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Foreword


    Many people have the tormenting feeling of living in an inner prison. They do not feel truly free and comfortable in their own skins. In their despair, they expend a great deal of energy in trying to find or themselves or realize their full potential. This effort usually involves seeking a solution to the problem with inappropriate means, which actually increases their lack of freedom.


    More than any other fairy tale recorded by the Brothers Grimm, the story of The Iron Stove illustrates the fundamental problem of these individuals. It is also referred to as the narcissistic personality disorder (NPD).


    Narcissism means “self-love,” and every human being requires a health amount of it. The ability to turn toward ourselves in a positive, loving way is necessary for a happy and fulfilled life. This is expressed by the biblical exhortation to “love your neighbor as yourself.” Yet, this is all too easily perceived in an abbreviated form: Many people hear only “you should love your neighbor” while the remainder – “as yourself” – is lost. But self-trust, self-respect, and self-confidence are essential elements of a stable personality. So the possibility of feeling genuine joy about our own accomplishments is important. When praise, admiration, and recognition are offered with sincerity, they are positive expressions of human connectedness and should be accepted with joy. The ability to accept praise and recognition indicates a solid sense of self-worth.


    Each of us strives for meaning since it is a deeply human need, but this is easily forgotten in our everyday dealings with other people. If we stop for a moment to listen within ourselves, we become aware of this aspiration. This may be expressed by the desire to be important to those who are close to us, by pursuing goals that will bring us admiration, or by working on our self-realization to give us inner meaning. To a certain degree, seeking attention and recognition is also an element of healthy narcissism – and therefore just as necessary to our emotional health as the sense of well-being is to our body.


    The term narcissistic personality disorder is applied when the need for love, admiration, and recognition becomes exaggerated to an unhealthy degree. The book demonstrates that individuals who are affected by this disorder experienced a lack of true love in their early development. They attempt to compensate for this deficit in various ways without experiencing deliverance from their drama. The tale of The Iron Stove tells us that healing is actually possible.


    Men develop the Iron Stove syndrome more frequently than women, but the latter can obviously also suffer from a narcissistic personality disorder. Due to the different socialization of boys and girls, the disorder develops in complementary ways: For girls, the danger is less that they will wall themselves off emotionally than that they will want to merge with the other person. This tendency is also reflected in the fairy tale.


    The narcissistic personality disorder has many facets and forms of expression, so a wide diversity of symptoms can occur. References for diagnostic analysis can be found in the Appendix. The degree of the disorder can also vary greatly. This ranges from slight forms of disturbed self-love that are hardly noticed in everyday life to cases of very serious pathological changes in character. The disorder always is characterized by how these individuals cause themselves to suffer and develop symptoms of a physical and emotional nature. Above all, they have significant problems in the interpersonal sphere. Many are affected by a disorder of medium severity, and this is precisely what we see in the tale of The Iron Stove.


    This book is primarily written for people who are afflicted with this disorder. Individuals with such a disorder often appear almost normal to the outside world and do not seem to suffer as a result of it. However, their fellow human beings frequently must suffer because of them. Consequently, one concern of this book is helping relatives and all those who must deal with people in the Iron Stove to better understand them.


    The related research presents various concepts for understanding the narcissistic disorder, some of which contradict each another. I have primarily oriented myself toward the systematic works of Otto Kernberg since they are most convincing for the area of personality disorders from my perspective. However, the works of Heinz Kohut and other authors form the theoretical background of fairy tale interpretation. As a therapist at a large addiction clinic, I encounter these individuals every day – as expressed in the case examples. If we follow the fairy tale interpretation, typical male and female forms of NPD are described. In reality, a clear distinction does not always exist and we frequently find mixed forms. So it is important to emphasize that some women develop a typical Iron Stove syndrome, which is seen as the “male” form of the narcissistic disorder. Conversely, men can also develop the “female” form.


    Aside from the less severe cases, the therapy for early personality disorders often has a difficult course. These patients can initially achieve relief instance by getting a better understanding of their disorder, which is the main contribution of this book. Experience has shown that this step clearly improves the motivation for therapy.


