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For the LGBTQ+ storytellers of the past: may your tales continue to be told.




Introduction

Folklore is all around you. It is hidden in the memes you send to friends on your phone, and the graffiti you find on toilet walls. It is in the ghost stories you whisper beside campfires, and the zany conspiracy theories you read on social media. Folklore is the traditional, informal culture we pick up through word of mouth, gossip and general observations of the world around us. We seldom know who the original creator of a piece of folklore was (or even where and when it came into existence), but somehow, from its very inception, it belongs to us all.

Unlike myths and legends, which usually concern themselves with the deeds of powerful gods and goddesses or kings and queens, folk tales generally focus on people like you and me – the ordinary folk. Even in stories about princes, the hero is usually stripped of their royal title and has to live as ‘one of us’ for a time. Folk tales are our tales.

Folklore also includes the fairy tales we tell one another, sometimes as quietly as a bedtime story, or as loudly as a movie on the big screen. Fairy tales are so captivating that they have become probably the most popular genre of folklore. They add sparkle to ordinary life and, through the power of our imagination, enable us to go on extraordinary adventures, meet magical creatures and accomplish spectacular things.

Some fairy tales date back centuries and have, over their long lifetimes, shape-shifted into many different forms. As merchants, migrants and sailors travelled around the globe, the folk and fairy tales of their home countries and cultures journeyed with them. We ensured the preservation of our fairy tales by passing down these stories from one generation to the next. We were all storytellers.

The term ‘folklore’ was introduced by William John Thoms in 1846 because he feared that our storytelling heritage was being lost. As cities grew during the Industrial Revolution, and the printing press created a world full of books, more and more people were learning to read. This meant they were telling stories – literally speaking them out loud – less often, and some tales were no longer being passed on at all.

Thoms called on people to start writing down the folk tales of the world before they were lost. As a British man, his call went out from London, through Europe and off to the far corners of the British Empire. He was answered by hundreds of people. These self-named ‘folklorists’ were well-meaning, passionate and committed. What they weren’t, unfortunately, was diverse.

The folklorists of the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries were overwhelmingly male, white, able-bodied, rich and, from what we know, cisgender. There were some female folklorists, and some who were working class, people of colour, disabled and whose gender identity or sexuality is unknown, but these examples are rare. Inevitably, the biases and privilege of the majority of folklorists influenced their work.

When collecting stories from different ethnic groups, many folklorists tried to write down the tales exactly as they were told. But this didn’t always work, and some collections included degrading comments about the people from whom they had sourced stories, reflecting the grim reality of nineteenth-century racism.

Growing up in a single-parent family with no siblings, books – particularly fairy tales – were my whole world. But I longed to see myself represented in the stories I loved so much, to discover someone like me in those pages who meets his Prince Charming, or goes on a magical adventure and is rewarded with a happy-ever-after. And so, as an adult, like those who heeded Thoms’s call in 1846, I set off on a quest to find some fairy tales – ones that featured people like me. The result is the anthology you are holding right now.

Scouring folklore collections from around the world, I’ve created a collection of my favourite stories featuring positive portrayals of LGBTQ+ people: stories about love in its many forms, transformation, identity and gender, hope, survival and living life as your true self. At the end of this book you will find an ‘About the Tales’ appendix with information about each tale, their sources and origins, and the reasoning behind any changes I have made, along with suggested reading that might interest you if you want to research them more, or write your own adaptations through your unique lens.

And what of my lens? Well, I’m gay, non-binary, I have a disability, and at the time of writing I live in social housing, so I am writing as a relatively marginalized voice in society. But I’m also white and Western, and I acknowledge my privilege. From the start of this project, I’ve been keen not to repeat the mistakes of the past, and instead seek a way of collecting stories from around the world without being culturally insensitive and appropriative, whilst at the same time expanding our knowledge of, and access to, these ancient, awesome tales. For any mistakes or missteps I have made, forgive me, for I am still learning. My goal has been to enable these stories to be shared, so that young LGBTQ+ people can see themselves represented in ways in which I never saw myself as a child.

In the past, many stories about gender have not treated trans and non-binary people kindly, with preoccupations surrounding our bodies rather than our experiences and our lives. Many fairy tales are problematic in their presentation of LGBTQ+ characters who experience sudden magical gender transformations, or violence and death at the hands of others. However, I have found that many of these tales are also ripe for reclamation and reinterpretation.

