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Foreword


We are narrative creatures, hardwired for story. We make sense of the world, from childhood onwards, through the stories we find – or the stories that find us. They are the stars we navigate by; they bring us the wisdom we need to thrive. Always share your porridge with the hungry mice who know how to sort the wheat from the chaff. Whenever you’re invited, be sure to kiss the frog. Don’t insist on being a princess if you’re really a mermaid. Never slip out of your skin and leave it unattended.


An abundance of fairy tales shows us how beautiful goose girls and golden-haired princesses can find their way in the world – but what about older women? We too have a deep thirst for stories that illustrate ways in which we might live richly and meaningfully, but at first glance there would seem to be a dearth of inspiring characters to serve as role models for the second half of our lives. In the better-known stories – ‘Rapunzel’, ‘Hansel and Gretel’, ‘Snow White’ and many more – we’re presented with older women who are malevolent witches, who are jealous tyrants, or who are easily outwitted by any handsome young prince who happens along. Material across European folklore reflects a fundamental distrust of women as we age, and so a German proverb warns that If the devil can’t come himself, he sends an old woman, and another that He who walks between two old women early in the morning will have only bad luck for the rest of the day.i


There’s certainly no positive, coherent image of female elderhood in contemporary Western culture – or at least, not one that any of us might want to inhabit. Although, throughout ancient European mythology, women have always personified wisdom – think of Sophia, Athena, Minerva, Metis – older women today are often ignored, encouraged to stay out of the way, or held up as objects of ridicule. The Wise Woman, symbolising the essence of mature female wisdom, is no longer a prominent archetype in our culture.


As I stood, hot-flushed and frantic, on the threshold of menopause just over a decade ago, all the cultural signposts seemed to be pointing in the direction of an end to my useful life. The good bits of my story were over, it seemed; now was the time to resign myself to its long, grey ending. I wasn’t having any of that; I’m a psychologist who believes that the essence of life is transformation, and I’d long specialised in all the ways in which story can transform us and how we might find ourselves in fairy tales. The outward-focused narrative of the first half of my life might be drawing to a close, but I was looking for a new narrative to illuminate the second half. I was determined that this ending would be followed by a new beginning. And so, though no longer your typical fairy-tale heroine, I set out on a quest through the dark woods of European folklore to look for stories about women like me: older women who refused to be redundant and irrelevant, and who were searching for ways to reimagine the second half of their lives.


During years of obsessive excavation, ever-growing piles of musty, beautifully illustrated old fairy-tale collections and folklore monographs tottered precariously on my desk while I searched through them for lost and hidden gems. Much to my delight, I unearthed a surprising number of stories populated by old women who hold the protagonist’s fate in the palm of their gnarly old hands, who see the bigger picture (and probably were the ones who painted it in the first place), or who have the last laugh. My previous book, Hagitude,i was focused on the distinctive archetypal characteristics of some of these women, but I didn’t have room in it to tell their stories in full, or to write about the entire, lavish array of enchanting elder women I’d discovered, right here in my own European tradition. So the motivation for this book was, by gathering this folklore together for the first time, to bring back to life the funny and feisty ageing women who have been so thoroughly forgotten. My hope is that this rich and diverse collection of characters will offer insight into the ways that each of us could uniquely embody a bold and purposeful elderhood.


Stories like this are important, because the way in which we think about who we are depends on the stories we tell about who we are. How we think about women in the second half of their lives depends on the images we hold of them – and if the stories we tell about older women and the images we hold of them are dysfunctional, then our elderhood will be dysfunctional too. If the contemporary cultural mythology suggests that older women serve no purpose then, quite simply, we need to change that mythology. It’s long past time to take control of and tell our own stories – and, for that purpose, we need tales in which we can shine. The stories that are retold in this book, based on originals scattered throughout several European traditions, are stories in which older women positively dazzle. In bringing together these ungainly giantesses, glamorous fairy godmothers, misunderstood witches, fierce grandmothers and perspicacious wise women, my aim was both to challenge and change the current cultural discourse around ageing – to help older women to transform themselves, and to live and tell their own stories in their own unique way.
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Throughout human history, we’ve sat around fires telling each other myths, folk tales and fairy tales. Myths explain how things came to be and generally deal with substantial matters: deities, cultural heroes, the creation of the cosmos, the purpose and meaning of life. They provide the foundational narratives for entire civilisations: narratives that underpin their religions, values and behaviours. Folk tales are rather different: they’re secular narratives and the province, by definition, of ‘the folk’. They reflect the concerns and aspirations of ordinary people, and they’re often deeply rooted in the specific places in which those people live. Fairy tales, or ‘wonder tales’, are included within the category of folk tales; they usually contain supernatural characters such as fairies and giants, and involve magic and enchantments. In the oral tradition, fairy tales are constantly shapeshifting to reflect and accommodate changing times.


