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Abstract

Folklore scholars have identified the movement away from alienation and towards
community as a nearly universal feature of fairy tales, and a characteristic of the German
tales of Jacob and Wilhelm Grimm, among them. This dimension of fairy tales has made
them useful to British writers Iris Murdoch, Margaret Drabble and A.S. Byatt, who
highlight a similar drive towards community in their fiction. In the works of these
writers, fairy tales inspire characters who have withdrawn from social engagements to
seek out more meaningful connections with family, lovers and the wider community.
The Grimm brothers’ “Hansel and Gretel” acquaints child characters and their parents
with the risks involved in intimate relationships, including the anxiety, resentment and
guilt which can dominate those bonds. Like the heroine of the Grimms’ “Cinderella,”
characters who have distanced themselves from their relatives in the course of achieving
aduithood are subsequently compelled to confront the impact of family on their lives.
Animal-bridegroom tales, such as the Grimms’ “The Singing, Springing Lark,” and tales
associated with them, such as “The Robber Bridegroom™ and “Brother and Sister,” teach
protagonists about the risks involved in romantic relationships, although love might also
produce powerful changes in a character’s life; some break the habit of solitude in order
to love, taking a risk which connects them strongly with a network of obligations to
others that Murdoch, Drabble and Byatt have said characterizes a moral world.
Elsewhere in the fiction of these writers, animal-bridegroom tales illuminate the conflict
between selfhood and community. Finally, the tale “Briar Rose™ enables Murdoch to

explore romantic relationships and the autonomy and sense of equality that she feels are
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essential to their success. In other works by these authors, “Briar Rose” illustrates for
characters who are in retreat from society that relationships involve suffering and
renewal, and that the only alternative is to withdraw entirely from the pleasures of living.
The movement in this fiction away from isolation and towards community reflects an
affirmative view of humanity that is central both to fairy tales and to the works of these

three writers.
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Preface

In Iris Murdoch’s The Flight From the Enchanter (1955), the second of her 26 published
novels, the mysterious Mischa Fox describes his belief in “the way in which magic can be
part of ordinary life” (Murdoch, Flight 192). Murdoch (1919-1999), and her
contemporaries Margaret Drabble (b. 1939) and A.S. Byatt (b. 1936), make reference to
the magic of fairy tales in their fiction to show characters moving away from isolation
and alienation and towards community. That journey, and the ways in which fairy tales
are used by these authors to describe it, are, however, charged with ambivalence in the
fiction. Characters in the works of these authors feel the attractions of a solitary
existence. Many protagonists have a distant relationship with their families, are involved
in romances that have been based on fantasy and illusion, and are anxious about
participating in a wider community that will judge them. If certain characters surrender
to the temptation to withdraw from the complexities of modern life, however, happiness
in these novels seems to be reserved for those who resist. Furthermore, in the worlds
described by these authors, the pursuit of relationships is intimately connected with a
moral life. Although the three writers have stopped short of calling themselves optimists,
their encouraging view of modern humanity, as inspired to seek out meaningful
relationships with others despite the difficulty of those engagements, serves to set them
apart somewhat from other contemporary British novelists.

Folklore scholars have remarked on the movement towards community in fairy
tales. Writing about the German fairy tales of the Grimm brothers, cultural materialist

Jack Zipes notes, “It is interesting that the Grimm protagonist is nothing alone, by him or
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herself, but becomes omnipotent when assisted by small creatures or outsiders” (Zipes,
Brothers 81). Jungian Marie-Louise von Franz observes that it is “exceedingly frequent”
that a Grimms’ fairy tale begins with a family situation that is characterized by gender
imbalance: a king with three sons, for instance, or a heroine with a stepmother and
stepsisters but an absent father. Such tales typically end with a marriage, she says,
indicating that the imbalance has been corrected, and that there is now “a balanced union
of the male and female elements” (von Franz, Interp. 51). Freudian Bruno Bettelheim
proposes that fairy tales reassure readers when they show alienated characters, such as
the third son who lacks an inheritance, making friends and getting married: the tales
describe “the isolated man who nevertheless is capable of achieving meaningful and
rewarding relations with the world around him” (Bettelheim 11). Murdoch, Drabble and
Byatt draw upon this essential theme of fairy tales to show previously isolated characters
striving to establish or re-establish connections with family, lovers and the larger
community.

The scholar who undertakes the task of writing about Murdoch’s novels will find
herself in something like the position of Tim Reede, the unsuccessful painter in
Murdoch’s Nuns and Soldiers (1980); like Tim, one is tempted by the many different
styles on offer, and risks the failure to make significant contributions using any of them.
As Peter Conradi has noted, early reviewers of Murdoch’s novels complained, with some
justification, that there was “too much” (Conradi 4) in her books. The novels tend to be
long and to involve a great number of characters, whose complex relationships of blood
and marriage sometimes take the entire 607 pages (in the case of Murdoch’s epic 1987

novel The Book and the Brotherhood) to sort out. Her whirlwind stories conceal “moral
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maelstroms™ at their centre, which require “hard work and attention” (Dipple 1-2) on the
part of the reader who wishes to navigate them. Elizabeth Dipple begins her 1982 study,
Iris Murdoch: Work for the Spirit, with the admission that the prospect of reading a new
novel by Murdoch has often made her “cringe” (ix). When one adds to this mix the
fiction of Drabble and Byatt, whose work is very different despite their being sisters, and
the complex field of fairy-tale scholarship, the question of how best to approach this
literature becomes even thornier. Furthermore, as I will establish at greater length in my
Introduction, one meaningful way of comparing these three writers is by examining the
irony and ambivalence which inform their work, and which complicate references to
fairy tales in their fiction. Murdoch, Drabble and Byatt seem to simultaneously challenge
and celebrate the prescriptions for social engagement that are outlined by fairy tales.
Among the choices that [ had to make in this project was my decision not to
discuss at length Murdoch’s philosophical writings, which have already been the subject
of animated debate and the focus of at least three full-length studies.! Philosophy
occupied a significant part of Murdoch’s career as a writer, although it was a dimension
of her work that she tried to keep separate from her fiction. Murdoch began to teach
philosophy in 1948, first at Oxford, and then at the Royal College of Art in London,
retiring in 1968 to write full time. Besides novels, she wrote four books of moral
philosophy: Sartre: Romantic Rationalist (1953), The Sovereignty of Good (1971), The

Fire and the Sun: Why Plato Banished the Artists (1977) and Acastos: Two Platonic

' A S. Byatt, Degrees of Freedom: The Novels of Iris Murdoch (London: Chatto & Windus, 1965); Barbara
Heusel, Parterrned Aimlessness: Iris Murdoch's Novels of the 1970s and 1980s (Athens: U of Georgia,
1995); Elizabeth Dipple, Iris Murdoch: Work for the Spirit (Chicago: U of Chicago P, 1982) - on Plato.
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Dialogues (1987). Murdoch said that her fiction had been influenced by Sartre and
Wittgenstein, as well as by Plato, Kant and Simone Weil.

However, her critics have called for a distancing of Murdoch’s philosophy from
her novels, as has the author herself. Elizabeth Dipple has said that “criticism of her
novels must, [ think, break loose from the compelling frame Murdoch has given” (Dipple
37). Peter Conradi has outlined for Murdoch scholars “[t]he necessary job of
discriminating between her works,” arguing that “the work is not an illustration of theory,
though it may well comment on it” (Conradi 257). Deborah Johnson offers her opinion
that all of Murdoch’s novels “pose their own questions and do not need to be explained
with reference to some supposedly more authoritative text” (Johnson 3). Murdoch
herself said that “I mention philosophy sometimes in the novels because I happen to
know about it, just as another writer might talk about coal mining,” but that “I don’t want
philosophy, as such, to intrude into the novel world at all and I think it doesn’t” (Biles
116). She argued, “My novels are not ‘philosophical novels’” (Meyers 217).

Although it can be argued that her philosophical studies are not essential to an
understanding of her novels, Murdoch’s emphasis on moral concemns in her fiction has
certainly alienated some readers. Lindsay Tucker recognizes that Murdoch’s
preoccupation with “banalities” like “goodness” may “seem out of place in this
postmodern age™ (Tucker 9). Murdoch scholars have on occasion found her “moral
probings” to be “tedious and pretentious” (Fletcher 26). Murdoch’s focus on community,
and on the moral life made possible by relationships among people, at a time when
British fiction would seem to have lost interest in moral considerations, forges the most

important connection between her and two other British women novelists — Drabble and
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Byatt. Drabble has similarly drawn criticism for the “austere politics” that some say are
to blame for certain “banalities” in her novels, such as her depiction in several of the gulf
between the rich and the poor (Wood 15). Reviewers of Byatt’s novels, meanwhile, have
found her “old-fashioned moralizing™ at odds with her “postmodem self-consciousness™
(Hulbert 38) about fiction and fictiveness, which they seem on the whole to prefer.

While the central role of morality in their work connects these writers, they are
associated in other ways besides. All three are prize-winners: Murdoch and Byatt each
won the Booker Prize, Murdoch in 1978 for The Sea, The Sea and Byatt in 1990 for
Possession. Byatt has written repeatedly and admiringly of Murdoch — including
Degrees of Freedom (1965), a book by Byatt on Murdoch’s early novels — and reviewers
frequently compare their fiction. Murdoch reviewed one of Byatt’s novels.” Byatt said,
upon Murdoch’s death in February 1999, “something in my life that was the most
important thing in my literary life, has ended.” Frederica Potter, in Byatt’s Still Life
(1985), fantasizes as a Cambridge undergraduate that she will write “a new urban novel
like those of Iris Murdoch” (Byatt, Sti/l 283). Drabble has Frances Wingate, in 7he
Realms of Gold (1975), reading a novel by Murdoch while waiting for one of her children
to have his appendix out (Drabble, Rea/ms 11). And the fact that Drabble and Byatt are
sisters naturally tempts one to compare their work, although in interviews both seem
reticent to discuss their relationship: Byatt has said, “Itis . . . hard to have shared

memories with another writer” (Dusinberre 190). But the moral concerns that these

2 Iris Murdoch, “Force Fields,” rev. of The Virgin in the Garden by A_S. Byatt, New Statesman 3 Nov.
1978: 586.

3 “An esteemed author, philosopher, and a creator of characters,” Daily Telegraph, Feb. 9, 1990.
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authors share, and the way in which they use fairy tales to illuminate them, are what
interests me most in the intersecting of their fiction.

Each chapter of this essay examines a Grimms’ fairy tale or set of related tales,
and a novel by each of the three authors that makes use of that tale and its themes. I
focus on the Grimms’ fairy tales in this project, although my Conclusion briefly analyses
these three writers’ rather different response to The Arabian Nights. Many contemporary
English-speaking novelists incorporating fairy tales in their work show a greater
familiarity with the German tales of the Grimm brothers than with the earlier French
versions of Charles Perrault — whose Histoires ou Contes du temps passé in English
translation swept England in 1729 — or with Russian or Italian tales, or with The Nights.
This is true of Murdoch, Drabble and Byatt as well. In some cases, these three writers’
borrowing from the Grimms’ tales is made explicit, while elsewhere their
characterization suggests that it was the German tales that inspired them. The Grimms’
versions of old stories that have counterparts in many traditions have had a peculiar hold
on readers around the world for centuries. Contrary to popular belief, the Grimms were
not the founders of folklore as a study in Germany, or the first Germans to begin
collecting and publishing folk and fairy tales. However, each of the Grimms’ editions of
Kinder- und Hausmarchen sold out, and by the 1870s the Grimms’ tales had been
incorporated into the teaching curriculum in parts of Germany and were also included in
primers and anthologies for children throughout the western world, so that, by the
beginning of the 20th century, the Children’s and Household Tales was second only to
the Bible as a best-seller in Germany, and it has continued to hold that position (Zipes,

Brothers 15), as it has continued to fascinate outside the country of its origin. Although
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all fairy-tale traditions involve sex and violence to some degree, the particularly bloody
violence of the Grimms’ tales has made them more interesting for some audiences, as [
discuss at greater length in my Introduction to this essay.

Among the many versions of the Grimms’ fairy tales available, I chose to base
this study on folklorist Jack Zipes’s 1987 translation for Bantam, The Complete Fairy
Tales of the Brothers Grimm. Zipes has published eight books of critical readings of
fairy tales that focus on the Grimms — scholarship which has also been useful to this
project. Therefore, he is obviously sensitive to the demands of the material. He indicates
in his notes that his goal in translating was to make the stories “historically more
accurate™ than they are in other translations. Zipes’s version is based on the final,
seventh edition of the Grimms Kinder- und Hausmarchen, published in 1857. But he
adds to these tales translations of thirty-two others that were omitted by the Grimms from
the 1857 version, after they had been printed in earlier editions. Thus, every tale that has
appeared in print under the Grimms’ direction is featured in Zipes’s translation. The
extra tales include “Bluebeard,” which the Grimms omitted from later editions “on the
grounds that it showed too many signs of its French origins” (Tatar, Hard 157), according
to Maria Tatar. I find the tale no less interesting or deserving of discussion, knowing that
the Grimms changed their mind about it after publication. The Grimms’ variant of
“Bluebeard,” and other German tales that resemble it, are discussed in Chapter Three of

this essay. Zipes indicates how scrupulous he has been in his translation when he notes

4 Jack Zipes, “A Note on the Translation,” The Complete Fairy Tales of the Brothers Grimm, trans. Zipes
(1987, New York: Bantam, 1992) xoxdii.
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that he has tried to convey even the failings of the Grimms’ tales: their occasional
“unevenness and variety in tone and expression,” along with “contradictions” and
“inconsistencies in the narrative structure,” are maintained by him if changing them
would require significant alterations to the text. Reviews of Zipes’s collection when it
first appeared remarked on his “meticulous” research (Heins 1157) and praised him for
presenting an “unromanticized™ version which eschews “the romantic sentimentality”
(Haase 277) of some collections. This last review that [ have quoted, by Donald Haase in
the German Quarterly, proposed that Zipes’s work “deserves to become the standard
translation” (278).

My emphasis here is on the themes of fairy tales rather than their form. As Swiss
folklore scholar Max Luthi suggested, although the fairy tale is certainly appealing as a
work of art, it also provides “an answer to the buming questions of human existence”
(Luthi, European 84). This is where psychological interpretations of fairy tales come
into play, setting aside considerations of form to illuminate what characters and motifs in
the tales can tell us about our own psychological landscape. Inspired by Carl Jung’s
groundbreaking essay “The Phenomenology of the Spirit in the Fairy Tales,” Jungians
such as Marnie-Louise von Franz have detected archetypes of the collective unconscious
in the tales. Von Franz argues that the fairy tale “gives a model for living, an
encouraging, vivifying model which reminds one unconsciously of all life’s positive

possibilities” (von Franz, /nterp., 63). Freudians have studied the tales for what they

* Ruth Bottigheimer, rev. of The Complete Fairy Tales of the Brothers Grimm, trans. Jack Zipes, Journal of
American Folklore 102 (Jan. 1989): 100.
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illuminate about sexual drives and sexual development. In The Uses of Enchantment
(1975), Bruno Bettelheim outlines this approach, suggesting that fairy tales depict “in
imaginary and symbolic form the essential steps in growing up and achieving an
independent existence” (Bettelheim 73). Psychological approaches to fairy tales have
been useful to this project, although I do not use them exclusively.

Other scholars have placed folk tales and fairy tales into a broader socio-cultural
context. These approaches to fairy tales have also informed my work in this project,
particularly in the seriousness with which they regard fairy tales, treating them as social
documents rather than escapist fantasies. John Ellis in One Fairy Story Too Many: The
Brothers Grimm and Their Tales (1983) and lona and Peter Opie in The Classic Fairy
Tales (1974) have tracked revisions of particular fairy tales over time. The Opies
consider fairy tales applicable to modern life, a conclusion one might not expect of
historians. They write, “On the face of it, the message of the fairy tales is that
transformation to a state of bliss is effected not by magic, but by the perfect love of one
person for another” (Opies 17). Cultural matenalist Jack Zipes has examined the
circumstances of production and reception of fairy tales and adaptations of fairy tales in
particular communities, with an emphasis on the peculiar adaptability of the tales as
vehicles for disseminating ideologies. This approach necessarily highlights connections
between the fairy-tale world and our own. Zipes suggests that supernatural elements in
the tales “represent metaphorically the conscious and unconscious desires of the lower
classes to seize power” (Zipes, Subversion 8). Magic in the tales merely places an
“emphasis on the capability of an individual to achieve success, despite overwhelming

odds” (Zipes, Brothers 26). Meanwhile, Marina Wamer’s From the Beast to the Blonde:
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On Fairy Tales and Their Tellers (1995) compares fairy tales to biblical stories and
legends, in order to draw conclusions about what a range of popular stories have had to
say about women’s lives and women’s roles. Although she uses fairy tales, as Zipes
does, to illuminate the concerns of the society producing them, Warner resists the notion
that the tales, which she says “bear witness against women™ (Warner 210), recommend a
way of living. Rather, she argues, the tales occupy a distinctly different world from our
own, one infused with unearthly magic: “Fairy tales often claim the moral ground, but
their spellbinding power lies with the enchantresses and giants, the magic, the wonders,
the mishaps and the good fortune they relate” (11). Ultimately, the central arguments of
Zipes and Warner have been less useful to me than other scholarship on fairy tales, since
they focus on how various cultures have manipulated the moral assumptions of the tales
that I believe furnish their principal appeal for Murdoch, Drabble and Byatt.
Navigating the many available theoretical approaches to fairy tales can be a
bewildering process, as Maria Tatar explains:
When one critic tells us that the dwarves in “Snow White” should be viewed as
siblings of the heroine, another asserts that they represent the unconscious, and a
third declares them to be symbols for creative activity, is it any wonder that the
layman raises an eyebrow in bewilderment? And when we are further offered the
option of looking at those figures as symbolic representations of the heroine’s
genitals or as a knot of homosexuals, it becomes difficuit to stifle a protest.
(Tatar, Hard 54)
The fairy tale powerfully resists our efforts to interpret it. Every narrow road to the tales

must bend and divide around the disadvantages of that particular approach. Formalists
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require that one view the tales as works of art rather than interesting stories, which can be
limiting, as in Swiss folklorist Max Liithi’s argument that the characters in fairy tales are
two-dimensional and lack any emotional life. (Agreeing with Lathi requires one to set
aside much of what is pleasurable about the tales.) Psychoanalytical approaches to fairy
tales have an obvious appeal, although given minor differences among versions of a tale,
such that an iron cooking pot in one version may become a straw basket in another, close
analysis of details of the tales may at times seem beside the point. The pessimism of
many socio-cultural approaches to the tales, meanwhile, can leave the reader interested in
fairy tales feeling that interest steadily eroded by a growing awareness of decades of
alleged interference and censorship on the part of the capitalist culture industry. The
failure of any one of these approaches to fully accommodate what fairy tales mean to us
has led scholars such as Alan Dundes to call for a more synthesized approach to reading
folk narratives.® What Dundes has said about “the desirability of multiple
interpretations” (Dundes x) in folklore studies informs my own comparison in this paper
of various theoretical approaches to fairy tales.

This essay is divided into three sections, with each comprising two chapters ona
related theme. Section One deals with family relationships, Section Two with love
affairs and Section Three with the conflict between self and community. Because novels
that focus on the self tend to feature characters in middle age, this arrangement works out
to be more or less chronological. Drabble has said, “I like criticism to relate literature to

life and how life is lived or should be lived” (Cooper-Clark 19), which describes my own

$ Alan Dundes, /nterpreting Folkiore (Bloomington: Indiana UP, 1980).
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preferences in literary analysis. But it is for reasons besides personal taste that [ have
chosen a thematic approach to the Grimms’ fairy tales and to the fiction of Murdoch,
Drabble and Byatt.

Fairy-tale scholars do not always concentrate on the themes of the tales; the title
of a study by Max Lithi, 7he Fairytale as Art Form and Portrait of Man, illustrates how
his interests were divided between formalist readings of fairy tales, like those of Russian
Vladimir Propp, and an approach which sees them as providing “an answer to the
burning questions of human existence” (Luthi, European 84). Furthermore, as Russell
Brown notes in the Encyclopedia of Contemporary Literary Theory (1993), focusing on
theme in literature has been seen by some scholars as “a totalizing approach that implies
the view of a literary work as a vehicle for ideas and as having one presiding idea”
(Brown 643). But a thematic approach to the fiction and the fairy tales seems most
appropriate here, given that Murdoch, Drabble and Byatt distinguish themselves among
modern writers by arguing that fairy tales might offer comfort and guidance to a
contemporary adult audience. The enduring relevance of those stories is, after all, made
most clear in their universal themes — unhappy childhoods, dangerous romances, the
struggle between individuality and community.

