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        Behold, 
     my fantastic 
     invention:  
      the Mirror 
      of Reality!  
      Step right 
      up and see 
     the world as 
     it really is!  
   Uncover your  
  inner personality,   
understand your 
 neighbors, see what         your friends 
are truly made of…    But it was not gone; 
a splinter of glass from the inventor’s 
mirror had landed in Kai’s eye, and its power 
traveled straight to his heart... The fabric 
   of her robe looked like millions of starry 
   snow-flakes linked together. She was delicate 
     and beautiful, but made of ice—shining, 
      dazzling, glittering ice... Wait, I haven’t seen 
        him yet, but I’m sure he will come soon.  The 
          river seemed to think so.  He carried you 
             here.   Oh, don’t be so sad.  Come, eat some 
               ripe red cherries and then I will take 

  you to visit my garden... Once upon 
  a Time , in this very CAWdom where you 
 and I are sitting, there lived a princess 
   so wonderfully CA--clever that she had 
   read all the books and the newspapers—
   and forgotten them too... But I’m your 
  daughter and you must give me everything I 
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LeTTer from The ediTorS

LeTTer from The ediTorS
Dear PlayNotes Readers:

Traditions are one of the best things about the holiday season: 
gathering with friends and family to eat the same familiar foods and 
take part in the activities we’ve done together since childhood. But 
even in the most warm and happy holiday traditions, there’s always 
room for change. With that, it’s a pleasure to introduce the third 
issue of PlayNotes for the 2013-2014 season and Portland Stage’s new 
holiday production of Hans Christian Andersen’s The Snow Queen.  
After 15 years presenting Charles Dickens’s A Christmas Carol, the 
Portland Stage family has changed our holiday tradition to create a 
new show, with new characters and tales to tell, but still the same 
wintertime magic and theatricality that infused A Christmas Carol 
each December in the past. 

For those of you who are longtime fans of A Christmas Carol, fear 
not! Dickens’s classic story will be back next season as Portland Stage 
celebrates the 200th anniversary of his birth. For those ready to dive 
into a new holiday feast of images and ideas, we hope this PlayNotes 
will be your guide to understanding and exploring the world of The 
Snow Queen. Inside you’ll find not only our usual range of articles on 
everything from the history of fairy tales (pp. 16-17) to wintertime 
celebrations around the world (pp. 26-27), but also an expanded “In 
the Classroom” section (pp. 28-30), with activities and recipes (I told 
you it would be a feast!) connected to the themes of the play. 

As we turn the corner towards the New Year and the second half of 
the Portland Stage season, we’re always interested to hear how we’re 
doing and how our programs can serve you better. You can always 
reach us in the Education Department at 207-774-1043 ext. 104 or 
by e-mail at dburson@portlandstage.org. 

With all good wishes to you for a joyous and peaceful holiday season,

As an added fun way to use this guide, The Snow Queen PlayNotes has an activity that runs through every 
section. As you go through the PlayNotes, look for the Robber Girl . . .

. . . one of the characters Gerda meets on her journey to find Kai in the play. The Robber Girl will appear by a 
letter in the title of some articles to “steal” that letter (her first theft is on p. 8). When you get to the end of 
the guide, unscramble the letters she stole to decode a message! Happy hunting! [Answer on page 41.]
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Editorial Staff
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Education Manager
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Intern
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ESSenTiaLS

abouT The PLay

Fairy tales, Hans Christian Andersen posits, are not 
just for children; they are for all of us. Their implied 
audience may be young people, with simple language 
geared toward conveying meaning, often teaching a 
lesson centering on the values upheld by society, but  
they continue to resonate with readers throughout the 
ages. Fairy tales, though, must also offer something 
substantial to adults. The Snow Queen is one such 
fairy tale: a well-loved story that has entertained 
and captured the hearts of generations, and certainly 
proven its staying power.

One of Andersen’s most 
famous stories, The Snow 
Queen covers familiar 
subjects: the difficult 
transition from childhood 
to adulthood. Young Kai—
the victim of an enchanted 
mirror—is captured by the 
Snow Queen, who fills his 
time with a puzzle that 
promises great rewards. 
When Kai goes missing, his 
friend Gerda embarks on a 
search to find him. Along 
the way, she encounters 
creatures, people, and magic 
that help her in her journey 
and contribute to her  
transition into adulthood. 