At the heart of all fairy tales is transformation: they help us to believe in the possibility of change. We come to understand how we might escape an impossible situation and begin as a consequence to reimagine ourselves; we see that there are so many ways of living fully and authentically in a world that is filled with challenge and sorrow. These are the stories that offer us a more fertile and functional set of values to live by; they remind us that, tucked up safe in the rambling, roundabout lines between once upon a time and happily ever after, lie the secrets of a meaningful life.


These stories are so very compelling because of the archetypal characters, images and motifs interwoven through them: they’re like keys that unlock the imagination, opening the door to the shadowy, cobweb-covered rooms that shelter the mysteries of our inner lives. In the vehicle of a myth or a fairy tale, archetypal characters become energies, interlaced with instructions that guide us through the entanglements of life. In different periods of our lives, new archetypes can rise up inside us, demanding to be known, insisting on revealing new and more authentic ways of being in the world. This certainly happens as we journey through the last rich decades of life, and together, the archetypes that call to us can form a kind of ‘Council of Grandmothers’ to watch over us and guide us.


My hope for this book was that the stories in it wouldn’t just be read but would also be told, and it was with this aim in mind that I invited storyteller Angharad Wynne to contribute to Wise Women; I’m grateful for her input. It can be difficult to strike the right balance between the written and the oral, but I hope that these new versions of the old stories will work both for readers and for those who might like to share them by telling them or reading them aloud.


Folklore is made up of more than folk and fairy tales, though: it includes nursery rhymes and songs. Nursery rhymes are traditional poems or songs for children; their primary function is in the development of linguistic skills and, in particular, the rhymes and rhythms of language and the act of memorisation. The content of nursery rhymes also informs us about the values and images held by the culture that produced them; in this context, the ways in which they depict older women can sometimes be enlightening. Just as there’s a paucity of nursery rhymes that feature kind and interesting older women, there are very few narrative songs and ballads that tell us stories of benign and wise older women, and because of the difficulty of finding significant bodies of work in translation, those included here are predominantly British in origin.


Such a collection wouldn’t be complete without reference to some other formidable older women who are scattered across the mythic map of Europe and whose penetration into our folklore is significant. Unlike the characters in the stories, who play a key role in a specific narrative, these women appear as characters in many different narratives, or are threaded throughout an entire mythological tradition, or are prominent archetypal figures in a particular strand of folk culture. They’ve come together here as the ‘Gaggle of Hags’ who pepper the sections of this book.


It’s worth noting that the traditional folklore of Europe is populated with characters who are pretty much always depicted as heterosexual and white, and the older women in these stories are no exception. Migration of course has been a key force throughout human history, but these old stories usually have their roots in poor, rural communities in which travel – either in or out – was much less available. They also arise from cultures in which there was more conformity to social norms and, as a consequence, much less visible diversity than we experience in our world today. But this doesn’t mean that our folklore excludes others. These potent old stories offer up wisdom that is accessible and relevant to all women – whatever their skin colour, sexual orientation or ancestry. They’re not in the business of excluding: the archetypal characters who inhabit them are universal and, as students of folklore know perfectly well, most of the themes and motifs in these stories are cross-cultural too. The simplicity of these stories, songs and rhymes allows each of us to bring to them our own history, our own predilections and our own interpretations. We draw from them what we need, and they give with equal generosity to all those who come looking for their wisdom.


The primary purpose of this collection is to reenchant a time of life that can seem dreary, and that most of us approach with trepidation. In spite of the evident challenges of midlife, menopause and the decades that follow, more and more mature women today are looking for ways to reimagine and reclaim the power of the second half of life. We’re all looking to become Wise Women, each in our own unique way. This book re-members the beautiful, lost fragments of our rich European traditions, and offers ideas for weaving them into the fabric of a more meaningful and exhilarating everyday.


Sharon Blackie
Cumbria, January 2024





i J. Grimm and E. H. Meyer, Deutsche Mythologie, Vol. 3. Nabu Press (2010).


i Sharon Blackie, Hagitude: Reimagining the Second Half of Life. September Publishing (2022).









Finding Ourselves Older
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When we’re young, few of us spend much time thinking about our elder decades. But as we hurtle through our thirties and approach the disquieting period we call midlife, many of us will begin to feel as if we’re racing to the edge of a cliff. There are no brakes that can bring this journey to a halt, though: we’ll already be experiencing profound physical changes, and soon enough we’ll find ourselves beset by a bewildering assortment of alterations to our body’s rhythm and response. We’ll try – and often fail – to come to terms with wrinkles, sagging flesh, fatigue and shifts in sexual desire. And then, as if all this wasn’t unsettling enough, along comes menopause – disassembling our everyday, liberally dispensing mood swings and a supersized dose of existential angst.