The interest these three writers have themselves expressed in consciously writing
fiction with overarching themes — Murdoch said, “Books should have themes. I choose
titles carefully and the titles indicate something deep in the theme of the book™ (Meyers
212) - also underlines the appropriateness of a thematic approach to their work. Yet
theme has not yet had the attention it warrants in the array of full-length studies available

on Murdoch, Drabble and Byatt. The writers’ use of symbolism has been explored in
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Nora Stovel’s Margaret Drabble: Symbolic Moralist (1989) and in Elizabeth Dipple’s
Iris Murdoch: Work for the Spirit (1982). Religious attitudes in the fiction have
dominated both Dipple’s book on Murdoch and Suguna Ramanathan’s /ris Murdoch:
Figures of Good (1990), as well as Valerie Grosvenor Myer’s Margaret Drabble:
Puritanism and Permissiveness {1974). Feminist responses to the fiction of these writers
include Ellen Cronan Rose’s The Novels of Margaret Drabble: Equivocal Figures (1980)
and Deborah Johnson’s /ris Murdoch (1987). Authorial voice is the focus of Joanne
Creighton’s Margaret Drabble (1985), David Gordon’s /ris Murdoch's Fables of
Unselfing (1995), and the only two full-length studies on Byatt that are available:
Kathleen Coyne Kelly’s A4.S. Byatt (1996), part of the Twayne’s English Author Series,
and Richard Todd’s 4.S. Byatt (1997). The association of these writers with the tradition
of realism in British fiction, and their more controversial relationship with
postmodernism, have been examined in Frank Baldanza’s /ris Murdoch (1974), in the
two books on Byatt mentioned above, and in the section on Drabble in Patricia Waugh’s
Feminine Fictions: Revisiting the Postmodern (1989). Although many of these studies
have explored theme in an incidental way, it has not been their focus as it is in this
project. And no published book or article has so far compared the three authors.

In Section One of the essay, which deals with family ties, Chapter One looks at
the Grimms’ tale “Hansel and Gretel™ and its application in Byatt’s novels Stil/l Life
(1985) and Babel Tower (1996), Drabble’s novel The Waterfall (1969) and Murdoch’s
novel The Green Knight (1993). The novels suggest, as does the fairy tale, that
childhood is an ordeal, and that parents are often to blame for this. The use of “Hansel

and Gretel™ by these authors to illuminate anxieties about abandonment experienced by
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child characters anticipates, in a way, the ambivalent relationship that adult characters in
the novels have with isolation. What “Hansel and Gretel™ implies about the “murderous
resentment” sometimes occurring between children and parents is echoed by the
experience of Frederica Potter and her son Leo in Byatt’s two novels. Young mothers in
novels by Drabble, such as Jane Gray in The Waterfall (1969), must undergo a painful
examination of the extent to which they resemble and differ from their children, and
“Hansel and Gretel” helps them in this regard. In each novel, it is implied that what
characters learn in childhood about relationships will prepare them for the difficulties of
adult entanglements. This is best illustrated by Murdoch’s use of the Grimms’ tale in
The Green Knight, which describes teenager Harvey Blacket’s efforts to free himself
from his suffocating relationship with his mother in order that he might marry her friend
Louise’s daughter.

Given the general consensus among scholars that “Cinderella” contributes to
female acculturation by rewarding passivity with marriage, it comes as something of a
surprise that Murdoch, Drabble and Byatt should draw upon the tale to describe
characters searching for identity, without recommending either marriage or passivity
(rather the opposite, in fact), and without even restricting the starring role to women.
This is the subject of Chapter Two of this essay. These novels highlight a feature of
“Cinderella” which tends to be overiooked by scholars in favour of its marriage plot: in
each case, characters striving to distinguish themselves from their families without
breaking that tie completely are compared to “Cinderella,” a tale showing a young
woman alternately aided and impeded by family connections in her journey towards

adulthood. Drabble uses “Cinderella” to illuminate the personal and professional

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



achievements of her character, Liz Headleand, in the trilogy consisting of The Radiant
Way (1987), A Natural Curiosity (1989) and The Gates of Ivory (1991), without
downplaying her ambition or the failure of her two marriages. In fact, it is clear that Liz
has sacrificed close relationships in order to achieve success in her career, something that
makes her less than likable. In Murdoch’s novel The Italian Girl (1964), the tale of
“Cinderella” clarifies the experiences of a male character dominated by his mother, with
Edmund Narraway filling not just the role of the prince, as one might expect, but also
that of Cinderella. When Edmund marries his nursemaid at the end of the novel, perhaps
simply replacing one mother figure with another, an irony is introduced into Murdoch’s
use of the fairy tale. Byatt’s Frederica Potter, the protagonist of the trilogy, The Virgin in
the Garden (1978), Still Life (1985) and Babel Tower (1996), is unaware of her
resemblance to Cinderella until she has already married, at which point, instead of a
stepmother, Frederica’s husband Nigel figures as her oppressor, and escaping marriage,
rather than entering into it, furnishes the climax of her tale. Unfortunately, Frederica’s
experience with Nigel seems to have caused her to lose interest in romance.

In Section Two of this essay, which deals with love affairs, Chapter Three
examines risky romantic unions in fairy tales and in the works of these three authors,
while Chapter Four looks at romances in Murdoch’s novels alone. The most common
interpretation of the many variants of animal-bridegroom tales — wherein a prince, made
a beast by enchantment, is returned to his human form by the love of a woman - is that
they show how we might be made over by love. The dangers to the woman implicit in
this process are the subject of Chapter Three. Animal-bridegroom tales collected by the

Grimms include “The Singing, Springing Lark™ (the most similar to the better-known
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French tale of “Beauty and the Beast,” but with a lion in place of a “beast™), “The Frog
King, or Iron Heinrich,” “Hans My Hedgehog,” and “Snow White and Rose Red” (where
the bridegroom is a bear). Murdoch’s The Green Knight (1993) uses animal-bridegroom
tales to propose that love and marriage can dramatically change a person. In the novel,
“beastly” men marry “innocent lambs” and the results seem to please everyone.
However, some of the romantic unions celebrated at the end of The Green Knight show
poor judgment, introducing an ambivalence into Murdoch’s use of fairy tales in the
novel. The risks involved in love affairs, rather than their positive results, dominate
Byatt’s Still Life (1985) and Babel Tower (1996), the second and third novels of her
Frederica Potter series. In the novels, Frederica looks back on her failed marriage to the
violent Nigel Reiver and considers her degree of responsibility for what happened in their
relationship. Her conclusions are illuminated by comparisons to “Bluebeard,” which
critics have suggested is connected to animal-bridegroom tales, along with the Grimms’
“The Robber Bridegroom.” In Drabble’s novel The Waterfall (1969), animal-bridegroom
tales contribute to the story of a shy woman seemingly transformed by a physical
relationship with her cousin’s husband. By the novel’s end, the risks that Jane Gray has
taken in love have revived her ability to write. Drabble’s description of the relationship
is charged with ambivalence, however, since the love affair with James initially threatens
to overwhelm Jane, and then, finally, seems of minor importance compared to her
writing.

Throughout Murdoch’s novels, there is a recurring sequence wherein one person
discovers another asleep, and falls in love with them, or feels an existing love confirmed.

The scenes are strangely similar: typically, the room is dimly lit, the sleeper’s hair is
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spread on the pillow and one arm is flung outwards. The onlooker is typically seized by
powerful emotions. The ancient story of the sleeping princess awakened by a kiss — the
Grimms call her “Briar Rose” — has invited a range of interpretations. For Murdoch,
however, the most obvious interpretation is the most powerful: the tale points out the
difficult way to true love. This is the subject of Chapter Four of this essay. In Murdoch’s
Bruno’s Dream (1969), The Black Prince (1973), The Sacred and Profane Love Machine
(1974), The Good Apprenitice (1985) and The Green Knight (1993), romances beginning
with a sequence like this subseqently fail — the result, in some cases, of the lovers
idealizing each other, and in others, of their intruding too much into each other’s
consciousness. In A Severed Head (1961) and Jackson's Dilemma (1995), relationships
that have these problems at the start are salvaged by the characters when they realize the
mistakes they have made. In Murdoch’s world, loving someone requires surrendering
myths about them, but also giving up the temptation to scrutinize them too closely. This
means that characters in her novels sometimes get involved without knowing the other
person very well at all, a fact which troubles her use of fairy tales that find resolution to
characters’ problems in happy marriages.

Section Three of this essay, focusing on community, explores characters’ efforts
to establish their own identity, at a point in their lives when they have already
encountered and dealt with the difficulties of family and romantic ties. In Chapter Five,
the psychoanalytic interpretation of animal-bridegroom tales is explored, wherein beasts
represent divergent aspects of the protagonist’s psyche with which he or she must come
to terms in order to successfully undergo the process of individuation. The tales might

also illustrate one aspect in particular of that process of individuation — the conflict that
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arises between selfhood and community. This is a central theme in Byatt’s Possession
(1990), Drabble’s The Witch of Exmoor (1996) and Murdoch’s The Philosopher's Pupil
(1983) — novels that show characters resisting being defined by their relationships with
others. In Byatt’s Possession, a writer who feels the attraction of community ties finally
throws them off in order to pursue her art, but loneliness characterizes her later years.
The Witch of Exmoor suggests that happiness rests in ignoring some standards of
behaviour imposed by the community, a truth known only by the eccentric recluse Frieda
Haxby, although Frieda’s death — likely a suicide — complicates the lesson. In The
Philosopher’s Pupil, a man much discussed by his neighbours because of his bad temper
and his abusive marriage comes to terms with the degree to which he has been defined by
other people, and also seems to acknowledge the extent of his responsibilities to the
community. The ending to Murdoch’s novel suggests, however, that George McCaffrey
has not really changed in any significant way. In each case, animal-bridegroom fairy
tales enable characters to reconsider the conflict betwesn individuality and community,
although the conflict is 2 matter which all three novels leave unresolved.

In Chapter Six of this essay, novels by Murdoch, Drabble and Byatt use “Briar
Rose” to describe women who see advantages in holding onto a circumscribed existence,
although there is no lack of princely suitors available to show them the way out. The
isolation of each character has, in fact, less to do with relationships than it does with
nameless anxieties about living amid the pressures of the modern world. Although
highly imaginative characters are certainly important to the fiction of these writers, these
novels illustrate the difficulty of leading a moral life, which, to Murdoch, Drabble and

Byatt, is a life of taking action to improve one’s lot rather than a life of quiet
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contemplation. In Drabble’s novel The Realms of Gold (1975), Frances Wingate, a
world-famous archaeologist who has succeeded in her career despite the constraints
imposed by an unhappy childhood, is plagued by depression, which she likens to a “stone
in my chest” (Drabble, Rea/ms 204). In Byatt’s Possession (1990), Maud Bailey, a
beautiful and renowned English scholar, is sometimes overwhelmed by the pressures of
academia so that she fantasizes about “[a]n empty bed in an empty room™ (Byatt,
Possession 291), a vision that anticipates suicide elsewhere in Byatt’s fiction. In
Murdoch’s The Unicorn (1963), Hannah Crean-Smith married the man she loved and
moved into his country house, but guilt over an extramarital affair that he discovered has
kept her a prisoner there. Attempts to remove Hannah forcibly lead to a self-perpetuating
cycle of violence and murder. Each character has achieved success according to her own
standards, but has now reached a point where she feels that she can advance no farther.
While protagonists who take on the world are generally rewarded by these novelists,
these three works remind the reader how much characters have to contend with when
obstacles are comprised of their own attitudes rather than physical realities.

Byatt writes that, when she was growing up, she appreciated fairy tales for “the
comfort of the inevitable ending . . . the happy ending against odds” (Fraser 128). The
endings to fairy tales do not make every reader happy, however. Although attitudes
toward class and race in the fiction of Murdoch, Drabble and Byatt are not the focus of
my essay, in the Conclusion I suggest approaches to those dimensions of their work,
which invite further critical attention. University-educated, all three write from a
position of class privilege when they describe their faith in European fairy tales. In the

Conclusion, I depart from my examination of these writers’ use of German fairy tales to
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examine their rather different use of The Arabian Nights, and to theorize explanations for
that difference. While Murdoch, Drabble and Byatt use European fairy tales throughout
their fiction to address sometimes painful realities, one wonders why it is that 7he
Arabian Nights — a loose association of Indian, Persian, Chinese and Arabic folk tales
dating, in its written form, from the thirteenth century — describes for them the unreal,
things that are incomprehensible, unobtainable, or fleeting.

One of the most appealing fairy tales is the Grimms’ “All Fur,” despite its
description of shocking events. In the tale, a king mourning his wife’s death decides to
remarry, with their daughter as the bride. Horrified at the prospect of marrying her
father, the heroine escapes to a neighbouring kingdom, where she takes a job in the
kitchen as a cook’s assistant. There, she produces a bread soup so fine that the king who
eats it falls in love with her. Whatever lessons it teaches, whatever it reveals about a
particular place and time, however it contributes to the history of artistic endeavour,
above all, the fairy tale celebrates life. Brutal violence and troubling themes are present
in the fairy tale, but its happy ending is more or less a certainty. This mixture of darkness
and celebration also characterizes the fiction of Murdoch, Drabble and Byatt, where
lonely characters who have failed in their engagements with the world are nevertheless
driven to keep trying to make meaningful connections with others. The result is a

moving and encouraging vision of our troubled modern times.
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Introduction

References to fairy tales in the fiction of British writers Iris Murdoch, Margaret Drabble
and A.S. Byatt highlight the importance of human connection, in a modermn world where
people feel increasingly alienated and alone. Characters in their fiction are continuously
tempted toward solitude and withdrawal. Typically, protagonists are distanced from their
families, engaged in romances that have been based on fantasy and illusion, and reluctant
to participate in a wider community that will judge their achievements. If certain
characters surrender to the temptation to withdraw from what Anne Cavidge, a former
nun in Murdoch’s novel Nuns and Soldiers (1980), calls the “horribleness and
dangerousness of life . . . . the warmth, the mess” (Murdoch, Nuns 242), happiness in
these novels seems to be reserved for those who resist the attractions of solitude. Human
engagement matters even more than that: in the worlds described by these authors, the
pursuit of relationships is intimately connected with a moral life.

Fairy tales, which typically centre on the movement of an isolated hero into a
community, inspire characters in this fiction to establish meaningful connections with
others. There is, however, an ambivalence in these writers’ use of fairy tales to illustrate
this theme. Relationships are difficult for many of their characters, and solutions
presented at the ends of novels tend to be imperfect, quite unlike the “happily ever after”
endings we associate with fairy tales. In Murdoch’s novels, loving someone truly means
not prying too deeply into their inner life; this means that characters sometimes fall in
love without really knowing each other. In Drabble’s novels, characters seem eager to

enter into relationships, but have trouble making them meaningful; her later novels centre
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on friendly, middle-aged women living surrounded by their own and other people’s
children, yet plagued by loneliness and depression. Byatt’s protagonists are more often
than not reserved academics who have difficulty with relationships of any kind;
frequently, the ending to a work finds them alone. But the general movement in these
novels away from isolation and towards community reflects an affirmative view of
humanity that is central both to fairy tales and to the fiction of these writers.

Numerous folklore scholars have identified community as an important motif in
fairy tales. Freudian Bruno Bettelheim suggests that fairy tales, with their isolated
protagonists — orphans, retired soldiers, outcasts — mirror the child’s “desperate feelings
of loneliness and isolation™ (Bettelheim 10). He says that the weddings that mark the end
of many fairy tales illustrate “that which alone can take the sting out of the narrow limits
of our time on this earth: forming a truly satisfying bond to another” (10-11). Cultural-
materialist Jack Zipes observes, “If a Grimm protagonist . . . does not communicate with
helpers, whether they be beasts, fairies, devils, giants, or hags, he or she is lost. The tales
describe the need for communicative action that enables the protagonist . . . to conceive a
more just realm” (Zipes, Brothers 81). Swiss formalist Max Liithi went even farther,
indicating, in The European Folktale: Form and Nature (1947), that if the protagonists of
fairy tales are typically isolated, conversely, their isolation presents them with greater
opportunities to join communities. If protagonists, initially, “are not linked by a vital
relationship to any family, people, or other kind of community,” or set the tale in motion
by leaving what community they have in order to “go out into the wide world as isolated
individuals™ (Lathi, European 38), the fairy-tale hero subsequently proves capable of

establishing relationships with many different kinds of people. Two themes that Lithi
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identified in fairy tales, what he termed “isolation” and “universal interconnection,” are
linked, according to him. “It is not in spite of their isolation but because of it that
folktale characters are capable of establishing contact with any other character. If they
were bound by permanent human ties . . . they would not be free at any given time to
establish the ties that are required by the situations in which they are placed” (54-55).
According to Lithi, fairy tales can be distinguished from other kinds of traditional stories
by the degree to which this movement towards community is embedded in their structure.
Those few scholars who have acknowledged the influence of fairy tales on novels
by Murdoch, Drabble and Byatt have dismissed it as unimportant to an understanding of
their work. For instance, Peter Conradi only allows that in Murdoch’s novels, such
narratives “are sometimes played with and made to help yield decoration for the plot”
(Conradi 11). According to Conradi, Murdoch uses fairy tales to “contribute to . . .
atmosphere” (126). He says that her use of myth is generally “deliberately incomplete,
throw-away, and provisional™; it has “more the feeling of delighted play or joke than of
any palpable symbolic design on the reader” (250). Other scholars have been vague in
their interpretations of fairy-tale references in these works, as if the matter were
undeserving of any closer examination. Mary Hurley Moran says that Drabble’s
references to other literature in her novels show that “[o]ur perceptions as well as our
identities are shaped by a variety of forces, and the literature and myths of our cultures
constitute one of these” (Moran 113). Similarly vague is Jane Campbell’s observation
that “Byatt has made her own combination of myths, symbols and allusions, but her
method of doing so constitutes her own admission that no order of language can hold the
chaos of experience” (Campbell 159). William Slaymaker says that, in Murdoch’s

3
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novels, “myths provide fictional frameworks to support her notion of the
incomprehensibility and impenetrability of human action and motivations” (Slaymaker
19). Elizabeth Dipple says that allusions in Murdoch to mythology can result in
“overplotted, tricksy” novels; where they work, she says, references to old stories can be
seen “assisting the novel toward profound and unnerving ends.” What ends, one might
ask? Well, they are “religious in impact” (Dipple 3). These scholars do not acknowledge
the important role played by fairy tales in the work of these three writers.

The use of fairy tales by Murdoch, Drabble and Byatt is, in fact, central to an
understanding of their fiction. Adult characters in their works repeatedly derive comfort
and inspiration from the vision of the world that is presented in fairy tales, even in the
notoriously violent German fairy tales of the Grimm brothers, which are my focus here.
In Drabble’s novel, Jerusalem the Golden (1967), Clara Maugham finds in her mother’s
house following her death a book of fables, and, flipping through them, is delighted by
their relevance to her adult life: she experiences “the (pleasant) shock of finding the new
contained and expressed in the framework and the terms of the old” (Drabble, Jerusalem
35). Repeatedly, Murdoch’s novels show that she is interested in “[tjhe way in which
magic can be part of ordinary life” (Murdoch, Flight 192). In Drabble’s A Summer Bird-
Cage (1963), even the pragmatic Louise Bennett, who marries for money and ends up
unhappy, recognizes that “all those things like wicked stepmothers are true . . . . All the
fairy-story things” (Drabble, Summer 195). Frederica Potter, escaping an abusive
husband in Byatt’s Babel Tower (1996), is not so damaged by her ordeal that she has
stopped believing that “princes and princesses are what we all are in our minds” (Byatt,

Babel 316). Australian writer Rodney Hall suggests in his novel, The Second
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Bridegroom (1988), that “however important our history is to us our fairytales go deeper”
(Hall 67). It is with equal seriousness that these writers approach the stories which other
writers have consigned to the nursery.

Although references to fairy tales abound in modern fiction, most often, the
characters in modern novels who take fairy tales seriously are children. In Australian
novelist Tim Winton’s Cloudstreet (1991), fourteen-year-old Rose Pickles, who has to go
down the street to the local tavern most evenings to collect her mother, tries to imagine
her parent’s abusive drunkenness as a plot device in a fairy tale, but finds that reality
soon intrudes:

Now and then Rose tried to see the whole business as hilarious; it was like being

in the first chapter of a fairy tale about a sweet girl with a nasty but beautiful step-

mother. But the pleasure wouldn’t stay with her more than a moment or two.

There was too much shame, too much cowering under the neighbours’ eyes, too

much agonizing embarrassment going to school with a black eye or a fat lip — no,

it was too real. (Winton 142)

Barbara Hanrahan, another Australian writer, follows another young girl with big dreams
to the same conclusion: in The Frangipani Gardens (1980), Lou sometimes imagines
herself as a fairy-tale heroine, but the truth of her situation, her poverty and her mother’s
career as a prostitute, means that dreaming “wasn’t something she could relyon.. . . .
reality had power” (Hanrahan 90). Canadian novelist Audrey Thomas uses the happily-
ever-after unions of fairy tales with bitter irony in her stories about such dreaming young
girls growing up to experience abusive, adulterous marriages. For example, in her story

“Young Mothers,” a child whose parents are facing divorce remembers their family life,
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now shattered, as “a continuous fairy story” (Thomas 12). British novelist Graham Swift
uses fairy tales in Waterland (1983) to blur the distinctions between storytelling and
truth, a matter that grows more complicated for his child narrator, Tom Crick, as he
leaves behind his childhood on the fens of northeastern England and becomes a teacher
of history: maybe even “history was “a fairy tale’” (Swift 6), he considers. In Indian
novelist Salman Rushdie’s Midnight's Children (1981), the narrator treasures fairy tales
as a child, imagining himself capable of the heroisms of ’Al al-Din, Ali Baba and
Sindbad, but as a young man he sees so many people suffer as a result of his mistakes in
relationships that he soon determines the tales comprise only “falseness, unrealities and
lies” (Rushdie 389). In each case, a child accepts a fairy-tale vision of the real worid,
only to be forced to surrender it upon attaining adulthood. This is very different from
how Murdoch, Drabble and Byatt use the tales, as a source of comfort and inspiration for
men and women seeking meaning to their existence.

