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            Introduction

          

        

      

    

    
      At first blush, Grimms’ fairy tales are some strange stories. Adults plot against children. A knocked-off head can be reattached with a life-giving root. And the amount of rust on a knife will tell you if your brother is alive… or mostly dead.

      Unusual they may be, but these fairy tales have stood the test of time. There are two hundred and ten fairy tales in Grimms’ final collection. They’ve been enjoyed by generations of readers and sparked many a writer’s imagination.

      Today, we can use these stories to master the basics of storytelling. After all, when Grimms’ fairy tales are boiled down to their simplest components, we have a pattern:

      
        
        Once upon a time there was a character who lived in a setting and had a problem (plot). Fairy tale magic intervened/interfered and everyone learned a lesson (theme).

        

      

      In Lessons from Grimm we’ll do a deep dive into each of these components to study how the Grimms handled genre, character, setting, plot, magic, and theme. We’ll make note of repeated patterns that we can use in our own stories so we can become better writers. Whether you are working on a retelling, an adaptation, or a brand-new fairy tale, there is something you can learn from these master story tellers.

      

      Who Am I?

      I’m an author known for my Fairy-Tale Inheritance Series of young adult novels, particularly Cinderella’s Dress. I’ve used fairy tales to teach writing to children, teens, and adults in my roles as an author, a homeschool educator, and a writer-in-residence at the library.

      Having worked with the most popular fairy tales (Cinderella, Snow White, Sleeping Beauty, Beauty and the Beast, The Little Mermaid), I wanted to explore the lesser-known tales, and so I went to the well. Of all the fairy tale collections, Grimm is by far the most well-known, so this German collection seemed like a great place to start. By the way, do you know what’s at the bottom of a well? Grimm can tell you, and you’ll find out later in this book.

      

      How to Use This Book

      If you are starting from scratch: Maybe you have a smattering of ideas about what to write, but nothing fully formed. Great! Keep a notebook handy and get ready to brainstorm. As you learn more about the Grimms’ fairy tales, inspiration can strike at any moment, and you’ll want to capture those thoughts before they flitter away. You’ll learn about the fundamentals of storytelling as used by the Grimms and how all those pieces fit together. The appendices at the back of this book list hundreds of tropes to give you more ideas.

      If you already have a partial or first draft: Are you already deep in the fairy tale forest and looking for some tips on how to make your story better? The Grimms can help. As you work through each section, stop and analyze the work you’ve already written. Use the exercises to strengthen your fairy tale based on these timeless techniques.

      If you are a creative writing teacher: While not written as a teacher’s manual, these pages can help you walk your students through the major elements that make up a fairy tale. Each section contains examples from popular and lesser known tales. Tales filled with adventure, romance, and derring-do. The questions in the exercises at the end of each section can be used to help drive classroom discussion.

      A few more things…

      Have a copy of Grimms’ complete fairy tales on hand. That way, when I mention a tale, you can read for more details. You can find all of the stories online. Go to my website for an updated list of resources.

      ShonnaSlayton.com/LessonsFromGrimmResources/

      A brief word on translations and copyright. The original German versions of Grimms’ fairy tales are in the public domain, as are many of the early translations.

      The most complete and accessible translation in the public domain is from Margaret Hunt, translated in 1884 under the title Household Tales. Recent translations are still under copyright.

      For clarity’s sake, when I quote a passage, I’m using Margaret Hunt’s translation and changing out the thee’s and thou’s for modern ears. I also left in the excess commas and sometimes mention the modern titles of the stories.

      

      Note: The companion workbook Lessons from Grimm Workbook provides guided space for you to brainstorm and plot out your own fairy tales. It also contains a plot chart and pages for drawing maps. The Lessons from Grimm workbooks designed for students are adjusted for grade level and complexity. For extra inspiration, there is also a series of writing prompt workbooks based on Grimms’ tales. Be sure to check those out.

      Now. Shall we begin?
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            ONCE UPON A TIME… GENRE

          

        

      

    

    
      Once upon a time there was a character who lived in a setting and had a problem. Fairy tale magic intervened/interfered and everyone learned a theme.