We can believe that this radical transition will inaugurate a time of decline, or we can embrace the idea that it will offer us a life-changing opportunity to transform and grow. It might be an end, but menopause is not the end: it passes, and there’s so much more life to come. Wisdom at this time of life, though it’s far from easy to pull off, means letting the wave carry us: allowing the shrivelled leaves of the old self to die back so that the seeds of a new consciousness can push their way out of the dark. This is work that most of us are ill-prepared for, because our youth- and beauty-obsessed culture offers us nothing remotely resembling an enlivening vision for the long journey ahead. It wants instead to carve us into a silent, biddable form, a sanitised version of acceptable elderhood that will cut the wild heart out of us – but if we assume that shape, few of us will thrive.


It would hardly be surprising, then, if we not only resisted the idea of growing old but also came to actively fear it. Happily, there are old folk and fairy tales that afford us glimpses of the gifted, creative selves we might grow into after midlife. They suggest that this is a time when we might become more ourselves, rather than less. The women in this part of the book, from midlife to the threshold of death, find themselves older – and embrace the idea that the second half of life is a whole new adventure. They decide to leave home, finally to get married, to lay down their burdens, make their gardens beautiful – or just to have a good laugh. They don’t flinch from the change; rather, they find new and original ways of affirming it and fully accepting themselves in their new incarnation.









The Woman Who Became a Fox


Once, near the sharp, rocky shoreline of the White Sea, where islands float amid the ice like moon-drenched promises, there lived a woman and a man – a one-eyed man. They had been married a long, long time and had grown to middle age together. Each night he would stay at home with her, but each morning at dawn he would slip out of bed and leave the house. Winter and summer, from polar night to midnight sun. She had no idea where he went, or what he did during the long hours that he spent away from her, but she so very badly wished she understood.


An autumn day dawned, as Cholbon the morning star rose bright in the southern sky, when she found she could bear it no longer; she crept out of the house and followed him as he walked away. She followed him as he trudged along the main street of their small village; she followed him as he walked towards the vast coniferous forest beyond and crossed into its gloomy shadows. After a while, the man came to a clearing in the dark wood; he sat down on a fallen tree trunk. As he’d drawn closer to the place where he spent his days, she’d noticed him begin to change. His mood seemed to darken, his demeanour shifted, and his only eye disappeared. As she stood there for hours in the shelter of the tall, thin trees and watched him, the woman realised that over their long years together she and her husband had become strangers. She was tired of all this secrecy, which seemed, now that she knew just what it was that he did all day – nothing – to have no purpose. He had become repugnant to her, and so she made up her mind to leave.


She melted away into the woods and returned home. She gathered together only those small things that she loved most and that would fit into the pockets of her shabby old coat, and she set off along the road that led out of the village to the sea. She had no idea where she was going: she knew only that she was going. But she hadn’t walked very far before she ran into a giant who – without speaking a single word to her – snatched her up, slung her over his shoulder and then bounded all the way to the top of a great, snow-capped mountain. The giant strode into an enormous cave and flung the woman down on its hard, rocky floor.


And then he left.


Her coat was torn and the small treasures had fallen from her pockets along the way; she was sore and scared and chilled to the bone. She sobbed, mourning for her home, her husband, and a life that, although empty, had at least been safe and familiar. After a while, she heard a voice say, ‘Come on, dry your tears. Look up, and you’ll find the skins of land birds hanging above you. Take them and put them on.’


The woman looked up and, squinting into the gloom, made out a large, grass-plaited basket hanging on a wooden hook that was wedged into a crevice in the wall of the cave. She took it down and inside she found a coat made of crow skins. She removed it from the basket, shook out the shiny feathers and tried to put it on – but it was too small. Hard as she tried, she couldn’t make the beautiful black coat fit her. Even more miserable now, she huddled up against the cold, hard rock and buried her tear-soaked face in her hands. And then, once again, she heard the voice whispering, ‘Come on now, don’t despair. Look up again, and you’ll find the skins of land animals above you. Take them and put them on.’


So the woman looked up again, and this time she made out a little ledge, high in the wall above her. On it was a pile of fox skins. She reached up and brought them down, sank her fingers into the soft, rust-red pelts and realised that they had been stitched together to make a coat. She tried it on – and it fitted her perfectly. Within minutes, she was warm and, feeling a little braver now, she decided it was time to escape.


