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	Charles River Editors is a boutique digital publishing company, specializing in bringing history back to life with educational and engaging books on a wide range of topics.   

	We make these books for you and always want to know our readers’ opinions, so we encourage you to leave reviews and look forward to publishing new and exciting titles each week.
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	Fairy Tales

	In the early 16th century, when Europe was coming out of the Middle Ages and Germany was divided into several kingdom states, a girl named Margaretha von Waldeck was born in Hesse, a region of the German Empire covered by thick forests. Margaretha was the daughter of Philip IV of Waldeck, a nobleman marginally remembered in history books for advancing the Protestant Reformation in his domains. The Count had a daughter with Margaret of Frisia, but as in any era, wealth and a good name were not a guarantee of happiness: the Waldeck family owned copper mines (where misshapen and malnourished children worked; people called them "dwarfs"), but Philip's wife died four years after giving birth, leaving behind her daughter Margaretha. The child was breathtakingly beautiful according to testimonies of the time.

	 

	Shortly after being widowed, Count Philip married again, this time to Katharina of Hatzfeld, whose portrait is still preserved. The red-haired woman had short curly hair and —at least in the portrait that is available— a nasty grimace in her slightly off-centered mouth. And she hated the girl. At 16 she forced her to go to Belgium, where Margaretha met and fell in love with the son of the king of Spain, the future King Philip II, who was captivated by her beauty. The Spanish prince was six years older than Margaretha. When they began their brief romance, he was 22 and she was 16. The fairy tale ended in 1554 when Margaretha was poisoned by Spanish agents, who saw the impending marriage and considered that politically she had nothing to offer to Spain. The same year of Margaretha´s death, Philip ascended the throne. Proof that the girl was poisoned, writes German historian Eckhard Sander, can be seen in her testament, written hastily with shaky handwriting, as if she were trembling in agony.

	 

	Dense forests, evil stepmother, beautiful girl, dwarfs in mines, a prince and, eventually, poisoning (in that order). Sound familiar? Most will recognize the basic plot of Snow White and the Seven Dwarfs, one of the most popular fairy tales in history. Even if the passing of time (and Disney) embellished it with a thousand details, in particular the happy ending, this and other tales reflect the Sitz im Leben or setting in life in which fairy tales emerged. The stories, which were transmitted orally during the Middle Ages, are like fogged windows to the way of life, the kind of people and social conditions of the regions where they took their final shape. In some instances, such as Snow White and the Seven Dwarfs, they may be echoing historical facts. And the poisoned apple? Sander thinks that the lethal fruit was added later, during the stage of oral transmission, in remembrance of a man who really existed in Germany and was arrested for giving poisoned apples to children because he thought they were stealing from him.

	 

	For centuries, beautifully illustrated fairy tale volumes have rested innocently on kids´ night tables around the world, long ago relegated to the dubious honor of being branded as "children's literature." But every story is a file packed with information, and Cinderella, Snow White, Puss in Boots and Bluebeard have always intimated that perhaps they have more to tell besides "beautiful" stories, the same ones that animated the minds of several generations of children. Whether or not they had peaceful dreams is another matter, because even in their current versions, sterilized and with their original contents doctored, classic fairy tales are far from innocent stories for five year old children. Snow White, Cinderella, Sleeping Beauty and Rapunzel are full of violent jealousy between mothers and daughters, families so poor that they have nothing to put in their mouths, infanticide, tedious work, illicit sex, and traces of old religions. It is no wonder that fairy tales were originally collected without children in mind. It was only later, with the arrival of illustrators and then cinema, that they began to become the virtually exclusive domain of underage readers.

	 

	Like in the secret room where Bluebeard kept his dead wives´ bodies, or the enchanted forest one should not venture into, fairy tales conceal not only historical events and the depiction of the hard lives of people in the Middle Ages,  but according to psychoanalysts, they are also a mirror of truth where people’s desires, fears, illicit appetites and flaws are encoded. Snow White's stepmother had a good reason to be so upset when the mirror finally told her who she really was. This classic moment in literature is an excellent metaphor of what fairy tales are as a genre. Until recently they were still relegated to the book shelves of the youngsters; lately they have been studied seriously by scholars of the most prestigious universities in the world, successfully exploited by the entertainment industry, and even banned in some schools.

	 

	Fairy Tales: The Origins, History, and Interpretations of the World’s Most Famous Fairy Tales is an invitation to peek into the history of fairy tales and see humanity reflected in them. The image they throw back may not always be the most satisfactory, but for better or worse, it´ll be the one societies have to face. Along with pictures of important people, places, and events, you will learn about the history of fairy tales like never before.  
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