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1

O
nce upon a time there was a dear little girl who was loved 
by everyone who looked at her, but most of all by her 
grandmother, and there was nothing that she would not 

have given to the child. Once she gave her a little cap of red velvet, 
which suited her so well that she would never wear anything else; 
so she was always called “Little Red-Cap.”

One day her mother said to her: “Come, Little Red-Cap, here 
is a piece of cake and a bottle of wine; take them to your grand-
mother, she is ill and weak, and they will do her good. Set out  
before it gets hot, and when you are going, walk nicely and quietly 
and do not run off the path, or you may fall and break the bottle, 
and then your grandmother will get nothing; and when you go into 
her room, don’t forget to say, “Good morning”, and don’t peep into 
every corner before you do it.”

“I will take great care,” said Little Red-Cap to her mother, and 
gave her hand on it.

The grandmother lived out in the wood, half a league from the 
village, and just as Little Red-Cap entered the wood, a wolf met 

Little Red-Cap
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her. Red-Cap did not know what a wicked creature he was, and 
was not at all afraid of him.

“Good day, Little Red-Cap,” said he.
“Thank you kindly, wolf.”
“Whither away so early, Little Red-Cap?”
“To my grandmother’s.”
“What have you got in your apron?”
“Cake and wine; yesterday was baking-day, so poor sick grand-

mother is to have something good, to make her stronger.”
“Where does your grandmother live, Little Red-Cap?”
“A good quarter of a league farther on in the wood; her house 

stands under the three large oak-trees, the nut-trees are just below; 
you surely must know it,” replied Little Red-Cap.

The wolf thought to himself: “What a tender young creature! 
what a nice plump mouthful—she will be better to eat than the 
old woman. I must act craftily, so as to catch both.” So he walked 
for a short time by the side of Little Red-Cap, and then he said: 
“See, Little Red-Cap, how pretty the flowers are about here—why 
do you not look round? I believe, too, that you do not hear how 
sweetly the little birds are singing; you walk gravely along as if you 
were going to school, while everything else out here in the wood  
is merry.”

Little Red-Cap raised her eyes, and when she saw the sunbeams 
dancing here and there through the trees, and pretty flowers grow-
ing everywhere, she thought: “Suppose I take grandmother a fresh 
nosegay; that would please her too. It is so early in the day that I 
shall still get there in good time”; and so she ran from the path into 
the wood to look for flowers. And whenever she had picked one, 
she fancied that she saw a still prettier one farther on, and ran after 
it, and so got deeper and deeper into the wood.

Meanwhile the wolf ran straight to the grandmother’s house and 
knocked at the door.
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“Who is there?”
“Little Red-Cap,” replied the wolf. “She is bringing cake and 

wine; open the door.”
“Lift the latch,” called out the grandmother, “I am too weak, and 

cannot get up.”
The wolf lifted the latch, the door sprang open, and without 

saying a word he went straight to the grandmother’s bed, and  
devoured her. Then he put on her clothes, dressed himself in her 
cap laid himself in bed and drew the curtains.

Little Red-Cap, however, had been running about picking flow-
ers, and when she had gathered so many that she could carry  
no more, she remembered her grandmother, and set out on the way 
to her.

She was surprised to find the cottage-door standing open, and 
when she went into the room, she had such a strange feeling that 
she said to herself: “Oh dear! how uneasy I feel today, and at  
other times I like being with grandmother so much.” She called out: 
“Good morning,” but received no answer; so she went to the bed 
and drew back the curtains. There lay her grandmother with her 
cap pulled far over her face, and looking very strange.

“Oh! grandmother,” she said, “what big ears you have!”
“The better to hear you with, my child,” was the reply.
“But, grandmother, what big eyes you have!” she said.
“The better to see you with, my dear.”
“But, grandmother, what large hands you have!”
“The better to hug you with.”
“Oh! but, grandmother, what a terrible big mouth you have!”
“The better to eat you with!”
And scarcely had the wolf said this, than with one bound he was 

out of bed and swallowed up Red-Cap.
When the wolf had appeased his appetite, he lay down again in 

