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In the night the dog came again, took
the princess on his back and ran with
her to the soldier.

[See Page 9]
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FOREWORD


Once upon a time, in the late 1970s, I wrote a novel called The Snow Queen. It was one of many retellings of the classic Hans Christian Andersen fairy tale that is included in this book. Inspired by a story that was approximately 12,600 words long (his longest fairy tale), I wrote a novel that was almost five hundred pages long.

Could there really be so much left unsaid in “The Snow Queen” that I’d needed five hundred pages to fill it out? No, though like most fairy tales, even Andersen’s longest stories are stripped to basics.

Philip Pullman, author of the classic fantasy trilogy His Dark Materials, has said that his lifelong love of fairy tales came from their “wonderful shallowness. They have no depth, no psychology,” he wrote in a 2013 essay. “The [characters] don’t fret about their feelings; they often don’t appear to know that they have any feelings. Everything they do is on the surface, because the surface is all there is.”

And yet he also said, “Fairy stories loosen the chains of the imagination. They give you things to think with—images to think with—and the sense that all kinds of things are possible.”

Controversial opinions, especially from a writer, and yet they hold truth: Fairy tale collections are full of stories that seem to have been made up by children; they are so short and lacking in detail. But their cores have risen out of the deep subconscious of humanity, so they resonate in the minds of people who encounter them and their intangible magic makes them unforgettable.

In the millennia before the distractions of modern entertainment, or even literacy, telling a good story (sometimes putting it to a tune; folk ballads have a similar history) could provide relief from a day’s grueling work or the boredom of long winter evenings. The need to cobble together incidents made up on the spur of the moment might cause holes in the plot; incidents and themes might repeat from one tale to another, causing the kind of “wonderful shallowness” Philip Pullman referred to. Also, because these were stories for people living in a harsh world, harsh things befell some characters . . . and those characters who survived, good or evil, tended to simply go on their way, unmoved.

There were no books in which to record the earliest stories, but a popular tale would remain in the minds of tellers and listeners, and be shared with others. Their “best parts” would be embellished and their plot holes filled in, but other details would be forgotten. As a result, the most popular stories would spread to new audiences and continue to be told down through time, but names and details would morph as society itself changed until eventually, with the development of writing, they became written tales . . . although that didn’t stop their magical transformations.

Possibly the oldest folktale of all involves an enchanted stone, or something like it: the One Ring of Power forged from mithril, King Arthur’s sword trapped in an enchanted rock, David’s slingstone in the Bible . . . and older still, there is an ancestor to these stories dating back tens of thousands of years among the Aborigines of Australia. They still tell the tale of a stone with god-like powers that helped save the people “from the ice,” probably during the last Ice Age.

Considering that indigenous Australians were separated from Europeans and European lore for at least fifty thousand years, this tale has existed for an unbelievable amount of time—possibly beginning with a common source that spread by telling the story over and over through time . . . or perhaps independently, because the same “magical” source of storytelling could exist in every human brain.

Once stories started to be written down, two types of folk tradition began to coexist: the original oral tradition and the “literary” one, in which tales recorded by collectors were influenced by whoever wrote them down. The writer tended to improve the plot, smooth out the narrative, and mix in his or her own ideas and character motivations.

“Fairy tales,” or written folktales as we know them now, did not gain an official name until the mid-seventeenth century, with the publication in France of the first stories called “contes des fées,” or “fairy tales” (given the name by writer Marie-Catherine d’Aulnoy because most of the tales included fairies, elves, and other supernatural creatures). Fairy tales became a fad, en vogue in intellectual circles during the reign of Louis XIV. Charles Perrault, the best remembered of the fairy tale writers, recorded a number of folktales that are still famous including “Cinderella” and “Little Red Riding Hood.”

Eventually the fad passed and fairy tales became passé for over a century. Then, in the early 1800s—a time when the French occupied Germany—German folklorists Jacob and Wilhelm Grimm once again began collecting folk stories, determined to record as much of Germany’s traditional lore as possible before it was lost. They gathered stories from many sources—including educated friends who’d heard the tales from their nannies and grandmothers—as well as from the volk, or “common people.”