She slipped out of the cave and stepped lightly across the packed snow, leaving a trail of delicate prints behind her. Down the mountainside she went, in search of the road home. Partway down she felt thirsty and stopped at a stream to drink – but when she caught a glimpse of her reflection in the clear water, she was shocked to see that she had grown long, russet ears. On she went again, and when she reached the bottom of the mountain, she had a strange feeling that there was something close behind her. Quickly, she twisted around – but what she saw was her own snow-tipped fox tail, and though she tried to shake it free, she could not. It was bound to her, flesh and fur and bone. A little later, she found herself at the seashore close to her village; her old father was there at the edge of the water, just setting out to hunt seals.


As the father loaded his canoe, a sudden blaze of red against the grey stone shore caught his eye. There, just a few yards away from him, was a vixen; her amber eyes watched him and she seemed unafraid. He walked towards her, but she retreated, keeping well out of his reach. He threw her some of his meat bait before pushing his canoe into the waves. As he paddled along the shoreline, dodging vast translucent ice floes, the vixen devoured the food; she paused to gaze at him before running off into the trees.


When darkness fell, the vixen crept out of the forest and trotted towards the firelit glow of her father’s cabin. Every time she approached the door flap and made to poke her head through it, her head turned away, and the rest of her body would follow. Time and time again she tried to go inside, but her animal body would not allow it.


Finally, she turned away, and headed out into the open fields and the life that lay beyond.
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As we approach midlife, many of us will find that we’ve stumbled unwittingly into a story in which we seem to be playing the part of a heroine who has outgrown her life. Some new, unexpected (and often unwelcome) urge or longing will be leading us to question the way we’ve lived up till now. Because, just as our body is starting to change, our inner world is teetering on the brink of a major shift too – whether we’re ready for it, or not. This might seem like the last thing we need, especially if we feel as if we’re finally settling into some kind of stability after the growing and testing times of our youth. But midlife – as the woman in this story finds – is a powerfully metamorphic time and, whether or not we actively choose to surrender to its dark alchemy, change is inevitable. It’s a time between stories, when we stand on a threshold. We see what’s behind us very clearly, but the path ahead is shrouded in mist. This beautiful Siberian tale captures the essence of this tender but sometimes terrifying metamorphosis.


At the beginning of the twentieth century, ethnographer and folklorist Arnold van Gennep suggested that, in Indigenous cultures, rites of passage have three phases; they’re usually called separation, initiation and return. This story can be read as one such potent rite of passage. In the separation stage, the woman follows the instinct that urges her to leave her old life behind. She doesn’t know who her husband is any more, and perhaps she doesn’t know who she is any more, trapped in the staleness of her long marriage. So she walks away: a shocking severance from all that’s safe and familiar. At midlife, we too might find ourselves strangely compelled to leave behind people or places, friendships, jobs or situations that just don’t seem to nourish us any more. The textures and structures of our home life can be sorely tested, and our partners might well feel threatened by the changes in us as we outgrow old roles, and as they perhaps fear that we might outgrow them, too. But although we often know that something in our life needs to change, we don’t always know what that change should look like. This is a journey, then, in which we might simply just leave. Step out of the door, put one foot in front of the other, grit our teeth, and walk. We trust in fate, or the gods – or a stony-faced giant – to point us in the right direction.


Then comes the phase of initiation: the testing time in the cave. We’re taken apart there in the dark, as the dead parts of ourselves and our lives are slowly stripped away. The woman in this story discovers that inhabiting this inert in-between space can be uncomfortable. She weeps, fearful and grieving for what she has lost, but she stays there in the cave until, finally, she is presented with the fox-coat – the agent of her ultimate transformation – and summons the strength to find the way out and onto her strange new path. Like her, we too might have to try on several possible skins before we find one that properly fits our changing self. Some of us are black-winged birds; some of us are fleet-footed foxes. But when you do find the skin that fits, you can’t turn away from it: it simply won’t be refused. So, off the fox-woman goes into the cold night – russet ears, snow-tipped fox tail and all.


The vixen’s head wants to return to her father’s house, but the wisdom of her new, wild-hearted body tells her that she can’t go back to the home that once sheltered her: she can’t revert to what she once was. The ‘return’ phase of this woman’s journey, then, is a coming home to her own wild self. She turns inwards to find her own embodied wisdom; to accomplish this, she has to turn away from the men who have defined – and confined – her life until now. She has to turn away from the masculine, from the patriarchy, and find her own way. And that is precisely what happens: first, she walks away from it (her husband), then she escapes from it (the giant) and, finally, she refuses it (her father’s house).