the bed, fell asleep and began to snore very loud. The huntsman 



grimm’s fairy tales

4

was just passing the house, and thought to himself: “How the old 
woman is snoring! I must just see if she wants anything.” So he 
went into the room, and when he came to the bed, he saw that the 
wolf was lying in it. “Do I find you here, you old sinner!” said he. 
“I have long sought you!” Then just as he was going to fire at him, 
it occurred to him that the wolf might have devoured the grand-
mother, and that she might still be saved, so he did not fire, but took 
a pair of scissors, and began to cut open the stomach of the sleep-
ing wolf. When he had made two snips, he saw the little Red-Cap  
shining, and then he made two snips more, and the little girl sprang 
out, crying: “Ah, how frightened I have been! How dark it was 
inside the wolf”; and after that the aged grandmother came out 
alive also, but scarcely able to breathe. Red-Cap, however, quick-
ly fetched great stones with which they filled the wolf’s belly, and 
when he awoke, he wanted to run away, but the stones were so 
heavy that he collapsed at once, and fell dead.

Then all three were delighted. The huntsman drew off the wolf’s 
skin and went home with it; the grandmother ate the cake and 
drank the wine which Red-Cap had brought, and revived, but Red-
Cap thought to herself: “As long as I live, I will never by myself 
leave the path, to run into the wood, when my mother has forbid-
den me to do so.”

It also related that once when Red-Cap was again taking cakes 
to the old grandmother, another wolf spoke to her, and tried to en-
tice her from the path. Red-Cap, however, was on her guard, and 
went straight forward on her way, and told her grandmother that 
she had met the wolf, and that he had said “good morning” to her, 
but with such a wicked look in his eyes, that if they had not been on 
the public road she was certain he would have eaten her up. “Well,” 
said the grandmother, “we will shut the door, that he may not come 
in.” Soon afterwards the wolf knocked, and cried: “Open the door, 
grandmother, I am Little Red-Cap, and am bringing you some 
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cakes.” But they did not speak, or open the door, so the grey-beard 
stole twice or thrice round the house, and at last jumped on the 
roof, intending to wait until Red-Cap went home in the evening, 
and then to steal after her and devour her in the darkness. But the 
grandmother saw what was in his thoughts. In front of the house 
was a great stone trough, so she said to the child: “Take the pail, 
Red-Cap; I made some sausages yesterday, so carry the water in 
which I boiled them to the trough.” Red-Cap carried until the great 
trough was quite full. Then the smell of the sausages reached the 
wolf, and he sniffed and peeped down, and at last stretched out his 
neck so far that he could no longer keep his footing and began to 
slip, and slipped down from the roof straight into the great trough, 
and was drowned. But Red-Cap went joyously home, and no one 
ever did anything to harm her again.
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Hansel and Grethel

N
ear a great forest there lived a poor woodcutter and his 
wife, and his two children; the boy’s name was Hansel and 
the girl’s Grethel. They had very little to bite or to sup, 

and once, when there was great dearth in the land, the man could 
not even gain the daily bread. As he lay in bed one night thinking 
of this, and turning and tossing, he sighed heavily, and said to his 
wife,“What will become of us? we cannot even feed our children; 
there is nothing left for ourselves.”

“I will tell you what, husband,” answered the wife; “we will take 
the children early in the morning into the forest, where it is thick-
est; we will make them a fire, and we will give each of them a piece 
of bread, then we will go to our work and leave them alone; they 
will never find the way home again, and we shall be quit of them.”

“No, wife,” said the man, “I cannot do that; I cannot find in my 
heart to take my children into the forest and to leave them there 
alone; the wild animals would soon come and devour them.”

“O you fool,” said she, “then we will all four starve; you had 
better get the coffins ready,”—and she left him no peace until he 
consented.
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“But I really pity the poor children,” said the man.
The two children had not been able to sleep for hunger, and had 

heard what their step-mother had said to their father. Grethel wept 
bitterly, and said to Hansel, “It is all over with us.”

“Do be quiet, Grethel,” said Hansel, “and do not fret; I will man-
age something.” And when the parents had gone to sleep he got up, 
put on his little coat, opened the back door, and slipped out. The 
moon was shining brightly, and the white flints that lay in front of 
the house glistened like pieces of silver. 

Hansel stooped and filled the little pocket of his coat as full as 
it would hold. Then he went back again, and said to Grethel, “Be 
easy, dear little sister, and go to sleep quietly; God will not forsake 
us,” and laid himself down again in his bed.

When the day was breaking, and before the sun had risen, the 
wife came and awakened the two children, saying,“Get up, you 
lazy bones; we are going into the forest to cut wood.”

