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Introduction
Spinning Straw into Gold

“What’s your favorite fairy tale?” I like to ask friends and acquaintances.

Most women answer “Cinderella” without thinking, while men pause, look bemused, say, “I can’t remember any. Would ‘Peter Pan’ count?”

After a few minutes of reflection, however, most people dredge up some images that come to the surface charged with significance, even if the plot line has been forgotten. The choice (which may not turn out to be “Cinderella,” after all) gives a glimpse into the speaker’s soul, even if its relevance remains hidden. So many images fill the classic fairy tales that they are bound to hold a dozen different shades of meaning for a dozen readers, which makes interpreting a fairy tale for somebody else as tempting and risky as disentangling his or her dream.

“Rumpelstiltskin,” one woman said to me, an uncommon answer. “We were poor, so I didn’t have many toys when I was little, and I thought how wonderful it would be to take a bag of straw and spin it into gold so I could buy all the toys I wanted.”

“Rumpelstiltskin,” said another woman, younger. “I saw myself as the heroine who was threatened with death if she didn’t spin straw into gold, and so she promised a dwarf that if he would spin the straw for her she would give him her firstborn child. That’s my secret fear—my feeling that my baby isn’t really mine. I didn’t make him, I may not deserve him, and he may not be mine to keep. Someday I may have to ransom him from fate.”

“The dwarf, not the Queen, is the pivot of the story,” a male psychiatrist said. “His feeling that his name, which is his identity, must be kept secret, or else he’ll be revealed to the world as the hunchbacked, shriveled, ridiculous creature he knows himself to be. And if that happens, he’ll disappear.”

THIS IS A BOOK ABOUT WOMEN, specifically about fairy tales and the way they illuminate the metamorphoses at each stage of a woman’s life: those shifts in consciousness as well as biology that propel women from one level of being to another. We are born to be changed, the stories tell us; we are always on the move from one transformation to the next, whether we want to be transformed or not.

In folklore, there are a few male Cinderella figures (“The Ugly Duckling”) and male Sleeping Beauties, but in general the hero, bent on conquests, wants nothing so much as to remain himself once he reaches adulthood, simply growing more powerful and widely known. The heroine, on the other hand, is a shape-shifter, living a life of transformation in a body that passes through inevitable metamorphoses. A teenage girl longs for curves in order to be seen as a fertile maiden. A fertile maiden wants to become a lover or wife. (She may change her partner later on, but not the step she has taken, which has carried her from one level of existence to another.) A wife wants the big belly that carries her future child. A new mother expects her breasts to become fountains of milk. But the crone, past her child-feeding years, becomes flat and barren as a prepubescent girl again.

Maybe this is why the witch builds a gingerbread house in the woods, to feed her flesh on the vigor of two hungry children so that she can start her cycle all over again.

WHAT, THEN, IS TRANSFORMATION? All we know for sure is that it’s a process that can’t be stopped or reversed once it has started. It’s a constant transit from the known to the unknown, including death as well as birth. In everyday life, we rely on the pleasingly deceptive fantasy that we will always be whatever we are now, while fairy tales strip away this illusion, or narcotic, and point us toward the underlying truth. To be fully alive and aware of our human fate, we must do our best to wake up to the transformations—which mean the transience—of our lives.

But one thing transformation is not: It’s not a magic wand that turns a poor girl’s rags to riches. That particular trick can be done by winning the state lottery, which is good luck indeed, but only external. True transformation, which is never reversible, happens internally and involves pain—it involves rising (or falling) from one level of consciousness to the next, gaining a new sense of where we are in our lives and what must come next.

In the German version of the Cinderella story, for instance, the kitchen drudge can have anything she wants from the gift-giving tree that grows on top of her mother’s grave, but she doesn’t think to ask for a golden gown until her haughty stepsisters leave for the ball. But why not, when she was never meant to be a kitchen maid in the first place? She was, and is, the heir to her father’s house; her stepsisters are only intruders.

Transformation takes place only when Cinderella sheds her perception of herself as an Ash Girl along with her rags, and this is the moment of change: not when a man kneels down to fit the slipper onto her foot, but when she recognizes that she has turned into the princess she was always meant to be. Her new approval of herself—which every woman must develop if men are to share her confidence in her desirability—makes the rest of the night possible.

What we think of as magic, as Iona and Peter Opie point out in their book The Classic Fairy Tales, is simply this ability to bring to term what was latent in our nature from the beginning, to recognize what was always there even though we couldn’t see it, perhaps because the people around us didn’t want us to see it.

Wicked or foolish females, by contrast, are those who fail to develop, so that their consciousness does not match their current stage of life: Snow White’s stepmother can’t bear to see that time has moved on. Her daughter has grown more beautiful than she is, while she herself has aged. The witch in “Rapunzel” can’t acknowledge that the heroine should be released from the tower, now that she has outgrown it. The proof of how much time has passed is that her hair reaches the ground.

In real life, all of us know Sleeping Beauties who fall asleep during puberty and fail to wake up until they find themselves married to the wrong man. We know grown women (my mother was one of them) who spend their entire lives thinking of themselves as girls—in fact, as persecuted girls like Cinderella, forced to sit forever in the ashes and do the dirty work while the undeservedly happy women around them pass their time by going to balls.

Fairy tales tell us that a day comes when we are due to wake up to a new reality, come to life again transformed, echoing Snow White as we exclaim, “Oh, heavens, where am I?” with a sense of wonder at how far we’ve come, along with a twinge of nostalgia for the person we used to call “me” but for whom we no longer have a name. This is why several stories in this book deal with protagonists who fall asleep in the middle of their adventure, or die a short-term death and cannot wake up until their inner transformation is complete. When they open their eyes, they find a Prince hovering over them, which makes us think at first that the Prince’s presence, or kiss, has saved them, but it’s also possible that after their new consciousness has fully ripened, the time comes around for them to live with a higher sense of self, and so the Prince appears.

THERE IS, or there used to be, a misconception among women that fairy-tale heroines are pretty but helpless victims who do nothing but wait to be rescued by heroes. “Look at Cinderella,” the critics say. But if Cinderella is supposed to be a passive heroine, longing to escape from her abusive home, why did she run away from the Prince three nights in a row after dancing with him at the ball?

