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Female Representation in the Fairy Tales


Although stereotypes abound in Grimm’s Fairy Tales, the positive and negative portrayals are balanced enough that practically the only creature that comes off with an entirely unfavorable image is the big bad wolf.  The portrayal of women seems to be the same as that of men in nearly all respects.  However, there is perhaps a greater variety of character, a greater range of good and evil alike, in females than males in the Grimm’s versions of the tales.


For most of the roles involving women, there is a corresponding male role in the same or a similar tale.  Attractive heroines and handsome heroes appear with similar frequency, and either can take on quests and serve as a focal point for fairy tales.  However, there seem to be fewer really well rounded heroes than heroines.  For every Cinderella, Rapunzel, or Snow White, there is a prince, but he might not even have a name, let alone a personality.


The Grimms also seem to have an aversion to purely evil male characters, unless they are animals rather than humans.  The Grimm’s Hansel and Gretel, Rapunzel, Snow White, and Cinderella, to name a few, all feature wicked witches, but the Glass Coffin is one of the few stories I found that has an evil enchanter to match, and he appears in the form of a bull.  However, when animals are evil, they seem generally to be male.  Most notable is the infamous wolf, who appears in many tales.


The Grimm’s female characters are surprising because one might expect, if anything, a deficiency in character in them as compared with the males in these stories, which were collected and rewritten by two men.  Perhaps they took their own gender for granted, and women were the greater cause of fascination in their lives.  But I think a better explanation is that the stories were most often told to girls, and told by their mothers or older sisters.  Certainly, a much greater percentage of the stories were told to the Grimms by middle class women than by any other group.