Although some writers of fiction portray their characters as leaving behind a
fairy-tale vision of the world when they enter adulthood, we know that Jacob and
Wilhelm Grimm were writing for adults when they published their two-volume collection
of German fairy tales, Kinder und Hausmarchen, in 1812 (vol. I) and 1815 (vol. I). This
is in spite of the collection’s title, translatable as “Children’s and Household Tales.”
Perhaps it is natural to associate fairy tales with childhood, but it is 2 misconception that
the Grimm brothers designed their tales as appealing fantasies for children. “In fact,”
writes folklorist Jack Zipes, “from the beginning their principal concern was to uncover
the etymological and linguistic truths that bound the German people together and were

expressed in their laws and customs” (Zipes, Brothers 10). By 1812, the Grimms had
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already produced a German dictionary, a German grammar, and a book on ancient
German law, among other scholarly, fact-based books and articles. They were known to
other folklorists as “conscientious” researchers (Zipes, Brothers 10); as Zipes notes, they
tried to make their version of the tales “as close to the oral tradition as possible™ (12),
although their editing process has fascinated folklorists. The Grimms were inspired in
their work by nationalistic impulses, with the education of German children in the
standards and expectations of their society a lesser aim. It was only as the popularity of
the work among children and their guardians became evident, from about 1819 on, that
editions were tailored more and more to appeal to a young audience.

Modem readers who associate fairy tales with childhood will be surprised by
some of the narratives’ depictions of terrible cruelty. Weddings in fairy tales are
typically celebrated alongside the punishment of those who tried to prevent them, with
villains rolled downhill in barrels of nails or obliged to dance themselves to death in red-
hot shoes. Although all fairy-tale traditions involve violence to some degree, the
Grimms’ tales are notorious for their particularly bloody violence. It seems that this has
made them more interesting for some audiences than the more courtly French tales of
Charles Perrault, for instance, which were very popular in England when they were
translated into English in 1729 (Opies 30). Italo Calvino has remarked on this aspect of
the Grimms’ tales in the Introduction to his edition of /talian Folktales, arguing that in
[talian tales, “The continuous flow of blood that characterizes the Grimms’ brutal tales is
absent” (Calvino, /ntro. xxix). The violence of the Grimms’ tales has been their main
point of interest for some writers. Canadian writer Margaret Atwood frequently draws on
the Grimms’ tales for their violence. In her novel The Robber Bride (1993), a character

7
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remarks that there is no point to the tales if one edits out the violence — it is central to
their philosophy that “[sJomebody had to be boiled” (Atwood, Robber 341). American
writer Joyce Carol Oates also draws on the Grimms’ fairy tales for their violence: “Once
upon a time,” begins the story “Haunted,” which ends with the violent death of a child.
British writer Angela Carter, in works such as her modern fairy-tale collection The
Bloody Chamber (1979), has shown that she is fascinated by the violence of the Grimms’
tales, along with their sexual suggestiveness. Maria Tatar has made a career out of the
Grimms’ violence: her books, The Hard Facts of the Grimms' Fairy Tales (1987) and Off
With Their Heads! Fairy Tales and The Culture of Childhood (1992), speculate on why
the Grimms eliminated or toned down references to sexuality in later editions of the tales,
while embellishing violent episodes.

The particularly bloody violence of the Grimms’ fairy tales can be seen as serving
a larger purpose: the tales suggest that violence is necessary in order for change to occur.
One clear example of this occurs in the Grimms’ familiar tale, “The Frog King, or Iron
Heinrich,” when a princess who reluctantly accepts a frog as a companion after he
retrieves her ball from a well sees him transformed into a prince when she huris him at
the wall. Moreover, scholars taking a psychoanalytical approach to fairy tales defend
their violence as integral to their healing power. In The Uses of Enchantment (1976),
Freudian child psychologist Bruno Bettelheim argues that the gruesome aspects of fairy
tales figure as fantastic exaggerations of the reader’s “formless, nameless anxieties, and
his chaotic, angry, and even violent fantasies.” Fairy tales permit the reader to “fit
unconscious content into conscious fantasies, which then enable him to deal with that

content.” Bettelheim finds fault with “prettified and simplified” versions of fairy tales
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that have been rewritten for modern audiences, arguing that they have lost much of their
psychological impact along the way. He notes, “The dominant culture wishes to pretend
. . . that the dark side of man does not exist,” but “one-sided fare nourishes the mind only
in a one-sided way, and real life is not all sunny.” In earlier versions of the tales, even
heroes and heroines might be guilty of terrible cruelty; in many versions of the Cinderella
story, as we will see in Chapter Two, Cinderella brings the wickedness of her stepmother
and stepsisters on herself when she kills her mother. But this bad behaviour on the part
of fairy-tale protagonists serves to clarify, according to Bettelheim, the understanding
that “much that goes wrong in life is due to our very own natures — the propensity of all
men for acting aggressively, asocially, selfishly, out of anger and anxiety” (Bettelheim 7).
The violence of some fairy tales, therefore, makes more accessible the guidance and
reassurance that those narratives offer modern audiences.

The symbolic value of the violence in fairy tales — its connection with
transformation and with the expression of nameless anxieties — explains why Murdoch,
Drabble and Byatt most often refer to the Grimms’ tales, rather than those of any other
tale tradition, when they use fairy tales in their fiction. Their moral vision, which sees
characters acknowledging in the course of a novel the importance of their connection to a
community, typically requires significant personal change. In some cases, this borrowing
from the Grimms is made explicit in their fiction, with the writer referring to a particular
German tale. For instance, in Byatt’s novel Possession (1990), nineteenth-century poet
Christabel LaMotte writes a version of the Grimms’ animal-bridegroom tale “Hans My
Hedgehog.” Elsewhere, it could be argued that Murdoch, Drabble and Byatt were

inspired by the Grimms’ versions of tales, simply because of the strength and
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determination of their characters. For example, Liz Headleand, the protagonist of
Drabble’s trilogy consisting of The Radiant Way (1987), A Natural Curiosity (1989) and
The Gates of Ivory (1991), is compared to Cinderella throughout the three novels. Many
tale traditions feature a version of this well-known tale. However, Liz’s fierce ambition,
which has alienated her family and friends, is more reminiscent of the heroine of the
German version of the tale, than the sweet-tempered Cinderella of Perrault’s version,
which inspired the saccharine animated Disney film.

The violence that is such a prominent feature of the Grimms’ fairy tales also
permits the introduction of an ambiguity into references to the tales in the works of these
writers. One of the ways in which Murdoch, Drabble and Byatt can be usefully
compared is in their use of irony. The works of the three writers are infused with irony,
but it seems to inform in particular the endings of their novels, which are typically either
open and unresolved, or Dickensian in the suddenness of their resolution of complex
difficulties experienced by the characters. Peter Conradi’s study, /ris Murdoch: The
Saint and the Artist (1986), emphasizes her ambivalence. Conradi says that Murdoch’s
combination of moral passion and skepticism generates “her brilliant and essentially
tolerant double focus” (Conradi 64). The reader’s attempt to discern clear patterns of
morality in Murdoch’s fiction is continuously frustrated by the author’s rewarding of
selfish characters. Sometimes it seems that happiness is reserved, in Murdoch’s world,
for characters of limited intelligence. Joanne Creighton’s Margaret Drabble {1985)
similarly focuses on the ambiguity that characterizes this fiction. Creighton suggests that
Drabble’s work “is most successful when it is questioning, equivocal, open to possibility
rather than rhetorical or committed to a particular view” (Creighton, Drabble 16).
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Drabble has discussed her unresolved endings, which have attracted a certain amount of
critical attention, saying, “If I am a moral writer, it is not because I want to teach
anybody anything. I have lots of questions™ (Poland 264). Kathleen Kelly has written in
A.S. Byart (1996) about the ambiguity that one encounters everywhere in Byatt’s fiction,
particularly in her use of symbols: “Byatt’s novels are often sites of controversy: she
passionately uses description and allusion and metaphor as if they could capture some
truth, while her plots are often open-ended and celebratory of the inability to do so”
(Kelly xiii).

Such ambivalence is present in the way these writers use fairy tales, particularly
in their application of those narratives to the experiences of female characters. Although
the fiction of Murdoch, Drabble and Byatt demonstrates that they are deeply interested in
the complexities of women’s lives in the modern world, and although they handle with
particular sensitivity the trouble that female characters can get into by defining
themselves as wives and mothers, all three writers have distanced themselves from
feminism in interviews. Moreover, while they seem to take fairy tales seriously as
offering ways of thinking about adult experiences, their fiction does not pose clear
challenges to those narratives which have alienated many female scholars with their
seeming prescriptions for appropriate female behaviour. For example, as we will see in
Chapter Three, animal-bridegroom fairy tales inform Murdoch’s novel 7he Green Knight
(1993), in which various characters come to terms with their impression of the opposite
sex as loathsome. But if some of the romantic unions that end the novel show
questionable judgment, all of them serve to bring isolated characters into the community.

As we will see in Chapter Two, references to “Cinderella” in Drabble’s trilogy, The

Il
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Radiant Way (1987), A Natural Curiosity (1989) and The Gates of Ivory (1991),
illuminate what psychiatrist Liz Headleand has lost in her ambitious pursuit of a career,
but the failure of her two marriages and her alienation from her family do not quite take
the shine off the significance of her achievement. In Byatt’s Possession (1990), two
female characters are compared to the Grimms’ Briar Rose; one of them goes crazy and
dies alone, while the other seems able to reconcile the conflicting demands of romance
and career. In each case, the themes of the fairy tale being referenced are simultaneously
interrogated and reinforced.

Women and fairy tales are intimately connected. Few of the writers that I
mention in this project are men, and this is not because my reading habits favour female
writers. It seems that women writing fiction are simply more interested than male
authors in referencing fairy tales in their work. It is difficult to definitively answer the
question of why this should be, although numerous explanations have been proposed by
scholars. Maria Tatar suggests that women are interested in fairy tales because “the most
celebrated characters in fairy tales are female” (Tatar, Hard 85). Although many tales
end in marriage, she says, the bridegroom tends to be “a colourless figure,” lacking “a
history, a story, and even a name” (92), whereas “Cinderella, Snow White, Little Red
Riding Hood, and Sleeping Beauty: these are the names that have left so vivid an imprint
on childhood memories” (85). Ruth Bottigheimer points out that “narrators seem to
favour heroic figures of their own sex” and that some of the Grimms’ “most prolific”
contributors of tales for their collection were women (Bottigheimer 10) — more support
for the argument that the tales have a quality that women in particular appreciate. One

hesitates to make the argument that women are generally more involved in child-raising
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than men are, and therefore have a greater familiarity with what many think of as
children’s stories. Jack Zipes says that fairy tales are a female concern because the
institutionalizing of the fairy tale began in the salons of seventeenth-century France and
arose out of a need by aristocratic women to elaborate and conceive other alternatives in
society than those proscribed for them by men (Zipes, Myth 23). Marina Wamer says
that fairy tales are “definitely girly” (Wamer, Beast xiii), an impression that I think a lot
of people have, but she does not speculate on why this is.

If women and fairy tales are linked, the way that females are depicted in the tales
has been a source of grief for feminist scholars. “Few people look to fairy tales for
models of humane, civilized behaviour,” concludes Maria Tatar’s The Hard Facts of the
Grimms Fairy Tales (1987). Rather, she says, the stories “offer exaggerated visions of
the grimmer realities and fantasies” in our lives (Tatar, Hard 192). Feminist readers have
demonstrated that the treatment of women in fairy tales figures as one of their grimmest
exaggerations. Some readers have focused on sexist attitudes informing the Grimms’
tales themselves, as in Ruth Bottigheimer’s study, Grimms’ Bad Girls and Bold Boys
(1987). According to Bottigheimer, the Grimms’ tales outline “gender-specific and
gender-appropriate behaviour” which includes “radically different moral expectations for
girls” (Bottigheimer 168). Jack Zipes, in his eight books of criticism on fairy tales, has
shown an interest in how sexism has informed revisions and reworkings of tales that were
less objectionable before they were made into Disney films, and likely had even more to
offer an intelligent audience in their original, oral versions, as folk tales. Other readers
have focused on how gender bias has corrupted folklore criticism. For example, Tatar
wonders why “everyone seems to agree on the wrong message” (Tatar, Hard 165) in
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reading fairy tales such as “Bluebeard,” in which the woman’s comparatively minor
transgression has attracted more critical attention than the obvious villainy of the male in
the story. Similarly, Marina Warner says that interpretations of fairy tales have damaged
the cause of feminists: thanks to Freudian readings of tales such as “Cinderella,” she
says, “[t]he bad mother has become an inevitable, even required ingredient in fantasy,
and hatred of her a legitimate, applauded stratagem of psychic survival” (Wamer, Beast
212). The fact that fairy tales offend and frighten many female readers is made clear by
the existence of a collection, published by Routledge, of feminist fairy tales and feminist
essays on fairy tales, called Don 't Bet on the Prince (1986). The book’s editor, Zipes,
invited women writers to express “dissatisfaction with the dominant male discourse of
traditional fairy tales and with those social values and institutions which have provided
the framework for sexist prescriptions” (Zipes, Preface xi).

If Murdoch, Drabble and Byatt use fairy tales without challenging their
assumptions as much as some readers might like, feminist critics have struggled to make
sense of the way women are depicted in the fiction of all three of these writers.
Drabble’s first three novels have been read as showing women unable to free themselves
from male demands; instead, the protagonists fall in love with childbirth and housework.
[f The Millstone (1965) is an exception, that novel shows a woman freeing herself by
living like 2 man. Readers object to Jane Gray’s being rescued by a man from her lonely
life as a single mother in The Waterfall (1969), while others point out that her rescuer,
her lover James, is “unreal and fantastic” (Rose, Equivocal 68) and thus unavailable to
the rest of us. “I had difficulty not slamming The Waterfall on the floor,” says Lynn

Veach Sadler in her preface to Margaret Drabble (1986). “How any feminist could
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appreciate The Waterfall will remain a mystery” (Sadler 131). The only woman in
Drabble’s next three novels who does not “accede to the male point of view,” according
to Ellen Cronan Rose, is Frances Wingate, an archaeologist who struggles with
depression, and in Rose’s view, “we cannot quite take her seriously” (Rose, Equivocal
124). Rose’s book, The Novels of Margaret Drabble (1980), makes clear the difficulty of
taking a feminist approach to Drabble’s fiction. Her thesis is that the aspects of
Drabble’s protagonists that disappoint feminists are actually signs of psychological
problems, that most of Drabble’s characters are more than misguided; they are
pathological, neurotic or even anorexic. But Rose seems to throw up her hands at the end
of her book, when she says, “Depending on a woman’s expectations and experience, she
can read Drabble’s novels, especially the recent ones, as radical feminist visions or as
affirmations of traditional humanist values” (127). As if she were at a loss for words to
express her disappointment in the author, Rose includes in her final chapter a
reproduction of the trompe !’oeil image familiar to many readers which reveals a crone
and a pretty girl at the same time, depending on how one looks at it.

Murdoch’s readers have pointed out that she almost never portrays liberated
women in her novels. When Byatt does so, they seem to be figures of fun. In Byatt’s
Possession (1990), English scholar Leonora Stern is a caricature of a feminist, “[s]ingle-
minded and zealous™ (Byatt, Possession 241), as the novel’s somewhat more
marriageable heroine, Maud Bailey, describes her. Leonora’s academic career has been
characterized by radical shifts in direction to suit the fashion of the time, taking her from
“militant middle and later Lacanian phases™ (337) to her present enjoyment of
lesbianism, vegetarianism and yoga. Her critical essays are hilarious in their

15

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



preoccupation with female bodily emissions. Meanwhile, the women in Murdoch’s
novels seem willing to accept domination by the men in their lives, even when the men
are villains or fools. All six of her first-person narrators are men, and Peter Conradi has
pointed out “the warmth of her identification” (Conradi 29) with them, in spite of their
poor treatment of women. Finding Murdoch’s inhabiting of male perspectives and her
reluctance to deal directly with women’s experience “problematical, puzzling and
irritating” (Johnson xi), Deborah Johnson attempts in her study, /ris Murdoch (1987), a
feminist reading of the novels that emphasizes irony and the use of symbolism as
indicative of authorial distance. That this necessitates some rather dubious
interpretations is made clear by Johnson’s own admission that she seeks “to understand
some of the ways in which Iris Murdoch does explore and exploit her female creativity so
as to question and even undermine the very assumptions which she appears to endorse”
(xii). It seems that a feminist must read against Murdoch in order to make her work
palatable.

If scholars have been disappointed by the way Murdoch, Drabble and Byatt depict
women, no remedy is offered by interviews with the authors, where all three have
distanced themselves from feminism. Drabble says that although many of her novels
focus on “a specific section of women that [ happen to know about, middle-class women
with ambition, in other words,” she does not consciously write about women “in general
terms” (Creighton, Interview 25). She says, “When I’'m writing [ don’t think of myself
wholly as a woman . . . . I've tried to avoid writing as a woman because it does create its
own narrowness” (Cooper-Clark 19). Similarly, Byatt said, “Of course [ am a feminist.

But I don’t want to be required to write to a feminist programme, and I feel uneasy when
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this seems to be asked of me. I am a bit too old to be a naturally political animal™
(Miller). Asked whether she thinks of herself as a women’s writer, she said: “I don’t
need that. I’m interested in women anyway. Literature has always been my way out, my
escape from the limits of being female. I don’t want to have to get back in” (Dusinberre
186). Murdoch has frustrated a few scholars with her remarks about men and women
being essentially the same, except for the fact that men are more interesting. “I don’t
really see there is much difference between men and women™ (Biles 119), she said; “I
don’t think it’s a great leap. There’s not much of a difference, really. One’s justa
human being” (Bellamy 133). She has been dismissive of “rubbish like ‘black studies’
and ‘women’s studies’” (Biles 119) and the way that they entitle certain groups to special
consideration. Furthermore, she has admitted that she prefers to write about the
experiences of male characters: “I’'m not interested in women’s problems as such”
(Bellamy 133), she said, and “I’m not very much interested in the female predicament.”
Her reasoning is that “the ordinary human condition still seems to belong more to a man
than to 2 woman,” and she worries that concentrating on women in one’s fiction is “a bit
like writing with a character who is black, or something like that” (Biles 119).

Scholars have responded by praising the ambivalence of these writers’ work; if
they seem to say outrageous things, it is implied, their meaning has likely been
misunderstood. “Murdoch’s work is plagued by contradiction,” says Elizabeth Dipple,
“and her best fiction reflects it” (Dipple 5). Murdoch is even deliberately imperfect,
suggests Peter Conradi: “The books are wounded so that their meanings can, as it were,
leak back into life rather than create a hermetically sealed world” (Conradi 261).
Reviews of Byatt’s novels show professional readers struggling to sort through her
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allegiances. Her novels are “hard to pin down” (Karlin 17). She is “full of ambivalence™
(Hulbert), an anomaly within a genre (Spafford 22). Drabble scholars praise her for
making their work difficult. Lynn Veach Sadler says that it is hard to “pin Drabble
down” on any of her themes, including feminism, because she “floats atop™ them (Sadler
120). If Drabble’s female characters seem to be in love with childbirth, Nancy Hardin
says, they “are a convincing mixture of opposites and are all the more human for being
so” (Hardin 275). Ellen Cronan Rose detects a “terrifying challenge” in Drabble’s “deep-
seated ambivalence about feminism™ (Rose, Equivocal 126), but she argues that it is all
right because “most women are as ambivalent about feminism as Margaret Drabble™
(128). Joanne Creighton agrees that the “unresolved, exploratory quality” of Drabble’s
novels exemplifies “the tension experienced by many contemporary women who are
struggling to define themselves” (Creighton, Drabble 32).

Some critics of Murdoch, Drabble and Byatt who are interested in their use of
fairy tales have chosen to interpret the use of such narratives by these writers as
postmodern, suggesting that they employ them to play with notions of fiction and
fictiveness or to debate the writer’s task. These writers’ affiliations with realism and
postmodernism describe yet another dimension of their work where ambiguity is at work.
Fairy tales, written stories that originate in the older, oral storytelling genre of folk tales,
are certainly well suited to postmodemist explorations. The shape of fairy tales has been
the focus of formalist scholars such as Max Lathi and Russian theorist Vladimir Propp,
who wrote the influential Morphology of the Folktale (1958). In fairy tales, Lathi
argued, “reality and unreality, freedom and recessity, unite” — they are “an archetypal
form of literature which helps lay the groundwork for all literature, for all art” (Liithi,
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Once 146).

