send out my poems and stories.

Among my circle of friends, everyone had married, once, or if twice, they stayed married. Many had children and seemed to be settled down for the rest of their lives. And here I was, still on the road, in a rusted old car, supporting myself with hand-to-mouth jobs. Many nights I woke up at three in the morning in Illinois or Washington, D.C., or Delaware or Vermont and wondered if I was fooling myself. Maybe I was a deluded Scheherazade? The few single men I was now meeting looked over my shoulder at the pretty, young arrivals in the field of time. It was just as well, I told myself (not fully convinced). I had never been successful at picking a lover with whom I could be both a wife and a writer.

Ten years after the fairy tale fiasco of my second marriage, happiness surprised me. A feisty Scheherazade-type agent found a good publisher for my first novel. I also found a true compañero for the woman I had become. The first night we went out we stayed up late telling each other the story of our lives. Since we were already middle-aged, we needed a second night to continue the narrative, and a third, and a fourth. We found that our individual narratives could be woven into whole cloth with nothing important left out.

What if she hadn’t been in that back room of my mind, under the bedskirt of my consciousness? What if early on I hadn’t found Scheherazade’s example to kindle in me the possibility of another choice? If I hadn’t seen her reflection in the mirror: a woman who used words to weave a web of enchantment, a woman who was not going to be a victim, a woman who took matters into her own hands?

Maybe I would have found her anyway because, as I mentioned earlier, I was raised in a storytelling culture. Certainly, in coming to this country and this new language, I discovered new resources and the need for self-invention. What was already a natural love of words and their music, of narrative and its enchantments, might have come to the fore, and I would have become a writer anyhow.

But I am glad that she came so early into my life and into my imagination so that her voice was not completely drowned out by the other voices that were telling me something else. Early on I became Scheherazade—one of her thousand and one incarnations. I began to tell stories to anyone who would listen and even to those who would not. It was just a matter of time before I, too, listened to the story I was telling myself about who I really was.
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