As a result, the brothers wound up quietly revising the “genuine” tales in the first published edition of their collection Children’s and Household Tales (published in 1812 and known in English as Grimms’ Fairy Tales). They altered them to sound more “rustic,” as well as toned down the graphic details that would have offended middle-class readers in the mid-nineteenth century. Over the years they continued to add more tales to newer editions of the book, and also further reduced the darkest and most violent content. As a result, the book is still in print and their most popular stories are familiar to people around the world, like the works of Perrault.

But the most memorable stories in the collection you are about to read, by the Danish author Hans Christian Andersen, are equally as popular and unforgettable in a way that makes them unique, just as Andersen himself was.

He was born in 1805, the son of a shoemaker. Orphaned when he was quite young, he lived a difficult life until he was adopted by a patron who saw the promise of his talent and imagination.

He had probably heard Danish fairy tales from his mother and grandmother as a child, and reading no doubt exposed him to others because the Grimm brothers’ collection first came out when he was eight years old. In any case, he seems to have absorbed the subliminal language of folktales, filled with symbolism from earlier times, which inevitably found its way into his own work. He became a prolific writer of plays, travelogues, novels, and poems as well, but is best remembered for his fairy tales.

He was a devout Christian and unlike the Grimms or Perrault, he does not seem to have struggled to insert Christian references into tales that were remnants of traditions dating back to the Bronze Age or earlier.

In fact, in many of his stories he seems to have had to struggle to find a way to insert magical beings. Tales like “The Steadfast Tin Soldier” or “The Snow Queen,” even though they had fantastic elements, did not really require the presence of evil gnomes or wicked witches. Also, his stories tended to be less graphically violent than the folktales passed down uncensored from a time when he would have found them not just unthinkable, but unbearable. However, what makes them hard to forget is that they are often wrenchingly sad.

Andersen was a tall, gangly man with a large nose, a personality that nowadays might be called “geek-like,” and the sensitivity of an artist. His past had left him insecure and lonely; he fell in love easily and took the inevitable rejections of his proposals hard. As a result, he often felt profoundly depressed. His past may have had a lot to do with the fact that his fairy tales were unlike others, in that they emphasized emotional pain rather than the physical suffering in the “flat superficial stories with emotionless characters” that Philip Pullman described. Furthermore, Andersen’s “good” characters not only suffer, they often don’t get the happy ending they deserve—like real people and like Andersen himself. Equally ironic, the villains seem to vanish unpunished.

Andersen created most of his stories from his own imagination and instilled them with deeply religious, middle-class morals. However, there is no question that they are “fairy tales,” in which he also made use of familiar tropes from much older works. “The Snow Queen,” for example, echoes other fairy tales in its story about a young woman seeking her lost love—its antecedents include the northern European “East of the Sun and West of the Moon” and “Eros and Psyche,” a classical Greek myth, even though all three vary considerably from one another in their details.

Andersen’s best-known fairy tales remain today as widely popular as ever, like the tales of Perrault and the Grimms. Just as they had been retold dozens of times before the emergence of the versions we think of as “original,” they have been retold dozens of times since, in one variation or another, nowadays most often as illustrated books or animated films for children.

Of all the tales I was exposed to, Andersen’s resonated with me on the deepest level. But more often than not, the unhappy endings had the most powerful emotional effect. For years, stories like “The Little Mermaid” and “The Steadfast Tin Soldier” remained in my mind like sand in my shoes. I actually longed for “Disney versions” of them because I felt sure Disney Studios would give the stories happier endings, which they did, even though that meant “Prince” (my nickname for the stereotypical male hero) had to come to the rescue in “The Little Mermaid” (even though she saved him first). As for the brave, loyal one-legged soldier and his beloved ballerina, they were happily reunited in a five-minute segment of Disney’s Fantasia 2000, instead of being burned up in the stove together for no reason after his long struggle to get home to her.

But not all of Andersen’s original tales resulted in unhappy endings. “The Tinderbox” ended happily in Andersen’s version—if you don’t mind the soldier killing the witch and stealing the tinderbox just because he was curious about it, or that when his three giant magic dogs came to his rescue at the end, they massacred the townsfolk and killed the king and queen. The princess married the soldier anyway (since her parents had kept her locked in a copper castle and never let her out) and the couple ruled happily ever after. But there was a flatness to the tale, for all that, because, as in so many traditional folk stories, all the characters were ciphers.

