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Variations on a Tale

	 

	 

	 

	Variations on a Tale is a cycle of four collections of fairy and folktale retellings, each focusing on one or two tale types and including original retellings of the stories as well as an essay exploring their background and history. Two of those tales, Sleeping Beauty and Snow White, are now so well-known, and so often retold, that it comes as a shock that in their present form they are not very old, and that there are versions of them which we would hesitate to repeat to children. The other two, the Blood Brothers and the Golden Bird, are older and used to be immensely popular, but they are now almost forgotten, and retold but rarely. But these tales are all connected through their motifs and contexts, and together they show a storytelling tradition that is wilder and more diverse than is usually associated with the classic fairy tale, a tradition that continues to inspire storytellers today. 

	The titles in the cycle are:

	 

	Absent Roses: Sleeping Beauty and the old roots of a new story

	Present Dragons: the Blood Brothers and the heroes who need a hand

	Distant Mirrors: Snow White and the mystery of a forgotten archetype

	Constant Foxes: the Golden Bird and the hidden loves of princes

	 

	Although the stories themselves can be enjoyed without any prior knowledge, some familiarity with fairy tales and their history is assumed on the part of the reader in the non-fiction section of the books.
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	‘Seen it happen a dozen times,’ she said.

	‘No you ain’t,’ said Granny.

	‘Once, anyway,’ said Nanny, unabashed. ‘And I

	heard about it dozens of times. Everyone has.’

	 

	Terry Pratchett, Witches Abroad

	 

	 

	 

	
Introduction

	 

	 

	 

	We think we know fairy tales. We know them so well that we need only a few words to identify them. We see ‘Thornhedge’ or ‘The Sleeper and the Spindle’ and we know which story this is going to be, even if it is different from any version of Sleeping Beauty we have heard before. Spinning and rose briars define this tale for us. The princess pricks herself on a spindle, and – going by the nineteenth-century illustrations – while she sleeps the castle is smothered in thorny roses. But if you go back, a little further back than the Grimms, or Perrault, there are no roses, few thorns, and the presence of spindles is entirely incidental. You can’t prick yourself on a spindle, it’s not sharp enough.

	We think we know fairy tales, but we don’t.

	 

	Fairy tales, together with their grown-up siblings, myths, and their cousins, medieval romances, run through much of what I read and write. I wouldn’t say that Sleeping Beauty is a particular favourite, but it is particularly fertile. I wrote about it in my non-fiction work, used it as inspiration for a historical fantasy story, and even then I did not stop thinking about it. Like the briars around the castle, the tale just keeps growing new shoots.

	It helps that Sleeping Beauty is an easy story to work with. Some fairy tales are so full of non-sequiturs that retelling is actually imaginative reconstruction. Some are so plain in their meaning that little can be done with them. La Belle et la bête is, obviously and intentionally, about arranged marriage, and any attempt to queer or re-gender it falls foul of the simple fact that the beast is a man and the beauty a young woman, and if they aren’t, you are telling a different story. (That is an observation, not a judgement.) Sleeping Beauty is like neither. It is internally consistent, but it is not transparent. It consorts easily with other classic fairy tales. We all think we know it, but it continues to throw up surprises. 

	I started this collection with a clutch of disparate questions raised by the story on the one hand, and a set of ideas I wanted to try out on the other. What was the bargain by which the queen got her child? Are there versions of the tale in which the prince is the protagonist? Why did Giambattista Basile name his sleeper Talia? What does the tale look like from the sleeper’s mother’s point of view? And from her own?

	Together these ideas led to the five new-old stories told here, and the accompanying essay. Fairy tale retellings form an abundant and flourishing genre, and as they always have, the tellers find the tales at turns pliant and recalcitrant. I have noticed that those who rewrite classic tales have a tendency to want to explain what they are doing, and why. In introductions, or authors’ notes, or even in the story itself. As a reader, I just want them to get on with it. As a writer, I am guilty as charged. And so I am giving the reader the choice. This is a hybrid book, part fiction, part essay. There is no need to read it in order, or even to read all of it. Part I consists of my own Sleeping Beauty stories, each of them merged with another fairy tale, and lovers of retellings may want to stop there. Readers who are interested in the evolution of the story will find the classic tale and its forerunners paraphrased in Part II, while for those unfamiliar with them, the other tales used are given in Part III. For each tale, relevant variants and motifs are listed. These are not intended to be exhaustive, but to illustrate how easily ideas migrate from one story to another.