    The fairy tale of The Iron Stove reflects not only the exact origin and appearance of pathological narcissism. It also finds possibilities for further developing the personality, and these can be seen as guideposts for the individual’s therapy and life. As I will demonstrate, this fairy tale has been unjustly ignored and therefore usually just found in complete editions of the Grimm’s Fairy Tales. No other tale also presents the dilemma of our age so well.


    I would first like to thank my patients. Although they were unaware of it, time and again they held up a mirror for me and this allowed me to become better acquainted with my own Iron Stove problems. I am also very grateful to my friend and psychologist colleague Werner Pappert for supporting me with suggestions and ideas. I would especially like to thank my dear wife Annemie for editing the manuscript and the patience that she showed me during this time.


    Heinz-Peter Röhr


    If you want to climb a mountain


    You must start at the bottom!

  


  
    
The Iron Stove1

    (Grimm’s Complete Fairy Tales, No. 127)


    In the days when wishing was still of some use, a King’s Son was bewitched by an old witch, and shut up in an iron stove in a forest. There he passed many years, and no one could deliver him. Then a King’s Daughter came into the forest, who had lost her way and could not find her father’s kingdom again. After she had wandered about for nine days, she at length came to the iron stove. Then a voice came forth from it and asked her, “From where do you come, and where are you going?“


    She answered, “I have lost my father’s kingdom and cannot get home again.”


    Then a voice inside the iron stove, “I will help you to get home again, and that indeed most swiftly, if you will promise to do what I desire of you. I am the son of a far greater king than your father, and I will marry you.”


    Then she was afraid and thought, “Good heavens! What can I do with an iron stove?” But as she much wished to get home to her father, she promised to do as he desired.


    But he said, “You shall return here, and bring a knife with you, and scrape a hole in the iron.” Then he gave her a companion who walked near her but did not speak, but in two hours he took her home; there was great joy in the castle when the King’s Daughter came home, and the old King fell on her neck and kissed her.


    She, however, was sorely troubled, and said, “Dear Father, what I have suffered! I should never have got home again from the great wild forest, if I had not come to an iron stove; but I have been forced to give my word that I will go back to it, set it free, and marry it.” Then the old king was so terrified that he all but fainted, for he had but this one daughter. They therefore resolved that they would send, in her place, the Miller’s Daughter, who was very beautiful. They took her there, gave her a knife, and said she was to scrape at the iron stove. So she scraped at it for twenty-four hours, but could not bring off the least morsel from it.


    When day dawned, a voice in the stove said, “It seems to me that it is day outside.”


    Then she answered, “It seems so to me too; I fancy I hear the noise of my father’s mill.”


    “So you are a miller’s daughter! Then go your way at once, and let the King’s Daughter come here.” Then she went away at once and told the old king that the man outside there would have none of her, he wanted the King’s Daughter. They, however, still had a Swineherd’s Daughter, who was even prettier than the Miller’s Daughter, and they determined to give her a piece of gold to go to the iron stove instead of the King’s Daughter. So she was taken there, and she also had to scrape for twenty-four hours. She, however, made nothing of it.


    When day broke, a voice inside the stove cried, “It seems to me it is day outside!”


    Then answered she, “So it seems to me also; I fancy I hear my father’s horn blowing.”


    “Then you are a swineherd’s daughter! Go away at once, and tell the King’s Daughter to come, and tell her all must be done as promised, and if she does not come, everything in the kingdom shall be ruined and destroyed, and not one stone be left standing on another.”


    When the King’s Daughter heard that she began to weep, but now there was nothing for it but to keep her promise. So she took leave of her father, put a knife in her pocket, and went forth to the iron stove in the forest. When she got there, she began to scrape, and the iron gave way, and when two hours were over, she had already scraped a small hole. Then she peeped in and saw a youth so handsome, and so brilliant with gold and with precious jewels, that her very soul was delighted. Now, therefore, she went on scraping and made the hole so large that he was able to get out.


    Then he said, “You are mine, and I am yours; you are my bride and have released me.” He wanted to take her away with him to his kingdom, but she entreated him to let her go once again to her father and the King’s Son allowed her to do so, but she was not to say more to her father than three words, and then she was to come back again. So she went home, but she spoke more than three words, and instantly the iron stove disappeared and was taken far away over glass mountains and piercing swords; but the King’s Son was set free and no longer shut up in it.