Unlike Philip Pullman, I want characters who have genuine emotions tied to what they do, which lends far deeper meaning to a story. I don’t find that the added depth detracts from my ability to enjoy the magic, but rather enhances it.

Many writers have felt, as I have, that they’d like to try casting their own magic cloak over the bare bones of a fairy story. After years of wishing I could change a story that I could neither forget nor ever enjoy into something more satisfying, I finally became a writer—able to make my own wishes come true.

Much to my surprise, the first story I actually published was called “Tin Soldier,” inspired by Hans Christian Andersen’s own “Steadfast Tin Soldier.” My retelling was a science fiction novella and my tin soldier was a war veteran with artificial body parts. His ballerina was a female spacer who wrote poetry. I arranged a “happily ever after” for them . . . albeit a bittersweet one because, much as I like a happy ending, I knew that “a fairy tale ending” now means “unrealistically happy” and if I wanted modern readers to resonate with my version, I needed to acknowledge that it wasn’t a fairy tale.

As a teenager, I had my first encounter with my other favorite Andersen fairy tale, “The Snow Queen,” in the form of a Russian animated film. I was at that awkward age where I thought animation was childish. I didn’t see the movie again until I was in my twenties. By then, in the late seventies, I had studied anthropology in college and was using it to “build worlds” in my science fiction writing. I was also married to someone who had taught me to appreciate animation, and we watched the animated “Snow Queen” on television. This time it was pure serendipity.

I was in the process of developing my next novel, and I was pondering a plot where a young woman goes in search of her missing lover. The seventies were a time when more women were writing science fiction, a reverberation of the feminist movement in the late sixties where strong female protagonists were still few and far between in the genre. I wanted to tell a story where “Prince” didn’t claim all the heroic action, a story with a woman as the hero, and as many other women as possible playing different roles, both supporting and standing against her.

At the time I had been reading Robert Graves’s book The White Goddess, a detailed exploration of the ancient religions of Europe and the evidence that they centered on a Creator Goddess. It was very dense with detail, but still so fascinating that I didn’t want to stop reading. I’d also found an article linking ancient myths to folktales through recurring symbolic motifs. For example, the striking description of the princess in “Snow White,” whose “skin as white as snow, hair as black as ebony (or sometimes night) and lips as red as roses (or sometimes blood)” gives her the three colors of the Goddess, who is often referred to as having a triple aspect portrayed with three faces—the Maiden, the Mother, and the Crone—symbolizing youth, maturity, and old age (also rebirth) in people, and the world itself as it passes through the seasons. Each of them is associated with a color—white, red, and black.

As ancient belief systems were replaced by newer ones, their traditions gradually degenerated into fragments of stories everyone knew, but didn’t remember the meaning of—as only the symbols remained, without meaning, in “Snow White.” The three aspects of the Goddess have become separate people: Snow White, the king’s daughter; her stepmother; and a crone—the stepmother after she had used magic to transform herself, in order to fool Snow White.

In the end, Snow White is saved by a Prince, of course, because the new world religious order had become far more patriarchal. The huntsman and the seven dwarfs were also portrayed as good, kindly male characters. As usual in fairy tales, the heroine was a helpless young woman, while other female characters, the queen and the crone—the ones who had power—were invariably evil.

Having that archetypal pattern, and my desire to turn it upside down, in mind while watching The Snow Queen, I began to realize that this fairy tale was different. There was no Prince. Kai, the little boy, was the helpless victim who was enchanted and carried off by the Snow Queen, an elemental spirit of winter. The villain was not just another evil woman . . . she was a goddess.

But in true fairy tale fashion, the fearless, terribly overmatched hero(ine)—little Gerda, Kai’s best friend—sets out to find him. The first thing she does is climb into a boat and offers the river her best shoes, asking it to take her to Kai. Making an offering to a body of water goes back to a time when people believed that the river’s spirit would grant their wish in return. The Romans did it; even today we toss a coin into a fountain or well and make a wish, even though we no longer have any idea why.

The journey begins, and Gerda faces a series of adventures as she looks for Kai, and every human with any power that she encounters is female. The only male characters are talking animals—a crow and a stag, animals associated with the aspects of the Goddess. Gerda travels north until she comes to the land where winter always dwells (a metaphor for death), and there she finds the Snow Queen’s palace and Kai sitting alone inside with only pieces of ice for toys. The Snow Queen is not even there.