Then she gave each of them a piece of bread, and said, “That 
is for dinner, and you must not eat it before then, for you will get  
no more.”

Grethel carried the bread under her apron, for Hansel had his 
pockets full of the flints. Then they set off all together on their way 
to the forest. When they had gone a little way Hansel stood still and 
looked back towards the house, and this he did again and again, till 
his father said to him, “Hansel, what are you looking at? take care 
not to forget your legs.”

“O father,” said Hansel, “I am looking at my little white kitten, 
who is sitting up on the roof to bid me good-bye.”

“You young fool,” said the woman, “that is not your kitten, but 
the sunshine on the chimney-pot.”

Of course Hansel had not been looking at his kitten, but had 
been taking every now and then a flint from his pocket and drop-
ping it on the road.
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When they reached the middle of the forest the father told the 
children to collect wood to make a fire to keep them warm; and 
Hansel and Grethel gathered brushwood enough for a little moun-
tain; and it was set on fire, and when the flame was burning quite 
high the wife said, 

“Now lie down by the fire and rest yourselves, you children, and 
we will go and cut wood; and when we are ready we will come and 
fetch you.”

So Hansel and Grethel sat by the fire, and at noon they each ate 
their pieces of bread. They thought their father was in the wood all 
the time, as they seemed to hear the strokes of the axe: but really 
it was only a dry branch hanging to a withered tree that the wind 
moved to and fro. So when they had stayed there a long time their 
eyelids closed with weariness, and they fell fast asleep. When at last 
they woke it was night, and Grethel began to cry, and said, “How 
shall we ever get out of this wood?” But Hansel comforted her, 
saying, “Wait a little while longer, until the moon rises, and then we 
can easily find the way home.”

And when the full moon got up Hansel took his little sister by 
the hand, and followed the way where the flint stones shone like 
silver, and showed them the road. They walked on the whole night 
through, and at the break of day they came to their father’s house. 
They knocked at the door, and when the wife opened it and saw 
that it was Hansel and Grethel she said, “You naughty children, 
why did you sleep so long in the wood? we thought you were never 
coming home again!”

But the father was glad, for it had gone to his heart to leave them 
both in the woods alone.

Not very long after that there was again great scarcity in those 
parts, and the children heard their mother say at night in bed to 
their father, “Everything is finished up; we have only half a loaf, and 
after that the tale comes to an end. The children must be off; we will 
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take them farther into the wood this time, so that they shall not be  
able to find the way back again; there is no other way to manage.”

The man felt sad at heart, and he thought, “It would better to 
share one’s last morsel with one’s children.”

But the wife would listen to nothing that he said, but scolded and 
reproached him. He who says A must say B too, and when a man 
has given in once he has to do it a second time.

But the children were not asleep, and had heard all the talk. 
When the parents had gone to sleep Hansel got up to go out and 
get more flint stones, as he did before, but the wife had locked 
the door, and Hansel could not get out; but he comforted his little  
sister, and said, “Don’t cry, Grethel, and go to sleep quietly, and 
God will help us.”

Early the next morning the wife came and pulled the children 
out of bed. She gave them each a little piece of bread—less than 
before; and on the way to the wood Hansel crumbled the bread in 
his pocket, and often stopped to throw a crumb on the ground.

“Hansel, what are you stopping behind and staring for?” said 
the father.

“I am looking at my little pigeon sitting on the roof, to say good-
bye to me,” answered Hansel.

“You fool,” said the wife, “that is no pigeon, but the morning sun 
shining on the chimney pots.”

Hansel went on as before, and strewed bread crumbs all along 
the road.

The woman led the children far into the wood, where they had 
never been before in all their lives. And again there was a large fire 
made, and the mother said, “Sit still there, you children, and when 
you are tired you can go to sleep; we are going into the forest to cut 
wood, and in the evening, when we are ready to go home we will 
come and fetch you.”
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So when noon came Grethel shared her bread with Hansel, 
who had strewed his along the road. Then they went to sleep, and 
the evening passed, and no one came for the poor children. When  
they awoke it was dark night, and Hansel comforted his little sister, 
and said, 

“Wait a little, Grethel, until the moon gets up, then we shall be 
able to see the way home by the crumbs of bread that I have scat-
tered along it.”