Scholars taking a postmodernist approach to the use of fairy tales in the fiction of
Murdoch, Drabble and Byatt fairy tales tend to group the stories with other features of
their writing that challenge the assumptions of realism, such as “Gothic setting” and
mythology. While the works of all three writers are rich with references to mythology,
biblical stories, Shakespeare’s plays and nineteenth-century fiction, the number and
complexity of references to fairy tales in each writer’s work would seem to demand more
focused attention. Elizabeth Dipple classifies fairy tales in Murdoch as “art objects™
(Dipple 99), and then proceeds to focus her discussion on Murdoch’s views of art.
Scholars have also been vague about the meaning of this intertextuality. Deborah
Johnson proposes that Murdoch uses fairy tales to talk about writing, although she is not
certain to what end. She says that they might highlight the contrivance of Murdoch’s
fiction, something Johnson believes is also at work in Murdoch’s unrealistic endings.
Perhaps, she suggests, Murdoch’s shifting between genres addresses the question of how
to read (Johnson 106), or the interplay of genres might be meant to make her novels
elusive to the reader (110). Or, references to fairy tales might serve as a distancing
measure: Johnson suggests that her use of “such authorial devices as male narration,
multiple and elaborate plot-structures, Gothic setting and mythological frameworks™
allows Murdoch to write about “culturally induced female misery” with “a certain
control and detachment . . . to protect both author and her readers against the intensity of
feeling” (66). Ellen Cronan Rose makes a similar suggestion that Drabble refers to other
literary works in her fiction in order to “achieve distance from herself” (Rose, Equivocal
36), so that her work might not be so personal, might instead “stand entirely separate
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from her” (35).

These approaches highlight one more explanation for the appeal of fairy tales to
Murdoch, Drabble and Byatt: those stories provide an opportunity for contemporary
writers to introduce a strangeness into realistic narratives without compromising their
realism. Although the three authors have associated themselves in essays and interviews
with the beleaguered tradition of realism in the British novel, reviews of their work in
newspapers and literary journals illuminate the difficulty readers have had in sorting out
their loyaities. Reviewers who have decided that Murdoch is a realist complain that the
novels “fail to imbue a sense of reality” (Simon 7) or that she has “left the real world
behind” (Sinclair 1149). Her fiction is “set in a kind of Never Never Land even when it
doesn’t mean to be.” Its uses of myth and fable “never seem to quite add up” (Shippey
20). Anatole Broyard is clearly surrendering when he says, “Iris Murdoch’s books are so
interesting in their diverse ways that I find it difficult to judge them as novels”; they
represent “an unclassifiable pandemonium” (Broyard 3). One reviewer of a novel by
Drabble regards with “foreboding™ the author’s entrance into the “arbitrary extremism of
Iris Murdoch’s later novels” (7LS 1969). Another objects to her happy endings where
“everything falls into place too neatly” (Dickstein 5). Drabble is perceived to be in “false
relation to the realistic novel . . . . She merely goes through the motions” (Donoghue 20).
In Byatt’s Possession, “networks of coincidence and connection too often seem forced,”
things “dovetail together too neatly” (Karlin 17). Her less realistic works are relegated to
“a brave experiment” (Duchéne 395). Reviewers complain that her so-called ‘self-
conscious realism’ is “both too self-conscious and not real enough” (Wood 15). Byatt is

seemingly “full of ambivalence about fiction’s status” (Hulbert 38).
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If reviewers have struggled with these writers’ apparently divided allegiances,
“anomalies” should come as no surprise to the student of contemporary British fiction. It
may be true, as Malcolm Bradbury suggests in The Modern British Novel (1993), that
realism has always had “a peculiarly strong place” (Bradbury 89) in the English novel, a
place that it maintains even now. However, many contemporary British novelists calling
themselves realists are actually producing what Christopher Bigsby describes as “by no
means an innocent realism” (Bigsby, “Middleground™ 149) in which an awareness of
alternatives to realism is signalled throughout a work by the introduction of elements that
normally would have no place in realistic fiction. For instance, after giving a rather dry
paper at a narratology conference, Gillian Perholt, the protagonist of Byatt’s story, “The
Djinn in the Nightingale’s Eye,” buys an antique bottle with a genie inside who emerges
and makes love to her in her hotel room. But the introduction of these unrealistic
elements, according to Bigsby, never poses a serious challenge to a work’s emphasis on
the centrality of narrative, the significance of character, and the logic of history. Hybrid
forms are the result, where straightforward storytelling blurs into narrative experiment
and back again, and well-realized characters surprise the reader by wandering from time
to time into the realms of myth, fantasy, fable and fairy tale.

Bigsby locates this fiction in a “middle-ground” between tradition and
experiment, inspired, no doubt, by David Lodge’s influential The Novelist at the
Crossroads (1969). Lodge imagined a “crossroads™ in contemporary fiction where the
long, well-travelled highway of British realism was intersecting suddenly with a route
offering alternatives: historical novels in one direction, and pure fantasy in the other. He

felt that some of the most interesting work was being written inside that crossroads,
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capturing a moment when the writer hesitated before choosing a definite direction.

When Lodge revised his essay some twenty years later in 1992, he argued that what he
had called “crossover fiction” was becoming more and more prevalent, remarking on the
“astonishing variety of styles on offer today, as if in an aesthetic supermarket” (Lodge,
“Today” 37). In A Vain Conceit (1989), D.J. Taylor calls such obviously conflicted
writers “fabulists,” inspired in his turn, no doubt, by American Robert Scholes’s
influential study The Fabulators (1963). Scholes included Murdoch in his list of
practitioners of “fabulation,” writers who constantly dispense with realistic elements,
drawing on fantasy and symbolism to create a kind of original myth. But Taylor makes it
clear, as Bigsby does, that the introduction of fantastic elements does not mean a writer is
turning his or her back on realism. Peter Conradi says that this is true of Murdoch,
arguing, “Her best work is quiveringly real/unreal in its texture” (Conradi 6). Taylor says
that, although there are “odd, mad interludes where reality and fantasy are inextricably
combined” (Taylor, Vain 115), invariably authors like Murdoch afford reality the greater
share; it can be argued that they are telling “a number of small lies in order to emphasize
a large truth” (116). Fable, myth and illusion as they appear in the works of these
contemporary novelists offer “magnifications of reality” (127), according to Taylor,
rather than escape routes leading away from the tradition of realism.

As ambiguous as their use of fairy tales may be at times, the fact that Murdoch,
Drabble and Byatt take those narratives seriously as offering ways of thinking about
modern life signals an essential optimism in their work. The optimism that resides at the
heart of fairy tales is one dimension of those narratives about which scholars taking very
different approaches to fairy tales would seem to be in agreement. Cultural materialist
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Jack Zipes argues in his introduction to The Complete Fairy Tales of the Brothers Grimm
(1987) that the stories “provide hope that there is more to life than mastering the art of
survival. Their ‘once upon a time’ keeps alive our utopian longing for a better world that
can be created out of our dreams and actions” (Zipes, Intro. xxxi). Feminist Marina
Warner expresses a grudging admiration for the optimism of fairy tales when, quoting
Gillian Beer’s The Romance, Warner says, “Like romance, to which fairy tales bear a
strong affinity, they could ‘remake the world in the image of desire.” That this is a
blissful dream which need not be dismissed as totally foolish is central to the argument of
this book™ (Warner xii). Swiss formalist Max Lithi famously argued that the magical
transformations of human characters into beasts and vice-versa, like the numerous
episodes involving disguise and the throwing off of disguises, illustrated the folk tale’s
preoccupation with “man’s deliverance from an unauthentic existence and his
commencement of a new one” (Liithi, Once 138). These critics share the approach of
Murdoch, Drabble and Byatt to the Grimms’ tales, which is to see them as articulating an
encouraging view of humanity.

[ believe that the movement towards community in the fiction of these three
writers identifies them as optimistic. But it is important to note that Murdoch, Drabble
and Byatt have stopped short of describing themselves in those terms in interviews.
Drabble said, “I like fairly optimistic endings™ (Cooper-Clark 20), but she acknowledged,
“It’s more honourable to accept the possibility of disaster than to be a facile optimist™
(26). Murdoch said about the world in this century, “There’s a kind of optimism which
has gone” (Bellamy 130), but “I don’t have a pessimistic temperament™ (Bellamy 132).
This is not to say that their novels depict an idealized world where nothing bad ever
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happens — quite the contrary. “It is depressing to read about depression” (Drabble,
Realms 152), Drabble’s narrator says in The Realms of Gold (1975), as justification for
terminating her description of a particularly dreary character — Janet Bird, an unfulfilled
Romley housewife. Yet depression has been a central theme for all three writers.
Accidental misfortune also abounds in their fiction. In Murdoch’s An Accidental Man
(1971), there are four violent deaths (one of a child), two attempted suicides, and
characters suffering from severe learning disabilities, schizophrenia and brain damage.
Drabble and Byatt show a greater concern than Murdoch with depicting social realities —
Peter Conradi has noted that Murdoch “says little about work and often appears to take
money for granted” (Conradi 4) — so that characters in their novels are given to
despairing about the state of England; the happy ones among them could be defined as “a
freak escape from the general doom” (Drabble, Middle 15), as Kate Armstrong’s friend
Hugo describes her in Drabble’s The Middle Ground (1980). Sexual assaults on children
are featured in each book of Byatt’s Frederica Potter series, The Virgin in the Garden
(1978), Still Life (1985) and Babel Tower (1996), with Byatt admitting in an interview
that the writings of de Sade influenced the third book (Miller). Murdoch and Drabble
have each written one novel virtually bereft of optimism: Murdoch’s The Time of the
Angels (1966) describes the suicide of a defrocked priest following years of sexual abuse
of his daughter, and Drabble’s The Ice Age (1977) uses the phrase, “These are terrible
times we live in” (Drabble, /ce 10), to introduce us to characters struggling under the
economic collapse in Britain in the mid-1970s. But the way in which relationships are
embraced in these novels suggests that their characters have not given up on the

possibility of securing happiness in the modern world.
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Murdoch, Drabble and Byatt are remarkable for presenting an encouraging view
of humanity at a time when optimism in literature is fairly rare. Refusing to participate
in what Julia Corbett, a novelist character in Byatt’s novel The Game (1967), calls “the
current fashionable hopelessness” in fiction (Byatt, Game 88), these three writers explore
solutions to a range of human problems in their work, from conflicts between parents and
children, to women’s efforts to achieve autonomy inside marriage, to the difficulty of
realizing one’s potential personally and professionally amid the complexities of the
modern world. Much of British fiction over the last fifty years or so has been produced
in an atmosphere of negativity, under the assumption that we — and our counterparts in
novels — exist in a nightmare world at the end of things. “You don’t write about
happiness” (Byatt, Biographer's 256), acknowledges Phineas Nanson, the jaded post-
graduate student of literary theory who narrates Byatt’s novel, 7he Biographer's Tale
(2000). A year later, however, he experiences happiness and takes back what he said.

While other writers indulge in what Malcolm Bradbury calls in 7he Modern
British Novel “a now routine Nineties diet: of apocalyptic cities, serial killers, gender
wars . . . marital collapse, familial disintegration, child abuse, alien visitations, dark
prospects and embittered shapeless lives” (Bradbury 458), Murdoch, Drabble and Byatt
maintain that we still inhabit beauty and meaning, if only we might learn the habit of
connecting with people in the right way. The vision of the world presented by fairy tales,
where an individual’s striving against incredible odds can bring happiness to an entire
community, reinforces this argument in their fiction. In After the War (1993), D.J.
Taylor takes up Bradbury’s observation about the “routine Nineties diet” of writers of

fiction to argue that it is an assumption of British novels since the 1950s, especially, that

25

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



the nation has declined and that her citizens have failed to rise above that circumstance.
Bradbury sees British fiction darkening at the end of the nineteenth century, as a result of
the weakening of religious faith under pressure from scientific discovery and Darwinism.
Taylor blames the horrors of two world wars, and decade after decade of promised and
unrealized social, political and economic reform in Britain since the 1950’s. Unlike
many contemporary British authors, Murdoch, Drabble and Byatt have made morality
and concomitant human action a central focus of their work.

As I have indicated, it is not that the world depicted by these authors is a beautiful
place. Rather, what sets them apart from their contemporaries is the determination of
their protagonists to do something about the circumstances of their lives. These days,
most characters in British novels are exhausted by living, and at a loss for alternatives, as
a passage from Martin Amis’s 7he Information (1995) illustrates. Amis’s novel becomes
most poetic as failed writer Richard Tull tries to articulate his sense of weariness:

Richard Tull felt tired, and not just underslept. Local tiredness was up there

above him — the kind of tiredness that sleep might lighten — but there was

something else up there over and above it. And beneath it. That greater tiredness
was not so local. It was the tiredness of time lived, with its days and days. It was
the tiredness of gravity — gravity, which wants you down there in the centre of the

earth. That greater tiredness was here to stay: and get heavier. (Amis 4)

Novels by Murdoch, Drabble and Byatt share a feature of fairy tales identified by
folklorist Jack Zipes: “The emphasis is on hope and action” in fairy tales (Zipes,
Breaking 33), Zipes said, even if most protagonists are aware that they can only achieve
“limited victories” (31) against the forces that oppress them. Characters in the fiction of
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these writers who feel the lure of solitude must fight their inclination to withdraw like
Amis’s Richard Tull from the complexities of modern life into stasis and depression.

In novels by Murdoch, Drabble and Byatt, responsibility concerns both our
treatment of others and our honesty about ourselves, and moral behaviour is achieved
through action as well as the power of the imagination. Murdoch said, “If you are
writing novels, you can’t avoid morality” (Bigsby, Interview 224). In her famous 1961
essay, “Against Dryness,” she observes that, since the turn of the century, “We have
suffered a general loss of concepts, the loss of a moral and political vocabulary . . . . We
no longer see man against a background of values, of realities, which transcend him”
(Murdoch, “Dryness” 17). In her view, even the modern writer “should be conscious of
himself as a moralist” (Meyers 219). Writing about George Eliot, Byatt expresses similar
regret that writers are no longer interested, as they were in the late nineteenth century, in
morality as a form of human experience “that must be studied and valued as part of our
natural history” (Byatt, “Eliot’s” 92-93). Meanwhile, Drabble says that she writes novels
to “find out about living and about the values of living” (Hardin 279). She is interested
in exploring in her novels why “there are very few people who make the moral effort,”
why people “make wrong choices and then they don’t fight back when they’ve made the
wrong choices” (Cooper-Clark 26). American writer Joyce Carol QOates said in a review
that Drabble has “taken upon herself the task, largely ignored today, of attempting the
vital, energetic, mysterious recreation of a set of values by which human beings can live”
Oates, Review 23). Drabble clearly shares the belief of one of her characters, poet Jane
Gray in The Waterfall (1960), that “one can’t have art without morality” (Drabble,

Waterfall 232).
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While action is central to these novels, even the willingness to conceive of a
better life represents a kind of moral purpose for Murdoch, Drabble and Byatt. Each of
them has depicted characters so gifted with imagination that they are open to having
transcendent experiences. In Drabble’s The Realms of Gold (1975), archaeologist
Frances Wingate, whose imagination makes possible her discovery of the ancient city of
Tizouk, has such an experience when she is stuck in a rut in a back road in Africa with
her lover Karel. They discover a drainage ditch full of frogs, all different sizes, croaking
in discord. “Oh, I love them, said Frances . . . . And every time she thought of them, in
later years, she felt such pleasure and amusement deep within her, a deep source of it”
(Drabble, Realms, 15-16). This “deep source” of joy sustains Frances in her struggles
with depression. In Byatt’s Still Life (1985), Marcus Potter, who in the earlier novel 7he
Virgin in the Garden (1978) suffered from hallucinations and out-of-body experiences,
turns his extra-sensory talents into a career as a biologist: after examining an anthill with
his class, “His mind swarmed with a dangerous yet lively pattern of repeating forms, as it
had at moments he had earlier been tempted to define as the onset of madness.” He
realizes suddenly that there is “a God of overflowing order and intricacy, ovals and ants”
(Byatt, Still 239), a conviction that motivates him afterward in his career. In Murdoch’s
The Sea, The Sea (1978), retired theatre director Charles Arrowby falls asleep in the yard
of his beach house, thinking about all the relationships he has destroyed with his
selfishness, and wakes up to witness a shower of falling stars. “How many of them there
were, as if the heavens were crumbling at last and being dismantled. And I wanted to
show all these things to my father” (Murdoch, Sea 145). It seems a mystical vision to

Charles, who ends the novel reassessing the terms on which he relates to others. In
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Chapter Six, we will look again at the importance of the imagination in these novels, and
how “[e]ven the idea of joy or relief may carry one through” (Gullette 94) for characters
seeking a way out of depression, mental illness and loneliness.

Scholars who focus on these writers’ interest in fate are, I believe, placing too
much emphasis on a point occasionally mentioned in their work. David Gordon argues
that Murdoch’s concern with motives of her characters is balanced by “the Murdochian
truth that nothing matters very much on the level of personal choice” (Gordon 122-123).
Murdoch has acknowledged, “Some sort of vision holds the world together, I think, and
this is part of the subject matter of literature.” But she describes this vision in human
terms, calling it “forces of good that you suddenly can find, streams flowing toward you,
whatever the metaphor would be” (Brans, Interview with Murdoch 190), with the
implication that people are responsible for seeking out whatever grace is available to
them. Mary Hurley Moran, in a study subtitled Existing Within Structures, finds that
“Drabble’s works suggest a deep emotional and philosophical attachment to the concepts
of determinism and fatalism™ (Moran 15). But Drabble has said of her work as a
novelist, “I don’t like events to dominate (characters) too much. I like a degree of self-
control and self-propulsion” (Parker and Todd 170). She believes that “we certainly do
live in a world of chance,” but that the “duty of the human will is to seek to make sense
of it and to resist being swamped by the arbitrary and saying because it’s arbitrary there’s
nothing you can do. You have to endeavour in the face of the impossible” (Cooper-
Clark, 26). Characters in these novels are restricted in their actions, to be sure, but they
are less restricted by fate than by their obligations to one another. We will see additional

examples of this in Chapter Two of this essay.
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Murdoch, Drabble and Byatt articulate this notion of obligation to others in
references throughout their fiction to a “web” or “network”™ of human effort. “Human
frailty forms a system . . . and faults in the past have their endlessly spreading network of
results” (Murdoch, Nice 198), suggests Willy Kost in Murdoch’s The Nice and the Good
(1968). In The Philosopher's Pupil (1983), this system is described as “a bad network”
(Murdoch, Philosopher’s 59). In Byatt’s novel The Game (1967), characters detect a
“beautiful network of designed movement” in the structure of the universe. Suffering
and sin cause “rents in the network™ (Byatt, Game 75). Byatt’s interest in biology and
history as forces which connect human beings permits her characters, like poet and
naturalist Randolph Henry Ash in Possession (1990), to imagine “a continuity and
interdependence of all life, which might perhaps assist in . . . doing away with the notion
of individual death” (Byatt, Possession 271). In Byatt’s latest novel, 7he Biographer's
Tale (2000), she calls this continuity “conscience.” In Drabble’s The Radiant Way, Liz
Headleand’s friend Alix, a social worker, “aspired to make connections . . . . Sometimes
she had a sense that such interlockings were part of a vaster network, that there was a
pattern, if only one could discemn it.” As she grows older, Alix increasingly questions the
concept of the individual, seeing people instead as “intersections, threads, of a vast web,
a vast network, which was humanity itself” (Drabble, Radiant 73). Drabble’s characters,
powerfully influenced by family ties and human frailties (two recurring themes in her

work), discover that they must reassess their idea of freedom in light of a new awareness

! “They (the inhabitants of a fictional Utopia) look upon life at large, as probably a huge organization in which every separative
(sic) fving thing plays an unconscious part, much as the separate cells do in a living person . . . . [t is a kind of grandiose
personification of what we call conacience” (Byatt, Biographer s 225).

30

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



of their connections with other people.

This network of responsibility might even be seen as an alternative to religious
faith, since organized religion has been more or less dismissed by these writers as an
unlikely source of comfort and inspiration for modern people. Drabble says that her
novels explore a kind of “salvation,” and “the possibility of living, today, without faith, a
religious life” (Drabble, “Author” 36). Murdoch suggests that “religion is in fact better
off without God. It has to do with now, with every moment of one’s life, how one thinks,
what one is and does” (Meyers 220). The connection between religion and fairy tales
highlights an intriguing dimension of those stories. Australian writer Peter Carey uses
fairy tales to explore alternatives to religious faith in his novel, 7he Unusual Life of
Tristram Smith (1994). The novel describes an imaginary country, Efica, where animal
heroes from folktales take on a religious significance when the tradition develops that
they were among the animals present at the birth of Christ. Fairy-tale commentator Jack
Zipes suggests that the fairy tale reveals a “secular religious purpose” (Zipes, Brothers
83) in its emphasis on “social redemption” (84). The preoccupation of those narratives
with mysterious forces acting on the human world no doubt furnishes some of the
attraction they hold for writers such as Murdoch, Drabble and Byatt, who are concerned
with how moral action links us with the larger community.

The connection between fairy tales and religion was perhaps best articulated by
Swiss folklore scholar Max Lithi. Liithi’s formalist essay The European Folktale: Form
and Nature (1948) contrasted the structure of legends with that of what he called “folk
tales” (not discriminating, as most scholars do now, between orally transmitted “folk

tales” and their later, written development, “fairy tales™). Lithi argued that while
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characters in legends are generally apprehensive about the supernatural, the folk-tale
hero’s attractiveness to “otherworld” helpers (Cinderella’s fairy godmother, for example,
or in the Grimms’ version of the tale, the birds roosting in a tree on her mother’s grave,
who help her win the prince) suggests that “invisible ties (link) him with the secret
powers or mechanisms that shape the world and fate. Without his being aware of it, his
behaviour is shaped by cogent laws” (Lathi, European 57). Much like the characters in
the fiction of Murdoch, Drabble and Byatt, therefore, who sense they are enmeshed in a
“web” or “framework” the limits of which and the purpose of which they can not quite
grasp, protagonists in folk tales “do not know of the interrelationships of which they are
part; they only let themselves be sustained by these interrelationships and thus they attain
their goal.” In their endeavours, “[t]here is much that makes itself felt without becoming
visible” (59).