Fairy tales are female lore by and large, handed down by women from one generation to the next, so they tend to show heroines wide open to receiving and transmitting magic, or taking vigorous action. In these stories, sisters rescue brothers far more often than brothers save sisters. Daughters rescue fathers or lovers rather than the reverse:

Beauty goes into the Beast’s castle, prepared to sacrifice her life in order to save her father. Her father is saved, but she survives and transforms the Beast as well as herself, turning the monster into a princely husband.

Hansel may be the one who scatters bread crumbs to mark the way home from the forest (men are usually pathfinders), but it’s Gretel who saves her brother’s life by pushing the witch into her own oven.

Gerda goes off in heroic pursuit of her playmate Kay in Hans Christian Andersen’s story “The Snow Queen,” just as Meg Murry sets off to find her brother and father in Madeleine L’Engle’s A Wrinkle in Time. Psyche descends to the Underworld to win back her lover, Cupid.

Rather than maintaining a fixed form, fairy tales change from one country, century, or social group to another. The more patriarchal and stratified the society, the more clearly the heroine is expected to rely on the hero to save her. In a fairy tale written for the French court at the end of the seventeenth century, Bluebeard’s last wife can do nothing but pray that her brothers will gallop down the road to rescue her before her murderous husband chops off her head. But in “Fitcher’s Bird,” a more archaic version of the same plot, the country-bred heroine disposes of the tyrant and his whole family with poetically ghoulish touches.

The most patriarchal of all tale-tellers is Walt Disney, the chief mythographer of our time, whose fairy-tale films are so popular that they have practically obliterated their sources. With him, the focus of the story shifts from the heroine’s transformation to the hero’s courage, as hero and witch do battle for possession of the girl. Romance takes over. The girl’s best hope for survival is that “Some day my Prince will come.”

BEGIN LOW AND END HIGH is the usual path for fairy tales. “Rumpelstiltskin,” from the brothers Grimm, begins with a poor miller who possesses a single treasure, a daughter who is as beautiful as the morning and as clever as she is beautiful. So proud is the miller of this girl that when he meets the King one day he cannot stop himself from boasting that his daughter can spin straw into gold.

Her supposed talent excites the interest of the King, who is exceedingly fond of money, so he orders the girl brought to the palace the next day. When she arrives, he shows her into a room containing bushels of straw and a spinning wheel, and tells her the straw must be spun into gold before morning if she values her life. After that he leaves the room, locking the door behind him.

What can the girl do but weep? Her father’s boasts are no fault of hers but they will cost both of them her life. As she weeps, the door opens—never mind the fact that it’s locked—and in hobbles a rickety dwarf who looks the situation over and asks, “What will you give me if I spin this straw into gold?”

“My necklace,” the girl answers. The little man sits down at the wheel, which whirs merrily until the straw is spun.

The next morning, when the King sees what he sees, he becomes even greedier, and so he orders a larger heap of straw to be laid at the feet of the miller’s daughter. Again the dwarf appears and asks why she weeps and what she will pay him to perform her task. This time she takes the ring from her finger and gives it to him.

By the third day, the King is beside himself with delight. He installs the miller’s daughter in a bigger room filled with straw, and announces that if she succeeds only once more she will become his Queen, but if she fails her head will be chopped off.

The dwarf returns as soon as she is alone. “But I have nothing left to give you,” the poor girl says amidst her tears. “Then promise me your firstborn child when you become Queen,” the manikin proposes. What choice does she have? If she’s beheaded the next day she will never bear a child, nor will she sit on a throne.

The wheel whirs, the gold is spun, the room is filled with it by morning, and the miller’s daughter is crowned Queen. Not long afterward, another more remarkable transformation is under way—a female feat that requires nine months instead of a few hours of turning a wheel and results in treasure of another sort. At the end of that time, the Queen gives birth to a baby.

In her joy, the new mother forgets her promise, but the dwarf soon shows up to remind her. She offers him all the riches of the kingdom in exchange for her child; she salts her pleas with tears bitterer than those she shed when she thought she would lose her head. At last the dwarf relents. “I will give you three days’ grace,” he says. “If, during that time, you can tell me my name, you shall keep the child.”

On the first of the dark nights after the dwarf’s challenge, the Queen lies awake making a list of all the names she knows, which she rattles off to her visitor in the morning. “Caspar, Melchior, Balthazar,” she says, along with hundreds of more likely guesses, but none proves to be the answer. On the second day, she reels off the most far-fetched nicknames she can think of—Spindleshanks, Sourpickle, Stoopnagle, and so forth. “No,” says the dwarf. “No, no, and again most assuredly no.”

Meanwhile, the Queen’s personal messengers are scouring the kingdom for names that no one in the palace has ever heard.

On the third day, just before the dwarf’s hour, one of the messengers returns and reports that as he was roaming through the forest “where the fox and the hare bid each other good night,” he saw a fire burning in front of a hut, and a little man dancing around it as he sang:


“The first day I brew, the second I bake,

The third day the young Queen’s child I’ll take.

She’ll never learn from her guessing game

That Rumpelstiltskin is my name.”



The Queen manages to contain herself while she confronts the dwarf. “Is your name Tom?” she asks. “No.” “Then it must be Dick. No, it’s not Dick? Then how about Harry?” “No, no.” “Then perhaps it’s Rumpelstiltskin?”

“The devil told you that!” the little man shrieks, and stamps so hard in his fury that his whole leg is driven into the ground, right up to his crotch.

The Queen has beaten him. With the preternatural alertness of a new parent, she has sent her wits, her intuition (which the story embodies as messengers), out to pry the lifesaving secret from the forest. As soon as she is mature enough to be a mother (which in fairy tales is another word for queen), her consciousness deepens. She takes possession of her life and her child.

As for the dwarf, in his frenzy to pull his leg loose he tears himself in two, which is the last that anyone hears of him.