    After this she bade goodbye to her father, took some money with her, but not much, and went back to the great forest and looked for the iron stove, but it was nowhere to be found. For nine days she sought it, and then her hunger grew so great that she did not know what to do, for she could no longer live.


    When it was evening she seated herself in a small tree and made up her mind to spend the night there, as she was afraid of wild beasts. When midnight drew near she saw in the distance a small light and thought, “Ah, there I should be saved.” She got down from the tree and went towards the light, but on the way she prayed.


    Then she came to a little old house, and much grass had grown all about it, and a small heap of wood lay in front of it. She thought, “Ah, where have I come,” and peeped in through the window, but she saw nothing inside toads, big and little, except a table well covered with wine and roast meat, and the plates and glasses were of silver. Then she took courage and knocked at the door. The fat toad cried,


    “Little green waiting-maid,

    Waiting-maid with the limping leg,

    Little dog of the limping leg,

    Hop hither and thither,

    And quickly see who is outside.”


    A small toad came walking by and opened the door to her. When she entered, they all bade her welcome, and she was forced to sit down. They asked, “Where have you come from, and where are you going?”


    Then she related all that had befallen her and how she had transgressed the order which had been given her not to say more than three words, the stove and the King’s Son also, had disappeared, and now she was about to seek him over hill and dale until she found him.


    Then the old fat one said,


    “Little green waiting-maid,

    Waiting-maid with the limping leg,

    Little dog of the limping leg,

    Hop here and over there,

    And bring me the great box.”


    Then the little one went and brought the box. After this they gave her meat and drink and took her to a well-made bed, which felt like silk and velvet, and she laid herself in it, in God’s name, and slept. When morning came she arose and the old toad gave her three needles out of the great box, which she was to take with her; they would be needed by her, for she had to cross a high glass mountain and go over three piercing swords and a great lake. If she did all this, she would get her lover back again. Then she gave her three things, which she was to take the greatest care of, namely, three large needles, a plough-wheel, and three nuts.


    With these she traveled onwards, and when she came to the glass mountain which was so slippery, she stuck the three needles first behind her feet and then before them, and so got over it. And when she was over it, she hid them in a place that she marked carefully. After this she came to the three piercing swords, and then she seated herself on her plough-wheel and rolled over them.


    At last she arrived in front of a great lake, and when she had crossed it, she came to a large and beautiful castle. She went in and asked for a place; she was a poor girl, she said, and would like to be hired. She knew, however, that the King’s Son whom she had released from the iron stove in the great forest was in the castle. Then she was taken as a scullery-maid at low wages. But, already the King’s Son had another maiden by his side whom he wanted to marry, for he thought that she had long been dead.


    In the evening, when she had washed up and was done, she felt in her pocket and found the three nuts that the old toad had given her. She cracked one with her teeth and was going to eat the kernel when, lo and behold, there was a stately royal garment in it! But when the bride heard of this, she came and asked for the dress and wanted to buy it and said, “It is not a dress for a servant girl.”


    But she said no, she would not sell it; but if the bride would grant her one thing she could have it, and that was, let her sleep one night in her bridegroom’s chamber.


    The bride gave her permission because the dress was so pretty, and she had never had one like it. When it was evening, she said to her bridegroom, “That silly girl will sleep in your room.”


    “If you are willing so am I,” he said. She, however, gave him a glass of wine in which she had poured a sleeping draught. So the bridegroom and the scullery-maid went to sleep in the room, and he slept so soundly that she could not waken him.


    She wept the whole night and cried, “I set you free when you were in an iron stove in the wild forest; I sought you and walked over a glass mountain, and three sharp swords, and a great lake before I found you, and yet you will not hear me!”


    The servants sat by the chamber-door and heard how she thus wept the whole night through, and in the morning they told it to their lord. And the next evening when she had washed up, she opened the second nut and a far more beautiful dress was within it, and when the bride beheld it, she wished to buy that also. But the girl would not take money and begged that she might once again sleep in the bridegroom’s chamber. The bride, however, gave him a sleeping drink, and he slept so soundly that he could hear nothing.