In Kai and Gerda, Andersen 
explores that tricky space 
between child and adult, 
and the difficulties we 
encounter when taking the 
responsibility to solve our 
own problems. What is the 
best way to sort out our 
difficulties: with the head or with the heart? Kai’s 
rigid desire for absolute knowledge contrasts with 
Gerda’s acceptance of the world the way it is, and her 
ability to find beauty inside difference. Can trusting 
our hearts, our “gut,” or instinct be as powerful a tool 
for guidance as logic and reason? Andersen uses the 
two friends to discuss this conundrum. 

The Snow Queen thus displays two approaches to 
finding solutions. Gerda faces a problem—Kai has 
disappeared. If Gerda were to use reason when trying 
to solve the problem of where Kai has gone, logic 
would lead her to believe that Kai is dead. Indeed, 
many of the community members in her town reach 
this conclusion. Gerda, however, ignores logic, her 
childhood innocence uncorrupted by cynicism, 
and trusts her heart instead. It is her faith that Kai 
could still be alive that incites her search for her lost 

playmate and propels her 
into a journey of self-
discovery. 

Writer Rebecca Solnit 
reminds us in her book, The 
Faraway Nearby, “Fairy tales 
are about trouble, about 
getting into and out of it, 
and trouble seems to be a 
necessary stage on the route 
to becoming. All the magic . 
. . [distracts] from the core 
of most of the stories, the 
struggle to survive against 
adversaries, to find your 
place in the world, and 
to come into your own.” 
The Snow Queen is indeed 
a story about growing 
up, and—unlike many 
coming-of-age stories—
becoming an adult doesn’t 
mean leaving childhood 
behind. Gerda accumulates 
experiences to add to her 
understanding of the world, 
giving her new wisdom, 
but these experiences do 
not entirely replace her 

childlike innocence and outlook. It is the too-grown-
up Kai, a boy who values his times-tables more than 
his relationships with people, who confronts what 
happens when not all solutions can be found with 
logic. Some problems can only be solved by human 
connection and trusting your gut. Kai is lucky that 
one thing that Gerda has an abundance of is heart.

“I seize on an idea for grown-ups and tell the story to the little ones while 
always remembering that Father and Mother often listen.”  

—Hans Christian Andersen 

Gerda and Kai in The Snow Queen,
 illustrated by Vladislav Yerko.
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 What qualities set a fairy tale apart from other folk stories or works of literature?

 The script of Portland Stage’s production of The Snow Queen contains songs with Emily
          Dickinson lyrics to Hans Christian Andersen’s text. How does blending the work of two  
         authors affect the story and how we interpret it?

 How are women typically depicted in fairy tales? Why does the genre have such specific
         “types” associated with female characters?

 The majority of the characters in The Snow Queen, both villains and heroes, are women.
        What does the use of so many female characters say about this text? How would the  
          story change if the gender roles were reversed? 

 Is a friend who has rejected you worth saving? Why go after someone who no longer 
        acts like your friend?

 How do we regard and depict reason and logic in our society? Are these seen as “positive” 
         traits, or simply “useful” ones?

 Why do so many characters—from rivers to royalty—choose to help Gerda in 
  her quest? 

 Why do we personify animals, plants, and even natural forces (in this story, 
    a river and the snow) in our stories? Could The Snow Queen be told with only

  human characters?

 What is the difference between learning through study and facts and learning through 
         experience? Can one replace the other?

 What does it mean to be “true of heart,” as Gerda is described in The Snow Queen? Is it 
         an innate quality or something that can be learned?

 As an adaptation of a prose story, Portland Stage’s The Snow Queen uses a third person 
       narrator to guide the audience through the action. How does using a narrator affect a  
        play theatrically? Does it help or hinder the telling of the story through dialogue?

 Why is it important for heroes to return home after they’ve accomplished their quests? 
         Is a hero’s journey complete if they never go back?

 Fairy tales are often considered timeless. What makes this story worth telling today?

 What does it mean to grow up? How do we know when we’ve gotten there?

foCuS QueSTionS
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abouT hanS ChriSTian anderSen
In 1952, a film called Hans Christian Andersen was 
released starring Danny Kaye. It was a musical 
extravaganza and a box-office success, telling the 
story of the life of Andersen himself. 
The film portrayed Andersen as a 
charismatic man whom all children 
loved. They would beg him for his 
stories, and he would weave them 
tales that enchanted them. This 
film did not make any claims as to 
its accuracy, but it still fed into the 
modern-day image many people have 
of Hans Christian Andersen. When 
one hears the name, one might think 
of the teller of fantastical fairy tales 
that captured the hearts and minds of 
millions of children worldwide—and 
that wouldn’t be completely wrong—
but there is much more to the story of 
Andersen’s life.