THE MESSAGE WE ARE left with is the message of all fairy tales and, in fact, all religions: When we are locked in a room alone with a spinning wheel and nothing more promising than straw to work with; when we cannot try any harder or work more skillfully at our present paltry level of being (in fact, our efforts may be what’s balking us if we think we can force something new into existence); when life seems to hold no promise for tomorrow but loss or death; a locked door—inside us, or out—opens by itself. A curious-looking little man hobbles in and sits down at the wheel to summon what we lack out of the dross that lies under our feet, beneath notice. Straw is transformed into gold again. We grow closer to what we hoped to be.

SO HERE WE HAVE IT: two different kinds of transformation at work. The dwarf’s magic exists outside the known world in a land where the fox and the hare bid each other good night. His mastery of the spinning wheel is as aberrational as those courteous farewells between predator and prey, since women, not men, are supposed to be spinners. He blurs the line between sexes as thoroughly as the line between species. He blurs the distinction between good and evil, since he saves the heroine’s life and yet threatens to kidnap her child. He transforms more than straw. As one of the few fairy godfathers on record (for which he gets no thanks), he turns the maiden into a Queen and the wife into a true mother, while at the same time he is possessed, like all demons, by the lust to capture a human soul.

The Queen’s magic, on the other hand, is female and human. Sitting alone, locked in the middle of her marriage with nothing but the most ordinary material at hand, she does what every woman does, or attempts to do. She spins a child, though not without the help of a masculine spirit.

Spinning is a metaphor for transformation, and transformation is woman’s work. The woman of the house spins flax or wool into yarn, which she makes into clothes; then turns old clothes into rags, rags into quilts or rugs, and quilts or rugs into art. She turns, or used to turn, grain into flour and flour into bread, which becomes part of her family’s flesh. In her highest moments, like the Queen, she transforms a drop of protoplasm into a new human being in the heated oven that is her womb; turns the food that she herself eats into milk that flows from her breasts; and transforms the wild creatures she gives birth to into more or less civilized members of society.

In her minor moments she nags, which is the means toward a lower form of transformation. Anyone or anything close to her, from a living room to a lover, she has to trim into better shape. If she stops nagging, that can be a danger signal, implying that she no longer cares enough for those around her, at least not in the way she used to, or else they have grown beyond her reach.

Since woman’s magic is a metaphor for natural growth, fairy tales about heroines differ intrinsically from those about heroes. In stories, a hero has a single choice—conquer or die—but a heroine has no choice at all. She has to survive, that’s nature’s mandate for her, survive and reproduce, at least until her child-rearing years are over. To do that, she transforms herself into whatever the moment demands.

The heroine changes from seal maiden or mermaid to human being, shedding her skin to reveal her legs and the package that lies between them. She goes to sleep as an adolescent girl and awakens as an ardent woman when the right man or moment arrives. If she can’t escape from an unbearable situation, she metamorphoses downward instead of up, like Daphne, who turns into a tree when pursued by the god Apollo, who is intent on raping her.

Or she slips in and out of clothes instead of skins. “Cinderella” is a story no more than six pages long in which the heroine changes her clothes nine times, each time an outer manifestation of what’s going on inside her. In fairy tales as in life, a change of clothing or house is never trivial. It’s an external sign of transformation, which is one of the chief themes of this work.
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THIS BOOK CONCENTRATES ON the classic European fairy tales and a couple of well-known myths (I have added some details of my own invention), along with novels and movies that are reworkings of the same themes. Jane Eyre, The African Queen, Gone with the Wind, Lady Chatterley’s Lover, A Little Princess, My Fair Lady, Pretty Woman, owe at least part of their popularity to the fact that they re-state transformations found in ancient tales and make them relevant to our lives today.

Familiarity is a large part of the usefulness of these tales. They can be considered the dreams we dream in common, altering from one era or country or individual to the next, even reversing their message (nowadays the Beast is regarded as a seductive outcast instead of a monster), but keeping intact the images that haunt us.

For years, my own favorite story was the Greek myth of Persephone and her mother, Demeter. I thought this was because I was fascinated by the mysteries of the dead and by Queen Persephone, who ruled over them. Then one day, when my mother was old and sick and bitter, and I was telling her this myth to pass the time, I realized that wasn’t the reason for my preference at all. I was captivated by the story of a mother goddess so in love with her daughter that she defied the gods and made the whole world suffer for her loss when Persephone was stolen from her. It was more than I thought my mother would do for me.

I look back at this myth now for a different reason: After Persephone was released from the Underworld, something happened to transform her mother, Demeter. Something unexpected had better happen to a mother after her daughter marries and settles down or else she withers, and I, for one, need to find out more about this late blooming. I don’t know these stories as well as they know me, I’ve discovered.

Now that I think about it, Persephone was never lost, except to her mother’s sight. She had moved on to another level, and her mother had to do the same. Only if we remain conscious of the transformations we’ve gone through so far can we learn to forgive our younger selves, or our family, or the gods for what we failed to understand years ago when our vision was more focused but also more limited than it is today. “Just like mother” is a phrase that changes meaning as we age.

THE THREE SECTIONS of this book correspond to three stages in a woman’s life, three transformations in body, psyche, and role: Maiden, Matron, and Crone. In the past, we used to think of these phases as Single, Married, and Widow, but our lives are no longer so sharply divided into segments now that we have single mothers by the millions; unwed couples who live together for years; unmarried career women who would scarcely call themselves “maidens”; divorcées who are as avid to go to the royal ball as Cinderella ever was; and grandmothers who take on the role of mothers in order to care for their grandchildren.

Despite the blurred boundaries, the categories still speak to us about the problems encountered at each stage:

Part One, Maiden, deals with the transformation from puberty to maturity during the years before marriage.

Part Two, Matron, spans a woman’s years as wife and mother, when she herself has been transformed into a transformer.

In Part Three, the Crone survives alone, often after her husband has died or disappeared and her children have left home.

Maiden, Matron, Crone. In many parts of the ancient world, the Goddess was seen in three forms: as a nubile virgin, a fertile mother, and an old woman—in other words as the creator, nourisher, and destroyer of life on earth. The beginning, middle, and end.