It is interesting that other contemporary writers have used fairy tales to illuminate
discussions of faith, although in a different way from what Murdoch, Drabble and Byatt
achieve in their description of a network of responsibility. Clearly, folklore and religion
are intimately connected. We commonly describe some hope for the future as “like a
fairy tale” in order to emphasize its distance from reality, the unlikelihood of its ever
being the way we would wish. Disappointment is at the heart of the simile, and a number
of modem novelists who demonstrate an interest in fairy tales have used them for this
effect in their fiction. In novels by Graham Greene, for example, characters who have
lost their faith in God compare religious faith to fairy tales. “You and I are much too old
for fairy stories” (Greene, Burnt-Out 152), objects a witness to architect Querry’s

musings about his vanished faith in 4 Burnt-Out Case (1960). In Our Man in Havana
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(1958), Wormold is mystified by his daughter’s Catholicism, but he is “glad that she
could still accept fairy stories” (Greene, Havana 72). In The End of the Affair (1951),
Sarah says that religion is “a fairy-tale we tell each other for comfort™ (Greene, Affair
110), aithough, after Sarah has died, one of her books of fairy tales given to a sick child
seems to effect a miraculous cure. Rather differently, in Evelyn Waugh’s novels,
characters who have lost their faith in Britain associate the country’s traditions with fairy
tales, as in Brideshead Revisited (1945), where the daughters at Brideshead are compared
to fairy-tale heroines.> Jaded British officer Guy Crouchback, in Officers and Gentlemen
(1955), compares men who no longer uphold the ideals of soldiership to the unsuccessful
knights trapped in Sleeping Beauty’s thorny pallisade (Waugh, Officers 257). Similar
are the impressions of Nick Jenkins, the protagonist of Anthony Powell’s twelve-volume
series, A Dance to the Music of Time (1951-1975), when he sees that ancient forests
about to be destroyed by a mining company bear a resemblance to British artist Arthur
Rackham’s illustrations of fairy tales (Powell 150). In each case, something far-reaching
in which characters had once placed their faith — God or England — proves to have lost
its power to reassure and motivate.

In her 1970 essay, “Existentialists and Mystics,” Murdoch argued that fiction
should take up the role that philosophy once had, of comforting and sustaining readers
with images of human ability: “And if stories are told, virtue will be portrayed, even if
the old philosophies have gone away” (Murdoch, “Existentialists” 181). If British fiction

has become especially grim over the past fifty years, describing bleak landscapes

2 Evelyn Waugh, Brideshead Revisited (Harmondsworth, Middiesex: Penguin, 1945) 173, 296.
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inhabited by the cruel and the disheartened, Murdoch, Drabble and Byatt provide magical
alternatives for the reader. The fiction of these writers is distinctive in its presentation of
an encouraging view of humanity. It has this characteristic in common with fairy tales.
Darkness may be present in the fairy tale, but it has lifted by the time the story ends;
enchantments have been broken and evil has been exposed and diminished, all as a result
of the curiosity human beings show about each other, and their willingness to participate
in the greater community. Kate Armstrong, the protagonist of Drabble’s The Middle
Ground (1980), a novel rich in allusions to fairy tales, says, “The world is changing, and
all the nice friendly people will inherit it” (Drabble, Middle 261). If more than one
scholar has found Kate’s irrepressible cheerfulness hard to take, she expresses in plain
terms a central view of these novelists. Inspired by fairy tales, characters in their stories
show us how we might benefit from loving and comforting each other on the way to

achieving our dreams.
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SECTION ONE - FAMILIES
Chapter One

“Hansel and Gretel”

Childhood is not idealized in the works of Iris Murdoch, Margaret Drabble and
A.S. Byatt. Rather, the relationships that children have with their parents in this fiction
serve to prepare them for the difficulties of adult entanglements. The Grimms’ tale
“Hansel and Gretel,” which is frequently mentioned by these writers when they are
describing the anxieties of child characters, usefully illustrates this theme. Disappointed
in some way by their parents, children in these novels develop an apprehension about the
isolation with which older characters in the fiction of these authors have such an
ambivalent relationship. In a way, therefore, they anticipate the experiences of those
characters, who feel the attractions of solitude but sense that they should break free of it
to become a part of a community. Drabble said, “I suppose I tend to have used most
frequently the model of parent-child relationships, because I think that obviously is
where a lot of people learn to love; the child learns to love the parent and the parent
learns to love the child.” Drabble’s emphasis on /earning is significant, for as these
novelists demonstrate, deep affection between parents and children does not always come
naturally. But Drabble suggests that if one can learn “very close understanding” of a
parent, “one can also leamn to love one’s fellow man” (Brans, Interview with Drabble
227). For these novelists, the relationships that children have with their parents can have
a powerful — and often negative — effect on their engagements with others as adults.

In Byatt’s novel Still Life (1985), Stephanie’s son Will develops an attachment to
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“Hansel and Gretel” after his mother is killed in a freak accident. In Byatt’s Babel Tower
(1996), Frederica’s son Leo is similarly able to use this tale about children betrayed by
adults as a way of reconciling himself not only to his near-abandonment by his mother,
but to his estrangement from his father following his parents’ divorce. Adult protagonists
also find meaning in “Hansel and Gretel” in these novels. Young mothers in novels by
Drabble, such as Jane Gray in The Waterfall (1969), must undergo a painful examination
of the extent to which they resemble and differ from their children, and “Hansel and
Gretel™ helps them in this regard. What the tale suggests about the difficult theme of
“murderous resentment” sometimes occurring between children and parents is illustrated
by the experience of Frederica and her son Leo in Byatt’s Still Life (1985) and Babel
Tower (1996). That the relationships children have with their parents dictate how they
will behave with others as adults is made explicit in the somewhat surprising use of
“Hansel and Gretel” by certain writers to describe a love affair rather than the trials of
childhood. Murdoch uses the tale in this way in her novel The Green Knight (1993), in
recounting teenager Harvey Blacket’s efforts to free himself from his suffocating
relationship with his mother in order that he might marry her friend Louise’s daughter.

Childhood is often depicted by Drabble, Murdoch and Byatt as a terrible episode,
resembling an illness or an infirmity from which one seeks the earliest possible recovery
— although recovery is rarely complete. In Byatt’s Still Life (198S), Daniel Orton, a
minister whose experience of suffering has long since worn away his faith in God, sees in
the children’s ward of the local hospital the range of misfortunes to which children are
vuinerable:

Mary in a pretty pink dress out of which stuck yellow claws and a head and face
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made by plastic surgeons of grafts ranging in colour from vellum to grape-purple.

Mary, lashless, browless, lipless, hairless, except for a freshly-washed blonde tuft

above her left ear. Mary had fallen or been pushed into an open fire, more than

once. Mary never had visitors. Sometimes Mary went home, and came back with

another scar or suppurating patch. (Byatt, Still 46)

The patients in the ward — some terribly burned, some missing limbs — are “bizarre
manifestations of the random and the destructive” (47-48), hospitalized not only because
of accidents, Daniel recognizes, but because of the malice of the parents and guardians
who were supposed to love them. He worries about Mary’s attachment to his pregnant
wife, Stephanie, superstitious that close contact between them will somehow
contaminate the child in the womb with Mary’s misfortune: “Now, seeing Mary’s
shapelessness goblin-like straddling her thick hips he wanted her and his child out of
there, as if they were vulnerable™ (47). Daniel’s anxieties seem unreasonable, but Byatt’s
novel confirms that “[b]etween Mary and the unborn child was a network” (46), that all
children are in fact connected in their vulnerability to harm.

That childhood is an ordeal, and that parents are often to blame for this, is
illustrated by the many children in these novels who require professional attention
because of emotional problems. In Murdoch’s 7he Sacred and Profane Love Machine
(1974), Blaise Gavender’s illegitimate son, eight-year-old Luca, has virtually stopped
speaking, communicating mostly with gestures. His father has excluded Luca, along with
the child’s mother, from what he considers to be his real life at home with his
unsuspecting wife. At the novel’s end, Luca has to be committed to “a special institute

for mentally disturbed children” (Murdoch, Sacred 344) after his witnessing a shooting
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shuts him off from the world entirely. In Byatt’s The Virgin in the Garden (1978), the
first novel in her Frederica Potter series that also includes Still Life (1985) and Babel
Tower (1996), Frederica’s brother Marcus spends time in a mental hospital after a
destructive relationship with his biology teacher, who betrayed Marcus as a stand-in for
his bullying father when he exploited the boy’s extra-sensory abilities. In Drabble’s 4
Natural Curiosity (1989), Paul Whitmore’s career as a serial killer, “The Horror of
Harrow Road” who decapitates his victims, is connected with his mother’s hatred of him
when he was a child. Retired to the country to raise dogs, Angela Whitmore proves to be
as ill-equipped to handle animals as she was to handle children; the dogs have to be
destroyed after she abandons them to flee other criminal charges, as she had abandoned
Paul and his father years earlier. Paul’s terrible crimes are at least partially a result of
what Margaret Morganroth Gullette has called “the almost obligatory crummy
childhood” (Gullette 88) in Drabble’s novels. “Unnatural, she was,” Paul Whitmore’s
father remembers of his wife’s resentment of her child. “Unnatural. [ used to tell her,
it’s not right” (Drabble, Natural 136). But bad feeling between parents and children is
not unusual in the novels of Murdoch, Drabble and Byatt, as their use of the Grimms’ tale
“Hansel and Gretel” makes clear.

“Hansel and Gretel™ is probably German in origin, although Iona and Peter Opie
consider it “one of a series of tales,” popular the world over, “in which small children
outwit an ogre” (Opies 308), such as the ‘Jack’ tales, of which the English tale “Jack and
the Beanstalk™ is probably the best known. Perrault’s “Le petit Poucet” (1697) and
Madame d’ Aulnoy’s “Finette Cendron,” published in English as “Finetta the Cinder-Girl™
in 1721, bear some resemblance to the German tale, as does a Swedish tale where a
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young captive of an ogre pokes an elder-twig out of his cage instead of his finger so that
the ogre may test his fatness, the deception aided by the fact that the red sap resembles
blood when the ogre tests the finger with a knife. “Hansel and Gretel™ appeared in the
first edition of the Grimms’ Kinder und Hausmarchen, published in two volumes in 1812
and 1815, but according to the Opies, the fame the tale enjoys today is “undoubtedly”
due to Humperdinck’s children’s opera, first produced in Munich in 1893, which
modified the tale somewhat, omitting the significant feature of the parents’ deliberate
abandonment of their children in the forest.?

In the Grimms’ story, Hansel and Gretel live “on the edge of a large forest™” with
their father, “a poor woodcutter,” and their stepmother. When “a great famine devastated
the entire country,” so that there is not longer enough food for the whole family, the
stepmother devises a plan, initially opposed by her husband, to abandon the children in
the forest. Hansel and Gretel overhear the conversation, whereupon Hansel collects first
white pebbles, then bread crumbs, with which he leaves a trail both times the parents try
to return home from a wood-cutting expedition without their children. Birds eat the
bread crumbs the second time around, so that Hansel and Gretel are finally unable to
return home. After three days of wandering in the forest, the children are led by a
beautiful white bird to “a little house that was made of bread,” with cake for a roof and
sugar windows. Nibbling at the house, the children alert the witch who lives there, who
has designed her house as a lure for the children she feeds on. Initially she is kind to

Hansel and Gretel, feeding them and putting them to bed, but when moming comes she

3 Much of the information in this paragraph is taken from lona and Peter Opie’s The Classic Fairy Tales, 308-311.

39

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



promptly throws Hansel into a pen in the yard, and announces her intention to fatten him
up and eat him. Gretel is forced to do housework. From time to time the witch tests
Hansel’s readiness by insisting he put a finger through the bars of his pen so she can feel
how plump it is. By sticking out a little bone instead, Hansel delays his fate by a month,
but finally the witch becomes impatient and decides to eat him regardless. Instructed to
check the heat of the oven, Gretel pretends she does not know how and tricks the witch
into sticking her own head in, whereupon the girl pushes her in and bolts the door,
incinerating the witch. The children ransack the house for the witch’s treasure and return
home, aided by a duck who carries them across a river. Their father, who “had not had a
single happy hour since he abandoned his children,” is relieved to see them, and — the
stepmother who caused so much trouble having, in the meantime, died — the children and
their father “lived together in utmost joy.™

Contemporary responses to “Hansel and Gretel™ illuminate the fundamental
differences between Jungian and Freudian fairy-tale scholars on the one hand, who value
what the tales suggest about a “collective unconscious” or emotional problems that they
believe have always been a feature of human existence, and materialists, historians,
feminists, structuralists, and others, who tend to focus more on the taies themselves, or
on the place and time from which they emerged. Regarding “Hansel and Gretel,”
Freudian Bruno Bettelheim argues that the children’s cruel eviction from their home

symbolically illustrates “the child’s striving to hold on to his parents even though the

* Jacob and Wikhelm Grimm, The Complese Fairy Tales of the Brothers Grimm, trans. Jack Zipes (London: Bantam, 1987).
Al quotations from the Grimms’ fairy tales in this essay are taken from this vome.
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time has come for meeting the world on his own” (Bettelheim 15). But Jack Zipes, a
cultural materialist focusing on what fairy tales can tell us about the society which
produced them, has expressed concerns about the apparent willingness with which
folklorists using psychoanalytical approaches dismiss the widespread abuse of children in
fairy tales. He says, “Instead of interpreting the tale as one of projected inversion, as
Freud always did in cases of hysterical women, and most analysts following him, we
might want to try to locate the truth of the tale’s trauma in actual experience” (Zipes,
Brothers 125). Zipes has identified approximately twenty-five Grimms’ tales “in which
the main focus is on children who experience some form of abuse™ (120). Whatever
symbolic meaning one might derive from this, Zipes argues, stories such as “Hansel and
Gretel” also describe a very real struggle for survival among the peasant class at the end
of the eighteenth century. “The wars of this period often brought with them widespread
famine and poverty,” he notes, which forced people to “go to extremes” to survive, and
abandoning children who could not be fed might have been one such extreme (Zipes,
Breaking 32).

Maria Tatar offers a means of reconciling these disparate viewpoints. In her two
books about the Grimms’ fairy tales, Tatar synthesizes different approaches to the tales,
drawing upon Jungian and Freudian readings, among others. Although the name of the
Grimms’ collection, Kinder und Hausmarchen (Children’s and Household Tales),
suggests that it was aimed at a young audience, the brothers were apparently surprised by
the popularity of their tales among children, and were motivated to change subsequent
editions to make the stories more appealing to young readers. Despite their editing,

however, the Grimms’ tales remain undeniably adult in some ways. As Tatar introduces
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her book, The Hard Facts of the Grimms Fairy Tales (1987), “For many adults, reading
through an unexpurgated edition of the Grimms’ collection of tales can be an eye-
opening experience,” finding readers unprepared for “the graphic descriptions of murder,
mutilation, cannibalism, infanticide, and incest that fill the pages of these bedtime stories
for children” (Tatar, Hard 3). The tale of “Hansel and Gretel” is among the more
disturbing tales, focusing as it does on the abandonment of children by their parents.
Maria Tatar points out that even if the father in the tale loves his children, and seems a
reluctant party to his wife’s abandonment of them in the forest, his love “lacks the
passion necessary to resist the strength of his wife’s resolve.” Moreover, “[e}ven when a
tale half-heartedly exonerates one or both parents of malice,” the fact remains that the
children have been “left to fend for themselves because parents have been too
incapacitated to provide. One way or another, the parents are to blame and begin to
emerge at the least as monsters of negligence” (Tatar, Off 195). Cast off by their parents,
the only adult the children can discover to fill their place is a witch who wants to eat
them.

Tatar agrees with Zipes that “Hansel and Gretel” depicts a disturbing social
reality. “That famine plays a prominent role in fairy tales comes as no surprise when we
consider the chronic food shortages and periods of scarcity that afflicted those who
shaped these stories™ (Tatar, Off 192), she says. But Tatar does not believe that social
problems affecting the peasant class at the time of the tales’ creation can fully account
for the misfortunes plaguing their younger protagonists. She observes, “even in cultures
where child abandonment is supposedly rare or unknown, the theme of children deserted

at birth figures prominently in folkloric traditions” (Tatar, Hard 60), and she therefore

42

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



speculates that those sequences have a symbolic dimension as well. If the children in
“Hansel and Gretel™ are sacrificed “in part to insure their parents’ survival,” Tatar says,
details of the tale encourage us to believe they are evicted from the family “in part out of
murderous resentment” (Tatar, Off 195).

The stepmother’s characterization in the story certainly invites readers to
conclude that she harbours resentment. She comes up with the scheme of abandoning the
children in the forest, approaching this not as a necessary evil, given the failure of the
family to provide for itself, but as a way that she and her husband can “be rid of them.”
She uses abusive language towards her children, calling them “lazybones™ and cailing
Hansel “fool,” and snarling at them when she gives them a piece of bread for their lunch,
“you’re not getting anything else.” Interestingly, the witch later calls Gretel “lazybones.”
Jack Zipes has observed similarities in “Hansel and Gretel” between the stepmother and
the witch, inviting the interpretation that they represent dimensions of one unreliable
parent. Following Freud’s use of id, ego and superego, it is an assumption of
psychoanalytical approaches to fairy tales that characters in the stories represent
“disparate and confusing aspects of the child’s experience,” as Bettelheim puts it,
projected onto different figures (Bettelheim 75). Complex personalities such as the
mother who loves but resents her child are commonly split in fairy tales, as in
“Cinderella” which features a wicked stepmother “who may be hated without guilt,” and
a fairy-godmother, “who may be loved without reservation” (Pace 255). Just as the
stepmother, who is supposed to nurture the children, abandons them in the forest, the
witch initially presents herself as nurturing:

Hansel and Gretel were so tremendously frightened . . . . But the old woman
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wagged her head and said, “Well now, dear children, who brought you here? Just

come inside and stay with me. Nobody’s going to harm you.”

She took them both by the hand and led them into her house. There she
served them a good meal of milk and pancakes with sugar and apples and nuts.
Afterward, she made up two little beds with white sheets, whereupon Hansel and
Gretel lay down in them and thought they were in heaven.

When the witch asks the children, “Who brought you here?” she already knows the
answer: it is the stepmother’s engineering which has driven the children towards this, her
more obviously evil double.

The “murderous impulses™” between parents and children which Maria Tatar
identifies in “Hansel and Gretel,” and which are commonplace in myth and legend, are
made evident by the central role of consumption in the tale. “The degree to which orality
conditions and shapes the world of folktales is at first sight astonishing,” says Tatar
(Tatar, Off 205). In this tale, for instance, the family does not have enough to eat, the
birds eat Hansel’s bread-crumb trail, the children feed on the witch’s edible house, she
gives them a meal and she tries to eat Hansel. Jack Zipes argues that nourishment is “a
crucial metaphorical aspect” of “Hansel and Gretel.” He says, “Spiritually,
psychologically, and physically, the children are deprived of nourishment” (Zipes,
Happily 49). Tatar agrees that hunger in the tale is also symbolic, that “the fear of being
devoured can be traced to anxieties rooted in the reality of aggressive parental behaviour
or to guilty fantasies projected onto mothers and fathers” (Tatar, Off 205).

But parents are not the only consumers in tales where hunger is a theme. If

“Hansel and Gretel™ shows children victimized by adults, the tale also identifies children
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as potential predators. That children are capable of diminishing and destroying their
parents is a theme picked up by Murdoch, Drabble and Byatt, troubling their sometimes
sunny depictions of motherhood. (Some critics, for example, have been disturbed by the
way pregnancy is celebrated as a female achievement in Drabble’s early novels, where,
as Elaine Showalter said, “a room of one’s own is usually a place to have a baby.™)
Bettelheim suggests a useful interpretation of the candy house in “Hansel and Gretel,”
arguing that if one thinks of it as a body, the children display the same cannibalistic
tendencies as the witch who lives there. Certainly, the Grimms’ text emphasizes the
children’s hunger, devoting several detailed paragraphs to their enjoyment of the candy
house:

‘What a blessed meal!’ said Hansel. ‘Let’s have a taste. | want to eat a piece
of the roof. Gretel, you can have some of the window, since it’s sweet.’

Hansel reached up high and broke off a piece of the roof to see how it tasted,
and Gretel leaned against the windowpanes and nibbled on them. Then they
heard a shrill voice cry out from inside:

‘Nibble, nibble, I hear a mouse.

Who’s that nibbling at my house?’

The children answered:

‘The wind, the wind; it’s very mild,

blowing like the Heavenly Child.’

* Elaine Showalter, A Literature of Their Own: British Women Novelists from Bronte to Lessing (Princeton:
Princeton UP, 1977), 306.
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And they did not bother to stop eating or let themselves be distracted. Since
the roof tasted so good, Hansel ripped off a large piece and pulled it down, while

Gretel pushed out a round piece of the windowpane, sat down and ate it with

great relish.