Hans Christian Andersen was born 
in Odense, Denmark, in 1805, to Hans and Anne 
Marie Andersen. Andersen himself was a classic “ugly 
duckling:” he was awkward, ugly, gawky, and his head 
was always elsewhere. Other children in Odense 
would often make fun of him. Nonetheless, and 
although Andersen did not know it yet, growing up 
in Odense was crucial to his development as a writer. 
Odense was the fourth largest town in Denmark, but 
far more rustic than Copenhagen. Odense was still 
rooted in folk culture, and Andersen was exposed to 
folk tales and storytelling as a child. As a regional 
center, though, Odense also had a theater, which many 
scholars believe was a major factor in his success. 
Andersen first attended a play in 1812, and he became 
passionate about the stage. He began writing plays, 
singing, dancing, and acting. 

In 1819, when Andersen was 14, he left home for 
Copenhagen, the biggest city in Denmark, to make 
it in the theater. He didn’t have much money to his 
name, and he didn’t know anyone who lived there. 
Andersen nearly starved and froze, and he lived in 
slum lodgings. He took to knocking on the doors of 
well-known townspeople, thrusting himself into their 
homes and presenting himself as an aspiring actor. J. 
M. Thiele, a writer and editor, was one of the notables 
Andersen visited. He recalls, “I was surprised to see 
a lanky boy, of a most extraordinary appearance, 
standing in the doorway, making a deep theatrical bow 
to the floor. . . . He began his high-flown speech with 
these words: ‘May I have the honor of expressing my 
feelings for the stage in a poem written by myself?’” 

Eventually, Andersen knocked on the door of Giuseppe 
Siboni, the choirmaster and conductor of the Royal 
Theater, who invited him in and was impressed by 

his singing voice. Siboni offered him 
free singing lessons, which Andersen 
attended until his voice changed only 
a few months later. 

Andersen was distraught, but he 
didn’t give up. In 1822, he submitted 
several plays to the Royal Theatre, 
but they were rejected, due to his 
lack of education and therefore lousy 
grammar and spelling. Jonas Collin, a 
director of the Royal Theatre, noticed 
him, though, and took an interest. 
He worked with the other directors 
of the theater to pay for Andersen to 
be educated at a school in Slalgelse. 
Andersen entered the school, but 
because he had missed out on so 

much education, the other members of his class were 
significantly younger than him – he was 17 and his 
classmates were 11 and 12. He felt awkward and 
inferior, and was teased by his classmates. His teacher, 
Simon Meisling, did nothing to help—he constantly 
humiliated Andersen and often called him stupid. 

In 1827, while Andersen was still in school, he wrote 
a poem called “The Dying Child.” It expressed a 
child’s point of view as he died, and when published, 
it became immensely popular. This was the start of 
Andersen’s literary success. Once he had started, it 
seemed as though he could not stop. Not everyone 
looked upon him kindly for this outpouring of work; 
some of his contemporaries looked down on him for 
it, and Jonas Collin’s son, Edvard Collin—with whom 
Andersen had a complicated relationship—wrote in 
1833, “You write too much! . . . It is extraordinarily 
selfish of you to assume such interest in your work, 
and the fault is no doubt yours, for the reading public 
has certainly not given you any reason to think so, 
and the critics least of all.” 

Andersen reacted very badly to Collin’s criticism, 
writing in his diary, “It shocked my soul deeply, I 
was so utterly overwhelmed that I lost all feeling, 
my faith in God and man, the letter brought me to 
despair.” Andersen often reacted this way to criticism, 
and even small, meaningless things he interpreted 
as slights. He was extremely self-centered, over-
sensitive, and narcissistic. In his memoir, Collin 
recalled that Andersen often would leave a room in 
tears. “Occasionally, you could point to the possibility 
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of a reason, for example, a misunderstood word, 
special attention paid to a guest, and, above all, the 
interruption of one of his innumerable recitations.” 
While Andersen was a very public artist, his demeanor 
in relation to his work was similar to that of poet 
Emily Dickinson (whose poems provide the lyrics for 
Portland Stage’s The Snow Queen). Andersen sought 
praise from all, and although Dickinson maintained a 
close-knit group of what she called her “readers,” she 
judiciously chose them for their positive feedback. 
Andersen’s antics are often interpreted as childish, 
but perhaps they were more “childlike.” This is an 
important distinction: Andersen and Dickinson both 
had childlike qualities that hampered their social 
lives. However, it was also these same qualities that 
defined them as artists and gave their work a complex 
perspective.