In apparent accord with women’s lives, the moon moves through cycles that seem to be images of transformation in a higher sphere, a monthly calendar of change. The crescent moon, barely visible at first, grows more luminous every night. The full moon draws the waters below it with maximum force, bringing in nutrients from the deep twice a day. The waning moon is gradually swallowed by shadow.

And after the waning come those dark nights which, oddly enough, we call “new moon,” as if acknowledging that every ending is also a beginning.


[image: ]

 

[image: ]

In the first section of this book, the heroine faces her primary task: She must separate from her parents and home. Of course, a hero must also leave home before his adventures can begin, which seems natural to us, but the young woman has a purpose that is hidden even from her. She leaves one home only to find or found another.

This is what distinguishes a child from a marriageable maiden as definitively as sexual maturity—this break with the family, which remains difficult even in modern times, when single women are no longer expected to live with their parents. While the heroine may lay the blame for the separation on her murderous stepmother (“Snow White”), or on her loyal need to serve her father (“Beauty and the Beast”), her body is what forces her to leave childhood behind, as her body will dictate so many of the passages of her story.

Whether a woman recognizes her motive or not, the goal of romance may not be marriage so much as motherhood, which requires shelter for her unborn children. The Prince may be chiefly a means to that end.

The maiden’s story isn’t a simple trajectory from virginity to marriage, however. When assaulted by sexual knowledge for the first time, a girl plunges into a period of blackness, which is required in order to let her emotions catch up with her body.

Sleeping Beauty sleeps. Cinderella waits, and while she waits she works her way through the darkness of depression. Snow White both works and sleeps before she is ready to open her eyes and find a Prince leaning over her. Beauty leaves the Beast to visit her ailing father, promising to return in a week, but once she is back in her childhood home she falls into a mindless trance that makes her forget her promise.

In most of the stories, although the girl never suspects the truth, it’s Nature as the Terrible Mother, taking the form of wicked stepmother, witch, or thirteenth fairy, who is the agent of growth, propelling the girl out of maidenhood and forward into sexuality, which is something the Good Mother—who wants her child to remain a child forever—could never do.


CHAPTER 1
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Snow White:
Breaking Away from Mother

The youngest heroine in this book, at least the youngest emotionally, is a girl who hasn’t yet completed her first transformation of consciousness: puberty, which eventually produces an independent sexual woman from a dependent child. Snow White’s body has begun to change by the time her story is under way—we know this from the violence of her stepmother’s reactions to her beauty—but her self-awareness hasn’t taken into account the biological upheaval starting to take place inside her.

Adolescence involves a break with the past, as well as a thrust toward the future. Without any choice, either too soon or too late to suit her, a girl loses the flat, lean body that she took for granted and finds that she has become a sexual creature, obscurely desired or threatened from all sides. At this stage, she must learn to see herself as separate from her background, her parents, and her home, with as few recriminations as possible toward those who made her what she is at present. She must picture a future different from the present, taking place against a background that she can’t visualize, in which she will answer to another name. Possibility opens up in front of her, dazzling her with its prospects, but at the same time she finds herself stripped of the protection she has taken for granted until now. Liberation is always a loss as well as a gain.

HOW, AND WHEN, do women get to know themselves as self-willed sexual beings, distinct from their families? By looking in a mirror, especially during adolescence, which is not at all the way a boy learns to know himself. Teenage girls peer into mirrors all day long to find out how others see them, what impact they’re going to have on the world around them, what can be improved or projected better or awaited, and what can only be deplored—critiques in the mirror’s voice that change from hour to hour. (“Flat,” says the mirror. “Still flat. You’ll never get a man, not with those goose bumps you call breasts. Why don’t you rethink your hair? Some streaks—that might be good. Or a French braid. And don’t stand like a Girl Scout at flag-raising. You want to smolder.… That’s better. You know what? You’ve got potential, girl. Your day is coming.”)

This isn’t the time-wasting obsession that adults think it is. Like it or not, an adolescent girl recognizes that she’s an object as well as a subject, a soul encased in a carcass that’s the material she was given to work with in order to attract a mate and advance nature’s program of making a mother of her.

At any age, can a woman stand in front of a mirror for more than thirty seconds and acknowledge herself simply as an object in space, without correcting her appearance in some way—running her fingers through her hair or wiping the corners of her lips—while making some silent comment about her looks, more often than not unfavorable?

In short, looks matter. We can manage to be more than the body, but there’s no way we can be less.

“SNOW WHITE” IS A STORY about looks, looking and being looked at, a glittery tale of a window, a snowfall, a mirror, and a coffin made of glass. The females in it are a good mother who looks out the window at a fresh snowfall, a bad mother who looks only at her own reflection in the mirror, and a daughter who lies still as death and is looked at. But any story that deals with looks and looking is necessarily a story about time, which is a force that defeats beauty.

A girl named Snow White lives with her stepmother, a Queen obsessed with her own appearance, who possesses a magic mirror. But in a palace ruled by this mirror’s pronouncements as to who is the most beautiful in the land, how is it that the heroine has no mirror of her own, or, if she has one, lacks the heart to use it? Who has convinced her that her looks aren’t worth bothering about, since no one will pay attention to her anyway? While the Queen glories in her superiority, her stepdaughter, who is just coming into her own beauty, has no idea what she looks like, none of the usual self-consciousness of adolescence, which is how we know that she hasn’t yet gone through the turmoil that is about to engulf her.

A CHILD’S FIRST MIRROR is her mother’s eyes, which determine what reflections she’ll see for the rest of her life. If a mother admires her daughter—let’s say the girl is eleven or twelve years old and prepubescent—the girl learns to use an actual mirror as a tool for self-study. (I didn’t say if the mother “loves her daughter,” since we don’t know how to recognize love in its many guises. “Admires” is the operative word here.) She does this because of the confidence her mother pours into her.

Snow White, on the other hand, has no picture of her future as a sexual creature when we first meet her. Except for the Queen, she’s the only female in the palace; there are no siblings or friends, no other images of womanhood in front of her. Her stepmother is what it means to be female; her stepmother is Queen, but the girl is nothing like her stepmother and, what’s more, never will be, which means that there must be something the matter with her. The longer she scrutinizes the older woman, the more of an outcast she feels in a woman’s world, scrutiny being the female equivalent of male sparring as a way for two people of the same gender to gauge each other’s strength.