Not even the witch’s voice calling from inside can slow the children in their meal, which
is depicted as an assauilt on her home. Their enthusiastic destruction of the roof and
windows has led some fairy-tale scholars to argue that the tale offers a lesson about greed
and its ill effects. Bettelheim suggests that the cannibalistic tendencies on the part of the
children, as evidenced by their consumption of the house, are reinforced by Gretel’s
pushing the witch into the oven (Bettelheim 162).

That parents can feel victimized by their children is illustrated by the experience
of Frederica Potter in the second and third books of Byatt’s series featuring that
character, Still Life (1985) and Babel Tower (1996). As an adolescent, Frederica sees
that her mother, Winnifred, a housewife, has been “thinned-down by a lifetime of self-
effacement and subordination” (Byatt, Stil/ 58) to husband and children, and determines
that this will never happen to herself. After all, Frederica considers, she is one of the
“flaming” Potters, “ferocious™ and “fuming” like her father, Bill, and not “the other sort
— the sort that stops and suffers” (59). Little does Frederica suspect that Winnifred’s
suppressed rage makes her mother feel “as though she were boiling, an old witch in
agony on her pyre” (178), suggesting a connection with the witch in “Hansel and Gretel.”
When Frederica is accepted at Cambridge, she believes this will permit her to “get right
away” (26). Years later, however, Babel Tower finds Frederica in a similar situation to
that of her mother, suffering in a bad marriage. Frederica recognizes the similarity: “I
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always resented my own mother’s passive quietness,” she thinks. “It was not a life. It
was what I do not what. It is what I have got™ (Byatt, Babel 127).

Although she loves her young son Leo, Frederica acknowledges that “he has
ruined her life” (Byatt, Babel 35). As they do for Murdoch and Drabble, fairy tales offer
a way for Byatt to address the suffering women endure in being forced to make choices
between motherhood and other obligations, such as those of a career. Finally fleeing her
abusive husband after a violent quarrel, Frederica struggles to make a new life for herself
and her son in London, but feels as if she is being consumed by her obligations. She has
a teaching job and part-time work as a proofreader at a publishing house, but Leo takes
up most of her energy:

As the divorce hearing approaches, Frederica grows thinner and sharper. She is

obsessed by the fear of losing Leo, a person who makes her life difficult at every

turn, who appears sometimes to be eating her life and drinking her life-blood, a

person who fits into no pattern of social behaviour or ordering of thought that she

would ever have chosen for herself freely — and yet, the one creature to whose
movements of body and emotions all her own nerves, all her own antennae, are
fine-tuned, the person whose approach along a pavement, stamping angrily,
running eagerly, lifts her heart, the person whose smile fills her with warmth like

a solid and gleaming fire, the person whose sleeping face moves her to tears, to

catch the imperceptible air of whose sleeping breath she will crouch, breathless

herself, for timeless moments in the half-dark. (476)

Like her mother, “thinned-down” by familial obligations, Frederica experiences parenting
as a loss of substance, as taking away from herself somehow, so that she “grows thinner”
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under pressure from a kind of spiritual cannibalism on the part of her child. Naturally,
part of her resents Leo for this, and another part of her feels guilty for resenting him, in
the course of “a love so violent that it is almost its opposite” (234). The ambivalence
about motherhood that Byatt often expresses through her female characters could not be
made more evident.

Murdoch, Drabble and Byatt suggest that fairy tales might outline ways of
thinking about adult problems. British novelist Muriel Spark’s 4 Far Cry From
Kensington (1988) similarly addresses the question of whom fairy tales are meant for. In
the novel, Mrs. Hawkins, a secretary at a publishing house, is surprised to learn that her
much younger lover, William, does not know any nursery rhymes or fairy tales. Born to
the “sub-poor” in London, William escaped that world through scholarships and
bursaries. But although he is now “a cultivated man™ who can quote Schopenhauer, read
Sophocles in Greek and analyse the music of Bartok, William’s lack of familiarity with
the stories that Mrs. Hawkins associates with childhood makes his origins clear. Mrs.
Hawkins considers, “I had never before realized how the very poor people of the cities
had inevitably been deprived of their own simple folklore of childhood.” When they are
in bed together at night, she tells William nursery rhymes and fairy tales, hoping to give
him back the childhood he has lost. Along the way, fairy tales take on a different
meaning for her than they had originally: “They were part of our love affair,” she reflects
(Spark 178). Sparks’s novel shows that although fairy tales have been associated with
the nursery, adults might find comfort and guidance in their themes, a notion shared by
Murdoch, Drabble and Byatt. Byatt has said that reading fairy tales as a child prepared

her for adult life. She says, “They made it clear there was another world beside the world
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of having to be a child in a house, an inner world and a vast outer world with large
implications — good and evil, angels and demons, fate and love and terror and beauty”
(Fraser 128). In their use of the Grimms’ tale “Hansel and Gretel,” these writers
acknowledge that folklore could provide as much comfort to parents as it does to
children in need.

Obviously, Frederica’s resentment and guilt will also be hard on her son Leo, the
object of those feelings, permitting references in Byatt’s novel to “Hansel and Gretel”
that illuminate the child’s point of view as well. When Frederica leaves her husband,
Nigel Reiver, the wealthy son of a shipping magnate who has brought her to live in his
family’s moated country house, she plans originally to leave Leo behind. At his father’s
house, Leo has a pony and the love of two doting aunts and an apple-cheeked
housekeeper, and Frederica decides that it would be wrong to deprive him of those
benefits in order to make herself happy. Perhaps that is not the whole explanation for her
leaving him behind - this “ferocious” woman whose dreams of becoming a writer have
been extinguished by obligations to her new family. But Leo suspects her plan, and
ambushes his mother in the orchard that night as she makes her escape, insisting she take
him with her. The trees looming over them in the darkness, and Leo in his pyjamas and
bare feet, clinging and howling about abandonment, are reminiscent of the Grimms’ tale.
Frederica knows this will always be “the worst moment of my life,” trying to free herself
from a child who is gripping her as if he would “burrow back into her body” (Byatt,
Babel 129). She realizes, “Both of us know I meant to leave him . . . this will be between
us” (130). It is no surprise that after Frederica and Leo establish themselves in an

apartment in London, “Hansel and Gretel” takes on a special meaning for the now
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fatherless child, as it did for Daniel’s son Will. “The good thing about Hansel and Gretel
was that there were two of them, I think,” Leo tells his mother, who must be his whole
family now. “They were all right because they were two™ (370).

It is strange that a story about children abandoned by their parents to die should
serve as a source of comfort to children in these novels. However, according to Freudian
Bruno Bettelheim, the gruesome aspects of fairy tales figure as fantastic exaggerations of
the child reader’s “formless, nameless anxieties, and his chaotic, angry, and even violent
fantasies.” Fairy tales provide the reader with a safe environment in which to “fit
unconscious content into conscious fantasies, which then enable him to deal with that
content” (Bettelheim 7). That the violence in fairy tales enables children to work through
anxieties they can not discuss in the real world explains Roz Andrews’s discovery in
Canadian writer Margaret Atwood’s The Robber Bride (1993) that the grisly parts of
fairy tales appeal to children, even if they make the adult reader nervous. Roz’s twin
daughters are disgusted when she suggests politically correct changes to “The Three
Little Pigs,” proposing that “maybe the pigs and the woif could forget about the boiling
water and make friends.” She learns to her dismay that her “bloodthirsty” daughters
cherish “all the pecked-out eyes and cooked bodies and hanged corpses and red-hot
nails” (Atwood, Robber 341).

The story of “Hansel and Gretel” similarly provides comfort in a time of need for
Will, the son of Frederica’s sister Stephanie, in Byatt’s novel Still Life (1985). When
Stephanie is killed in a freak accident (electrocuted while crawling under her refrigerator
to rescue a bird that has flown into the house), her husband Daniel is left responsible for
Will and for Will’s baby sister, Mary. Stephanie’s father Bill had refused to indulge his
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children in fantasies about Santa Claus, maintaining that “ascertainable historical truth
was a freedom” (Byatt, Still 45). As a result, Stephanie and Frederica and their younger
brother Marcus had grown up “frustrated of magic” (43), something that they still resent
as adults. Daniel, also a pragmatist, takes a similar approach with Will, telling him the
truth about his mother’s death “concisely and exactly without preamble” (407-408), and
taking him to the funeral, in spite of his grandmother’s protests, so that Will “should not
be confused, should know his mother was dead” (411). Daniel is therefore surprised to
discover that a fairy tale might provide some comfort to a child so suddenly bereft:
(Daniel) read Hansel and Gretel, over and over, ignoring, because he was beyond
comforting, Will’s reiterated assertions that Hansel and Gretel had been all right
though their Daddy and Mummy had left them in a wild wood, to a witch who
tried to eat them, they had got away, and gone home, and it had been all right,
they had been all right, hadn’t they. Daddy, hadn't they? (421)
So shaken by misfortune that he can no longer believe in any higher power besides “wild
blows of chance” (10), Daniel is mystified that Will is able to “defend himself against the
foul and corrupt nature of the face of things with the gruesome Grimm stories, in which
the young and the hopeful returned, always returned, from castle and cavern, with the
gold ring.” The violence of the stories “revoited and perturbed” (422) Daniel, reminding
him too powerfully of the violence that had taken his wife away from him. But for Will,
“Hansel and Gretel” provides necessary reassurance when circumstances force him to
confront his separateness from his mother earlier than would have been best for him.
The anxiety which accompanies separation of parent from child under more

commonplace circumstances than a parent’s death is detailed throughout works by Byatt
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and Drabble, also illuminated by references to “Hansel and Gretel.” Taking Leo to
school for the first time, Frederica is excited for him, “But she does not know how Leo
will survive group life. In the tiled corridors the shrill voices echo and bay. Frederica
was a child pushed aside by, hunted by, other children. A solitary, angry child. Does this
hand on?” (Byatt, Babel 371). Here it is the parent who must discover her separateness
from the child, and not the other way around. Frederica worries that her son will suffer
because of what he has in common with her. Young mothers in novels by Drabble must
undergo the same painful examination of the extent to which they resemble and differ
from their children, and “Hansel and Gretel™ is useful to them in this regard. Jane Gray,
the protagonist of Drabble’s novel The Waterfall (1969), is left to raise her young son
Laurie and her baby daughter Bianca by herself when her husband walks out on her after
a violent fight. Jane, a poet, is a solitary person by nature, social situations typically
filling her with anxiety, and she worries that her children will inherit this trait or learn it
from her. She tries to make friends with other mothers so that Laurie can play with their
children, but finds herself struggling “to break the fatal hereditary chain” (Drabble,
Waterfall 137). 1t is for this reason that Jane is so moved, in a novel rich with references
to fairy tales, by the story of “Hansel and Gretel,” and by the sight of children alone,
which reminds her of the tale:
Tenderness between brothers and sisters always touched her . . . . she thought too
of a brother and sister she had seen on a bus, a largish eight-year-old boy, in
charge of a two-year-old girl, whom he had held firmly clasped on his inadequate
lap, grappling with her as the bus swayed around the comners, talking to her all the

time, telling her not to be afraid, they were nearly there, not to cry . . . proud of
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her, loving her, with her huge wide streaky cheeks, her baby face, his own, his

own sister. Hansel and Gretel, the Babes in the Wood. (82)

Afraid that she may be dooming her son, by example, to the same isolation that
characterizes her own life, Jane worries, “oh God, all his life he’ll suffer for me™ (138).
As it turns out, Laurie is as well-adjusted as most children, and does not have much of an
interest in fairy tales anyway: “He preferred cartoons™ (198).

Murdoch’s novel The Green Knight (1993) draws on “Hansel and Gretel” to
illustrate a stage in a person’s development when they must separate from parents and
take action to establish a life of their own. Freudian scholars typically approach fairy
tales as describing stages in the necessary process of maturation. Bruno Bettelheim
suggests that the opening sequence of many fairy tales which sees a child or a young
person being cast out or deserted by the parents symbolizes the child’s anxiety about
independence (Bettelheim 98). Although it may seem like cruelty, it precipitates a
course of personal development that is necessary to the child’s future happiness:

The fairy tale begins with the hero at the mercy of those who think little of him

and his abilities, who mistreat him and even threaten his life . . .. At the tale’s

end the hero has mastered all trials and despite them remained true to himself, or
in successfully undergoing them has achieved his true selfhood. He has become
an autocrat in the best sense of the word — a self-ruler, a truly autonomous person,
not a person who rules over others. In fairy tales, unlike myths, victory is not

over others but over oneself and over villainy (mainly one’s own). (127-128)
Becoming king in a fairy tale, Bettelheim proposes, represents that one has “become
master of his fate” (78). Gaining the kingdom “is tantamount to having reached moral

53

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



and sexual maturity” (129). These happy endings are only attained through a painful
process of self-discovery, which Hansel and Gretel initially resist. Ejected by their
parents, they devise and carry out plans to return them to the house again and again, until
finally forced into their confrontation with the witch. Bettelheim sees the tale
illuminating the fact that, “[i]f we try to escape separation anxiety and death anxiety by
desperately keeping our grasp on our parents, we will only be cruelly forced out, like
Hansel and Gretel” (11).

Murdoch’s use of the tale in 7he Green Knight challenges Bettelheim’s thesis that
if a person does not take this development on themselves, they will be forced to do so, as
the children in the Grimms’ tale are; rather, the novel proposes that significant change in
our lives is only possible when we are ready for it. One would not expect “Hansel and
Gretel” to have much relevance in the life of Harvey Blacket, age eighteen, but Harvey is
locked “in a tempestuous, mutually possessive relationship with his mother” (Murdoch,
Green 3) which has continued along those lines for much longer than it should have.
Harvey’s broken ankle, in a cast for the better part of the novel, serves to illustrate his
inability to move forward in his life — and hence, away from his mother — and it is
significant that the injury is due to a childish stunt (Harvey’s accepting a dare to walk the
parapet of a bridge, and subsequently falling and hurting himself). Harvey’s immaturity
is further brought into focus by the comparative maturity of the three daughters of Louise
Anderson, his mother’s friend. Harvey is in love with one of the daughters, although she
is not the one he ends up with by the novel’s end, so it is just as well that he is too
frightened of sex at the start of the novel to do anything about his feelings but gaze at her
longingly.
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It is surprising that Harvey is so immature for his age, given that his mother more
or less abandoned him during his early adolescence, “fleeing” to Paris and leaving her
son an apartment and “various self-appointed ‘foster parents,” of whom Louise was one”
(Murdoch, Green 3). It seems that Harvey has resisted the opportunities — if one could so
describe them — which life has provide him with for catapulting into aduithood. Harvey’s
father was never a part of his life. Altogether, there is a remarkable absence of fathers in
the novel, which reflects a tendency of fairy tales in general, and a theme of “Hansel and
Gretel” in particular, where the father is helpless to resist his wife’s evil plan. Louise’s
husband died of cancer, Joan’s husband disappeared and is presumed dead, Joan’s own
father was killed in a railway accident, Louise’s friend Bellamy’s father died in an
accident when Bellamy was thirty, and the father of Lucas and Clement, other family
friends, ran off with his mistress. Harvey has confided in Louise about “the terrible
unhappiness of his early childhood” (6). He is only sort of joking when he tells one of
her daughters, “my father and my mother both ran away. [ was left abandoned in the
forest . . .. and I know I shall never be happy as I once was” (11). Yet despite his
occasional bouts of resentment, Harvey retains an almost incestuous attachment to his
mother, as she does to him.

Harvey’s mother, Joan Blacket, was “a bad girl” at school whose “lawlessness”
made her attractive to Louise, herself “a good girl” at the same school (Murdoch, Green
1). Harvey calls his mother a witch (49). Their friend Tessa also uses that term for her
(59), and to the reader, Joan certainly resembles a witch, if a sexy one:

She had evidently powdered her nose, her pretty so faintly retrousse nose, making

it look curiously pale, but had not yet donned the glowing mask of makeup which
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so magically composed her face. Her long slim hand emerged from the fleecy

sleeve and adjusted her dark red locks which were snakily straying upon the

pillow. Her eyelashes, not yet darkened, fluttered, her eyes, narrowed, sparkled.

(48-49)

Her snaky red hair, magic makeup, and narrowed eyes prompt Harvey to see his mother
as a witch, as Joan’s taunting Harvey into worrying about supporting her suggests a
resemblance to the stepmother in the Grimms’ tale, when all along she’s carrying on a
secret long-distance relationship with a Texas oil millionaire which will end in marriage
at the novel’s conclusion. Harvey thinks that his mother is serious when she threatens
that she will starve without him, that there is a “background of a reality in which he was
expected to play a heroic part . . . he was being handed a terrible new burden of
responsibility” (50). “I’m an orphan,” Harvey becomes aware. “I realize it for the first
time” (59). He suspects that in his mother’s life, he is “in a gradual process of being
forgotten™ (60), as if “he were being squeezed out of the world” (323). He concludes, “I
have to go through some sort of ordeal before I am worthy” (111).

This life-changing “ordeal™ would seem to be sex with Louise’s middle daughter,
Sefton, although Harvey enjoys what he had previously dreaded, and feels afterward “as
if I were living in a myth” (Murdoch, Green 389). Transformation is a central theme in
Murdoch’s novel, as we will see when we examine The Green Knight again in Chapter
Three. At the beginning of the novel, many characters were lonely and isolated, but 74e
Green Knight ends with a flurry of marriages. The suddenness of many of the unions
may cast doubt on the likelihood of their lasting, although characters often fall in love

quickly in Murdoch’s novels. But Murdoch’s apparent happy ending is more obviously
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troubled by the fact that Harvey ends up with Sefton when he began the novel in love
with her sister Aleph. Harvey and Sefton’s decision to marry at the end of the novel
seems to indicate that Harvey has finally reached some level of maturity. The two lovers
share their feeling that they have been “transformed” (391) into “divine beings” (390) by
their affair. However, Harvey seemed just as sincere when he told Aleph a hundred
pages earlier, “I love you, I want us to be together forever, I can’t bear the idea of being
separated from you . . . you are so beautiful, you are the most beautiful creature in the
world” (263). It is only after Aleph has eloped with Lucas Clement, a family friend, that
Harvey begins to find her sister attractive. He is drunk the first time that he kisses her.
The fact that Peter Mir, a mysterious Russian gentleman whose influence causes many of
the romances in the novel to blossom, is revealed at the end of The Green Knight to be an
escaped mental patient, also introduces irony into the fairy-tale unions that end
Murdoch’s novel.

Murdoch’s use of “Hansel and Gretel” in The Green Knight clarifies how the
relationships that children have with their parents affect their engagement with others as
adults. It is somewhat surprising that Murdoch has elected to draw upon “Hansel and
Gretel” to describe a process of sexual maturation, when the Grimms’ tale is evidently
about very young children, and only the most astute and imaginative psychoanalyst would
be able to identify references to sex therein. Harvey’s relationship with Louise’s
daughters is described several times in the novel as that of brother and sister, which
makes his desiring one of them, and having sex with and marrying another, as disturbing
as his very physical relationship with his sexy mother, who sleeps in his bed whenever

she needs a place to stay in London. But The Green Knight is not alone in its use of
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“Hansel and Gretel™ to illuminate the plight of lovers. Other novelists have similarly
invited us to consider that the relationships we form as children affect the way we relate
to people as adults. Murdoch uses the tale again in A Severed Head (1961), The Sacred
and Profane Love Machine (1974) and An Accidental Man (1971), in all three novels
comparing lovers seeking a safe place to conduct their tryst to Hansel and Gretel finding
themselves alone in the forest. Canadian novelist Margaret Atwood makes the same
comparison in The Robber Bride (1993), where Wes and his girlfriend Tony, abandoned
by the witch-like Zenia who has tired of her affair with Wes, are compared to Hansel and
Gretel left alone in the forest. In British novelist Graham Swift’s novel Wateriand
(1983), Tom Crick and his girlfriend Helen, who are much too young to be having a
baby, are compared to Hansel and Gretel throughout a long and horrific narrative which
sees them journeying onto the moors to get Helen an abortion from a local “witch.”