      

      When readers see “once upon a time” they know that they are about to be transported to a world far away where magic dwells. Where glass mountains exist. A land of contrasts where good princesses go toe-to-toe with wicked witches. Where the young and innocent face overwhelming odds and emerge victorious. Where possibilities are endless.

      Fairy tales are different from westerns, different from dramas, different from thrillers. And yet! A fairy tale can be placed into a western setting. A fairy tale can be highly dramatic. And yes, a fairy tale can be quite thrilling.

      

      Not Always What You Think

      Before I started writing fairy tales, I had a definite opinion of what a fairy tale ought to be. I thought a fairy tale should include a princess, a fairy, and a bit of magic. Simple, right? But not too far into studying Grimms’ tales, I had to change my opinion.

      Surprisingly, even though their stories are called fairy tales, there are no fairies. Nor are there any fairy godmothers. Instead, the Grimms write of wise women who have magical abilities that they use for good. And would it surprise you, like it did me, that there are very few dragons in Grimm? And what about those decidedly scary stories which seem to be more akin to horror stories than fairy tales? There are also a number of religious tales found in Grimm.

      What alerts a reader to a fairy tale is a combination of all the parts we’re going to look at, beginning with genre. Genre provides the foundation on which to build a fairy tale.

      Before reading on, stop and think about your favorite fairy tales and see if you can pinpoint what kind of fairy tale you like best.

      Do you lean toward princess stories?

      Dragons?

      Fairy godmothers?

      Or do you hope to read about strange ghostly creatures who come out at night? Stories about young men going out to make their way in the world? Tales with clever soldiers or clueless giants?

      Throughout this book, I’ll be pointing out recurring patterns. Tropes. Archetypes. The elements that make a fairy tale a fairy tale.

      Dictionary.com defines a trope as any literary or rhetorical device, [such] as metaphor, metonymy, synecdoche, and irony, that consists in the use of words in other than their literal sense. Or, more simplified from Merriam-Webster.com: a common or overused theme or device. Cliché. And an archetype is defined at Dictionary.com as the original pattern or model from which all things of the same kind are copied or on which they are based; a model or first form; prototype.

      The first place we can look for fairy tale tropes and archetypes is in the sub-genres of the fairy tales themselves. Grimms’ fairy tales cross many genres, from horror to romance. I’ve made a list of twelve based on common elements. More detailed plot discussions will come later, but for now, let’s look at these sub-genres within Grimm.

      Note: These groupings are not the official list that folklorists use to study fairy tales, rather how I organized the tales as I read them from a writer’s perspective.

      
        
        1. Royalty Tales (princesses)

        2. Fables (talking animals)

        3. Pourquoi Tales (origin stories)

        4. Horror (suspense and blood)

        5. Home Life (family relationships)

        6. Fantasy (magic and dragons)

        7. Humor (situational; reversals)

        8. Magical Realism (real life with glimpses of magic)

        9. Religious (God, Death, St. Peter, and allegory)

        10. Military (discharged soldiers)

        11. Romance (marriage and forgotten love)

        12. Traveler Tales (setting out to seek one’s fortune)

      

      

      I’ll briefly explain each category and give some examples. Feel free to skip around to the sections you care most about.

      

      1. ROYALTY

      Common characteristics of a royalty tale:

      
        	Set in a kingdom

        	Involves the royal family

        	Romance, oft ending in marriage

        	Involves some task or trial to prove worth

      

      Royalty tales are my favorite fairy tales and, based on the popular top one hundred book lists for fairy tales, the favorite of readers as well. Stories like Cinderella and The Frog King have been referred to as the “magic fairy tales” by folklorists, but as other tales also contain magic, I’m sticking to my royalty designation.

      For this category, the story needs to have both royal characters and a romance. There are a few Grimms’ tales that involve royalty and a soldier, for example, but nothing romantic about the plot. I wouldn’t call that a royalty tale.

      Royalty tales strongly tie character and plot and theme. Maybe that’s why they are so popular, the culmination of all the key elements of a fairy tale. For example:

      
        
        The Shoes that were Danced to Pieces

      

        

      
        Every morning, the king’s twelve daughters’ dance shoes are worn through from dancing. The king can’t figure out what is happening, so he offers a reward of marriage to one of his daughters for any man who can discover where they are dancing at night.