But there are sexually mature girls, there are even grown women, who don’t acquire their own mirrors because, for one reason or another, their vision has been blinkered by their mothers and they can’t bear to come face-to-face with their unaccepted and unacceptable selves.

“I was around fourteen—maybe fifteen—when my mother paid one of her rare visits to the house where I was being brought up by my grandmother,” said a friend of mine who is now the mother of three children. “I was coming out of the shower when she walked into the bathroom and saw me naked for the first time in six months. Maybe more. From her look of shock, I understood what she was seeing: my developing breasts, nipples that had grown darker and slightly puffy, pubic hair, rounded hips and belly. She left in a hurry and shut the door. I looked in the bathroom mirror, which had been there all along, of course, but I didn’t see beauty reflected back at me. I saw danger. I loathed the body that was causing this separation between us. From that time on, I did my best to make myself disappear: anorexia, hair hanging over my face, baggy T-shirts to hide those breasts. All the sad disguises. Not until I was in the delivery room years later, giving birth to my first child, did I understand the power and beauty of a woman’s body.”

LIKE MANY OF THE BEST-LOVED TALES, the Grimms’ story of Snow White starts with a wish.

On a day in the middle of winter, a Queen sits beside her window, watching a snowstorm while she sews. Suddenly her needle slips, she pricks her finger, and three drops of blood fall upon the snow: always three, the magic number. The red drops look pretty on the snow, and she thinks to herself, “Would that I had a child as white as snow, as red as blood, and as black as the ebony window frame.”

White, red, black. Seeing nothing but snow in front of her, the original Queen, who is the Good Mother, has summoned the ancient trinity of colors to compose a wish-child. Together they form a series, putting us on notice in the opening sentences that this will be a magical story in which each color, in turn, will determine a stage in the life of the child created by the wish. The heroine, who will be more luscious than blood on snow—life on top of death—will move through three phases of life to reach a fourth stage her mother has never dreamed of—gold—while, at the same time, her future stepmother, who cannot stage-manage her own colors, will be nudged against her will from red into black.

At the moment when the Queen makes her wish, the earth sleeps beneath the falling snow, pure but barren, and awaits its reawakening the way Snow White will sleep in her glass coffin later on, and so the first color to appear on the scene has to be the heroine’s name: Snow White.

White is innocence, virginity, purity, light without heat, a window into the future, but white by itself is sterile. Something more than snow is required to produce life.

The child must also be as red as the drops of blood that flow from her mother’s finger. The Queen has felt a prick, just as Sleeping Beauty will be pricked by a spindle. “Prick” is a word we still use for penis; in street language, an upraised middle finger is understood as a sexual act. The Queen’s blood is the same as menstrual blood, so common that the loss is scarcely noticed, even though it signals life’s capacity to regenerate itself. But it’s also the blood that flows from a ruptured hymen when a woman loses her virginity and conceives a child, which is what has happened to the Queen here.

Blood is red, the womb is red, the vulva is red, especially when stimulated. Paleolithic cliff tombs were painted red, to show that the earth, the body of the goddess, is the womb of life as well as its tomb. Above all, sex is red, as in Eve’s apple, a virgin’s “cherry,” Persephone’s pomegranate or the Devil’s cloak, the red-light district, red shoes, red satin boxes shaped like hearts and filled with candies to be licked on Valentine’s Day, or a Scarlet letter A for adultery, embroidered in gold on a Puritan gown.

White and red together make a child’s story, as in “Snow White and Rose Red,” but a crucial element is lacking: the perspective of time. The Queen’s child must also be black as the window frame (black as a raven’s wing in other versions), a strange condition to insist on before birth, since black is the color of unconsciousness and death. Put together, the three colors paint a picture of time and growth, the phases of the moon as crescent, full, and waning, which correspond to the ancient goddess in her triple phases as Maiden, Matron, Crone.

These colors are on the earthly level, however, leading to the fourth and final color: gold. In “Snow White,” the golden element is hidden until the story is nearly over.

But fairy tales are no simpler than real life. The heroine can’t move directly from white to red, from childhood to sexuality, without passing through a period of blackness, which in the first three stories in this book—“Snow White,” “Cinderella,” and “Sleeping Beauty”—takes the form of either work or sleep.

Cinderella works while living among the ashes. Sleeping Beauty sleeps. Snow White does both, as she moves from her mother’s palace through the dwarfs’ cottage and into a coffin before finding a home of her own. In each case, an interval of darkness shrouds the heroine while she goes through her transformation from one plane of existence to the next.

This may be why we remember certain patches of childhood and adolescence vividly, and others not at all. Or why we remember ourselves at school—a junior-high actress starring in the school play, a girl in the cafeteria gossiping with friends, a success on the hockey field—but not as bodies at home. What we can’t remember happened during the dark spells, when we couldn’t bear to look at ourselves yet.

SCARCELY IS SNOW WHITE BORN than her good mother, who longed to have a child, dies, leaving a vacancy for a stepmother to fill.

This is the basic mother fantasy for both girls and boys. In the beginning, the child is inside the mother’s belly, and then on the mother’s breast. But a time comes when Mother witholds her breast, ignores her child’s cries of distress, and lavishes her attention on a sibling who must be her own flesh and blood while the hero or heroine is treated like a stepchild. (In modern times, the telephone is the most hated sibling of all.) To the child’s dismay, Mother turns out to have moods and priorities of her own.

As child psychologist Bruno Bettelheim pointed out a century and a half after the Grimms’ fairy tales were written, it is unbearable for a child to think that Mother can be indifferent to his needs, angry, punitive, threatening—can even want to be rid of him for a while—so he concludes that the heartless female must be an intruder who has taken the place of his good, kind mother while he wasn’t looking. She must be a stepmother, witch, ogress, or wolf who will be replaced when his good mother reappears on the scene.