Therefore, in adapting the stories, I’ve tried to stick as closely as possible to the original narratives, while updating the tales for contemporary readers through sensitivity to the depiction of different genders and identities and their pronoun choices, and with an emphasis on the overall positive portrayal of LGBTQ+ characters. I have worked with authenticity readers from around the world, whose insight and expertise have immeasurably improved and enriched the stories, as has the work of the wonderful illustrators, many of them from the LGBTQ+ community, all of them sharing a heritage with the culture from which the story they have illustrated has been drawn.

Limits of space have restricted this collection to ten stories, but I hope that, in the future, more collections like this will exist, to preserve and explore our collective LGBTQ+ folklore, offering representation to those whose identities it has not been possible to include here. All of us are unique. How we live our lives, how we feel within our bodies, and how we experience love, varies from one person to the next. Our myriad experiences – of pain, happiness, dysphoria and euphoria – are so deeply personal that at times I have wondered if I should even be attempting to write about any of these things at all.

However, if history tells us one thing, it’s that anyone can be a folklorist – and that includes you. Many folk-tale collections written in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries are now available to view online for free. Who knows what you might find in those pages, the forgotten fairy tales of our past? Re-examine them through your eyes and see if there are more examples of LGBTQ+ characters in those tales that history has overlooked, more representations of disabled characters, or further instances of people of colour, taking the reins of their tales. Maybe the story of your own experience or identity is out there, waiting to be found and shared once more, by you.

Although retellings of classic fairy tales with an LGBTQ+ spin have been popular for some time, traditional folk tales about LGBTQ+ people are not a contemporary invention. They exist in every corner of the globe. And their continued existence is more important than ever in our world right now because they prove something vital – that LGBTQ+ people have not always been vilified by society but celebrated as the heroes, sheroes, theyroes and queeroes of their own stories, since time immemorial.
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A long time ago in the Dahomey Kingdom, many years before the country of Benin was founded, there stood a vast city in the western savannah. Its walls stretched one hundred miles, each brick cast in bronze.

The city was ruled by the young King Dadase, who took the throne when he was just eighteen, upon the death of his father. His days were now filled with public engagements and meetings with his advisors, amidst endless schooling from his strict teachers. His lessons were held in a tower that overlooked the city, and during them Dadase often found himself staring out of the windows into the streets, where boys and girls his own age smiled and joked together. Dadase wished he could join them, just for a day, to have some fun and forget the responsibility he had inherited with his title.

And so one morning Dadase decided to venture out beyond the palace gates in disguise. He had noticed that when the cook came to work he brought with him a beige robe into which he changed to pray. So Dadase removed his fine jewellery and went to the kitchens in search of it.

The cook was outside in the courtyard, busying himself plucking a chicken. Dadase found the robe neatly folded on a shelf, and hurriedly removed his elegant embroidered tunic. Pulling the robe over his head, he stared at his reflection in one of the silver dishes and smiled; he looked no longer like a king but an ordinary man. Bowing his head, and careful not to look the guards in the eye, Dadase quietly left the palace and stepped barefoot into the dusty streets of the world beyond.

He headed to the market, which he had long yearned to visit. Within a labyrinth of alleyways, its traders hawked their treasures. Dadase breathed in the sweet scents of this wondrous place. Laid out before him were pyramids of pineapples and baskets of cashews, yams and corn. An old man roasted chicken on a spit as a queue of customers licked their lips in anticipation of their first bite.

Of course, Dadase was no stranger to the rich and varied flavours of his kingdom. Every evening he dined on the very finest cuts of meat and the freshest vegetables and spices that the cook had gathered for his meal. But he had never set foot in the market himself. As Dadase turned a corner and saw a girl in the market, he immediately fell in love with her.

Many great rulers had brought their daughters to the kingdom in the hope that Dadase would take one of them as his wife. He had met some of the most beautiful women in the world, dressed in the most splendid clothes, their hands and necks heavy with the weight of jewels. And yet the girl in the market, who had no rings on her fingers and not a single thread of silk in her headscarf, had qualities no other possessed: a sparkle in her eyes, a smile that illuminated the shady corner in which she sat and a laugh that made him laugh too … for the first time in forever.