Andersen’s first published book, Improvisatoren 
(The Improvisatore in English), was released in 1835. 
Andersen began writing his fairy tales while the novel 
was being printed; he wrote in a letter, “I’m beginning 
to write some fairy tales for children. I want to win 
the next generation, you see.” He didn’t have much 
faith in the stories, however; “[The Danish physicist 
Hans Christian Ørsted] says . . . that these tales will 
make me immortal,” wrote Andersen, “for they are the 
most perfect things I have ever written; but I myself 
do not think so.” Nonetheless, the tales were easy for 
him to write; Diana Crone Frank and Jeffrey Frank, 
translators of The Stories of Hans Christian Andersen: 
A New Translation from The Danish, speculate that 
because Andersen was writing for children, he could 
finally relax in his artistic life. “After all,” they write, 
“critics might attack him for his novels and plays, and 
they had scolded him for bad grammar in an earlier 
attempt at a literary folktale. But why would anyone 
pay serious attention to stories ‘told for children?’”

Andersen published his first book of fairy tales, called 
Eventyr, fortalte for Børn (Tales Told for Children), in 
1835. It included the stories “The Tinderbox,” “Little 
Claus and Big Claus,” “The Princess and the Pea,” 
and “Little Ida’s Flowers.” Initially, critics responded 

Hans Christian Andersen was madly prolific;  
during the years he was active, he wrote 6 novels, 3  
autobiographies, over 50 plays, over 200 fairy 
tales, and over 1,000 poems—among various other 
types of prose and poetry. Translator Diana Crone 
Frank described him as “a literary spigot that could 
not be turned off.” As a result, listing all of Hans 
Christian Andersen’s titles here would take up  
several pages; what is listed is a selection of  
his works:

Fairy Tales: 
The Princess and the Pea (1835)

The Tinderbox (1835)
Thumbelina (1835)

The Emperor’s New Clothes (1837)
The Little Mermaid (1837)

The Steadfast Tin Soldier (1838)
The Wild Swans (1838)

The Flying Trunk (1839)
Ole Shut-Eye (1841) 

The Nightingale (1843) 
The Ugly Duckling (1843)
The Snow Queen (1844)

The Fir Tree (1844)
The Little Match Girl (1845)

The Red Shoes (1845)
The Bell (1845)

The Shadow (1847)
The Story of a Mother (1847)

The Phoenix (1850)
The Goblin and the Grocer (1852)

Heartache (1852)
The Girl Who Trod on the Loaf (1859)

The Snow Man (1861)
The Ice Maiden (1861)

The Psyche (1861)
The Most Astonishing Thing (1870)

Auntie Toothache (1872)

Novels: 
The Improvisatore (1835)

O. T. (1836)
Only a Fiddler (1837)

The Two Baronesses (1848)
To Be Or Not To Be (1857)

Lucky Peer (1870)

Autobiographies:
The True Story of my Life (1847)

The Fairy Tale of My Life (1855, 1871)
Autobiography (1926; posthumous)

workS by anderSen

Continued on the next page.

Andersen’s childhood home in Odense, Denmark.



10 The Snow Queen

ESSenTiaLS

negatively to his fairy tale 
collections: they felt the 
tales were too conversational 
and unorganized. One critic 
thought Andersen had more 
talent and wished that 
he “would not waste his 
time writing fairy tales for 
children.” Popular opinion, 
however, was enormously 
positive. Andersen’s tales 
were seen as new and 
interesting; previously, tales 
for children weren’t exciting 
or fantastical. They were 
“humorless moralizing prose 
meant to educate rather 
than amuse young readers,” 
according to Jackie Wullschlager, a biographer of 
Andersen. Andersen’s tales, however, were fun to 
read, and they were more amusing than didactic. 
The tales became immensely popular, much to the 
delight of Andersen: “My name is gradually starting 
to shine, and that is the only thing I live for,” he 
wrote in 1837, the same year he wrote “The Little 
Mermaid” and “The Emperor’s New Clothes,” two of his  
most famous tales.

Now well known in his home country of Denmark, 
and soon in Germany and England as well, Andersen’s 
fairy tales had done what his novels and plays could 
not: they had made him a celebrity. On his first trip to 
England in 1847, the reception was overwhelmingly 
positive, and Andersen could not have been happier. 
He wrote in a letter, “I’m truly being treated like a 
European phenomenon. It’s so wonderful for me—I 
get tears in my eyes” (another example of Andersen’s 
melodramatic demeanor). Andersen had a great love 
of travel, and once he had the financial means to do it, 
he traveled all over Europe and even to North Africa 
to visit his fans. He began writing travelogues wherein 
he documented his trips. Unfortunately, Andersen 
never visited the United States, where he had a great 
number of fans. Despite his love of travel, the idea of 
traveling by boat across such a large expanse of water 
made him uneasy. He considered it, but when his best 
friend, Henriette Wulff, died in a shipwreck on her 
way to the United States in 1858, he became afraid of 
traveling by sea and never made the journey himself. 