So when the moon rose they got up, but they could find no 
crumbs of bread, for the birds of the woods and of the fields had 
come and picked them up. Hansel thought they might find the way 
all the same, but they could not. They went on all that night, and 
the next day from the morning until the evening, but they could 
not find the way out of the wood, and they were very hungry, for 
they had nothing to eat but the few berries they could pick up. And 
when they were so tired that they could no longer drag themselves 
along, they lay down under a tree and fell asleep.

It was now the third morning since they had left their father’s 
house. They were always trying to get back to it, but instead of 
that they only found themselves farther in the wood, and if help 
had not soon come they would have been starved. About noon 
they saw a pretty snow-white bird sitting on a bough, and singing 
so sweetly that they stopped to listen. And when he had finished 
the bird spread his wings and flew before them, and they followed 
after him until they came to a little house, and the bird perched 
on the roof, and when they came nearer they saw that the house 
was built of bread, and roofed with cakes; and the window was of  
transparent sugar.

“We will have some of this,” said Hansel, “and make a fine meal. 
I will eat a piece of the roof, Grethel, and you can have some of the 
window—that will taste sweet.”
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So Hansel reached up and broke off a bit of the roof, just to see 
how it tasted, and Grethel stood by the window and gnawed at it. 
Then they heard a thin voice call out from inside,

“Nibble, nibble, like a mouse,
Who is nibbling at my house?”
And the children answered,
“Never mind,
It is the wind.”
And they went on eating, never disturbing themselves. Hansel, 

who found that the roof tasted very nice, took down a great piece 
of it, and Grethel pulled out a large round window-pane, and sat 
her down and began upon it. Then the door opened, and an aged 
woman came out, leaning upon a crutch. Hansel and Grethel felt 
very frightened, and let fall what they had in their hands. The  
old woman, however, nodded her head, and said,

“Ah, my dear children, how come you here? you must come in-
doors and stay with me, you will be no trouble.”

So she took them each by the hand, and led them into her little 
house. And there they found a good meal laid out, of milk and pan-
cakes, with sugar, apples, and nuts. After that she showed them 
two little white beds, and Hansel and Grethel laid themselves down 
on them, and thought they were in heaven.

The old woman, although her behaviour was so kind, was a 
wicked witch, who lay in wait for children, and had built the lit-
tle house on purpose to entice them. When they were once inside 
she used to kill them, cook them, and eat them, and then it was a 
feast-day with her. The witch’s eyes were red, and she could not see 
very far, but she had a keen scent, like the beasts, and knew very  
well when human creatures were near. When she knew that Hansel 
and Grethel were coming, she gave a spiteful laugh, and said trium-
phantly, “I have them, and they shall not escape me!”
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Early in the morning, before the children were awake, she got up 
to look at them, and as they lay sleeping so peacefully with round 
rosy cheeks, she said to herself, “What a fine feast I shall have!”

Then she grasped Hansel with her withered hand, and led him 
into a little stable, and shut him up behind a grating; and call and 
scream as he might, it was no good. Then she went back to Grethel 
and shook her, crying,

“Get up, lazy bones; fetch water, and cook something nice for 
your brother; he is outside in the stable, and must be fattened up. 
And when he is fat enough I will eat him.”

Grethel began to weep bitterly, but it was of no use, she had to 
do what the wicked witch bade her.

And so the best kind of victuals was cooked for poor Hansel, 
while Grethel got nothing but crab-shells. Each morning the old 
woman visited the little stable, and cried, “Hansel, stretch out your 
finger, that I may tell if you will soon be fat enough.”

Hansel, however, used to hold out a little bone, and the old wom-
an, who had weak eyes, could not see what it was, and supposing it 
to be Hansel’s finger, wondered very much that it was not getting 
fatter. When four weeks had passed and Hansel seemed to remain 
so thin, she lost patience and could wait no longer.

“Now then, Grethel,” cried she to the little girl; “be quick and 
draw water; be Hansel fat or be he lean, to-morrow I must kill and 
cook him.”

Oh what a grief for the poor little sister to have to fetch water, 
and how the tears flowed down over her cheeks!

“Dear God, pray help us!” cried she; “if we had been devoured 
by wild beasts in the wood at least we should have died together.”

“Spare me your lamentations,” said the old woman; “they are of 
no avail.”

Early next morning Grethel had to get up, make the fire, and fill 
the kettle.
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“First we will do the baking,” said the old woman; “I have heated 
the oven already, and kneaded the dough.”

She pushed poor Grethel towards the oven, out of which the 
flames were already shining.