This powerful shapeshifting story, then, illuminates the Wild Woman archetype that comes knocking at the door of our psyche at midlife and forces us out and into the stormy seas of menopause, out and into the dawn of a new consciousness. While it’s doing this necessary work of waking us up, it reminds us of the instinctual, intuitive, creative ways of knowing we need at this time of our lives. So many of us lose this wild, embodied knowing, and we lose it young. The consequences of the loss, of this disconnectedness, this separation from our true nature and what nourishes and empowers us, often become apparent only after many years. Midlife is the time to take it back, and the Wild Woman is an archetype that urges us, like this brave fox-woman, to follow our own twitching nose across the threshold of a new story.









Mother Mansrot


Long, long ago, a king lived in a land east of the West Wind and west of the East Wind; his only child was a daughter. When the princess was old enough to marry, the king brought together all the magicians in his kingdom and ordered them to create a great, gleaming glass mountain. He then declared that each of the young men who dreamed of having her for his wife must scale its polished slopes and cross its jagged peaks. If one of them should be clever and brave enough to make it across to the other side alive, then that man would be rewarded with his daughter’s hand in marriage.


One of the gallants who flocked to the palace to attempt this fine adventure had been in love with the princess for a long time; as the noble and kind-looking young man presented himself to the king in the great golden throne room, she glanced at him shyly out of the corner of her dark eyes and decided that he would suit her very well. When he asked the king if he might try his luck with the glass mountain, the princess declared that she would accompany him on the treacherous journey. With her help, she imagined, he would be successful; then they would marry and live a long and happy life together.


So they set out to climb the gleaming glass mountain that now dominated the landscape around her father’s palace. Up its slippery sides they crawled, sliding downwards again as often as they gained ground. They inched along sheer-sided ridges and picked their way carefully around jutting shards – but when they were halfway up the mountainside, the princess stumbled and fell down the slope. Before the young man could help, the mountain opened beneath her; she tumbled into the crevasse and disappeared. Distraught, he skidded down to where she had fallen, but the mountain had closed again and there was no trace of her. He peered into the crystal walls of the mountain, but all he saw were a hundred thousand refracted reflections of himself. He had no choice but to give up his search and he carefully picked his way down the mountain.


When the young man returned without the princess, the grief-stricken king sent men up the mountain to smash it open and bring her out, but they could find no hint of the place where she had disappeared. All that they saw were vast, glittering plains and inaccessible pinnacles of shining glass.


Meanwhile, when she came to her senses after the fall, the bruised princess found herself deep inside the mountain, lying on the floor of a tall, wide crystal cave. At the centre of the cave was a funny little house, and as she squinted at it with aching eyes, the door opened and an old man with a very long, grey beard emerged. He told the princess that if she would stay and become his servant, she might live. If not, he would kill her at once.


The princess saw no possibility of escape. Slowly and sadly, she followed the old man into the house and set to work. She did everything that he told her to – everything that was necessary to survive. She cooked and cleaned; she made his bed and mended his clothes; she kept his funny little house in perfect order. Each morning, he took a magic ladder out of his pocket and set it up against the great glass wall of the cave. He climbed all the way to the top of it, then vanished into a narrow cleft in the mountain; he drew the ladder up after him and put it back in his pocket. Each evening he came home again, laden with bags of gold and silver.


Days turned to weeks, weeks turned to months, months became years – but the cold, diffuse light in the glass-walled cave never changed. The princess grew stiffer and slower, and her raven-black hair began to turn silver. The old man taunted her and took to calling her Mother Mansrot; she should call him Old Rinkrank, he told her. She wondered still how she might escape, how she might get hold of the magic ladder – but Rinkrank was cunning and careful, and never let it out of his sight. And for the first time, she began to imagine that she might die here after all, trapped in the cave with this vile and cruel old man.


She could never afterwards explain what changed; she could never quite put her finger on the trigger for her subsequent actions. Perhaps there wasn’t one. Perhaps, as sometimes happens, she simply woke up that morning and decided that it was now or never. However it came to be, that day, after she had made his bed and washed his dishes, the princess closed the door, drew the curtains and fastened the windows as tightly as she could – except for one small sash window in the larder, through which the house lights still shone. She hid in the kitchen and waited for him to come home.


That evening, Old Rinkrank knocked at the door and cried – as he always did – ‘Mother Mansrot, open the door for me.’


‘No!’ she declared, very much to his surprise. ‘I will not open the door for you.’ So Old Rinkrank said:




‘Here I stand, poor Rinkrank,


On my seventeen long shanks,


On my weary, worn-out foot,


Wash my dishes, Mother Mansrot.’