Phobias were not unusual for Andersen. He had many 
fears, among them the fear of dogs, fear of fire (he 
traveled with a nine-meter-long rope ladder), fear of 
crowds, and fear of being buried alive (he slept with 
a note pinned to his bed sheets that read “I only 
look dead” so no one would mistake him for a corpse 
while he was sleeping and attempt to bury him). 
Unfortunately, his fears made it impossible for him 

to meet some of his greatest 
fans overseas, something the 
attention-hungry Andersen 
would no doubt have loved.

Perhaps due to his awkward 
demeanor and difficulty 
interacting with other people, 
Andersen was also very 
unlucky in love; he fell in love 
several times with several 
people (he is widely believed 
to have been bisexual), but 
never married or had anything 
resembling a romantic 
partner—in fact, almost as a 
rule, he fell in love with those 
with whom marriage was 

impossible. Indeed, much of Andersen’s life played out 
like a tragic version of one of his fairytales. The Danish 
choreographer Kim Brandstrup, who choreographed 
a piece on Andersen’s life entitled “The Anatomy of a 
Storyteller,” found Andersen’s adult life and career to 
be far less charmed than it is often portrayed. She says 
of Andersen: “Andersen once wrote, ‘I am like water,’ 
and that expressed for me the way he was always 
receding from a situation or a person. It was part of 
his paradox - he was a social climber with a desire to 
succeed and to be loved but he courted rejec tion. He 
fell in love with the wrong people. He was dying to be 
a dancer but couldn’t dance. He wanted to write these 
epic plays for the court theatre that hopelessly failed.” 
In fact, Brandstrup likens Andersen in his adult life 
to his character the little mermaid, rather than the 
ugly duckling: “She was like him in that she courted 
rejection . . . Andersen had that same quality of deep 
desire, and shrinking away.”

In the early 1870s, Andersen began suffering from 
liver cancer and published his last tales in 1872. By 
now, he had long since dropped the “for children” 
part of the title of his collections of tales. His later 
stories, like “The Ice Maiden” (1861), “The Psyche” 
(1861), and “Aunty Toothache” (1872) were decidedly 
darker. When he became too ill to write anymore, 
he took to creating paper cuttings, which were like 
large, ornate, intricate snowflakes. When he turned 
70 in 1875, it was obvious that this would be his last 
birthday, so it was celebrated both nationally and 
internationally. The complimentary tributes thrilled 
him, and he died a happy, recognized man on August 
4, 1875. A far-reaching figure in fairy tale and literary 
history, Andersen gave us concepts like “The Ugly 
Duckling,” “The Emperor’s New Clothes,” and “The 
Little Mermaid.” Although he surely would have found 
something to mope about, Andersen would most 
likely be thrilled with the love that people still have 
for his tales today.

Victorian-era Copenhagen.
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The Snow Queen, by Hans Christian Andersen, was 
published on December 21st, 1844 in Copenhagen, 
Denmark, just as Andersen was reaching the height 
of his career. Invigorated by a long trip through 
Rome, Naples, Constantinople, and Athens in 1841, 
Andersen began to move away 
from writing stories based on folk 
myth and started devising his own 
characters and plots. The Snow 
Queen, one of Andersen’s longest 
works, took only five days to write 
and within three weeks it was 
published in a paperbound edition. 
Andersen’s stories were so popular in 
England they had “become English,” 
according to English writer G. K. 
Chesterton, and The Snow Queen was 
translated almost immediately upon 
its acclaimed Danish release. Caroline 
Peachey released the first translation 
in early 1845, though her translations 
were rife with inaccuracies. More 
modern translations are often more 
faithful, though Peachey’s version is 
still available alongside hundreds of Snow Queens in 
over 150 languages.

Andersen’s original Danish text of The Snow Queen was 
published without any illustrations, as was common 

with most of his work. In 1849, owing to the 
increasing popularity of his stories among children, 
Andersen hired Vilhelm Pedersen to illustrate a 

number of his stories, The Snow Queen included. 
Since then, many other illustrated versions have 
been created. Published in 1998, Vladislav Yerko’s 
illustrations—inspiration for the set of the Portland 
Stage production—were lauded as some of the most 
rich, detailed, and complementary to the tone of the 
story ever drawn.