The brothers Grimm, who started their work as scholars bent on unearthing the roots of their Germanic culture, unconsciously colluded in this fantasy of the split mother. When they realized that the first editions of their Nursery and Household Tales were being sold not only to their fellow folklore scholars as planned, but primarily to newly prosperous middle-class parents who wanted stories to read to their children at bedtime, they censored their language. In the original edition of this story, printed in 1812, Snow White is persecuted by a woman identified as her mother, but by 1819 the Grimms quailed at suggesting that a biological mother could want her child killed, and so her status was changed to that of stepmother, the jealous Queen who may also be a witch but should never be called “Mother” again.

A truth is hidden here: Every woman knows that her child is miraculously her own, flesh of her flesh, and yet not her own at all, not built to prenatal specifications, a newcomer in the family with perfections and capacities that she would never have dreamed of, but also with quirks of its own along with an inconvenient will, as if it were a foundling. (“How could she possibly behave like that? There was none of that in my family.”) From hour to hour, the mother changes the face she shows to her family, like those Red Riding Hood dolls, now out of fashion, in which the top half showed kindly Grandmother, but when the doll was turned upside down the skirt fell away to reveal the head of the wolf.

EVERY MORNING, Snow White’s stepmother, who is indeed beautiful, inspects herself in her magic mirror and demands to know if she is still the fairest in the land.

“Slave!” is the first word she utters in the Walt Disney movie as she sweeps up the stairs toward her mirror, cloaked in black and crowned, with a hood covering her head so that not a hair can be seen: invisible hair is the sign of repressed sexuality. Burning like dry ice with self-regard and scorn, she commands the genie in the glass to speak:


“Magic Mirror on the wall,

Who is the fairest one of all?”



The mirror tells her what she wants to hear, which means that there’s no trouble between stepmother and stepdaughter for the time being.

But a day comes when the mirror delivers the answer that its owner must have been dreading for a long time:


“Thou art fairer than all who are here, Lady Queen.


But more beautiful still is Snow White, as I ween.”



At that, the Queen “turned yellow and green with envy … her heart heaved in her breast, she hated the girl so much” for this act of domestic treason. Snow White’s new beauty implies that there will soon be two menstruating females in the palace, a prospect that the older woman can’t tolerate.

“Huntsman!” she calls, preparing for a preemptive strike. She cannot bear to look at this girl who is trying to push her from red toward black before her time. The huntsman must take the child out into the forest among the wildflowers and kill her. “Bring me back her lungs and liver as a token,” the Queen commands him. She wants them, but not as a token. She wants to eat them, for this Queen is not only a self-centered stepmother but a cannibal witch as well.

And yet she is more fundamental than that; she is a force darker and more inevitable than any human classification. Beyond the level of a gingerbread-house witch, she is the Terrible Mother herself, the black side of nature kept hidden from our daytime consciousness, who spawns the earth’s children and is responsible for keeping them coming, only to swallow them back into her belly again.

Or, looking at nature in a more favorable light, she is the force that pushes the pubertal girl out of her snug childhood home and into the trackless forest, where she will either die or find a mate and reproduce—nature doesn’t much care which, so long as the species survives.

How old must a heroine be, then, to arouse the attention of the mother?

According to the brothers Grimm, Snow White is seven years old, but we can disregard this as sexual whitewash. Her stepmother’s intuition is right on target. She must be on the verge of puberty, which is the way Walt Disney presents her in the movie Snow White and the Seven Dwarfs: She wears a high collar to indicate her royal birth, but puffed sleeves and a hair ribbon to show that she—and her stepmother—have kept her mind as virginal as a field dormant beneath a cover of snow.

In Europe, during the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, the average age at menarche, the first menstrual period, was sixteen, though it was often eighteen or even twenty among peasant girls in the countryside, whose diet was poorer than that of the middle class, so we must assume that all the fairy-tale heroines in this book, including Snow White, are older than their sexual development suggests. The average age in the United States today, where girls are generally well nourished, is around twelve and a half.

Our stories start sooner in a girl’s life and last longer.

OBEYING THE QUEEN’S ORDER, the huntsman takes Snow White into the forest to pick flowers, but he doesn’t have the heart to kill her. After telling her to run farther into the woods, where he’s sure wild beasts will do the job for him, he kills a young boar instead and brings its lungs and liver back to the palace. The Queen eats the innards for dinner, nicely salted by the cook, and thinks she has eaten Snow White.

Details in fairy tales are never accidental. The liver is an organ filled with blood, which formerly was thought to be the site not only of life but of the soul, in much the same way that we now regard the heart. In ancient forms of prophecy, the liver of a sacrificed animal was read for omens of the future, since it was thought to embody messages from the gods.

Lungs provide the body with air, the breath of life, which the Greeks and the Romans considered to be the substance of our souls.

The boar is a ferocious wild animal, black as midnight, with curved tusks like two crescent moons, representing the death-dealing and castrating god who was the lover of the Terrible Mother. When the Queen in this story eats the boar, she feeds on her own rage.

But what has the girl done wrong that she should be forced out of her stepmother’s house and into the forest, where wild beasts lie in wait for her? Nothing. It’s her body that has caused this trouble, without any awareness on her part that harm has been done. This is the initiation story that all women experience: innocence forced into consciousness of sex and its consequences.

MUNCHING ON THE BOAR’S LIVER AND LUNGS, the Queen thinks that she has disposed of her competitor, who has been called the fairest in the land. But, as with many fairy-tale characters, we have to think of this Queen on several levels at once: as Nature in the form of the Terrible Mother or a storybook witch, but also as a nightmare projection of a human mother. From a daughter’s point of view, is it fantastic to imagine that a woman might want to devour her child, or rather her child’s life, emotionally if not physically?

A mother who criticizes all her daughter’s boyfriends, or charms them (The Graduate), or listens in on her phone calls, or buys herself duplicates of the clothes she buys for her daughter is undoubtedly eating up her daughter’s life. If a mother boasts that she’s her daughter’s best friend, the girl would never keep any secrets from her—why, then, the daughter has already been salted, popped into her mouth, and swallowed, and the mother is wiping her lips. If an unhappily married woman keeps her daughter firmly attached to her side as a consolation prize for the devotion she doesn’t get from her husband, the daughter feels plagued by guilt when she reaches for the happiness that her mother never thought possible.