‘I have already washed your dishes,’ she said. He replied to her:




‘Here I stand, poor Rinkrank,


On my seventeen long shanks,


On my weary, worn-out foot,


Make me my bed, Mother Mansrot.’





‘I have already made your bed,’ she said. So, for a third time, he spoke to her:




‘Here I stand, poor Rinkrank,


On my seventeen long shanks,


On my weary, worn-out foot,


Open the door, Mother Mansrot!’





As soon as the last word was out of his mouth, Old Rinkrank ran around the house and checked all the windows to see if he could find a way in. At the side of the house, he found the little larder window open and tried to peep inside it to discover what the princess was up to, but his whiskers were so long and thick that he couldn’t get his head through. So he lifted his beard and pushed it through the open window – BANG! – the princess, who earlier had tied a long cord to the window latch, pulled it and slammed the window shut, trapping Rinkrank’s beard. He cried and wailed, because it hurt him very much; he begged her to release him, but nothing he said could shake her resolve. She would not release him, she declared, until he gave her the magic ladder. Eventually, Rinkrank relented, fumbled in his pocket and threw it to the front of the house.


With the end of the cord that she had tied to the window still firmly in her hand, the princess ran out of the door to retrieve the magic ladder. Fearing all the while that Rinkrank might somehow find a way to free his beard, she quickly set the ladder against the far wall of the cave and – just as she’d seen him do day after day, month after month and year after year – she climbed it. Up, up, up, with all her strength and courage, up towards the moonlight she went, up towards that tiny gap between the thick walls of glass – and out, finally, into the night and the clean, fresh air of freedom. The princess took a deep, fortifying gulp before pulling up the ladder behind her, then she tugged at the cord so that it raised the window and set Old Rinkrank free. She clung for a moment to a great glass pillar to steady herself, then carefully made her way down the other side of the moonlit glass mountain and on to her father’s palace.


Though many long years had passed and the king had grown old and frail, his joy at this unexpected reunion with his daughter was boundless. And that young suitor? He was living there still, and had never married. He’d kept faith with his first great love, hoping beyond all reasonable hope that one day he would meet her again.


The king ordered that the glass mountain should be destroyed, and as the great glass peaks shattered and fell away, the strange little house in the cave was revealed. Inside it, the king’s men discovered a vast hoard of gold and silver. Old Rinkrank was put to death for his crimes against the princess, and all of his wealth was taken into the kingdom’s treasury to be put to good use. Some of it surely paid for the lavish feast to which all in the land were invited – to celebrate the marriage of the silver-haired princess and her faithful love, who lived happily and joyfully ever after.
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The glass mountain. Beautiful, but perilous in every possible way. Too large to walk around; seemingly impossible to scale. It’s hard to get traction. There are no footholds, and as soon as you set your foot on the glistening slope of it, you slide back down again. And yet everything you need is on the other side of it. The glass mountain, then, is an exquisite image for the obstacles we might encounter during the course of our life. By the time we reach midlife, all of us will, in one way or another, have been frustrated by transparent but unbreachable barriers that stand in the way of whatever it is that we yearn for. The glass mountain in this story stands for all of that and more.


This curious Frisian tale found its way into the sixth of the seven editions of Grimm’s Fairy Tales, in which it is titled ‘Old Rinkrank’. It’s one of many glass mountain stories threaded through European folklore (we’ll meet another of them later in this book). But the mountain in this story isn’t an original feature of the fairy-tale landscape, as it is in so many others: the king causes it to be built. He doesn’t appear to do it with the intention of causing his daughter harm; he’s presented as a loving father who just wants to test the worthiness of her suitors. This is a fairy tale, and fairy tales don’t always have to make perfect real-world sense, but it would be reasonable to wonder how Old Rinkrank arrived in this newly constructed glass mountain created by the king. The story, unfortunately, doesn’t tell us, and whatever the king’s intentions, the princess is clearly taken with the young man who is prepared to risk everything for her, so they set out together to face the glass mountain.


Like Persephone in Greek myth, she then undertakes an archetypical Descent to the Underworld. The Descent always destroys old and outdated ways of being, and prepares the ground for the wisdom we need to give birth to our most authentic self. It requires us to make a sacrifice before we continue on our path: the sacrifice of our old upper-world self. It’s a hard process, but in that place of destruction, gestation and rebirth, we begin to explore the biggest question of all: if we have to let go of everything that once we imagined defined us and mattered to us, what then might we become?