Gerda’s warmth and tears melt Kai’s frozen soul, and he recognizes her. They make the long journey home. However, in Andersen’s tale (though not the film), by the time they finally arrive home they have oddly become young adults. But Gerda’s grandmother, who told them stories, is there waiting for them and reads them a Bible passage about “having the innocent hearts of children,” which seems to ease their minds.

Although its ending is rather anticlimactic (we never even see the Snow Queen again), and the Bible passage apparently causing everyone’s thoughts to backpedal from a potential marriage proposal is awkward, “The Snow Queen” inspired my imagination on another level entirely. It is a story seemingly drawn from traditions that existed long before the overlay of “Prince” came to dominate folktales like this—a story which focused on female characters.

I realized Andersen’s fairy tale had given me the golden thread to spin and weave into the story I wanted to write, and showed that a cast of female characters could work very well. (I made the talking animals into significant male human characters in the novel because its universe was not “for womenonly,” any more than for men only. To me, a feminist has always been first and foremost a humanist.)

I have always wondered why Andersen chose to write what, in his time, was such a widdershins take on a fairy tale. He wrote other stories with female protagonists, but they weren’t endowed with the same determination to seek out the lover they’d lost no matter what like Gerda was.

In any case, her story allowed me to create the book I had been seeking inspiration for. Hans Christian Andersen has my heartfelt gratitude for telling Gerda’s story, along with so many other tales that have stayed in people’s memories and imaginations ever since.

—Joan D. Vinge
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THE TINDER BOX


[image: ]HERE came a soldier marching along the high road—one, two! one, two! He had his knapsack on his back and a sabre by his side, for he had been in the wars, and now he wanted to go home. And on the way he met with an old witch: she was very hideous, and her under lip hung down upon her breast. She said, “Good evening, soldier. What a fine sword you have, and what a big knapsack! You’re a proper soldier! Now you shall have as much money as you like to have.”

“I thank you, you old witch!” said the soldier.

“Do you see that great tree?” quoth the witch; and she pointed to a tree which stood beside them. “It’s quite hollow inside. You must climb to the top, and then you’ll see a hole, through which you can let yourself down and get deep into the tree. I’ll tie a rope round your body, so that I can pull you up again when you call me.”

“What am I to do down in the tree?” asked the soldier. “Get money,” replied the witch. “Listen to me. When you come down to the earth under the tree, you will find yourself in a great hall: it is quite light, for many hundred lamps are burning there. Then you will see three doors; these you can open, for the keys are in the locks. If you go into the first chamber, you’ll see a great chest in the middle of the floor; on this chest sits a dog, and he’s got a pair of eyes as big as two teacups. But you need not care for that. I’ll give you my blue-checked apron, and you can spread it out upon the floor; then go up quickly and take the dog, and set him on my apron; then open the chest, and take as many farthings as you like. They are of copper: if you prefer silver, you must go into the second chamber. But there sits a dog with a pair of eyes as big as mill wheels. But do not you care for that. Set him upon my apron, and take some of the money. And if you want gold, you can have that, too—in fact, as much as you can carry—if you go into the third chamber. But the dog that sits on the money-chest there has two eyes as big as the round tower of Copenhagen. He is a fierce dog, you may be sure, but you needn’t be afraid, for all that. Only set him on my apron, and he won’t hurt you; and take out of the chest as much gold as you like.”

“That’s not so bad,” said the soldier. “But what am I to give you, you old witch? for you will not do it for nothing, I fancy.”

“No,” replied the witch, “not a single farthing will I have. You shall only bring me an old tinder box which my grandmother forgot when she was down there last.”

“Then tie the rope round my body,” cried the soldier.

“Here it is,” said the witch, “and here’s my blue-checked apron.”

Then the soldier climbed up into the tree, let himself slip down into the hole, and stood, as the witch had said, in the great hall where the many hundred lamps were burning.

Now he opened the first door. Ugh! there sat the dog with eyes as big as teacups, staring at him. “You’re a nice fellow!” exclaimed the soldier; and he set him on the witch’s apron, and took as many copper farthings as his pockets would hold, and then locked the chest, set the dog on it again, and went into the second chamber. Aha! there sat the dog with eyes as big as mill wheels.