These women don’t want to destroy their daughters in the process of eating them. What they want is to absorb their daughters’ youth to make up for what they themselves have been deprived of, or once had and lost. And who can blame them, when the ripeness that comes over the daughters is so sudden, so unmerited? In an orderly world, beauty would make itself visible by degrees, endurable like dawn as our eyes adjust to the light, but it does no such thing. Playing the dramatist, it forces itself on our attention in one swoop—“My God! My daughter. And she’s beautiful!”—just as the mirror reported.

One evening the girl, on her way to a prom, walks down the stairs in a long dress, her braces off at last and a corsage on her wrist, her fingers grazing the stair railing as if she has always known how to do exactly this. I have been supplanted, the mother says to herself. Maybe she isn’t violently jealous of her daughter’s beauty—that’s a fairy-tale metaphor—but in a deeper sense she is jealous of the opportunities that lie ahead of the girl: the beauty of babies and lovers and homes not yet known, the beauty of energy that hasn’t peaked, of hopes that haven’t evaporated, of limits not yet reached. Soon the daughter will be busier and more in demand than the mother, more central to a family, fertile for decades after her mother becomes barren, increasing in influence during the years that her mother wanes, possibly expanding and flourishing in ways her mother never dreamed of.

A mother who admires as well as loves her daughter may still feel grief over the waste of her own life. If she herself wanted a college degree, a career, a lover, a trip to Paris, but got no encouragement, she may rage because of doors open for this generation that never opened for her. More galling yet, she may understand in retrospect that those doors were unlocked but she never pushed hard enough to shoulder them open. In that case, her darkness takes the form of despair and self-loathing rather than malice, and the Queen’s murderous hatred of her stepdaughter is turned inward on the young and hopeful part of herself that Snow White represents.

On the other hand, Bruno Bettelheim suggests that Snow White is jealous of her stepmother rather than the other way around, presumably because her stepmother is the one who goes to bed with the invisible father. “If a child cannot permit himself to feel his jealousy of a parent (this is very threatening to his security), he projects his feelings onto this parent,” Bettelheim says. “Then ‘I am jealous of all the advantages and prerogatives of Mother’ turns into the wishful thought: ‘Mother is jealous of me.’ ”

This may be too contorted and, at the same time, simpleminded an explanation for the feelings that plague certain daughters. Of course, a little girl may be jealous because she isn’t allowed to marry her father, but it’s equally possible that she knows perfectly well that her father prefers her to her mother, and feels an oddly satisfying guilt on that account.

Or her jealousy may appear in a more benign form as an aspect of admiration. Susan, an acquaintance of mine in her mid-thirties, has a mother who is a defeated-looking woman, the color bleached out of her by a disastrous early marriage and divorce, followed by years of overwork at a job that was beneath her intelligence in order to support her children, which was then followed by illness. And yet Susan is jealous: not of her mother as she is today, but of her mother as the radiant teenager whose picture she has seen in the high-school yearbook from forty years ago, the girl labeled “Best Dancer” and “First to Marry” in the senior-class predictions. Why wasn’t she ever as pretty as the girl in the yearbook photo? Susan wonders. Why couldn’t she have been invited to the Dartmouth Winter Carnival by a sophomore, premed, when she was still in high school? If Susan feels inadequate, it’s in comparison to a teenager who vanished before she was born.

INSTEAD OF ARGUING whether Snow White’s stepmother is jealous of the heroine, as the fairy tale says, or the other way around, as Bettelheim insists, we would do better to concede that mother and daughter are endlessly entwined in a way that is quite different from mother and son. The two females watch each other, criticize, reprove, admire, envy, imitate, deplore, all at the same time and in both directions. Even if the daughter vows to be nothing like Mother when she has her own home—nothing at all—or, more poignantly, never to be trapped in Mother’s unfortunate situation, that’s another form of entanglement. The two females share the same profession, after all: attracting a man and producing children, who will look at them askance when another twenty years or so have passed.

Snow White is struggling to hack her way through adolescence, a stage that requires her to feel coolly superior to her parents, or at least independent of them and resentful of their control. Otherwise, separation would be unbearable. Suddenly Mother, who used to be perfect, can’t do anything right in her daughter’s eyes. “Oh, Mother!” is the war cry heard in the house. At the same time, even the most devoted mother—especially the devoted mother—feels pangs of resentment toward the self-willed and critical young woman she harbors under her roof.

In Orthodox Jewish families, when a girl had her first menstrual period it used to be traditional for her mother to slap her face. Which made the point perfectly clear.

BUT SOMEONE IS MISSING HERE. In this storm of mother-daughter conflict, what has happened to Snow White’s father, the King, who hasn’t been heard from since he made such a predictably bad choice of a second wife?

Fairy tales deal with only one parent at a time, as if our hearts are too cramped to pay attention to two people at once. If Mother is harsh, then Father, who may have loved his wife and children once upon a time, must be absent, or else he has thrown up his hands in defeat, like the father of poor, abandoned Hansel and Gretel. On the other hand, if it’s Father who sets the plot in motion, as in “Beauty and the Beast” or King Lear, then Mother isn’t mentioned unless the story deals with incest. Even then, she gets only a few lines of text to explain that the incest is all her fault for being so incomparably beautiful that only her daughter can replace her.

One parent at a time, then, either because we can’t cope with two or because when one parent is domineering, the other takes a subservient role: perhaps like that of the Queen’s huntsman, who may be the person we’re looking for, Snow White’s father in disguise, and part of his daughter’s story after all.

Like many men married to hot-tempered women, the father may pose as a servant subject to orders, a huntsman who puts meat on the table like the good provider he’s meant to be, but nonetheless a servant unprepared to argue with the Queen. At the crucial moment when Snow White, like many adolescents, thinks she’s about to die, the huntsman/father tells her no, she’s not going to die, he’s on her side. He refuses to kill her. “Run away,” we imagine him urging her. “Lie low until the storm blows over. You and I know your mother when she gets into these states, don’t we?”

This interruption of the mother’s plans may be the passive father’s most valuable function in real life. He’s the family member who introduces a new possibility, like the smell of pine woods seeping through an open window. If there are two points of view, then there can be many, and no threat is as dire as it seems.