Murdoch said, “Oh, I think art consoles, I don’t see why not. The thing is to
console without telling lies” (Bigsby, Interview 230), and “stories are a very good way,
you know, of getting away from one’s troubles™ (Brans, Interview with Murdoch 192).
Consolation is one of the things which “Hansel and Gretel,” like other fairy tales, offers
the reader, as it does for Will and Leo in Byatt’s Still Life (1985) and Babel Tower
(1996). But it also teaches difficult lessons about relationships which the novels of
Murdoch, Drabble and Byatt repeat. Jack Zipes has noted that in “Hansel and Gretel,” as
in many fairy tales, the forest is a place of truth:

A prince, a foundling, a miller, a miller’s daughter, Thumbling, a sorcerer, a

brother, a sister, a king, a forester, a princess, three poor brothers, a blockhead, a

discharged soldier, a miller’s apprentice, a tailor and a shoemaker, a hedgehog/
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human, a hunter, a poor servant girl, a poor man, a poor tailor, a pious, good little
girl, St. Joseph, a hermit, and the Virgin Mary. These are just a few of the
characters in the Grimms’ tales whose fates are decided in the forest, and it is
interesting to note that the forest is rarely enchanted though enchantment takes
place there. The forest allows for enchantment and disenchantment, for it is the
place where society’s conventions no longer hold true. It is the source of natural
right, thus the starting place where social wrongs can be righted. (Zipes, Brothers
45)
In Drabble’s The Realms of Gold (1975), it is not a happy truth which is learned in the
forest, but an awareness of the horrifying impact which parents and children might have
on each other’s lives. In the novel, Frances Wingate has to acknowledge that not every
child is given an equal opportunity to attain the “golden worlds” (Drabble, Realms 104)
of love and success, when her nephew Stephen kills himself and his infant daughter with
a drug overdose in a misguided attempt to protect the child from the “soul-destroying
fear” of death (300) which has dogged his own life. Their bodies are discovered “in a
hollow in a wood, under tree roots, wrapped up in the sleeping bag together” (301). Will
and Leo in Byatt’s novels, like Jane Gray’s children in Drabble’s The Waterfall (1969)
and Harvey Blacket in Murdoch’s The Green Knight (1993), have learned a difficult truth
from their connection with their parents. They have become acquainted with the risks
involved in intimate relationships — the anxiety, resentment and guilt which can dominate
those bonds. It is knowledge which, as we shall see in Chapter Three of this essay, they
will take with them into their adult lives and the risky but rewarding love affairs that

await.
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Chapter Two

“Cinderella”

“Cinderella” is one of the best-known and one of the most controversial fairy tales. The
tale’s apparent emphasis on marriage as a solution means that for many contemporary
writers, the character of Cinderella tends to function less as a role model than as a
negative example. Marcia Lieberman uses “Cinderella” and “Snow White” prominently
in her article, “‘Some Day My Prince Will Come’: Female Acculturation through the
Fairy Tale” (1972). Karen Rowe focuses on “Cinderella” in her article, “Feminism and
Fairy Tales” (1979), which proposes that “fairy tales are not just entertaining fantasies,
but powerful transmitters of romantic myths which encourage women to internalize only
aspirations deemed appropriate . . . within a patriarchy” (Rowe 211). Marina Wamer
argues that fairy tales like “Cinderella,” which highlight female competition for the
attention of a male, “bear witness against women” (Warmer 210). Wamer dedicates a
chapter to “Cinderella” in her critique of female roles in fairy tales, From the Beast to the
Blonde (1994). Ruth Bottigheimer also dedicates a chapter to “Cinderella” in her
Grimms ' Bad Girls and Bold Boys: The Moral and Social Vision of the Tales (1987), a
study arguing that despite the suggestion of some fairy-tale commentators that male and
female protagonists are interchangeable in the tales,® the Grimms’ tales outline “gender-
specific and gender-appropriate behaviour” that includes “radically different moral

expectations for girls” (Bottigheimer 168). American Colette Dowling published a best-

¢ Bottigheimer is referring to Bruno Bettelheim'’s The Uses of Encharamen (1976).
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selling self-help book, which proposed that women have an unconscious tendency to
make themselves emotionally dependent upon men, and called it The Cinderella
Complex (1981). “Like Cinderella,” Dowling says, “women today are still waiting for
something external to transform their lives” (Dowling 31).

Given the popularity of the view that “Cinderella” contributes to female
acculturation by rewarding passivity with marriage, it comes as something of a surprise
that Iris Murdoch, Margaret Drabble and A.S. Byatt should draw upon the tale to describe
characters searching for identity, without recommending either marriage or passivity
(rather the opposite, in fact), and without even restricting the starring role to women.
There is, however, an ambivalence present in each writer’s use of “Cinderella.”
References to the fairy tale illuminate the personal and professional achievements of Liz
Headleand, in Drabble’s trilogy consisting of The Radiant Way (1987), A Natural
Curiosity (1989) and The Gates of Ivory (1991), although Liz’s fierce ambition and the
failure of her two marriages would seem to make her an unlikely Cinderella. In fact, Liz
is not a very likable person, having sacrificed close relationships for career success. This
aligns her more closely with the protagonist of the Grimms’ tale than with the sweet-
tempered heroine of the French version of “Cinderella.” In Murdoch’s novel, The Italian
Girl (1964), the tale of “Cinderella” clarifies the experiences of a male character
dominated by his mother, with Edmund Narraway filling not just the role of the prince, as
one might expect, but also that of Cinderella. But the ending to Murdoch’s novel, where
Edmund lets go of his mother but marries his nursemaid, introduces an irony into her use
of the fairy tale. Byatt’s Frederica Potter, the protagonist of the trilogy (planned as four

books), The Virgin in the Garden (1978), Still Life (1985) and Babel Tower (1996), is
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unaware of her resemblance to Cinderella until she has already married, at which point,
instead of a stepmother, Frederica’s husband Nigel figures as her oppressor, and escaping
marriage, rather than entering into it, furnishes the climax of her tale. Unfortunately, the
marriage with Nigel seems to have extinguished Frederica’s desire for any further
romantic entanglements.

In each novel, characters who have rejected family connections in order to build
an independent life of their own must revisit them in order to be healed from what the
world has done to them since then. Drabble’s Liz Headleand has tried to shut her mother
and her sister out of her life, but the mystery of her father’s absence during her childhood
continues to haunt her. In Murdoch’s novel, the death of Edmund Narraway’s mother
does not end her domination of him, a fact which is made clear when he returns home for
her funeral. Byatt’s Frederica Potter distanced herself from her family when she married,
and the failure of her marriage forces her to acknowledge how she has resembled her
mother, a housewife with a college degree. These novels highlight a feature of
“Cinderella” that tends to be overshadowed by its marriage plot. In each case, characters
striving to distinguish themselves from their families without breaking that tie completely
are compared to “Cinderella,” a tale showing a young woman alternately aided and
impeded by family connections in her journey towards aduilthood. “I am their child . . ..
whether [ like it or not” (Drabble, Millstone, 144-145), considers Rosamund Stacey in
Drabble’s novel, The Millstone (1965), echoing the sentiments of adult characters
throughout Drabble’s novels. Jane Gray in The Waterfall says of her parents, “I repudiate
them, with pain I do so, dangerously I do so” (Drabble, Waterfall 59). In each of these

novels by Drabble, a character who has initially rejected her parents in the course of
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becoming an adulit finds that she must finally acknowledge their impact on her
personality. Frances Wingate in The Realms of Gold used to comfort herself with the
thought that “at least she wouldn’t be like her mother,” but it “had done her no good . . . .
she had in fact behaved exactly like her mother” (Drabble, Realms 69). The complex
connection between an adult character and his or her mother, which is a central theme for
Drabble, is also important to Byatt’s novels, and of interest to Murdoch as well. Novels
by these writers make use of “Cinderella,” which appears, upon a first reading, to focus
on either the hazards of courtship or sibling rivalry, to show adult characters coming to
terms with their parents’ impact on their lives.

“Cinderella” is one of the best-known fairy tales. At least 300 versions of the tale
have been identified around the world by folklore scholars — more, if one includes other
tales of female disguise uncovered by a prince, such as the Grimms’ “All Fur.” It may
also be one of the earliest oral tales — or folk tales — to eventually make its way into the
written form known as fairy tales: the oldest known written version of “Cinderella”
comes from ninth-century China. Some variants feature a male protagonist, as in a
Norwegian tale cycle involving Askeladden, or “the Ash Lad” — generally the youngest
son, a dreamer, despised by his family and consigned by them to the hearth. Usually,
however, it is a downtrodden young woman at the centre of the tale, who competes with
the other females in her household — sometimes viciously — for the attentions of a
rescuing prince. In North America, the version of “Cinderella” best known to us is that
published by French fairy-tale collector Charles Perrault in his Histoires ou contes du
temps passé (1697). Perrault’s version, “Cendrillon,” inspired the $4.247-million
grossing Disney animated film of 1949, with its fairy godmother, pumpkin coach and
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glass slipper.” The Grimms’ version of “Cinderella,” entitled “Aschenputtel” in German,
which was apparently derived from a combination of three complementary tales from the
Hesse region (Opies 153), is somewhat different from the French tale.

In the Grimms’ tale, Cinderella’s mother on her deathbed advises her daughter to
“be good and pious™ and, “I shall look down from heaven and take care of you.” After
her mother’s death, Cinderella visits her grave every day and weeps. Cinderella’s father,
“a rich man,” marries again before a year has passed, and his second wife brings with her
two daughters who are beautiful but have “nasty and wicked hearts.” Before long, they
have bullied Cinderella into the position of household servant, assigning her meaningless
tasks like picking lentils out of the ashes, and taking away her bed so that she has to sleep
next to the hearth. One day the father asks his daughters what he should bring back for
them from a fair. The stepdaughters ask for dresses and jewels, but Cinderella requests
that he bring her the twig that brushes against his hat on the way home. She plants the
twig — from a hazel bush — on her mother’s grave, and waters it with her tears until it
grows into a beautiful bush. A little white bird roosts in the bush and grants all of
Cinderella’s wishes.

When the king invites all the marriageable girls in the country to a three-day
festival aimed at finding his son a bride, the stepsisters and their mother go to the ball,
but they refuse to let Cinderella attend. Cinderella requests a gold and silver dress and

silk slippers from the bird in the hazel bush, and attends the ball three times in disguise.

7 Dollar figure is for the fim’s first release alone. Jane Yolen, “America’s Cinderella.” Cinderella: A Casebook, ed. Alan
Dundes (Madison: U of Wisconsin P, 1982) 302.
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On the first two occasions, the prince dances exclusively with Cinderella, who escapes
from him at the end of the evening by hiding first in a dovecote, then in a pear tree. On
the third evening, the prince has the staircase coated in pitch, so that one of Cinderella’s
slippers remains behind. The prince brings the slipper to Cinderella’s house, promising
to marry the woman who can wear it. The two stepsisters mutilate their feet to make the
slipper fit — one cutting off a toe and the other part of her heel — but as the prince is
carrying each of them away on his horse, two pigeons in the hazel bush on the grave sing
out to warn him of the bloody foot that reveals the deception. Finally, the prince tries the
slipper on Cinderella, against the objections of her family, and discovers that she is his
“true bride.” At the wedding, Cinderella’s two pigeons peck out the stepsisters’ eyes.
One notable difference between the Grimms’ “Cinderella” and the French version
of the tale is the continuation in the German tale of the dead mother’s influence — as she
had promised on her deathbed, when she told Cinderella, “I shall look down from heaven
and take care of you” — in the form of a bird who roosts on her grave and grants
Cinderella’s wishes. It could be argued that in Perrault’s tale, Cinderella’s “godmother,
who was a fairy,” has some connection with the dead mother, who was “the nicest
person in the world,” but this connection is not made explicit as it is in the Grimms’ tale.
In numerous versions of the Cinderella tale from around the world, some “fetish™ of the
mother, as Marie-Louise von Franz has called it (von Franz, “Wassilissa” 208), remains

with Cinderella after her mother’s death, “representing the deepest essence of the mother

! Charles Perrault, Perrault’s Complete Fairy Tales, trans. A.E. Johnson (1961; London: Penguin, 1999) 57.
All quotations from Perrault’s fairy tales in this essay are taken from this volume.
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figure, though not the human side” (209). In the Russian version of “Cinderella,” “The
Beautiful Wassilissa,” the protagonist’s dying mother gives her a doll that helps her by
comforting her, doing much of the housework her stepmother assigns her, and protecting
her in her contest against the witch, Baba Yaga, when her stepmother sends her into the
woods to get fire (von Franz, “Wassilissa™). In a version from Jutland® recounted by R.D.
Jameson, a voice from the mother’s grave instructs the girl to strike a tree three times to
obtain dresses. In a Norwegian version also recounted by Jameson, an angel at the
mother’s grave comforts the protagonist.

Scholars taking a psychoanalytical approach to fairy tales have proposed that, in
the tales, complex personalities are typically split among several characters, more
obviously “good” or “bad.” In Chapter One of this essay, the connection between Hansel
and Gretel’s stepmother and the witch in the forest furnished one example. We can see
this same process at work in “Cinderella,” in the protagonist’s striving to negotiate
simultaneously the wishes of her dead mother and her living stepmother. Cinderella has
two problems with her mother. Her loving, biological mother is dead, and yet she
continues to have an impact on her daughter’s life, her influence typically continuing in
the form of a bird, a cow, an angel, or — as in Perrault’s version — a fairy godmother.
Meanwhile, Cinderella’s bad mother — typically a stepmother — is making her life
miserable by interfering in the heroine’s attempts to explore her sexual maturity with an
eligible mate (the prince). With its heroine trying to determine where her familial

obligations end and she begins, the tale of “Cinderelia” is useful to Murdoch, Drabble

? The peninsula which includes mainiand Denmark and the northem German state of Schieswig-Holstein.
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and Byatt in their exploration of the “vast web, a vast network™ (Drabble, Radiant 73) of
responsibilities that joins us — to strangers at times, but more obviously and more
intimately to members of our families.

David Pace observes of Perrault’s “Cinderella,” “It is clear that on a
psychological level, the myth simply has divided the real mother — a being for whom the
most violently conflicting emotions are experienced — into two different mother
surrogates: the stepmother, who may be hated without guilt, and the godmother, who may
be loved without reservation” (Pace 255). Bruno Bettelheim agrees that the stepmother
represents a “displacement” of Cinderella’s negative feelings about her mother
(Bettelheim 249). He suggests that the tale chronicles a period of adolescence in which it
seems to the girl that the mother who once doted on her is now critical of everything that
she does (256). Ben Rubenstein — like Bettelheim, taking a Freudian approach to the tale
— suggests that these negative feelings have in fact necessitated the symbolic death of the
good mother, at a time in Cinderella’s life when she can only see the bad things about her
parent: “the good mother no longer exists because she is now a bad figure, a rival” for the
attention of males, such as the prince and Cinderella’s father (Rubenstein 224). Marina
Warner has expressed concern about the popularity of this interpretation, suggesting that
it rationalizes hatred of women: “The bad mother has become an inevitable, even
required ingredient in fantasy,” she objects, “and hatred of her a legitimate, applauded
stratagem of psychic survival” (Wamer 212). Indeed, Cinderella’s resentment of her
mother is illustrated not only by the appearance of the wicked stepmother who may
represent some aspect of her, but also by the number of variants of the tale that depict the

heroine bringing her sufferings on herself by killing her biological mother, or being
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associated in some way with her death.'® But Bettelheim argues that this fairy-tale
splitting “serves the child well,” in that “[t}he fantasy of the wicked stepmother not only
preserves the good mother intact, it also prevents having to feel guilty about one’s angry
thoughts and wishes about her” (Bettelheim 68-69).

In Drabble’s novel The Radiant Way (1987), the first volume of a trilogy
continued in 4 Natural Curiosity (1989) and The Gates of Ivory (1991), the relationship
between Liz Headleand and her mother continues to have an impact on Liz despite the
forty-five-year-old psychiatrist’s most determined efforts to exclude her parent from her
life. Liz feels that she has been impeded in her climb toward love and professional
success by her childhood in Northam, growing up in a semi-detached house that was a
“chrysalis” to the metamorphosing Liz but a “tomb” (Drabble, Radiant 121) for her
mother, a recluse who demonstrated the same faint interest in her family that she had for
strangers. Liz’s mother provided little for her two daughters apart from a roof over their

heads and lies about their absent father. “She had kept her daughters alive” (148) is the

1% In a Greek version of the tale, the mother is killed and eaten by her two other, wicked daughters to settle
a bet; the protagonist does not eat her but tends her grave, whereupon a blinding light emerging from the
mother’s grave provides her with garments for the ball. In a Serbian version recounted by W.R.S. Raiston,
the protagonist’s mother is turned into a cow because of the girl’s own carelessness; the cow helps her for a
while during the father’s second marriage, and when the cow is killed and eaten by the jealous stepmother,
the girl does not eat her but tends her grave afterwards, whereupon birds on the cow’s grave provide her
with dresses for the ball. This is similar to the well-known Scottish tale of “Rashin Coatie,” or Cap o’
Rushes, in which a mother before her death bequeaths her daughter a little red calf which gives her whatever
she asks for. The stepmother finds out about this and orders the caif butchered. The dead caif tells Rashin
Coatie to pick up its bones and bury them under a grey stone. She does so, and henceforth receives
whatever she needs, including the clothing necessary to seduce the prince (in this version, it happens in
Church) by going to the stone and asking the calf’s spirit (Bettelheim 257-258). In a Moroccan version
recounted by William Bascom, the mother tumns into a cow, and similar events transpire. In a Sicilian
version recounted by Ralston, “twelve damsels” emerge from the cow’s grave, dress the protagonist and
take her to the ball. In a version from Iran and Afghanistan recounted by Margaret Mills, the mother, who is
killed by the protagonist herself on the advice of her future stepmother, reappears as a yellow cow who
assists her (Margaret A. Mills, “A Cinderclla Variant in the Consext of a Musiim Women's Ritual,” Cindirellar A Casebook,
ed. Dundes 180-192).
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best tribute Liz’s sister Shirley can think of for their mother. Comparisons to Cinderella
throughout the novel illuminate Liz’s talent for personal improvement. She worked hard
in college, and if there were princes willing to take her out, “like Cinderella, she returned
at midnight” (91). But her origins trouble her, even in adulthood. In her darker moments
it occurs to Liz that maybe “she is not the true princess, but only a fake princess, a
scullery maid dressed up by a Cambridge scholarship and her own wits,” and she worries
that “if she takes a step back, all her worldly riches will crumble, like Cinderella’s at
midnight” (183), sending her back to where she came from. The Radiant Way opens with
Liz thinking up excuses not to phone her mother on New Year’s Eve, but, in the course of
the trilogy, she is forced to come to terms with her mother’s impact on her life. The
darkness of that inheritance, which Liz nevertheless needs to acknowledge, contributes to
the ambivalence of Drabble’s novel.

Feeling oppressed by her mother as a child, Liz had entertained elaborate
fantasies about a fairy-tale rescue by her father and a better life in his care. In Canadian
writer Margaret Atwood’s novel The Robber Bride (1993), Roz Andrews, a high-powered
Jewish businesswoman who has some similarities with Drabble’s Liz Headleand, also
thinks of her father as a rescuer, when he returns with money after the war to the
boarding house kept by her mother, Roz being the “down-market Cinderella” (Atwood,
Robber 84) who scrubs the toilets. Later, she learns that her father earned his fortune by
helping the Nazis steal from his own people. Similarly, Liz does not discover until years
later that her mysteriously absent father had been dead for much of her childhood, having
committed suicide after being charged with exposing himself to a child. As is true for

Cinderella, whose father disappears during her abuse by her stepmother and stepsisters,
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Liz and Roz leamn that their fathers are ill-equipped to protect them from harm. It is clear
to Liz as a teenager that if she is going to have the life she wants, she is not going to be
able to rely on an absent father and a neglectful mother to provide it; she will have to go
out and get it for herself.

And she proves ruthless in pursuit of her goals. As a girl, Liz did not seem
destined for great things, being “pale and fair and thin, a colourless creature, unmade-up,
drooping and slightly stooping, ill-complexioned, cardiganed, dull” (Drabble, Radiant
85), but she was set apart by the desire for something better, was “burning, burning, eaten
up with longing” (59). Unlike Cinderella, who sees marriage as a means of escaping
family, Liz approaches admission to college as the first step to achieving a better life, an
attitude she shares with other ambitious heroines compared to Cinderella. In Scottish
novelist Margot Livesay’s Criminals (1995), for instance, Mollie “slid into university life
like Cinderelia into her slipper” (Livesay, Criminals 165). And valuing time to study
over romance — “like Cinderella, she returned at midnight™” (Drabble, Radiant 91) - is
something Liz has in common with the heroine of Drabble’s latest novel, The Peppered
Moth (2001); Bessie Bawtry’s ambition to do well in school means that her boyfriend Joe
is often abandoned in favour of studying, left waiting in his tradesman’s van that he hides
way down the drive from her house, because although it is “[n]ot quite a pumpkin . . . it
would not have done as a conveyance for Bessie” (Drabble, Peppered 91). While Bessie
has a natural aptitude for schoolwork, Liz has to struggle for her achievements. In the
midst of preparing for her entrance exams, Liz asks her sister Shirley, a girl with much
more modest ambitions who will marry at nineteen and settle in her home town, “If you
really want something badly enough, do you think you get it?” (Drabble, Radiant 59).
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She suggests to Shirley the possibility that you have to suffer for what you want, and
Shirley says, “Ah, that’s what I can’t stand, the suffering . . . [ won’t suffer.” Whereupon
“Liz stared at her, coldly. ‘Then you won’t get,” she said. ‘You won’t get’” (60). Even
as a teenager, Liz has made up her mind that she is going to have to tear what she wants
out of the world, and has come to terms with the possibility that she will be hurt along
the way.

Her ambition and her willingness to take action to satisfy it align Liz more closely
with the German Cinderella than with the comparatively passive heroine of the French
tale. The Grimms’ version of “Cinderella” explores the merits of action. Jane Yolen
says of the Grimms’ Cinderella, “She makes intelligent decisions, for she knows that
wishing solves nothing without the concomitant action.” In fact, Cinderella’s willingness
to advance her own interests results in some less-than-heroic behaviour that her solicitous
tending of her mother’s grave might not quite balance out. Cinderella values justice over
mercy, if she cares about either, as is illustrated when, at the end of the Grimms’ version,
her pigeons peck out her stepsisters’ eyes. She does not prevent her stepsisters from
cutting up their feet to fit the prince’s slipper, although, as the true bride, she must realize
that this mutilation is not going to enable them to marry the prince. In some versions of
the tale, Cinderella is even a murderer; her mother or her first stepmother dies because
Cinderella kills her by closing the lid of a trunk on her head, generally to advance the
cause of a duplicitous female friend (a governess in Giambatista Basile’s (1575-1632)
influential tale “The Cat Cinderella,” featured in the tale cycle // Pentamerone; a teacher
in a version of “Cinderella” from Iran and Afghanistan recounted by Margaret Mills) who

subsequently marries the widowed father and gives Cinderella cause to regret her

)
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decision. Even if it sometimes interferes with the happiness of others, therefore,
Cinderella, as she is often depicted, takes action to make her own life better. Yolen
suggests that, its nasty outcomes aside, Cinderella’s determination makes the character
symbolic of “the true magic inside all of us — the ability to change our own lives, the
ability to control our own destinies™ (Yolen 299).