      

      

      

      2. FABLES

      Common characteristics of a fable tale:

      
        	Talking animals

        	Tends to be a short story with no subplots

        	Amusing

        	Teaches a lesson

      

      When you think of fables, you probably think Aesop before you think Grimm, but there are a surprising number of fables in the Grimms’ collection. Fables are short stories told with animals as main characters, and that teach a lesson. For example:

      
        
        The Hare and the Hedgehog

      

        

      
        The hare teases the hedgehog about his crooked legs, the one thing the hedgehog is super sensitive about. So, the hedgehog challenges him to a race. But first! He must go home for breakfast, and while there, he enlists his wife to help him beat the hare. (Lesson: don’t tease someone’s appearance.)

      

      

      

      3. POURQUOI TALE

      Common characteristics of a pourquoi tale:

      
        	Explains a natural element

        	Told from “a long time ago” when things were different from today

        	Starts off with a problem that ends with a solution that describes the new normal (today’s normal)

        	Is outrageous, yet follows a logical story path (action/reaction sequences)

        	Often shows power struggles/competing groups

      

      Many of Grimms’ animal fairy tales are pourquoi tales (pourquoi is French for why). Pourquoi tales tell the origin story of how something in nature came to look or act the way it does now.

      Side note: These are fun stories to teach when you’re working with younger students. They like coming up with wild ideas to explain how a thing came to be. The wilder the better, it seems. At the same time, someone who is extremely logical might have trouble getting started with an idea. But since they already know the ending (the way it is today), they only have to come up with a beginning.

      Once a plan is set in motion, it’s simply a matter of following the cascading dominoes. For example:

      
        
        The Moon (how the moon came to be hung in the sky)

      

        

      
        Three travelers go through a land that has a lamp hanging in the oak tree to give light at night. The mayor had bought it for the town and calls it a moon. The travelers want light at night in their land, too, so they steal the moon and bring it home to hang in their tree. When they die, they demand their share of the moon be buried with them, and piece by piece the moon disappears.

      

      

      

      4. HORROR

      Common characteristics of a horror tale:

      
        	Anticipation (missing girls; locked doors; rumors; warnings not to go places; jealousy; general sense of unease; threat of being married to an evil man)

        	Blood

        	Chopped up bodies

        	More chopped up bodies

        	Inanimate objects or animals speaking for the dead; exposing the killer

        	The dead are avenged, usually with the death of the killer

        	The protagonist overcomes the antagonist in a satisfying way—revealing the antagonist’s sins, even if the protagonist has been killed, as the protagonists manage to stick around in some form

        	Strong sense of justice

        	Protagonist made whole again

        	Happily Ever After (!)

      

      If you block out the gore and focus on the arc of the main characters, you’ll see they are often characterized by bravery, resilience, and cleverness. For example:

      
        
        Fitcher’s Bird

      

        

      
        In Fitcher’s Bird, we have a wizard who is kidnapping young girls, one at a time, and they are never heard from again. Turns out, he treats them well as long as they don’t go into one particular room, or he will kill them. He tests them by giving them an egg to take care of and a key to the room they’re not supposed to go into. The first two sisters fail the test, and he kills them in a gruesome way. The third sister also fails the test, but she plans ahead before she opens the door.

      

      

      Yes, it’s stories like these that give Grimm their grim reputation.

      

      5. HOME LIFE TALE

      Common characteristics of a home life tale:

      
        	Setting on the farm, orchard, or in the house

        	Characters are busy (or not busy) working: spinning, cooking, harvesting

        	Simpleton or clever spouses, children

        	A lesson about laziness, being judgmental, how not to treat one another

      

      These stories are homey, low-stakes stories, and often morality tales. For example:

      
        
        Frederick and Catherine

      

        

      
        Simpleton newlywed Catherine sets out to cook a meal for her husband while he’s off in the fields. She makes a royal mess of things, and eventually, through poor communication between newlyweds, she accidentally gives away all their money.

