


Fairy Stories 

an undistinguished, praiseless, unboastful truth, in a crystalline 
household world of truth; gentle through daily entreatings of 
gentleness, and honourable trusts, and pretty prides of child
fellowship in offices of good; strong, not in bitter and doubtful 
contest with temptation, but in peace of heart, and armour of 
habitual right, from which temptation falls like thawing hail; 
self-commanding, not in sick restraint of mean appetites and 
covetous thoughts, but in vital joy of unluxurious life, and 
contentment in narrow possession, wisely esteemed. 

Children so trained have no need of moral fairy tales; but they 
will find in the apparently vain and fitful courses of any tradition 
of old time, honestly delivered to them, a teaching for which no 
other can be substituted, and of which the power cannot be 
measured; animating for them the material world with in
extinguishable life, fortifying them against the glacial cold of 
selfish science, and preparing them submissively, and with no 
bitterness of astonishment, to behold, in later years, the mystery 
- divinely appointed to remain such to all human thought - of
the fates that happen alike to the evil and the good.

And_the effect of the endeavour to make stories moral upon 
th�literary merit of the work itself, is as batmfu.1 as the motive 
of �is false Ear every fairy tale wortb recording awJ.-1. is 
the _remnant of a tradition possessing true historical value; - r
historical, at least in so far as it has naturally arisen out of �he 
mind of a people under special circumstances, and risen not 
without meaning, nor removed altogether from their sphere of 
religious faith. It sustains afterwards natural changes :from the 
sincere action of the fear or fancy of successive generations; it 
takes· new colour from their manner of life, and new form from 
their changing moral tempers. As,,.lBfl.g:-as these changes are 
natural d ess accidental and inevitable, the story remains 
essentially true, altering its form, indeed, like a flying cloud, hut 
re_maioingJ! si_gn of the sky; a shadowy image, as truly a part of 
the great firmament of the human mind as the light of reason 
which it seems to interrupt. But the fair deceit and innocent error 
of it cannot be interpreted nor restrained by a wilful purpose, and 
all additions to it by act do but defile, as the shepherd disturbs 
the flakes of morning mist with smoke from his fire of dead 
leaves. 

There is also a deeper collateral mischief in this indulgence of 
licentious change and retouching of stories to suit particular 

tastes, or inculcate favourite doctrines. It directly destroys the 
child's power of rendering any such belief as it would otherwise 
have been in his nature to give to an imaginative vision. How far 
it is expedient to occupy his mind with ideal forms at all may be 
questionable to many, though not to me; but it is quite beyond 
question that if we do allow of the fictitious representation, that 
representation should be calm and complete, possessed to the 
full, and read down its utmost depth. The little reader's attention 
should never be confused or disturbed, whether he is possessing 
himself of fairy tale or history. Let him know his fairy tale 
accurately, and have perfect joy or awe in the conception of it 
as if it were real; thus he will always be exercising his power of 
grasping realities: but a confused, careless, or discrediting tenure 
of the fiction will lead to as confused and careless reading of fact. 
Let the circumstances of both be strictly perceived and long 
dwelt upon, and let the child's own mind develop fruit of thought 
from both. It is of the greatest importance early to secure this 
habit of contemplation, and therefore it is a grave error, either to 
multiply unnecessarily, or to illustrate with extravagant richness, 
the incidents presented to the imagination. It should multiply and 
illustrate them for itself; and, if the intellect is of any real value, 
there will be a mystery and wonderfulness in its own dreams 
which would only be thwarted by external illustration. Yet I do 
not bring forward the text or the etchings in this volume as 
examples of what either ought to be in works of the kind: they 
are in many respects common, imperfect, vulgar; but their 
vulgarity is of a wholesome and harmless kind. It is not, for 
instance, graceful English, to say that a thought 'popped into 
Catherine's head'; but it nevertheless is far better, as an initiation 
into literary style, that a child should be told this than that 'a 
subject attracted Catherine's attention.' And in genuine forms of 
minor tradition, a rude and more or less illiterate tone will always 
be discernible; for all the best fairy -tales have owed their birth, 
and the greater part of their power, to narrowness of social 
circumstances; they belonged properly to districts in which 
walled cities are surrounded by bright and unblemished country, 
and in which a healthy and bustling town life, not highly refined, 
is relieved by, and contrasted with, the calm 'enchantment of 
pastoral and woodland scenery, either under humble cultivation 
by peasant masters, or left in its natural solitude. Under conditions 
of this kind the imagination is enough excited to invent instinc-



lively (and rejoice in the invention of) spiritual forms of wildness 
and beauty, while yet it is restrained and made cheerful by the 
fomiliar accidents and relations of town life, mingling always in 
its fancy humorous and vulgar circumstances with pathetic ones, 
a ncl never so much impressed with its supernatural phantasies as 
t n be in danger of retaining them as any part of its religious faith. 
'!'he good spirit descends gradually from an angel into a fairy, 
H ncl the demon shrinks into a playful grotesque of diminutive 
n ialevolence, while yet both keep an accredited and vital influence 
upon the character and mind. But the language in which such 
ideas will be usually clothed, must necessarily partake of their 
narrowness; and art is systematically incognizant of them, having 
only strength under the conditions which awake them to express 
itself in an irregular and gross grotesque, fit only for external 
architectural decoration. 

The illustrations of this volume are almost the only exceptions 
I know to the general rule. They are of quite sterling and admirable 
:1 rt, in a class precisely parallel in elevation to the character of 
1 I 1e tales which they illustrate; and the original etchings, as I 
l1ave before said in the Appendix to my Elements of Drawing, 
were quite unrivalled in masterfulness of touch since Rembrandt 
(in some qualities of delineation unrivalled even by him). These 
c< >pies have been so carefully executed, that at first I was deceived 
I ,y them, and supposed them to be late impressions from the 
p !ates ( and what is more, I believe the master himself was deceived 
hy them, and supposed them to be his own); and although 011 
rnt:eful comparison with the first proofs they will be found 110 
exception to the terrible law that literal repetition of entirely fine 
work shall be, even to the hand that produced it, - much more to 
any other, - for ever impossible, they still represent, with 
:;officient fidelity to be in the highest degree instructive, the 
h;tt:monious light and shade, the manly simplicity of execution, 
and the easy, unencumbered fancy, of designs which belonged 
to,the best period of Cruikshank's genius. To make somewhat 
enlarged copies of them, looking at them through a magnifying 
glass, and never putting two lines where Cruikshank has put only 
(lne, would be an exercise in decision and severe drawing which 
would leave afterwards little to be learnt in schools. I would 
i,�ladly also say much in their praise as imaginative designs; but 
1 l 1c power of genuine imaginative work, and its difference from 
that which is CO/llpounded and patched together from borrowed 

sources, is of all qualities of art the most difficult to explain; andI must be content with the simple assertions of it. And so I trust the good old book, and the honest work thatadorns it, to such favour as they may find with children of openhearts and lowly lives"