Just as the earth opens to swallow Persephone and transport her to the realm of Hades, then, the glass mountain opens up and swallows the princess, transporting her to the territory of Old Rinkrank, where the ‘happily ever after’ she had planned for herself in the upper world is lost to her. The trick to navigating the Descent is not to despair, and not to push too hard – but to let the new story emerge in its own time. So our sad princess becomes mired in the dank marshes of simple survival, with Old Rinkrank symbolising whatever it might be – ‘the system’, our own conditioning, fate – that keeps so many of us trapped in a life we hadn’t entirely planned to be living, and which offers us neither the time nor the opportunity to plan a great escape. Hers isn’t a happy life, but it is a life – and, in all the best fairy tales, where there’s life, there is hope. Through all the long years, this princess refuses to give up. She endures the stasis and apprentices herself to the hard lessons of the Underworld, playing the long game – until one day, finally, she is ready to act, to move on. She seizes her opportunity to escape and is ready to put all her effort into climbing out of her ‘stuckness’.


One of the finest things about this story is that no one rescues this princess. After she’s suffered her time in the Underworld and grown old enough, and wise, she discovers that now she has the resources, finally, to rescue herself. Is Rinkrank’s naming of her the final straw? In most fairy tales, to name something is to have power over it; perhaps our ageing heroine has had enough of being controlled and insists now on demonstrating the fact to her captor. The story then offers us a rare and beautiful ending: the marriage of a much older heroine to the suitor who, against all odds, has waited for her through their long years apart. They’re no longer walking on the slippery glass slopes of hopes, expectations and dreams, but on the solid ground of maturity and self-knowledge. We can celebrate this ending – their enduring love and the unlikeliness of their eventual marriage – as a much-deserved reward for the princess’s survival, her commitment to the long view, and the steadfastness she displayed through the trials of her life.









Kate Dalrymple


Although the dialect will be difficult for those who don’t speak Scots, it’s hard not to love this ballad about a poor, lonely ‘old maid’ whose face was ‘gruesome and grim’ – as well as rather heavily spotted – and whose nose curved all the way down to her chin. Kate had been a hard worker all her life but couldn’t find a man – until she inherited a good deal of money. After which, of course, lords and lawyers all came calling. Kate, though, wanted only her first love: Willie Speedyspool, a weaver with a lazy eye and a limp. Whether he took her for love or for ‘interest’ – her money – isn’t entirely clear, but Kate happily married her true love, nevertheless.




In a wee cot house far across the muir


Where pease-weeps, plovers, an’ waups cry dreary,


There liv’d an’ auld maid for mony lang years,


Wha ne’er a woo-er did e’er ca’, dearie.


A lanely lass was Kate Dalrymple,


A thrifty quean was Kate Dalrymple;


Nae music, exceptin’ the clear burnie’s wimple,


Was heard round the dwellin’ o’ Kate Dalrymple.


Her face had a smack o’ the gruesome an’ grim,


That did frae the fash o’ a’ woo-ers defend her;


Her long Roman nose nearly met wi’ her chin,


That brang folk in mind o’ the auld witch o’ Endor.


A wiggle in her walk had Kate Dalrymple,


A sniggle in her talk had Kate Dalrymple;


An’ mony a cornelian an’ cairngorm pimple,


Did blaze on the dun face o’ Kate Dalrymple.


She span terry woo’ the hale winter thro’


For Kate ne’er was lazy, but eident and thrifty;


She wrocht ’mang the peats, coil’d the hay, shor the corn,


An’ supported her sel’ by her ain hard shift aye.


But ne’er a lover came to Kate Dalrymple,


For beauty an’ tocher wanted Kate Dalrymple;


Unheeded was the quean, baith by gentle and simple,


A blank in existence seem’d puir Kate Dalrymple.


But mony are the ups an’ the downs in life,


When the dice-box o’ fate’s jumbled a’ tapsal-teerie,


Sae Kate fell heiress to a rich frien’s estate,


An’ nae langer for woo-ers had she cause to weary.


The Laird came a-wooin’ soon o’ Kate Dalrymple,


The Lawyer, scrapin’, bowin’, fan oot Kate Dalrymple;


Owre ilk woo-ers face was seen love’s smilin’ dimple,


Sae noo she’s nae mair, Kate, but Miss Dalrymple.


She often times thocht when she dwelt by hersel’,


She could wed Willie Speedyspool, the sarkin’ weaver;


An noo unto Will she the secret did tell,


Wha for love or for interest did kindly receive her.


He flung by his beddles soon for Kate Dalrymple,


He brent a’ his treddles doon for Kate Dalrymple;


Tho’ his richt e’e doth skellie an’ his left leg doth limp ill,


He’s won the heart an’ got the hand o’ Kate Dalrymple.