Since its publication, The Snow Queen has inspired 
adaptations in nearly every literary and artistic 
medium. Print adaptations are plentiful, ranging 
from faithful versions very close to Andersen’s 
original text to variant versions similar in theme 
only. A science fiction novel by Joan D. Vinge titled 
The Snow Queen, quite far-flung from the original, 
won the 1981 Hugo Award for Best Novel and saw 
great commercial success. Vinge’s adaptation tells the 
story of a planet orbiting a black hole that periodically 
switches rulers between a xenophobic Summer Queen 
who purges the planet of technology, and a Snow 
Queen who promotes technological innovation and 
interplanetary diplomacy. Moon, the story’s version 

of Gerda, becomes the next Summer Queen, and vows 
to keep technology alive.

After the advent of film, The Snow Queen became a 
popular subject for adaptation; there have been at 

least 13 major cinematic versions 
to date. The first, and one of the 
most definitive, was a simplistically 
written but beautifully drawn 
animated film made in the Soviet 
Union in 1957. In 1995, an action-
packed modern animated version 
was produced starring Helen Mirren 
as the voice of the Snow Queen. 
Unlike the Soviet film, it deviated 
quite heavily from the original story, 
even spawning a sequel called The 
Snow Queen’s Revenge in which the 
Snow Queen builds an “Iceosaurus” 
with freezing eye lasers. An anime 
series more faithful to the story 
aired in Japan in 2005-2006, and 
Disney is set to release Frozen, an 
animated feature film loosely based 

on The Snow Queen, by the end of November this year. 
In addition to animated adaptations, there have also 
been several live-action television movies, series, and 
episodes based on the story.

The Snow Queen has lent itself to the stage even more 
so than to film. The 1890s saw some of the earliest 
staged versions: two operettas written by Edvard 
Grieg and M.C. Gillington. In the past few decades 
there have been at least ten plays, five musicals, three 
ballets, two operas, and one dance theater adaptation 
of the story. One peculiar version, an opera by Matthew 
King, quotes music by Schoenberg, Weil, and Wagner 
and requires its conductor to play a French horn. At 
the moment, there are even several other adaptations 
of The Snow Queen playing around the world, including 
North Carolina and a ballet in Arizona.

Perhaps most importantly, The Snow Queen has 
entered the cultural vernacular worldwide. In English, 
“snow queen” has become a term for an unfeeling but 
powerful woman. One leg of the Alpine Skiing World 
Cup is called the Snow Queen. It is even the common 
name for a type of flower that grows in the Pacific 
Northwest of the United States. Andersen’s story has 
sparked such a widespread phenomenon that it almost 
eclipses the original text he wrote. But despite the 
huge differences among various versions, adaptations, 
or allusions, the spirit of the tale is something warmly 
familiar to people worldwide.

ProduCTion hiSTory

Particia Buckley as the Snow Queen  
and Ian Carlsen as Kai (2011).



12 The Snow Queen

ESSenTiaLS

The poet Emily Dickinson was born in Amherst, 
Massachusetts, in 1830, the daughter of a well-known 
politician and lawyer. Dickinson’s writing benefited 
from her education in classical 
literature, mathematics, and history, 
as well as from her admiration for 
poets like the Bronte sisters, Elizabeth 
Barrett Browning, and John Keats. 
Marrying her complex verse to the 
prose of The Snow Queen, a children’s 
play, acknowledges the complexity of 
a child’s world. Emily herself retained 
childlike qualities for her entire life, 
perhaps a part of her genius. 

Dickinson produced nearly 1,800 
poems, but the few that were 
published during her lifetime received 
little attention. In Dickinson’s age, 
female creativity and imagination 
were often associated with witchcraft. 

This Puritan value was one that Dickinson struggled 
against her entire life. In fact, literary scholar Betsy 
Erkkila writes, “Emily Dickinson, alone among 
her family, never underwent the experience of 
[religious] conversion.”  This problem, which may 
have subsequently contributed to her reluctance to 
publish her poems, followed 
her to college. She looked upon 
her brief period at Mount 
Holyoke with disdain mainly 
because a higher value was 
placed on religion than on 
academic education, which 
had been her sole objective in  
attending college. 

Another factor in Dickinson’s 
meager rate of publication had 
to do with her innovative style. 
Biographer Lyndall Gordon 
explains Dickinson’s style in 
this way: “The dashes that 
struck her contemporaries as 
ignorant and impossible, and something that editors 
had to correct—actually gives her writing a kind 
of spasmodic rhythm.” Gordon further notes that 

the reason for Dickinson’s sudden popularity in the 
later 20th century is a result of the “post-jazz” age. 
Her syncopated and off-kilter rhythms, a signature 

of jazz, enabled our post-jazz society 
to appreciate her literally “off beat” 
poems.