“Creep in,” said the witch, “and see if it is properly hot, so that 
the bread may be baked.”

And Grethel once in, she meant to shut the door upon her and 
let her be baked, and then she would have eaten her. But Grethel 
perceived her intention, and said,

“I don’t know how to do it: how shall I get in?”
“Stupid goose,” said the old woman, “the opening is big enough, 

do you see? I could get in myself!” and she stooped down and put 
her head in the oven’s mouth. Then Grethel gave her a push, so that 
she went in farther, and she shut the iron door upon her, and put 
up the bar. Oh how frightfully she howled! but Grethel ran away, 
and left the wicked witch to burn miserably. Grethel went straight 
to Hansel, opened the stable-door, and cried,

“Hansel, we are free! the old witch is dead!”
Then out flew Hansel like a bird from its cage as soon as the 

door is opened. How rejoiced they both were! how they fell each 
on the other’s neck! and danced about, and kissed each other!  
And as they had nothing more to fear they went over all the old 
witch’s house, and in every corner there stood chests of pearls and 
precious stones.

“This is something better than flint stones,” said Hansel, as he 
filled his pockets, and Grethel, thinking she also would like to carry 
something home with her, filled her apron full.

“Now, away we go,” said Hansel;—”if we only can get out of the 
witch’s wood.”

When they had journeyed a few hours they came to a great piece 
of water.
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“We can never get across this,” said Hansel, “I see no stepping-
stones and no bridge.”

“And there is no boat either,” said Grethel; “but here comes a 
white duck; if I ask her she will help us over.” So she cried,

“Duck, duck, here we stand,
Hansel and Grethel, on the land,
Stepping-stones and bridge we lack,
Carry us over on your nice white back.”
And the duck came accordingly, and Hansel got upon her and 

told his sister to come too.
“No,” answered Grethel, “that would be too hard upon the duck; 

we can go separately, one after the other.”
And that was how it was managed, and after that they went 

on happily, until they came to the wood, and the way grew more 
and more familiar, till at last they saw in the distance their father’s 
house. Then they ran till they came up to it, rushed in at the door, 
and fell on their father’s neck. The man had not had a quiet hour 
since he left his children in the wood; but the wife was dead. And 
when Grethel opened her apron the pearls and precious stones 
were scattered all over the room, and Hansel took one handful af-
ter another out of his pocket. Then was all care at an end, and they 
lived in great joy together.
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O
nce on a time a king was hunting in a great wood, and he 
pursued a wild animal so eagerly that none of his people 
could follow him. When evening came he stood still, and 

looking round him he found that he had lost his way; and seeking a 
path, he found none. Then all at once he saw an old woman with a 
nodding head coming up to him; and it was a witch.

“My good woman,” said he, “can you show me the way out of 
the wood?”

“Oh yes, my lord king,” answered she, “certainly I can; but I 
must make a condition, and if you do not fulfil it, you will never get 
out of the wood again, but die there of hunger.”

“What is the condition?” asked the king.
“I have a daughter,” said the old woman, “who is as fair as any 

in the world, and if you will take her for your bride, and make her 
queen, I will show you the way out of the wood.”

The king consented, because of the difficulty he was in, and the 
old woman led him into her little house, and there her daughter was 
sitting by the fire.

 The Six Swans
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She received the king just as if she had been expecting him, and 
though he saw that she was very beautiful, she did not please him, 
and he could not look at her without an inward shudder. Never-
theless, he took the maiden before him on his horse, and the old 
woman showed him the way, and soon he was in his royal castle 
again, where the wedding was held.

The king had been married before, and his first wife had left 
seven children, six boys and one girl, whom he loved better than all 
the world, and as he was afraid the step-mother might not behave 
well to them, and perhaps would do them some mischief, he took 
them to a lonely castle standing in the middle of a wood. There 
they remained hidden, for the road to it was so hard to find that 
the king himself could not have found it, had it not been for a clew 
of yarn, possessing wonderful properties, that a wise woman had 
given him; when he threw it down before him, it unrolled itself and 
showed him the way. And the king went so often to see his dear 
children, that the queen was displeased at his absence; and she be-
came curious and wanted to know what he went out into the wood 
for so often alone. She bribed his servants with much money, and 
they showed her the secret, and told her of the clew of yarn, which 
alone could point out the way; then she gave herself no rest until 
she had found out where the king kept the clew, and then she made 
some little white silk shirts, and sewed a charm in each, as she had 
learned witchcraft of her mother. And once when the king had rid-
den to the hunt, she took the little shirts and went into the wood, 
and the clew of yarn showed her the way. 