	Part IV consists of this particular storyteller’s insights about the tale and its history. And they are a storyteller’s thoughts, not those of a folklorist or a literary critic. Although I have made grateful use of existing scholarship on motifs and tale types, this is very much a writer’s take on how stories are created and developed. When I say, for example, that an author made use of an existing motif, or based their version on that of an earlier author, I do not mean that they consciously decided to do so. Every story a writer has read or heard may turn up again in a different form in their own work, and we are not always aware that it is happening. When I wrote Inkfingers, my own Cinderella retelling, I imagined the protagonist living in a large white stucco house, not at all the style I usually come up with. It wasn’t until after I had finished the story, when I reread Terry Pratchett’s Witches Abroad, that I realised where that white house had come from.

	With one or two exceptions, I refer to individual stories by their title in the language in which they were originally published. While this may take a little getting used to for the Anglophone reader, it prevents the confusion of several stories going by the same name. A list of primary sources, with authors and dates where known, can be found under ‘Further reading’, and a complete bibliography including secondary sources is published online. All translations and paraphrases are my own.

	And with that out of the way, we can turn to what happened a long, long time ago, in a country far from here...

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	


Part I 

	Sleeping Girls and Waking Princes

	 

	Five new versions of the Sleeping Beauty tale

	 

	 

	
The Promise

	 

	 

	 

	It was a time of contracts, of rights and duties, payment and punishment. A time when promises had power, and so had curses. Everyone knew that, everyone was always aware of what was given, what was due. The queen knew it as she travelled across the sea to her new husband, the result of long negotiations between her father and his uncle when they were both still children. She was the price that kept Brittany and Cornwall at peace. She was proud of it, and resolved to play her part. There would be children, in due course, which would bind them even closer, king and queen, country and country.

	She came to Brittany with only her widowed half-sister for company, but she did not feel she was a stranger. Her new kin spoke almost the same language as she had in her childhood, and they told the same stories about the Other People and their magical country, which was both there and not there. Her husband was young and handsome, and he made her heartily welcome. She managed his household and looked after his people, as her mother had taught her. She was at home, and understood her world.

	To the people of their country  her husband was the king, and she the queen, but on the parchments that arrived intermittently from the east, he was the Duke of Brittany, bound by another kind of contract. He sent his knights to serve the Frankish king, and he could expect the king to come to his defence in return. He needed that kind of alliance, for he had come to his power young, and there had been others who coveted his place. It was good that he had a queen now, the people said, and it would be even better when he had a son of his own.

	But no son was born, nor daughter, to the queen. Not once, during the early years, when her husband came to her frequently, did she quicken. The people muttered that she was not keeping her part of the bargain, that she was barren, that he should put her aside and wed a new, fruitful wife. She was afraid they were right. The king was frequently away from home, fighting battles and making treaties, and she heard that there was a woman in Dumnonia who had borne him a son. It wasn’t his fault that there was no heir. Whenever he was at home the queen prayed that she might conceive, and monthly she bled, and wept. On such days she went to the little chapel on the edge of the wood, and sat under the hazel tree to be alone with her thoughts. And on one such day, a lady came to her and said:

	‘Why do you weep, child?’

	The queen smiled through her tears, because it had been a long time now since she was a child, even though she was not a mother. She explained to the strange lady why she was crying. The lady was grey-haired, old but tall and straight. She looked proud and high-born, but the queen knew every noblewoman for miles around, and the stranger was not one of them. She must be one of the Other People, the queen thought, half hopeful, half afraid.

	‘I will give you this apple,’ the lady said, ‘From a tree that grows in another country, and I promise you you shall bear a child within the year.’

	The queen knew that by ‘another country’ the stranger did not mean Cornwall or the Isles or any of the places that she knew. And she understood that this was not a gift.

	‘And what would I pay?’ she asked.

	‘I ask only that you let me stand godmother to the child, to be its guardian and protector.’

	It seemed to the queen that that was hardly a price at all, it would be another boon, and she consented eagerly. And so the bargain was concluded. The lady gave the apple to the queen, and the queen promised her that she would be the child’s guardian.