The fusion of Hans Christian 
Andersen’s story and Emily 
Dickinson’s poems places these two 
writers in an intriguing dialogue. 
Although contemporaries, Andersen 
and Dickinson seemed very different 
figures in public, but shared many 
fears, concerns, and struggles in their 
personal lives. Scholars know from 
an existing letter that Dickinson was 
familiar with Andersen’s work, and the 
two shared a childlike sensibility into 
adulthood. While Andersen embodied 
the role of a boisterous, precocious 

child, Dickinson remained emotionally delicate and 
sometimes shy, refusing to leave the grounds of the 
Dickinson property after the mid-1860s. Although 
these insistent, childlike qualities created problems in 
their lifetimes, they may also have been markers of 
their literary genius.

Dickinson died in Amherst in 
1886, and stipulated that her 
personal papers (mainly letters 
she’d received) be destroyed 
upon her death, which her sister 
Lavinia dutifully did. The first 
major publication of her work 
came in 1890, and the entirety 
of her work was not published 
until 1955. It was not until 
the mid-20th century that she 
was acknowledged as a major 
American poet. Dickinson 
scholars remain intrigued by 

the beauty, sympathy, and 
originality of her elegant 

lines, and by the mysterious woman who found such 
inspiration, and such ability to inspire, within the 
confines of her Amherst home.

emiLy diCkinSon

 “Just let me say that the best of us . . . are like little children—or have a 
childlike quality that makes us so.”—David Adams Richards 

Emily Dickinson’s home in Amherst, MA. 

Emily Dickinson (1830-1886). 
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When the fourteen-year-old Hans Christian Andersen 
arrived in Copenhagen in 1819 alone and destitute, 
the city was in the midst of what would later be 
called the Golden Age of Denmark. Denmark’s capital 
was a hub for creativity, where artists, politicians, 
and businessmen could visit theaters, universities, 
museums, and even the home of the royal family. 
However, the majority of Danish citizens, like 
Andersen’s parents, lived in rural areas at this time 
and worked as farmers, fishermen, and craftsmen. 
In a time before electricity, running water, or cars, 
travel and higher education were a luxury. But during 
Andersen’s lifetime much would change in Denmark: 
daily life would steadily be transformed by inventions 
like gaslight in 1807, the steam engine in 1814, and 
later the country’s first railroad in 1847.

The 19th century eventually brought a number of 
positive developments to Andersen’s home country—
Denmark’s government shifted from an absolute to a 
constitutional monarchy in 1849—but it began with a 
negative time in Denmark’s politics, ending a long era 
of peace. Europe was in the throes of the Napoleonic 
wars from 1803 to 1815, and although Denmark 
tried to avoid engagement, their treaties of “armed 
neutrality” with Sweden, Prussia, and Russia were 
seen as a threat by Great Britain. Copenhagen was 
nearly destroyed several times: the city was burned 
by fires just before the turn of the century, and the 
British attacked the harbor in 1801 and the city in 
1807. Fearing the Danish fleet would join Napoleon’s 
force against them, Britain’s 1807 assault was the first 
ever use of bombs against civilians, killing several 
thousand and destroying over half of Copenhagen. As 
conflict with Britain continued, the Danish state was 
economically failing, declaring bankruptcy in 1813 
and being forced to cede the territory of Norway to 
Sweden in the following year.

But against this troubled backdrop, Danish culture 
was thriving, with Copenhagen as the epicenter of 
artistic and scientific development. Hans Christian 
Ørsted (1777–1851) discovered electromagnetism 
there in 1820. In 1802 the German-Norwegian 
philosopher Henrik Steffens (1773–1843) began a 
series of lectures at Elers Kollegium about German 
romanticism, bringing theories about the importance 
of nature in its relationship to mankind to the 
leading cultural figures of the capital. The ruined city 
became a blank canvas, and Golden Age architects 
rebuilt Copenhagen in the distinct neoclassical 
style that is still its trademark. Men like Christian 
Frederick Hansen (1756–1845) and Caspar Frederik 
Harsdorff (1735–1799) designed government and 

office buildings and middle-class homes by mixing 
the antique styles of columns and arches with light, 
discreet colors and sparse decoration.