    But the scullery-maid wept the whole night long and cried, “I set you free when you were in an iron stove in the wild forest. I sought you and walked over a glass mountain, and three sharp swords and a great lake before I found you. And yet you will not hear me!” The servants sat by the chamber door and heard her weeping the whole night through, and in the morning informed their lord of it.


    And on the third evening, when she had washed up, she opened the third nut and within it was a still more beautiful dress that was stiff with pure gold. When the bride saw that she wanted to have it, but the maiden only gave it up on the condition that she might for the third time sleep in the bridegroom’s chamber. The King’s Son was, however, on his guard and threw the sleeping-draught away. Now, therefore, when she began to weep and to cry “Dearest love, I set you free when you were in the iron stove in the terrible wild forest,” the King’s Son leapt up and said, “You are the true one, you are mine and I am yours.” Thereupon, while it was still night, he got into a carriage with her and they took away the false bride’s clothes so that she could not get up.


    When they came to the great lake, they sailed across it, and when they reached the three sharp-cutting swords they seated themselves on the plough-wheel, and when they to the glass mountain they thrust the three needles in it, and so at length they got to the little old house. But when they went inside, it was a great castle; all the toads were disenchanted and were the King’s children, and full of happiness. Then the wedding was celebrated and the King’s Son and the princess remained in the castle, which was much larger than the castles of their fathers. As, however, the old king her father grieved at being left alone, they fetched him away and brought him to live with them, and they had two kingdoms, and lived in happy wedlock.


    A mouse did run,

    The story is done.

  


  
    
Introduction


    Fairy tales are artful constructs that attract us in a strange way. Their meaning for the psychotherapeutic process has been (re)discovered during recent years. Especially authors with a depth psychology orientation have translated the metaphorical language and contributed to making their profound truths and wisdom accessible.


    In order to understand fairy tales, it is useful to first learn more about dreams since they both have the same roots. The dream has great significance for emotional health. Even if we can’t remember our dreams, every longer period of sleep has at least one dream phase – and usually even many of them. While we dream, the soul with its creative abilities is at work. Conflicts, problems, tensions, and unresolved difficulties that may produce anxiety are couched in imagery like a play. This is the metaphorical language of the unconscious mind, and a resolution is often found. It has an effect, even when we don’t remember the dream. Dreams are even more effective when we deal with them consciously. They contribute considerably to restoring emotional balance when it has been disturbed by external or internal causes.


    Modern entertainment electronics increasingly distance people from conscious approach to dreams. This situation was different in earlier times. People had much more time, which they frequently spent in telling each other stories. During the long evenings around the fireplace, when candles and oil were the only illumination, dreams played an important role. Fantasy, dream, and imagination blended into artful constructs, from which the fairy tales originated through their retelling. They mirror the culture of the people from which they came; but, above all, they express their emotional afflictions. They are dramatic enactments of typical problems that have at all times and in all places oppressed and still oppress human beings. This is also the case with The Iron Stove fairy tale. The situation that is enacted here in radical severity is the fate of many individuals — especially in times like ours that leave little room for feelings. The questions that they raise are timelier than ever in our current age with its determining factors of rationality, intellect, measurability, and focus on whatever brings success and gain: How do we get back feelings that we believe we have lost? How do we find our way from our false self to our true self? If we cannot love, how do we find our way to love?


    Fairy tales always have a happy ending and therefore suggest that a solution was found for the enacted problem. Since they are formulated in the metaphorical language of the unconscious mind, they present the highly interesting question of what solution for the problem does the unconscious mind recognize. Is it possible that these answers are beneficial for psychotherapy?


    Fairy tales are the soul’s response to the problems of human beings. They are a projection screen upon which emotional problems are displayed like on a video screen. When we understand them more deeply, we are also capable of better comprehending the problems that they address. Like a spiral, we move toward a solution to the problem. So fairy tales are a type of “coaching” for the soul. In their imagery, which is very similar to the language of dreams, they touch deep layers of the personality. I recommend to my patients that they read certain tales over and over again. Even this act has healing properties. For the therapeutic process, it is useful to understand them; however, it is necessary to translate the metaphorical language for this purpose. The first sentence of our fairy tale already contains a pithy phrase that expresses the entire problem.