The children seeing some one in the distance, thought it was 
their dear father coming to see them, and came jumping for joy 
to meet him. Then the wicked queen threw over each one of the 
little shirts, and as soon as the shirts touched their bodies, they 
were changed into swans, and flew away through the wood. So the 
queen went home very pleased to think she had got rid of her step-
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the six swans

children; but the maiden had not run out with her brothers, and so 
the queen knew nothing about her. The next day the king went to 
see his children, but he found nobody but his daughter.

“Where are thy brothers?” asked the king.
“Ah, dear father,” answered she, “they are gone away and have 

left me behind,” and then she told him how she had seen from her 
window her brothers in the guise of swans fly away through the 
wood, and she showed him the feathers which they had let fall in 
the courtyard, and which she had picked up. The king was grieved, 
but he never dreamt that it was the queen who had done this wick-
ed deed, and as he feared lest the maiden also should be stolen 
away from him, he wished to take her away with him. But she was 
afraid of the step-mother, and begged the king to let her remain one 
more night in the castle in the wood.

Then she said to herself, “I must stay here no longer, but go and 
seek for my brothers.”

And when the night came, she fled away and went straight into 
the wood. She went on all that night and the next day, until she 
could go no longer for weariness. At last she saw a rude hut, and 
she went in and found a room with six little beds in it; she did not 
dare to lie down in one, but she crept under one and lay on the hard 
boards and wished for night. When it was near the time of sun-set-
ting she heard a rustling sound, and saw six swans come flying in at 
the window. They alighted on the ground, and blew at one another 
until they had blown all their feathers off, and then they stripped 
off their swan-skin as if it had been a shirt. And the maiden looked 
at them and knew them for her brothers, and was very glad, and 
crept from under the bed. The brothers were not less glad when 
their sister appeared, but their joy did not last long.

“You must not stay here,” said they to her; “this is a robbers’ haunt, 
and if they were to come and find you here, they would kill you.”

“And cannot you defend me?” asked the little sister.
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“No,” answered they, “for we can only get rid of our swan-skins 
and keep our human shape every evening for a quarter of an hour, 
but after that we must be changed again into swans.”

Their sister wept at hearing this, and said,
“Can nothing be done to set you free?”
“Oh no,” answered they, “the work would be too hard for you. 

For six whole years you would be obliged never to speak or laugh, 
and make during that time six little shirts out of aster-flowers. If 
you were to let fall a single word before the work was ended, all 
would be of no good.”

And just as the brothers had finished telling her this, the quarter 
of an hour came to an end, and they changed into swans and flew 
out of the window.

But the maiden made up her mind to set her brothers free, even 
though it should cost her her life. She left the hut, and going into 
the middle of the wood, she climbed a tree, and there passed the 
night. The next morning she set to work and gathered asters and 
began sewing them together: as for speaking, there was no one to 
speak to, and as for laughing, she had no mind to it; so she sat on 
and looked at nothing but her work. When she had been going on 
like this for a long time, it happened that the king of that country 
went a-hunting in the wood, and some of his huntsmen came up 
to the tree in which the maiden sat. They called out to her, say-
ing, “Who art thou?” But she gave no answer. “Come down,” cried 
they; “we will do thee no harm.” But she only shook her head. And 
when they tormented her further with questions she threw down 
to them her gold necklace, hoping they would be content with that. 
But they would not leave off, so she threw down to them her girdle, 
and when that was no good, her garters, and one after another ev-
erything she had on and could possibly spare, until she had nothing 
left but her smock. But all was no good, the huntsmen would not 
be put off any longer, and they climbed the tree, carried the maiden 
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off, and brought her to the king. The king asked, “Who art thou? 
What wert thou doing in the tree?” But she answered nothing. He 
spoke to her in all the languages he knew, but she remained dumb: 
but, being very beautiful, the king inclined to her, and he felt a 
great love rise up in his heart towards her; and casting his mantle 
round her, he put her before him on his horse and brought her to 
his castle. Then he caused rich clothing to be put upon her, and 
her beauty shone as bright as the morning, but no word would she  
utter. He seated her by his side at table, and her modesty and gentle 
mien so pleased him, that he said,

“This maiden I choose for wife, and no other in all the world,” 
and accordingly after a few days they were married.