      

      

      

      6. FANTASY (magic and dragons)

      Common characteristics of a fantasy fairy tale:

      
        	Fantastic creatures (dragon, water nixie)

        	The fantastical happens (limbs cut off can be reattached)

        	Higher stakes (an entire town in suspended animation) or epic tale (a reteller could tell the story over several novels)

      

      You would think that all fairy tales were fantasy stories, but as you can see reading through Grimm, this is not the case. Most of Grimms’ fairy tales are low stakes, but the fantasy ones are more epic. The Glass Coffin just might be the closest example to modern fantasy of all the Grimms’ fairy tales. The imagery in this tale invokes more Harry Potter than it does Cinderella. Going by the name, you might expect a take on Little Snow-White. Not so.

      

      
        
        The Glass Coffin

      

        

      
        A poor tailor sets out into the world to find his fortune. After obtaining lodging overnight, he wakes in the morning to witness a fight to the death between a stag and a bull. The stag then scoops up the tailor and brings him to a cliff where he knocks on a door and the tailor is compelled to enter. Fantastical mayhem ensues.

      

        

      
        We have glass bottles filled with blue vapor, the souls of people. We have a model village which is a literal shrunken town. We have a princess (technically, daughter of a count) lying in a glass coffin, who wakes and tells a story.

      

      

      

      7. HUMOR (situational; reversals)

      Common characteristics of a humor tale:

      
        	Exaggeration to the point of absurdity

        	Silliness and slapstick

        	Escalation

        	Expectations flipped to catch the reader off guard

        	Comedic timing is vital

      

      What makes a fairy tale funny is the absurdity of the situation, the quirkiness of a character, or unexpected reversals timed just so. For example:

      
        
        The Three Spinning Women

      

        

      
        An idle girl refuses to spin, no matter what her mother says. In frustration, her mother beats her until she cries loud enough that a passing queen stops to find out what is going on. The mother claims that she can’t get her daughter to stop spinning. The queen, delighted to hear about this hard-working girl, offers to bring the girl home where there is enough flax she can spin ’till her heart’s content.

      

      

      

      8. MAGICAL REALISM (real life with glimpses of magic)

      Common characteristics of magical realism tale:

      
        	A seemingly everyday, normal world

        	A touch of magical foreshadowing

        	When the magic happens, the characters go along with it. They may act surprised, but they don’t bring a whole lot of attention to it.

      

      I might be stretching things here, separating fantasy out into an additional magical realism category, but a case can be made, especially for modern retellings and adaptations.

      Magical realism is a genre set in regular life, but where there is a little bit of magic. So, not necessarily a fairy-tale land or a fantasy land where unicorns and dragons run free. But everyday life where suddenly, something out of the ordinary happens. For example:

      
        
        Spindle, Shuttle, and Needle

      

        

      
        After a maiden’s beloved godmother dies, the maiden continues to work hard and is blessed with a never-ending supply of raw materials for her business as well as ready customers. When a prince comes a’callin, extra strange things start happening.

      

        

      
        The prince is looking for a bride, someone not too rich and not too poor, and when he walks away from the industrious girl spinning away, the spindle jumps out of her hand and follows him, leaving a trail of gold thread behind.

      

      

      

      9. RELIGIOUS (biblical characters)

      Common characteristics of a religious tale:

      
        	Includes a character from the Bible

        	Is not necessarily true to biblical theology

        	Teaches a lesson about moral behavior

      

      When people think of Grimms’ fairy tales, religious tales are not top of mind. But there are a surprising amount of tales involving Mary or Peter or a comical form of the devil.

      The Grimm brothers were Reformed Protestants, and they sometimes added biblical elements or religious statements to the fairy tales.

      Some religious tales tell a moral lesson as you might expect. And yet others do not fit even remotely with biblical theology (the devil boiling people in pots, the fires underneath stoked by an ex-soldier, for example).

      

      
        
        Our Lady’s Child (Also called Mary’s Child)

      

        

      
        A poor woodcutter puts his daughter into Mary’s care in heaven. When the girl is fourteen, Mary tests her by giving her the keys of heaven and allowing her to open twelve doors, but not the thirteenth. The girl can’t resist temptation and opens the thirteenth door. She lies about it, despite now having a gold finger as evidence of opening the door. Mary sends her back to earth, testing her several more times to try to get the stubborn girl to confess to her sins.