The girl, the same age as Dadase, sat upon a step, her legs crossed in front of her as she called to passers-by to sample her grandmother’s delicious peanut sauce. After just a spoonful, her customers eagerly bought jars to take home with them.
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As Dadase turned a corner and saw a girl in the market, he immediately fell in love with her.
Dadase approached the girl and placed some gold coins at her feet, offering to buy every single jar she had brought to market. The girl beamed, delighted by such a display of generosity. As she carefully placed the jars in a cotton sack and handed them to him, Dadase became overwhelmed with emotion and could not help but declare his love.

‘I am your king, but today I stand before you as an ordinary man,’ said Dadase, taking the girl’s hands in his. ‘And, upon finding you, I do not wish to let you go. Do me the honour of becoming my bride, and return with me to the palace so I might look upon your face every day.’

The crowd gasped. No one could have imagined that their king would walk amongst them. And no one could have foreseen that of all the girls in the market he might fall in love with this one in particular. The other traders, who had seen the girl come to market with her grandmother for many years, knew her history. They could remember the day she was born, and how her father had excitedly told everyone that his family had welcomed a son. They knew the name she was first given, though few were so disrespectful as to call her by it now.

Dausi was shocked by the young king’s proposal too. Dadase was extremely handsome, even dressed in a simple robe, and his honest declaration of love had moved her deeply. Staring into his longing eyes, she had not the heart to reject his offer, nor the wish to – for she knew that she loved him too.

However, Dausi wanted to be sure that the king would love her despite her past, and so she asked him to sit with her, and told him her story. As her tale drew to a close, she looked away, scared to meet his gaze in case he should reject her.

But Dadase simply repeated his question.

‘Will you marry me?’

‘Yes,’ said Dausi, beaming.

And, with that, Dadase and the poor girl from the market walked back to the palace. Dausi looked down at her hand, which the king held so tightly, and felt a great wave of happiness flood her body, from her fingertips to the depths of her heart.

***

During her first few weeks in the palace, every day seemed like a dream. So smitten was Dadase that he showered Dausi with gifts and affection. The king insisted his tailors be at Dausi’s disposal whenever she wished, and each day she rose excited to discover a beautiful new dress folded neatly on her bed to wear. There were women who braided her hair, and in their company, as they shared their stories, Dausi felt a sense of sisterhood unlike any she’d known before.

However, when Dausi had agreed to marry the king, she had not fully considered how the act would change her life. For not only would she become his bride but she’d become the kingdom’s queen. Although the thought of such a thing filled her with pride, she also worried that there might be some who would not accept her taking this title.

Dausi’s concerns were sadly founded in truth. Some in the palace had noticed that Dausi was distracting Dadase from his duties as king. One of them was Aluba, an ambitious woman who had long yearned to be Dadase’s bride herself. Her mother had served as an advisor to Dadase’s father, and her grandmother to his grandfather. She had noticed that Dadase had paid less attention to her advice since Dausi had arrived at the palace, and she was very jealous.

One of the things Aluba loved most was gossip, and she liked nothing more than to help a rumour take flight. So when she learned that some in the palace were whispering secrets about Dausi and her past, Aluba saw an opportunity to regain her influence over the king.

‘Get out of my way!’ she yelled at a young maid, pushing past her in her haste to reach the king’s chambers. Aluba couldn’t wait to tell the king and his courtiers about Dausi’s secret past. She believed that Dadase’s favour would fall once more upon her, and she would be rewarded handsomely for helping to expel a traitor from his inner circle.

Aluba found the king sat upon his throne reading, and hurried to his side.

‘Dausi is a man!’ she exclaimed.

But Dadase looked upon her with disdain, annoyed that Aluba had interrupted his peace.

‘Aluba, you have been in my life for longer than I can remember,’ said the king, ‘but you cannot remain by my side if you say such venomous things.’

‘But I speak the truth!’ said Aluba, desperate that the king believed her.

‘The only truth is that Dausi is a woman,’ said the king. ‘We have no secrets between us, and she has told me her story. A story which is not yours, only hers, to share.’

Aluba left the room. She returned to her quarters and wept, and after some time rage took hold of her soul. As the stars passed overhead, she stared at the ceiling, plotting ways to stop Dausi from being crowned queen, until eventually she landed on a plan to drive her away forever.

The next day, Aluba visited Dausi early with an offering of flowers.

‘Today the women go to the spring to make offerings to the
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