  


  
    
In the Days When Wishing Was Still of Some Use


    Fairy tales almost always begin with “Once upon a time ….” But this is not true for tale of The Iron Stove! It begins with the sentence, “In the days when wishing was still of some use.” Yet, the words that seem to promise a special time describe a dreadful drama: “…a King’s Son was bewitched by an old witch, and shut up in an iron stove in a forest.” The imagery of the fairy tale could hardly be crueler. To be forced to sit in a wood-burning iron stove in the forest – what a horrible image!


    The Magical Phase


    We should try to understand what time it must have been during which wishing was still of some use, but also in which such dreadful bewitching occurred. We could get the impression that this refers to a time that has very little in common with our modern, enlightened world. We can wish a lot – but what good does it do? But what we are forgetting here is that every individual experiences a magical phase in the course of his or her development. For small children, the world is full of overly powerful giants (adults), dangers, and bliss. They live close to their dreams, which means that their dreams and whatever they experience are intermingled. Their fantasy is much livelier than that of most adults. For example, they attribute colossal abilities to their parents, who they see as omnipotent and capable of performing magic. They are idealized because the children are a part of this mythical landscape of the soul and identify with so much superiority, which allows them to feel strong.


    In early childhood, they experience adults as gods. Adults can do anything, if they just want to do it. So much of what happens is incomprehensible and makes an extreme impression on the small beings. If they fall down, mother quickly gives them a kiss where it hurts and everything is fine again. If it is true that we cannot understand everything in the real world and much remains inexplicable, then there is no difference between it and the world of fantasy that can destroy the boundaries between the two.


    In response to his grandmother’s question about how her two-year-old grandson had experienced the zoo, he answered: “It was dangerous; a lion broke out and ate two people. But my daddy shot it and then we ate it.”


    Children obviously also fantasize about being all-powerful, invulnerable, or unconquerable. These fantasies of greatness seem to already exist in small children at a very young age. They play an important role if we want to understand narcissistic disorders. Adults often look back nostalgically at these happy childhood days, which sometimes were not all that happy.


    So we must look for the “days when wishing was still of some use” in early childhood – where reality, fantasy, and dream intermingle. The imagination is so strong that reality doesn’t have much importance. Wishing had helped in the magical, inner world!


    Very quickly, much too quickly, this phase is ended by the upbringing that aims to make children believe only in reality. The creative world is radically replaced by logic, reason, and consequences. Above all, the development of their feelings is influenced.


    German singer-songwriter Reinhard Mey poetically sings about the strength and energy that small children have when they are not raised to be little adults in “You’re a giant, Max!”2


    On the other hand, genuine parental love makes them courageous and strong. This is genuine in the sense that it doesn’t have conditions attached to it, so it isn’t necessary for children to “bend” to please their parents.


    The focus is always on rationality and efficiency in an achievement- and consumption-oriented society. Just like many adults have said farewell to their dreams and fantasies, people think that small children also should overcome this “unnecessary” phase as quickly as possible. Especially individuals who were given very little space during the “magical phase” believe this. They unconsciously project their own experiences of the upbringing. Then their attitude is: Be hard on yourself and hard on others, which unavoidably leads to a loss of self-love. Yet, what is created in the fantasy and imagination of small children deserves the highest degree of appreciation. Their colorful inner world must never be destroyed. Instead, the opposite is true: The solution must always be that adults can learn from children. This is precisely what is intended by the well-known biblical saying of “Become like little children…” Seeing the world with children’s eyes means being amazed and joyful about the little things: a butterfly, a ladybug, or the wonderful artwork of a blossom. It is also alarming that the world’s natural charms are subsiding into the background and increasingly replaced by electronic stimulation. I recently had the experience that a one-year-old girl was only willing to eat if she was allowed to simultaneously watch a little video on her mother’s cell phone.


    Children must learn rules and they need structures. However, the disorders described in this book can develop if this necessity is asserted with too much force and too little love. When the personality is deformed in early childhood, its creative energy is lost. Adults search in vain for it within themselves. Instead, they experience increasingly more frustration and sadness. People with a narcissistic disorder sense this as a continuous anger that apparently can no longer be switched off. They direct this resentment against everyone and everything. Yet, it is primarily aimed at their own person – with whom they are chronically dissatisfied.