“You should not stare so hard at me,” said the soldier; “you might strain your eyes.” And he set the dog upon the witch’s apron. When he saw the silver money in the chest, he threw away all the copper money he had, and filled his pockets and his knapsack with silver only. Then he went into the third chamber. Oh, but that was horrid! The dog there really had eyes as big as the round tower, and they turned round and round in his head like wheels.

“Good evening,” said the soldier; and he touched his cap, for he had never seen such a dog as that before. When he had looked at him a little more closely, he thought, “That will do,” and lifted him down to the floor, and opened the chest. Mercy! what a quantity of gold was there! He could buy with it the whole of Copenhagen, and the sugar-pigs of the cake-woman, and all the tin soldiers, whips, and rocking-horses in the whole world. Yes, that was a quantity of money! Now the soldier threw away all the silver coin with which he had filled his pockets and his knapsack, and took gold instead: yes, all his pockets, his knapsack, his boots, and his cap were filled, so that he could scarcely walk. Now, indeed, he had plenty of money. He put the dog on the chest, shut the door, and then called up through the tree, “Now pull me up, you old witch.”

“Have you the tinder box?” asked the witch.

“Plague on it!” exclaimed the soldier, “I had clean forgotten that.” And he went and brought it.

The witch drew him up, and he stood on the high road again, with pockets, boots, knapsack, and cap full of gold.

“What are you going to do with the tinder box?” asked the soldier.

“That’s nothing to you,” retorted the witch. “You’ve had your money—just give me the tinder box.”

“Nonsense!” said the soldier. “Tell me directly what you’re going to do with it, or I’ll draw my sword and cut off your head.”

“No!” cried the witch.

So the soldier cut off her head. There she lay! But he tied up all his money in her apron, took it on his back like a bundle, put the tinder box in his pocket, and went straight off towards the town.

That was a splendid town! He put up at the very best inn, asked for the finest rooms, and ordered his favourite dishes, for now he was rich, having got so much money. The servant who had to clean his boots certainly thought them a remarkably old pair for such a rich gentleman; but he had not bought any new ones yet. The next day he procured proper boots and handsome clothes. Now our soldier had become a fine gentleman; and the people told him of all the splendid things which were in their city, and about the king, and what a pretty princess the king’s daughter was.

“Where can one get to see her?” asked the soldier.

“She is not to be seen at all,” said they all together; “she lives in a great copper castle, with a great many walls and towers round about it; no one but the king may go in and out there, for it has been prophesied that she shall marry a common soldier, and the king can’t bear that.”

“I should like to see her,” thought the soldier; but he could not get leave to do so. Now he lived merrily, went to the theatre, drove in the king’s garden, and gave much money to the poor; and this was very kind of him, for he knew from old times how hard it is when one has not a shilling. Now he was rich, had fine clothes, and gained many friends, who all said he was a rare one, a true cavalier; and that pleased the soldier well. But as he spent money every day and never earned any, he had at last only two shillings left; and he was obliged to turn out of the fine rooms in which he had dwelt, and had to live in a little garret under the roof, and clean his boots for himself, and mend them with a darning-needle. None of his friends came to see him, for there were too many stairs to climb.

It was quite dark one evening, and he could not even buy himself a candle, when it occurred to him that there was a candle-end in the tinder box which he had taken out of the hollow tree into which the witch had helped him. He brought out the tinder box and the candle-end; but as soon as he struck fire and the sparks rose up from the flint, the door flew open, and the dog who had eyes as big as a couple of teacups, and whom he had seen in the tree, stood before him, and said,

“What are my lord’s commands?”

“What is this?” said the soldier. “That’s a famous tinder box, if I can get everything with it that I want! Bring me some money,” said he to the dog; and whisk! the dog was gone, and whisk! he was back again, with a great bagful of shillings in his mouth.

Now the soldier knew what a capital tinder box this was. If he struck it once, the dog came who sat upon the chest of copper money; if he struck it twice, the dog came who had the silver; and if he struck it three times, then appeared the dog who had the gold. Now the soldier moved back into the fine rooms, and appeared again in handsome clothes; and all his friends knew him again, and cared very much for him indeed.
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