But he doesn’t offer to go through the forest with Snow White and take care of her. He certainly doesn’t consider going back to the palace to oust the Queen and make a home for his daughter, who owes him her life. After sending the girl on her way, he vanishes like legions of fathers we know: the Wizard of Oz, for instance, lifting off from his kingdom in his hot-air balloon but accidentally leaving Dorothy behind; or Daddy Warbucks, rescuing Little Orphan Annie when she escapes from his estranged wife, frozen-faced Mrs. Warbucks, by running away in a snowstorm. “So you had a feed last Sunday, eh?” says Daddy Warbucks. “But nothing since? Great Caesar’s Aunt! No wonder you were stumbling all over the road when I first saw you!” He feeds her, he saves her, and then leaves her to face the future alone.

Oddly enough, a daughter never reproaches her father for the disappearing act. In fact, she never seems to expect anything else. For many a grown woman, this remains her dream: that Daddy will drive down the road one day and make everything in her life all right.

Her stepmother/mother, on the other hand, is always closer than she thinks, as the Queen will prove later in this story.

SO THIS IS THE HEROINE’S FAMILY, as distinct from the hero’s: a loving biological mother who dies during her daughter’s childhood, though her spirit may appear in another form later on; a jealous, powerful mother, sometimes accompanied by sisters who lie low until the girl approaches puberty, and whose assaults she must survive; and a well-meaning but passive father. (In Disney’s movie The Little Mermaid, King Triton is reduced by the sea witch to a trembling shrimp, still wearing his crown.)

Only the females—the mothers—seem to have access to otherworldly magic that is bound to the processes of life, occasionally power for good as wielded by fairy godmothers, but more often a force that seems harsh when viewed from the human perspective. To our surprise, it’s the Queen, the Terrible Mother, who turns out to be the agent of growth in the story: not the Good Mother, who would keep her snow-white child by her side forever if she could, and certainly not the Prince, who doesn’t show up until the end of the story. It’s the Mother Goddess in her dark aspect, devoted to fertility and death but caring nothing about personal happiness, who forces the girl to grow up.

If the wicked stepmother is vain, that proves how sexual she is. If her heart heaves with envy, that’s because she embodies growth, and growth leads to withering and old age. Forcing her stepdaughter out of her childhood home and into the wilderness, she oppresses the girl, but at the same time she starts her on the path to consciousness. The example she sets is one of implacable strength, but it’s the solitary, furious strength of the procreating mothers, who are capable of murder, not the harnessed and adaptable strength of the wife-mother-homemaker who casts her lot with her husband.


CHAPTER 2

[image: ]

Snow White:
Tempted by the Witch’s Wares

The Disney Movie vs. the Grimms’ Fairy Tale

Peering under the bushes and catching her clothes on thorns, Snow White runs through the forest, where wild beasts pass her by but do her no harm. If she falls and cries for help, or if she’s attacked by beasts, no one in the world will hear her.

This is her first conscious journey from the known into the unknown, the first step in her transformation from childhood to womanhood. She’s no longer her parents’ daughter. Neither is she anyone’s sweetheart, lover, or wife, and may never become one. She has been stripped of her identity, as if she has shed her swanskin or sealskin and hasn’t yet grown a new one.

[image: ]

FOR A FEMALE, this headlong flight has different meaning than it does for a male. The girl is homeless, unable to return to the shelter she just left, and yet by nature she is the home, the hearth, whatever else she may be. Her house is an external skin that shields her vulnerable parts from the world, as her womb will be a home someday for her unborn child.

This separation from home and mother, which is the prelude to the Maiden’s story, takes either of two directions. Rapunzel, Jane Eyre, the Little Mermaid, Cinderella, yearn to break loose from their homes, and do so at the risk of their lives. Snow White, on the other hand, is lured away and threatened with death if she returns. Either way, the shock of fear and separation reminds the girl that she is alive (though she may not be for long). She must find a home that fits her maturing body.

BY CONTRAST, the young hero jubilantly shuts the door of his childhood behind him and goes off to climb the phallic beanstalk, or join the Star Fleet like Luke Skywalker, in order to confront his ogre-father. He sails to Troy or the Labyrinth of Crete or the moon, and after he gets there, what does he want? To set a course for home, even if the trip takes ten years, twenty years, expecting to find his home just as he left it, in the care of his wife, who hasn’t aged a day.

AT DUSK, Snow White is so tired, so torn by branches and bruised by stones, that she can no longer run through the forest. Just in time, she finds the shelter she needs: a home that’s the right size for her, not a gloomy marble palace like the one she left, cold as her stepmother’s heart, but a cottage in which she finds a table covered with a white cloth, seven little plates and seven mugs, with seven beds beside them, all “neater and cleaner than can be told.”

HERE WE COME to a fork in the road. We take it for granted that everyone knows “Snow White,” but the truth is that almost no one under the age of seventy remembers the old story, or any other fairy tale, nowadays. Mothers don’t read them to their children anymore; they rarely know them themselves. Schoolteachers don’t know them, either. The truth is that the Grimms and French writers like Charles Perrault have become as dim in our memories as Homer: stories that everyone refers to but few people have actually read.

My little grandnephew goes to senior kindergarten in a well-regarded public school where the teachers pick a theme each month, which is a common pedagogical ploy to integrate reading skills, art, storytelling, and so forth. The first of the chosen themes this year was “Disney.” Each child had to bring a book to class, but it had to be a Disney book, and the classroom discussions centered on those books and movies. While authorship was never explicitly stated, the children were left with the impression that Walt Disney wrote “Cinderella,” Walt Disney wrote “The Little Mermaid,” and so forth.

In the case of “Snow White,” what we know is the version that Walt Disney produced as a film in 1937, the first full-length animated movie ever made, which was so overwhelming in its impact that it has wiped out all memory of the earlier text. Hundreds of millions of people around the world have seen Snow White and the Seven Dwarfs over the past three generations (no one, even in the Disney corporation, will take a guess at the number). Tens of millions of copies of the videocassette have been distributed; a million copies of the
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