      

      

      

      10. MILITARY (discharged soldiers)

      Common characteristics of a military tale:

      

      A discharged soldier who:

      
        	Has little to no money

        	Is resourceful in surviving; will ask for help or risk a deal with the devil

        	Is (usually) honorable in his actions

        	Is in a much better situation at the end

      

      I was surprised at how many of Grimms’ fairy tales were about discharged soldiers. But, considering the brothers collected the stories during (and shortly after) the Napoleonic wars, it’s understandable. What could have originally been a peasant might have been changed to a soldier in the oral retelling. (I’m speculating about the history of these fairy tales, but you can see how fairy tales can be changed by simply swapping out the occupation of a character.)

      Also interesting to note, we tend to place fairy tales in medieval times, but there are more mentions of soldiers in Grimms’ fairy tales than knights in shining armor. For example:

      

      
        
        Bearskin

        A discharged soldier with no where to go, takes his gun into the forest. There, he meets a man in a green coat who has a hideous cloven foot and offers him wealth if he can prove himself fearless. After the soldier kills a bear, the man in the green coat challenges him to not wash himself for seven years and wear the bearskin. The soldier enjoys the wealth found in his pocket and uses the money to help a father he meets at an inn. Grateful, the father invites the wild man home to meet his daughters.

      

      

      The tale of Bearskin could easily fit in the Romance category (for it ends with a marriage) or even the Religious category (as the devil makes an appearance). But, overall, it’s a story about a discharged soldier who has to rebuild his life, and he does so in a risky way.

      

      11. ROMANCE (marriage and forgotten love)

      Common characteristics of a romance tale:

      
        	A couple gets together (often engaged) near the beginning of the story

        	There are outside, magical forces that separate them (often the man does something that makes him forget he is engaged)

        	One of the people (usually the woman) fights for and saves the relationship

      

      While the royalty tales are also romantic, the romance tales include love between commoners. These tales could still be used as inspiration for a royalty tale which ups the stakes and reader interest.

      
        
        Jorinda and Joringel

      

        

      
        In this romantic tale, there is a witch who lives in a castle and she puts a spell over anyone who gets too close. Men are frozen in place until she releases them, but women are turned into birds and put in cages.

      

        

      
        Newly engaged couple Jorinda and Joringel go for a romantic walk in the woods, and they get lost. Suddenly, Joringel sees the castle walls and realizes where they are, but too late. Jorinda is turned into a nightingale and along comes the witch to lock her away. Joringel is released and must find a way to rescue Jorinda.

      

      

      

      12. TRAVELER TALES (setting out to seek one’s fortune)

      Common characteristics of a traveler tale:

      
        	A man from a poor family sets out to seek his fortune

        	Often brothers leave at the same time, taking different paths

        	Trials are suffered at several locations

        	Settings are often along the road, at an inn, forest, or pond

        	They return home with a skill, magical item, or married to a princess

      

      In traveler tales, the main character sets off down the road to seek his fortune. There are two general types: 1. Along the way, he passes a series of character tests which will come back to help him at the end. 2. He learns a trade and is given a magical item from his mentor. These tales often end with marriage to a princess, so there is sometimes a crossover with a royalty tale. A case could also be made to label these sword and sorcery when there is a crossover with a military tale, and you swap out guns for swords.

      For example:

      
        
        The Skillful Huntsman

      

        

      
        A young locksmith sets out into the world looking for work. When it doesn’t go well, he decides he wants to become a huntsman, and he finds someone to teach him. After several years, his mentor gives him an air gun that never misses. The young huntsman then goes off on his own to make his fortune, coming across giants plotting to kidnap a princess.

      

      

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      EXERCISES

      
        
        1. What sub-genre do you want to use for your fairy tale? You can start with the above twelve categories and then expand from there. For example, you can go historical romance (Victorian era, Wild West, 80s, etc.). Or a more modern invention: steampunk traveler tale. What about leaning futurist and create a dystopian military tale or sci-fi humorous adventure? Just keep an eye on what your readers are interested in. Sometimes when you combine too many genres, readers are leery.

        2. What tropes are common to your sub-genre? List as many as you can think of, then choose your favorite three to include in your story. How can you tie these tropes in with the fairy tale tropes? Brainstorm some ideas. (Note: the appendix contains a list of fairy tale tropes to help with brainstorming.)