But the king had a wicked mother, who was displeased with the 
marriage, and spoke ill of the young queen.

“Who knows where the maid can have come from?” said she, 
“and not able to speak a word! She is not worthy of a king!”

After a year had passed, and the queen brought her first child 
into the world, the old woman carried it away, and marked the 
queen’s mouth with blood as she lay sleeping. Then she went to 
the king and declared that his wife was an eater of human flesh. 
The king would not believe such a thing, and ordered that no one 
should do her any harm. And the queen went on quietly sewing the 
shirts and caring for nothing else. The next time that a fine boy was 
born, the wicked step-mother used the same deceit, but the king 
would give no credence to her words, for he said,

“She is too tender and good to do any such thing, and if she were 
only not dumb, and could justify herself, then her innocence would 
be as clear as day.”

When for the third time the old woman stole away the new-born 
child and accused the queen, who was unable to say a word in her 
defence, the king could do no other but give her up to justice, and 
she was sentenced to suffer death by fire.
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The day on which her sentence was to be carried out was the 
very last one of the sixth year of the years during which she had 
neither spoken nor laughed, to free her dear brothers from the evil 
spell. The six shirts were ready, all except one which wanted the 
left sleeve. And when she was led to the pile of wood, she carried 
the six shirts on her arm, and when she mounted the pile and the 
fire was about to be kindled, all at once she cried out aloud, for 
there were six swans coming flying through the air; and she saw 
that her deliverance was near, and her heart beat for joy. The swans 
came close up to her with rushing wings, and stooped round her, 
so that she could throw the shirts over them; and when that had 
been done the swan-skins fell off them, and her brothers stood be-
fore her in their own bodies quite safe and sound; but as one shirt 
wanted the left sleeve, so the youngest brother had a swan’s wing 
instead of a left arm. They embraced and kissed each other, and the 
queen went up to the king, who looked on full of astonishment, and 
began to speak to him and to say,

“Dearest husband, now I may dare to speak and tell you that I 
am innocent, and have been falsely accused,” and she related to him 
the treachery of the step-mother, who had taken away the three 
children and hidden them. And she was reconciled to the king with 
great joy, and the wicked step-mother was bound to the stake on 
the pile of wood and burnt to ashes.

And the king and queen lived many years with their six brothers 
in peace and joy.
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B
y the side of a wood, in a country a long way off, ran a 
fine stream of water; and upon the stream there stood a 
mill. The miller’s house was close by, and the miller, you 

must know, had a very beautiful daughter. She was, moreover, very 
shrewd and clever; and the miller was so proud of her, that he one 
day told the king of the land, who used to come and hunt in the 
wood, that his daughter could spin gold out of straw. Now this king 
was very fond of money; and when he heard the miller’s boast his 
greediness was raised, and he sent for the girl to be brought before 
him. Then he led her to a chamber in his palace where there was a 
great heap of straw, and gave her a spinning-wheel, and said, “All 
this must be spun into gold before morning, as you love your life.” 
It was in vain that the poor maiden said that it was only a silly boast 
of her father, for that she could do no such thing as spin straw into 
gold: the chamber door was locked, and she was left alone.

She sat down in one corner of the room, and began to bewail her 
hard fate; when on a sudden the door opened, and a droll-looking 
little man hobbled in, and said, “Good morrow to you, my good 
lass; what are you weeping for?” “Alas!” said she, “I must spin 

Rumpelstiltskin
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this straw into gold, and I know not how.” “What will you give 
me,” said the hobgoblin, “to do it for you?” “My necklace,” replied 
the maiden. He took her at her word, and sat himself down to the 
wheel, and whistled and sang:

“Round about, round about, 
Lo and behold! 
Reel away, reel away, 
Straw into gold!”
And round about the wheel went merrily; the work was quickly 

done, and the straw was all spun into gold.
When the king came and saw this, he was greatly astonished 

and pleased; but his heart grew still more greedy of gain, and he 
shut up the poor miller’s daughter again with a fresh task. Then 
she knew not what to do, and sat down once more to weep; but the 
dwarf soon opened the door, and said, “What will you give me to 
do your task?” “The ring on my finger,” said she. So her little friend 
took the ring, and began to work at the wheel again, and whistled  
and sang:

“Round about, round about, 
Lo and behold! 
Reel away, reel away, 
Straw into gold!”