Modern writers of fiction have explored the questionable value of “Cinderella” to
a contemporary female audience. Margaret Atwood expresses sympathy for Cinderella’s
stepsisters in her prose poem, “Unpopular Gals” (Good Bones, 1992): “As for the
prince,” her narrator says, “you think I didn’t love him? I loved him more than she did; |
loved him more than anything. Enough to cut off my foot . . . . But all my love ever came
to was a bad end” (Atwood, “Unpopular” 26). In Marina Wamer’s novel /ndigo (1992),
the novel’s likable protagonist, Miranda, figures as the “ugly sister” to her more fortunate
and more beautiful sister Xanthe. Drabble’s first novel, A Summer Bird-Cage (1963),
similarly questions the “message” of “Cinderella,” with protagonist Sarah Bennett’s
beautiful sister Louise compared to Cinderella, and Sarah to “one of her ugly sisters”
(Drabble, Summer 14). Like Cinderella, Louise marries for money, but, unlike the fairy-
tale heroine, she ends up miserable. Drabble’s novel is therefore ambivalent in its use of
fairy tales. Even here, however, Drabble takes the opportunity to argue the relevance of
fairy tales for a modern audience:

‘Oh Lordy,’ said Louise, ‘you must be the only person in the world who

doesn’t know the answer to that question. [ married him for his money, of

b4

course,
‘Did you really?’ I was full of shock and admiration.
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‘Of course I did. What other attraction do you think he could have for
anyone?’

‘But Loulou, what a terribly wicked thing to do . . . . I think you’re the only
person [ know who married for money. I know they’re always doing it in books
but I thought it was just a novelist’s convention. Do you think all those other
things like wicked stepmothers are true too? All the fairy-story things?’

‘I think it’s more than likely,’ said Louise. (195)

British novelist Fay Weldon uses “Cinderella™ with bitter irony in describing failed or
unhappy marriages. In her novel, The Hearts and Lives of Men (1992), comparisons of
Helen and Clifford with Cinderella and her prince set the reader up for disappointment
when their marriage fails.

Theorists expressing concern about the depiction of women in “Cinderella”
typically highlight that fairy tale’s emphasis on marriage as a solution to a girl’s troubles.
It is principally the passivity of the tale’s heroine, who endures her misery until a man
comes along to lift her out of it, that troubles readers of “Cinderella.” Marcia Licberman
proposes that, because victimized girls in fairy tales are “invariably rescued and
rewarded, indeed glorified,” as Cinderella is, “children leam that suffering goodness can
afford to remain meek, and need not and perhaps should not strive to defend itself, for if
it did so perhaps the fairy godmother would not turn up for once, to set things right at the
end.” Thus, “[sJubmissive, meek, passive female behaviour is suggested and rewarded™
in fairy tales (Lieberman 193-194). Karen Rowe agrees that, since “forceful” female
characters like the stepmother in “Cinderella™ are horribly punished, young readers
“readily identify with the prettily passive heroine whose submission to commendable
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roles insures her triumphant happiness” (Rowe 218). But the Grimms’ version of
“Cinderella” invites a different assessment of the heroine’s character from what these
scholars have observed. It is likely that they had Perrault’s tale in mind, where the
protagonist is introduced as “exceptionally sweet and gentle,” and where the story ends
with her marrying her sisters to two gentlemen of her husband’s court and inviting them
to live with her in the castle. But Jane Yolen notes that, although Disney and mass-
market children’s books have made Cinderella “a good, malleable, forgiving little girl”
(Yolen 301), the original protagonist was a “tough, resilient heroine” (297),
demonstrating “shrewdness, inventiveness, and grace under pressure” (298), qualities that
the Grimms’ version of the tale underlines.

Drabble’s Liz Headleand, as a psychiatrist interested in what mythology can tell
her about the psychic troubles she encounters in her patients, realizes that “mythology,
literature, are full of stories of the equalizing power of suffering, of the reductive power
of loss and death and fear. The king willing to exchange all earthly riches for a living
child, for an hour of life, for freedom from pain” (Drabble, Radiant 128). Max Liithi has
observed that fairy tells tell us “how suffering can purify and strengthen” (Lithi, Once
144), something which is certainly true for Cinderella, her abuse at the hands of her
stepmother and stepsisters strengthening her resolve to begin a new life elsewhere. For
Liz, suffering through difficulties is also a means to an end. Although “change is painful,
transition is painful” (Drabble, Radiant 33), Liz knows from experience that it is
necessary. “There is a goal to this journey, there will be an arrival, Liz believes. Itis
only by refusing to move onwards that we truly die” (18). In her willingness to take

action to change her life for the better, Liz resembles another Drabble heroine in
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particular, Frances Wingate in The Realms of Gold (1975), who, in her career as an
archeologist, “had clung to activity and movement as an escape” (Drabble, Real/ms 83).
Her life has been active for so long, Frances can not imagine a more leisurely existence.
As admirable as Liz’s ambition is, however, the reader of Drabble’s trilogy must
recognize what it has cost her. In “Cinderella,” ambition brings the heroine out of her
difficult family life and into a happy marriage. But in Drabble’s novel, Liz’s two
marriages have failed and she has to return to her family in order to better understand
what they have meant to her. Drabble has therefore introduced an ambivalence into her
use of the Grimms’ fairy tale.

Liz’s determination sometimes has a negative impact on her relationships. Far
from being transformed by marriage, we are told that Liz was “reborn” after her divorce
(Drabble, Radiant 101), from her first husband Edgar Lintot, after only eight months of
marriage. “Why ever did we marry so young?” she and her friend Alix, who had her own
marital troubles at the time, asked each other. Nor did Liz’s second marriage, to
television executive Charles Headleand, offer her a fairy-tale metamorphosis. Rather
than being swept away by princes at the end of their story, women in Drabble’s trilogy
tend to dominate the men in their lives. Over the years, Charles has actually become
“frightened” of Liz, wondering if she has somehow “sapped his energy” (115). She and
her friends “teased him, tolerated him, avoided him . . . . They were impervious both to
his charm and to his aggression: they had neutralized him™ (24). Perhaps it is no surprise,
given her contempt for him, that Charles soon leaves Liz for another woman - another
fairy-tale bride, the “Ice Queen™ Lady Henrietta (31). And Liz is not the best friend a
person could have, either, although there is no shortage of people in her life willing to
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tolerate her. Her friend Alix, putting on her makeup for Liz’s party, compares herself to
Cinderella’s stepsisters. “Alix has always felt rather sorry for the poor competitive
disappointed Ugly Sisters . . . . But she does not feel sorry for her friend Liz Headleand™
(3). Liz’s friends, Esther and Alix, more vulnerable to money and marital problems than
Liz, greet the news of her divorce with private satisfaction: they consider, “It would do
her good, to be reminded of what life could be like” (127). Moreover, the fact that Liz
never shows any awareness of her friends’ resentment of her success prevents one from
concluding that she leams a lesson from those relationships.

If she has not been a conventional wife or a reliable friend, Liz has not been
everything her mother could wish for in a daughter, either. To her mind, Liz’s troubled
relationship with her mother has provided one of the main obstacles to her happiness.
And her success beyond the expectations of her family has fuelled her contempt for them
as an adult. She has abandoned her aged mother and her sister Shirley, a disappointed
housewife, to each other’s company in her dreary home town of Northam, neglecting
even to phone her mother on special occasions, and admits that she “hoped her mother
would die, soon” (Drabble, Radiant 132). When her mother is hospitalized because of a
stroke, but fails to die promptly, we are shown Liz “barely bothering to disguise her
irritation” (353). In 4 Natural Curiosity (1989), when Liz hears of Shiriey’s husband
committing suicide by leaving the car running in the garage, and her sister’s subsequent
disappearance, her response is not what one might expect of a character confronting a
family tragedy: “Oh God, what a nuisance my family are,” she says. “If it’s not one, it’s
another,” but she is not “too put out” because it “would take more than a suicide and a
vanishing trick to upset Liz Headleand™ (Drabble, Natural 100). It is a feature of her
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journey of self-discovery that Liz must leave off resenting her family and acknowledge
how they, and her mother in particular, have had an impact on her life.

While Cinderella’s stepmother is interfering in her daughter’s sexual
development, the protagonist must also come to terms with the ambiguous presence of
her real mother in her life; she must determine whether or not that relationship, with a
mother who has died but remains a presence, has ended. Jungian Marie-Louise von
Franz suggests that the fact that the mother is dead but her “fetish” continues to impact
Cinderella’s life shows the girl is torn between her connection with her mother, which
permits “continuity of the same form of life, with the idea that everything goes smoothly
and life goes on,” and her own individuation, which an intimate connection with the
mother would prevent:

If the mother dies, that means, symbolically, a realization that the daughter can no

longer be identical with her, though the essential positive relationship remains.

Therefore the mother’s death is the beginning of the process of individuation; the

daughter feels that she wants to be a positive feminine being, but in her own form,

which entails going through all the difficulties of finding that. (von Franz,

“Wassilissa” 209)

Bruno Bettelheim does not see this continuation of the mother’s presence as interfering
with the process of individuation, as von Franz does. He suggests that the bird, the angel,
the light from the grave is an “embodiment” of “good mothering” which the child
experienced in the earliest part of her life, “the heritage which a good mother confers on
her child which will stay with him, and preserve and sustain him in direst distress™
(Bettelheim 258). He says that the tree that Cinderella plants on her mother’s grave and
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waters with her tears “symbolizes that the memory of the idealized mother of infancy,
when kept alive as an important part of one’s internal experience, can and does support
us even in the worst adversity” (257).

Other novels by Drabble detail the on again, off again relationship between a
woman and a parent or older relative who has withdrawn from society. In each case, the
protagonist experiences both dread and fascination regarding the life led by this older
woman, seeing the merits in the withdrawal from troubling human contact, but distancing
herself out of fear that she will end up that way herself. Kate Armstrong’s mother in The
Middle Ground (1980) is agoraphobic. Frances Wingate’s great aunt, in The Realms of
Gold (1975), lives in a rundown shack in the country, rejecting visitors until she dies with
her stomach full of cardboard, apparently the victim of starvation. In The Peppered Moth
(2001), Bessie Bawtry, a lifelong hypochondriac, retires to bed for the last haif of her life
and leaves her daughters to look after themselves, her daughter Chrissie seeing her
mother’s withdrawal as “indirect and protracted revenge for the disappointments of her
own life” (Drabble, Peppered 160). The younger woman in each case, although already
an adult with her own life, learns that she must yet undergo a delayed process of
differentiation from her parent, exploring their similarities and differences. Similarly,
friends of Frederica Potter, in Byatt’s series, see her having to “apply her intelligence” to
playing with her son Leo, because her own mother had not played with her (Byatt, Babel
246). Friends of Drabble’s Liz Headleand also recognize that Liz, “who had never
received, as far as one could tell, a motherly kiss or hug in her life” (Drabble, Radiant
156), has had to teach herself to be affectionate with her own children.

Liz excludes her mother from her life as much as possible, but once in a while,
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when she is talking to her sister Shirley about her, she experiences “a moment of
apprehension, of half recognition of something that she did not wish to know, something
she needed to know” (Drabble, Radiant 132). It is ironic that Liz, a psychiatrist, who is
“considered an expert in these matters™ and writes papers on foster care and adoption,
should resist acknowledging for so long the importance of her mother in her life, and the
necessity of strengthening that relationship. Later, she sees the irony, thinking,
“Physician, heal thyself. Physician, know thyself’ (144). When her mother dies of a
stroke, Liz decides to “explore once more those dark labyrinthine strong-smelling
chambers and passages” (145) of her childhood. She and Shirley sort through their
mother’s belongings and discover evidence that their father killed himself after coming
under suspicion for exposing himself to a child — hence, their mother’s secrecy about
him. And later, in A Natural Curiosity, Liz learns that her mother had a child by another
man before she married Liz’s father. She meets her half-sister Marcia at a party, and
their friendship helps Liz to put her past in perspective. She sees that her mother’s
having a child out of wedlock, as Marcia herself describes it, was the “disgrace” and the
“fatal error” that “hung over her” (Drabble, Natural 272) and that made her such an odd
parent. Leamning about this secret in her mother’s past enables Liz to understand why
there had always been a distance between them: “It seems now as though I’d known it all
my life” (270), she tells Marcia. It is not easy for Liz to revisit her past; even though she
has faced down so much else in her life, her past has made her “deeply, deeply, in the
small hours, afraid” (Drabble, Radiant 171). But confronting her relationship with her
mother has made progress possible at a time when, newly divorced, she has begun to feel
that the meaningful part of her life has been coming to a close. She has been able to
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“turn back in order to leap forwards™ (145).

In Drabble’s The Middle Ground (1980), Kate Armstrong’s friend Hugo thinks of
her as “a freak escape from the general doom” (Drabble, Middle 15). Frances Wingate,
in The Realms of Gold (1975), acknowledges, “She did seem to have amazing powers of
survival and adaptation” (Drabble, Real/ms 12). But good fortune alone can not account
for the happiness that these women achieve in their lives. Each of them has worked hard
to get what she wants. New Year’s celebrations, with their promise of midnight
transformations, have traditionally made Liz Headleand anxious, inviting her to reflect on
her fortunate success, almost too good to be true: “She had never deserved it. She had
reached too high, travelled too far” (Drabble, Radiant 121). But the midnight celebrated
at the opening of The Radiant Way does not anticipate her being left bereft of all that she
has achieved. Rather, over the course of the trilogy, Liz becomes a friend to her ex-
husband Charles, connects with her estranged sister, and comes to terms, in a way, with
her mysterious parents. More confident than ever about who she is, Liz considers, “Ah,
life is amazingly exhilarating” (Drabble, Gates 458) at another party towards the end of
the third novel of the trilogy, The Gates of Ivory. Bad things certainly happen to Liz, and
to her friends, Esther and Alix, but the trilogy concludes by anticipating a walking tour of
England the three are to enjoy. The narrator says, “the weather of England has changed
utterly, and . . . the summer of *89 will bring them blue skies and unclouded sunshine, an
unimagined and unchanging radiance. They will be rewarded . . . with the glory of
Paradise” (460). Perhaps one is not meant to take seriously the unrestrained optimism of
Drabble’s ending. If there is a note of irony at the end of the three novels, however, it

does not detract from the power of their theme: that a person’s determination might allow
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them to transform their life. As Liz Headleand’s experience illustrates, however, such
radical change does not come without a cost. The family ties that she has broken in order
to achieve success in her career must be re-established in order for her to enjoy her
achievements.

Resentment of mothers, and the extent to which they affect the aduit lives of their
children, are themes which are also explored in Murdoch’s novel The ltalian Girl (1964),
the story of a bitter, unfuifilled middle-aged man coming to terms with his mother’s
death and with his long-standing resentment of her. Edmund Narraway, a wood
engraver, arrives at his childhood home to bury his mother, Lydia, who had occupied the
home until her death, sharing it with Edmund’s brother Otto, a stone mason, and Otto’s
wife Isabel and his daughter Flora, who is just entering technical college to study textile
design. Edmund and Otto’s father had been a wood engraver also, and his inheritance is
apparent in the interests pursued by his sons and even by his granddaughter. His
influence over the family ended there, however, for it is clear that the sons and their
father were dominated by Edmund’s mother all of their lives, a circumstance that
Edmund now regrets:

My father had passed from us almost unnoticed, we believed in his death long

before it came. Yet my father had not been a nonentity . . . he must indeed have

been an impressive person, a talented and perhaps a fine person. Yet my early
memories are not of my father, but of my mother one day saying to us: Your
father is not a good man, he is merely a timid man with unworldly tastes. We felt

for him a faint contempt and later pity. (Murdoch, /talian 17)

Edmund’s father was absent, in a sense, even while he was still around, much as fathers
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tend to be in fairy tales. Cinderella’s father retreats from her story soon after he makes
his second marriage, and fails to intervene to prevent his daughter’s suffering at the
hands of his new wife and her wicked daughters. He reappears briefly, near the end of
the story, but ultimately, his role is minor and the story would not be much different
without him. As Marie-Louise von Franz has observed of the Grimms’ tale, “The whole
drama takes place in the feminine realm” (von Franz, “Wassilissa™ 208).

While Edmund’s relationship with his father was too distant, his connection with
his mother was obviously too intimate. Edmund is aware that there was something
unnatural about his relationship with his mother while he was growing up. In fact, Lydia
related to her sons much as she had related to their father, insisting that they call her by
her first name. “My mother’s affections had early turned away from her husband,”
Edmund recalls, “and focused with rapacious violence upon her sons, with whom she had
had, as it were, a series of love-affairs” (Murdoch, /talian 15-16). Their nearly
incestuous communication echoes in the house after her death. When Edmund arrives
for her funeral, he finds everyone sleeping with everyone else, none of them involved
with the people they ought to be with. His brother Otto has turned his sexual attentions
away from his wife Isabel and towards the sister of his live-in apprentice. Isabel,
meanwhile, is having an affair with the apprentice, and is pregnant with his child, as we
learn at the end of the novel. Otto and Isabel’s daughter Flora also had an affair with the
apprentice in the recent past, and is also pregnant with his child. Edmund is soon
embarrassed to realize that he feels an irresistible attraction to his niece, and also to
Otto’s mistress. As if that were not enough, one evening when they are alone together,

Isabel exposes her breasts to Edmund in an attempt to seduce him. The ltalian Girl is
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crawling with corrupt sexuality, and Edmund knows who he can blame for it: “My
relations with women always followed a certain disastrous and finally familiar pattern,”
he considers. “I did not need a psychoanalyst to tell me why” (24). It is clear that
Edmund holds his mother responsible for his own sexual confusion, and perhaps for that
of the rest of the family as well.

When Edmund arrives at the house, he is still a prisoner of his memories of his
mother, and the novel follows his progress as he breaks free of her and the attitudes he
learned from her, in order to finally enter into a supposedly meaningful relationship with
the family’s servant, Maggie, the “Italian girl” of the novel’s title. Like Cinderelia’s
mother, Edmund’s mother is still a powerful influence in his life, in spite of her death.
His reasoning is suggestive, as he seeks again and again to leave the house and the
family’s problems and to return to his dull solitary life: “My mother’s existence here had
been the reason for my not coming,” he realizes. “Now her non-existence would provide
an even stronger reason” (Murdoch, /talian 12). Edmund’s mother is thereby revealed to
be a stronger figure in death than she was in life. In fact, he admits, “I had not yet really
conceived of her as dead” (14). Even seeing his mother’s lifeless body fails to convince
Edmund she is gone: he considers, “It was scarcely credible that all that power had
ceased to be” (17). Although he has not had contact with her for years, Edmund realizes,
“Of course I had never really escaped from Lydia. Lydia had got inside me, into the
depths of my being, there was no abyss and no darkness where she was not.” Edmund’s
situation resembles that of Cinderella in that “I kept seeming to forget that she had died,
as if that didn’t matter” (92). Lydia is as much of a force in Edmund’s life as she was

when she was alive.
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“I was a prisoner of the situation” (Murdoch, /ralian 72), Edmund realizes, but
falling in love finally offers him a way out of his suffocating relationship with his
mother, much as Cinderella’s successfully wooing the prince allows her a means of
escape from the unhealthy situation in her home. Edmund’s troubles with women stem
from his failure to take them seriously as complicated beings, seeing them instead as two-
dimensional figures straight out of the fairy-tale realm. Itis as if no woman could ever
be as real to him as his mother was. Edmund is attracted to both his niece Flora and to
the apprentice’s sister Elsa, but sees neither as fully human. Flora is “too luminous to be
really made of flesh™ (46), he admits. She is a “nymph” (40), a “fairy” (21) and a
“sprite” (46), with her “long glistering hair . . . bright hair” (18) arresting his attention
every time he meets her, much as the blond, long-haired heroines of fairy tales work their
magic on princes. Flora satisfies a fantasy of girlish innocence for Edmund, so that when
she confides in him that she is pregnant, he feels “an obscure and fierce distress” (51),
“horror and instinctive disgust™ and “extreme agitation” (52) to discover that she is, after
all, only a fallible young woman. After her revelation, he says, “I felt her being utterly
changed for me” (51-52). Meanwhile, Elsa holds the opposite appeal for Edmund. With
habitually smeared makeup and a moustache, she fills Edmund with “a repulsive
excitement and shame” (62). He feels “degraded, tarnished” (72) by his attraction to this
rather different fairy-tale figure: this “greasy enchantress” (66), “sorceress” (60), “witch”
(68) or “genie” (73). It has not yet occurred to Edmund that either woman might possess
a complex interior life.

But this seems to change when he falls in love with Maggie, the family’s servant,

although at first she is as formless and two-dimensional to him as other women.
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