	When, some months later, the queen told her husband that she was with child, he was overjoyed, and when a daughter was born to them he hardly showed that he would have preferred a son. Little Guennec would want for nothing, and he happily told the queen that he had persuaded no less a person than the Frankish king’s sister to be the child’s godmother. She protested that there was another great lady ready to fulfil that obligation, but, when pressed, could not tell her husband the lady’s name, or where she was to be found. The king reflected that women were apt to be a little addled after childbirth, and that whoever his wife had spoken to, she could not be of greater consequence than the sister of the King of the Franks, and so he went ahead with his own plans.

	The christening service was crowded, all the nobles of Brittany were there, and some from farther away as well, and the Frankish king’s sister and the  hermit who lived on the edge of the woods renounced the Devil and his works on Guennec’s behalf. The baby did not even cry when the holy water touched her, but the queen was uneasy. She looked around anxiously for the lady who had given her the apple, wanting to explain, wanting to excuse what she knew was not excusable, but she did not see her. Only after the baptism did the door of the church open again, and the lady strode in, tall and grey and much more noble-looking than the Frankish king’s sister.

	‘So,’ she said. Her eyes were on the king, but it was the queen who felt her words. ‘So this is how the people of Brittany keep their promises. Then hear mine, all of you: before she can become a mother herself, this child will cut her finger on a thorn, and fall into a sleep from which there is no waking.’

	She turned and left, and the king called to his men to go after her. But when they went outside, the lady was not to be found, as if she had never been there at all. Inside the church, the queen was sobbing, all happiness at the birth now fled. It was her half-sister who consoled her. ‘It cannot be as bad as it sounds. Have we not just agreed to keep Guennec out of the Devil’s clutches? Sleep the lady may give her, but her waking is in God’s hands.’

	The years went by quickly then, and the queen delighted in her daughter, who was a good, cheerful girl, and tried not to think of the shadow that lay at the end of childhood. Once or twice she thought she saw the lady, walking at the edge of the wood, but she was never there when the queen hurried over to speak to her, plead with her. The king, resigned at last that his wife would not give him a son, sent messengers to the Duke of Aquitania, who did have one, and told himself that having a son-in-law to succeed him was almost as good. He rarely thought of the lady’s words, he had never quite believed that she was real. But he did believe it when one day his daughter’s maid came running home breathless, telling all who would hear that Guennec had cut her finger on a thorn in the wood and could not be roused. She had left her young mistress with the hermit who tended the chapel, and the king and queen rushed to her side. But there was nothing to be done. Guennec slept. She was not dead, but she could not be woken. The queen had a bed brought to the chapel, made up with the softest linen and wool, and there she laid her daughter, and there she visited her every day.

	Her half-sister, who had always been at her side, and who loved Guennec almost as much as she did, sent to all the physicians and wisewomen in the country, trying to find a remedy, but there was nothing anyone could do, no one who could tell them of a cure.

	The king also grieved at the loss of his daughter, but he had other things on his mind. The Aquitanian duke’s son could not marry a sleeping woman, and he did not know what to do. When the hermit died and the queen asked her husband’s permission to retire from the world and live beside the chapel where her daughter lay, he gave it willingly.

	The king married again within the year, to a woman who already had children from her first husband, and soon Guennec had two little half-brothers. The queen heard, and found she did not care very much. She lived a simple life in the hut beside the chapel. The people of the village brought her food, as they had with the hermit, and in exchange she treated their small hurts and illnesses, as she had for the people in the castle. After a time they forgot that she was the queen, and thought of her only as the holy woman.

	The hermit had always kept the ground around the chapel clear, but the queen was not strong enough to wield a sickle, and besides, she liked the briars and brambles that sprang up thickly around the small building. It was as if they wanted to protect her daughter as much as she. Soon the chapel’s windows were obscured, and then the roof, and you could only see the low door if you knew where it was. She noticed that visitors from farther afield, who did not know there was a chapel at all, simply did not see it. But she still slipped in between the brambles every day to see that Guennec slept peacefully in her bright linens. The queen’s own robes of fine wool and shimmering silk faded, and grew ragged where the thorns caught on them, so she exchanged them for a thick, sturdy habit woven by one of the village women, and replaced her elegant slippers with good leather boots. She kept chickens behind the hermit’s hut, and there was a small vegetable plot, the hazel, and an apple tree. Even when times were hard
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