The Magic Forest


Once, an old woman lived with her son on the threshold of a strange, enchanted forest. The magic threaded through the roots of that old forest was very potent and very particular: some of it was good and some of it was bad, and everyone who came there received exactly what they deserved. It was said that the forest would remain enchanted for ever – unless someone should enter it who preferred the sorrows of their present life to all the joys of another world.


One warm and sunny day at the beginning of winter, the old woman’s son decided to go for a stroll in the forest, but he hadn’t been walking among the dense, bare beech trees for long before he happened upon a snake. Oh, and it was a beautiful snake, and such an unusual colour: it was rich, iridescent, shimmering along the spectrum between black and blue, and so very lithe and sensuous. It slithered up to him and began to coil itself around his leg. The young man was utterly charmed by the snake, and declared out loud that he would love to take it home with him. He reached down to stroke its dry, warm skin – but as soon as he laid his fingers on it, the snake suddenly changed into a lovely young woman. Her hair was as dark as the heart of a midnight forest, and her lustrous black dress was embroidered with blue butterflies. Surprised, but delighted and thoroughly smitten, the young man brought the woman home to his mother and declared that she would be his wife.


The son couldn’t possibly have known that the forest had transformed his bride-to-be into a snake as a punishment for her evil deeds – and that she could be set free only if she found someone to marry her. His mother, though, was old and wise, and as she looked closely at the stranger, she saw that the flickering tongue in her mouth was that of a snake. She tried to talk to her son about her worries. ‘You’ve found a beautiful young woman to be your wife,’ she said, ‘but you really should be careful: I think she might be a snake.’ The young man was astonished: how could she possibly know that his new love had once been a snake? He grew angry with his mother, called her a witch, and from that moment on he took against her. All too soon, he married his betrothed.


The newly married couple had no house of their own and so they settled in the cottage at the edge of the forest with the old woman. It might have worked out, as it often does – if not for the fact that the daughter-in-law was ill-tempered and spiteful. She bullied the old woman into doing all the housework, and every day she piled more tasks on her. One morning, she sent her to fetch fresh, pure snow from the top of the highest nearby mountain, so that she could wash in it.


‘But there’s no path up that mountain!’ the mother said.


‘Then take the goat and let her guide you. While she skips up the mountain, you can amuse yourself by tumbling down it.’


Keen to please his new wife, the son laughed at her words. And so his mother, heartsick and tired of her life, set out to fetch the snow. As she scrambled wearily up the steep, rugged mountain after the goat, she thought of asking God to help her; but she changed her mind, because God would then know that her son had rejected her. But God, it seemed, was intent on helping her anyway, and she safely brought the snow from the cloud-capped peak back to her sullen daughter-in-law.


The next day, the snake-woman gave her a new order: ‘Go to the frozen lake outside the village; there’s a hole in the middle of it. Catch me a carp from it for dinner.’


‘But the ice will give way under me, and I’ll drown,’ the old mother replied.


‘Well then, I’m sure the carp will be delighted if you go down there to play with him.’


The son laughed again at his wife’s words, and his mother was so distraught that she left the house and went straight away to the vast, frigid lake. The ice cracked beneath her as she stepped onto it, and her tears froze on her face, but still she wouldn’t pray for help: she was determined that God shouldn’t find out that her son was sinful.


‘It’s very much better that I should perish than bring harm upon him,’ she said to herself as she carefully picked her way across the ice. But her time, it seemed, had not yet come: a gull flew over her head, carrying a carp in its beak. The fish wriggled out of the bird’s grip and fell down at the old woman’s feet; she picked it up and took it safely to her daughter-in-law.


Late one afternoon, the old woman picked up one of her son’s torn shirts to mend it, but his new wife scolded her. ‘Put it down, you old fool,’ she shouted. ‘You’ll only ruin it!’ The mother turned to her son for support, but he simply said, ‘You have to obey my wife.’ Heartsick and weary to her bones, the old woman put the shirt away and went outside to sit on the freezing front porch, still holding her needle and thread. Shortly afterwards, she saw a poor girl coming towards her. The girl’s bodice was torn and her shoulder was blue with cold where the sleeve had given way. She smiled at the old woman and asked her whether she would like to buy some of her kindling.


‘I have no money, my dear; but if you like, I’ll mend your sleeve for you.’ So that is what she did, and the girl gave her a bundle of kindling in return, thanked her kindly, and went happily on her way.


That night, the son and his wife went to the village to have supper with his godmother. Before they left, the snake-woman gave her mother-in-law a long list of tasks to complete by their return. As soon as they had gone, the old woman sighed and then set her old bones to work. She took the kindling that the poor girl had given her, lit the fire on the hearth and went out to the shed for wood. As she approached the cottage with her arms full of logs, she heard a rustling in the kitchen.
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