till, long before morning, all was done again.
The king was greatly delighted to see all this glittering treasure; 

but still he had not enough: so he took the miller’s daughter to a yet 
larger heap, and said, “All this must be spun tonight; and if it is, 
you shall be my queen.” As soon as she was alone that dwarf came 
in, and said, “What will you give me to spin gold for you this third 
time?” “I have nothing left,” said she. “Then say you will give me,” 
said the little man, “the first little child that you may have when 
you are queen.” “That may never be,” thought the miller’s daugh-
ter: and as she knew no other way to get her task done, she said 
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she would do what he asked. Round went the wheel again to the 
old song, and the manikin once more spun the heap into gold. The 
king came in the morning, and, finding all he wanted, was forced to 
keep his word; so he married the miller’s daughter, and she really 
became queen.

At the birth of her first little child she was very glad, and forgot 
the dwarf, and what she had said. But one day he came into her 
room, where she was sitting playing with her baby, and put her in 
mind of it. Then she grieved sorely at her misfortune, and said she 
would give him all the wealth of the kingdom if he would let her 
off, but in vain; till at last her tears softened him, and he said, “I will 
give you three days’ grace, and if during that time you tell me my 
name, you shall keep your child.”

Now the queen lay awake all night, thinking of all the odd names 
that she had ever heard; and she sent messengers all over the land 
to find out new ones. The next day the little man came, and she 
began with timothy, ichabod, benjamin, jeremiah, and all the 
names she could remember; but to all and each of them he said, 
“Madam, that is not my name.”

The second day she began with all the comical names she could 
hear of, bandy-legs, hunchback, crook-shanks, and so on; but 
the little gentleman still said to every one of them, “Madam, that is 
not my name.”

The third day one of the messengers came back, and said, “I 
have travelled two days without hearing of any other names; but 
yesterday, as I was climbing a high hill, among the trees of the for-
est where the fox and the hare bid each other good night, I saw a 
little hut; and before the hut burnt a fire; and round about the fire a 
funny little dwarf was dancing upon one leg, and singing:

“‘Merrily the feast I’ll make. 
Today I’ll brew, tomorrow bake; 
Merrily I’ll dance and sing, 
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For next day will a stranger bring. 
Little does my lady dream 
Rumpelstiltskin is my name!’”
When the queen heard this she jumped for joy, and as soon as 

her little friend came she sat down upon her throne, and called all 
her court round to enjoy the fun; and the nurse stood by her side 
with the baby in her arms, as if it was quite ready to be given up. 
Then the little man began to chuckle at the thought of having the 
poor child, to take home with him to his hut in the woods; and he 
cried out, “Now, lady, what is my name?” “Is it john?” asked she. 
“No, madam!” “Is it tom?” “No, madam!” “Is it jemmy?” “It is not.” 
“Can your name be rumpelstiltskin?” said the lady slyly. “Some 
witch told you that!—some witch told you that!” cried the little 
man, and dashed his right foot in a rage so deep into the floor, that 
he was forced to lay hold of it with both hands to pull it out.

Then he made the best of his way off, while the nurse laughed 
and the baby crowed; and all the court jeered at him for having had 
so much trouble for nothing, and said, “We wish you a very good 
morning, and a merry feast, Mr. rumpelstiltskin!”





Originally intended for adults, the Children’s and Household Sto-
ries of the Brothers Grimm has become not only the world’s 
most important collection of folk and fairy tales, but also the 
central work in the literary culture of childhood. Paradoxically, 
the tales have been criticized ever since they first appeared as in-
appropriate for children—too frank about sex, too violent, too 
dark. The Grimms themselves began censoring the sex as they 
brought out successive editions, and subsequent editors and 
translators have continued the process, modifying the violence 
as well. But the darkness remains.

These tales of enchantment and ordeal contain terrifying encoun-
ters with witches, giants, and devouring beasts. Even the more 
benign tales usually involve suffering or danger: persecution by a 
cruel stepmother or abusive father, a battle with a demon, at the 
very least marriage to a hedgehog or some other strange creature. 
There are confrontations with death itself, and with the enchant-
ed sleep that resembles it. Yet in spite of these dark and deathly 
elements, or perhaps even because of them, the Grimms’ tales 
have a compelling vitality. They are cruder, wilder, more violent, 
and more fun than the elegant and poignantly beautiful tales of 
the Grimms’ Danish contemporary Hans Christian Andersen.