    Early childhood is an extremely sensitive time that is very important for the development of the personality. The souls of small children are wide open for impressions, experiences, adventures, and perceptions. This is how they also must be since as children should grow into their culture. Consequently, the first people that they encounter have an enormous influence on their entire life. Above all, this course is set by the mother.


    In the magical phase, an individual’s self-awareness is decisively formed. This self-awareness is what we basically feel toward ourselves. In the true sense of the word, this is a deep-rooted feeling that we have for ourselves. This is naturally subject to fluctuations, so that even a “healthy” person sometimes feels good and then not so good at other times. But this self-awareness has a certain constancy when viewed over time. We could say that – aside from the fluctuations – a basic feeling can be perceived.


    An Old Witch


    The drama in which a King’s Son is cursed by an old witch and must sit in a large wood-burning stove in the forest can only be understood if we translate the metaphorical language of the tale. So the question is: Who is the old witch? Who unleashes all of this terrible harm during early childhood, which is the magical phase?


    Fairy tales describe good fairies that help people who are endangered and bestow or wish good things on them, as well as evil fairies or witches who wreak havoc. In the Grimm’s fairy tale of Briar Rose (also known as Sleeping Beauty), thirteen wise women approach the child’s cradle, of which twelve give the child something good and only one wishes it something bad – which then dramatically comes true. In interpreting the fairy tales, it often helps to regard many of the figures who cross the stage as belonging to one and the same person, as different facets of one personality. We must admit that it is how it is in reality. Every human being has pleasant and less pleasant aspects, the light and the dark. The lighter aspects are usually gladly recognized and respected, but the dark ones less so. This occurs to the extent that people try to not perceive them and repress, deny, or combat them as a result. Then our dark aspects follow us like a shadow. This forces us to realize that shadows can only exist where there is light.


    From this perspective, we must recognize that even the best mother has aspects to her personality that are not ideal and may have a harmful effect on a child’s development. (When I speak of the “mother” in the following section, I also mean other people who play the role of the mother, i.e. all of the individuals who are close attachment figures for the small child.) In the fairy tales, sometimes the stepmother – as in Cinderella or Snow White – represents this unavoidable, more or less strong aspect of the mother; sometimes it is the evil fairy who was previously mentioned. Even more clearly than these figures, the witch in the fairy tale embodies the negative motherly aspect – the part of the mother that is threatening or even destructive for the child. In the process, the witch of the fairy tale is a figure that stays concealed in the dark forest, somewhere in a cellar, or in a cave – just like the effects of our shadow aspects develop in secrecy. Mothers sometimes have such a witch-like effect on the child without this being easily recognizable on the surface.


    When the witch-like aspect of the mother is discussed, it frequently provokes immediate disagreement from the mothers. They quickly get the impression that they should be made responsible for everything, but that is not the intent here. When we speak of the witch-like aspect of the mother, the goal is for her to better understand herself since this results in her “shadow” losing much of its threatening effect. There are also factors other than the character of the mother that have an influence on small children: sickness (of the mother or the child), catastrophic events, privation, etc. Many mothers have unwarranted guilt feelings toward their children, which reflects their anxiety about being inadequate as a mother. They want to be perfect.


    We must view the “witch-like aspect” as an emotional disorder of the mother. She is often unaware of her disturbed relationship with her own self and has no idea at all of a possibly harmful effect this has on her child. It is frequently the case that everything appears untroubled, unproblematic, and well-ordered to the outside world: The child is well-supplied with nourishment, clothes, and every other external need — perhaps even over-supplied. The image of an ostensibly normal relationship between parent and child is a typical accompanying symptom of the personality disorder that underlies this fairy tale of The Iron Stove.3


    The drama of a person with a narcissistic disorder begins with the drama of the parents, which can be easily deduced from the opening and key scenes. The fairy tale says that the witch curses the King’s Son into the iron stove. This expression should be taken literally because the mother (or more precisely, the disturbed aspect of the mother) wishes for something that is false.
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