        3. Do some research to find “comp” titles. These are books that are similar to the one you’re thinking about writing. Find at least three. It’s okay if they’re not exactly the same, but look for similarity in subject matter, tone, and target readership.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            2

          

          
            THERE WAS A… CHARACTER

          

        

      

    

    
      Once upon a time there was a character who lived in a setting and had a problem. Fairy tale magic intervened/interfered and everyone learned a theme.

      

      “There was once on a time a poor man, who could no longer support his only son.”

      

      “There was once a girl who was idle and would not spin, and let her mother say what she would, she could not bring her to it.”

      

      “There were once on a time a king and a queen who lived happily together and had twelve children, but they were all boys.”

      

      A poor man. A son. A girl. A mother. A king and a queen. Twelve brothers. The Grimm stories are about all kinds of people. From peasants to kings. From murderers to priests. Not to mention imaginative creatures like giants, elves, and water nixies.

      In fairy tales, there are few limits on who we can create. Our characters don’t necessarily have to look or act a certain way. A girl can have impossibly long hair, or a man can turn into a lion during the day.

      Grimms' characters have a variety of occupations, physical descriptions, and family situations.

      But these are all external characteristics.

      What attracts readers to care deeply about fairy tale characters is a shared emotional experience. We might not know what it’s like to be locked in a tower from childhood, but we’ve all felt loneliness. We can relate to the hope of looking out through an open window and wondering what’s out there for us. We don’t take the form of a lion during the day, but we know what it feels like to be different from those around us and not quite belong.

      Even though the Grimm stories often lack emotional cues, readers still reach into the circumstances with their own feelings. We imagine what the characters are going through. We instinctively know it’s those deep emotions that cause characters to act. And we wonder what we would do in those circumstances.

      Character is built alongside plot, and your goal is to create a remarkable character, one that is unique, and hopefully beloved by your readers. Easier said than done, but we can learn some lessons from Grimm.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Character Archetype

          

        

      

    

    
      Grimms' fairy tales contain several recurring character archetypes that can give us ideas for our own characters.

      An orphaned girl.

      An evil stepmother.

      A distant and unaware father.

      Be aware of the criticisms surrounding clichés and stereotypes when it comes to overused tropes and archetypes, but don’t get too hung up on them. Write the character you want to write. The same tropes that are hated by some are beloved by others. What some call cliché, others call favorite. Write the characters and plot tropes you and your readers love.

      

      CHARACTER ARC

      Character tropes are also tied to the character arc.

      Notice how a fairy tale character changes from the beginning of the story to the end. Change is central to fairy tales. You’ll see change displayed in reversals of circumstance and fortunes, and also in the protagonist’s character: the weak become strong; the downtrodden become bold, the unloved find love. As you build your characters, give them room to grow. Think in terms of opposites for the greatest reversals.

      For the most part, the Brothers Grimm spend little time developing characters. They set up the characters with quick descriptions, and we don’t get to read much inner dialogue that reveals a character’s thoughts, feelings, and motivations. This gives us modern authors a wonderful opportunity to expand the story. Whenever you see gaps in a fairy tale, you can come along and fill in those gaps in a retelling.

      

      CHARACTER OUTLINE

      Try this outline for creating a character:

      

      Start with a trope/archetype (princess in a tower, unloved stepchild, youngest prince), then build a full-fledged character by adding:

      
        	a history (a past),

        	clear motivations (a want),

        	consequences for their actions (stakes) and

        	strong emotions (heart).

      

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      The Grimm stories offer us a selection of fairy tale character archetypes to study, from evil stepmothers to wayward cooks. Before we move on to specifics, consider these exercises.

      

      EXERCISES

      

      
        
        1. Who are your favorite fairy tale characters? What is it that you like most about them? What are their extremes in circumstances and personalities—potential for reversals?

        2. What fairy tale characters do you NOT like to read about? Why? Can you change this about them and come up with a character you do like?

        3. Which do you prefer: a large cast of characters, or only a few characters? Why?

        4. Of all the fairy tale characters you know, who is the ultimate hero? The ultimate villain? What makes them so?

        5. What do you think about characters that walk on and off the scene and you never see them again? Wonderful mystery or loose end?
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