The emphasis on utilizing classical styles with graceful 
simplicity carried over to Golden Age painters as 
well. The influential painter Christoffer Wilhelm 
Eckersberg (1783–1853)—often called “the father 
of Danish painting” due to his influence as a painter, 
teacher, and director of the Royal Danish Academy of 
Fine Arts—studied in Rome, but his work strove to 
capture Danish life without the precise details that 
distinguished realism. Instead, Eckersberg painted to 
highlight the romantic ideals of nature. “I was once 
to take something including a black bottle to a man 
in the town,” he recalled in his memoirs. “By chance I 
became aware that the area was reflected in a reduced 
size in the bottle; I now saw here a painting of the 
surroundings, so beautiful, so perfect, so true.” The 
attention that Eckersberg and his contemporaries 
gave to their everyday surroundings resonated with 
the harsh economic circumstances of daily life at the 
time. By focusing on the beauty of nature and everyday 
life, their work celebrated these elements of the world 
still accessible to people in an economic crisis, and 
reflected the experiences of ordinary citizens. 

The development of music that reflected a Danish 
national identity somewhat predates the beginning 
of the Golden Age; the contributions of composers 
from the mid-1780s to the mid-1850s continue to 

anderSen’S denmark

Continued on the next page.

Eckersberg’s painting “Morning Toilette” (1841). 
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permeate Danish music. With attentive audiences 
from the Royal Court down to rural villagers, leading 
composers of the time contributed to a variety of 
musical forms, from Christoph Ernst Friedrich Weyse 
(1774–1842), who wrote the music for popular 
children’s songs like “I østen stiger solen op” (“The Sun 

Rises in the East”), to the concert pianist and opera 
composer F. D. R. Kuhlau (1786–1832). Kuhlau’s 
score to Elverhøj (1828; The Elves’ Hill) is credited as 
the first Danish national play, which contributed 
to a new national identity through an emphasis on 
old Nordic legends within contemporary Romantic 
styles. National theater developed similarly during 
the Golden Age; the prominent poet Adam Gottlab 
Oehlenschläger (1779–1850) wrote several Norse 
tragedies, such as Hakon Jarl (1807) and Hagbarth and 
Signe (1815), and dramatist Johan Ludvig Heiberg 
(1791–1860) brought both Hegelian philosophy and 
vaudeville to Denmark. 

Although it was home to the majority of the kingdom’s 
cultural development, Copenhagen’s population in 
the early 1800s was only around 100,000, with the 
result that most of the leading figures of the city knew 
each other. The accessibility of this artistic circle was 
not lost on the young Andersen, who immediately 
introduced himself to all manner of prominent men 
upon reaching the city 
in 1819. Although he 
arrived with no real 
plan, his persistence 
led to support from 
wealthier patrons 
in the city—poet  
Jens Baggesen (1764–
1826), Weyse, and 
Ørsted were all among 
his supporters—who 
helped provide the 
young man with food, 
shelter, and a more 
extensive education. 
After Andersen finally 
achieved a measure 
of success, beginning 
with his popular novel The Improvisatore (1835), 
he received both artistic support and criticism. 
The Danish philosopher Søren Kierkegaard’s first 
published criticism, From the Papers of One Still Living 
(1836), concerned Andersen’s early work: “Andersen 
sits and weeps over his unlucky hero, who must fail, 

and why? Because Andersen is the same person. 
Andersen’s own miserable struggle is repeated in his 
writing.” 

Even if Andersen put too much of himself into his 
writing for Kierkegaard’s taste, the unique elements 

of his Danish identity contributed undeniably to the 
vibrancy of his work. He was raised according to the 
Lutheran faith that was typical of Denmark in both the 
19th century and today, but grew up in the rural area 
of Odense—now a major city—with his mother, who 
believed strongly in superstitions. The pagan rituals 
and tales incorporated into Andersen’s upbringing 
were uncommon in cities like Copenhagen—and 
soon to be less prevalent even in rural areas—but 
they helped inspire the magical universe in which his 
stories often take place, where Christian values mix 
with the witches, fairies, and talking animals more 
typical of folk tales. 

The experiences of his childhood also informed 
Andersen’s depiction of the challenges individuals 
faced under harsh economic circumstances. 
Industrialization abroad in the early 19th century, 
with its growing dependence on machines and 
factory labor, sparked Andersen’s contemporaries 
to discuss social inequality through books such as 

Charles Dickens’s Hard 
Times (1854) or poems 
like Elizabeth Barrett 
Browning’s “The Cry of 
the Children” (1842), 
which depicted the 
new prevalence of child 
labor: “underneath our 
heavy eyelids drooping,/
The reddest flower 
would look as pale as 
snow./For, all day, we 
drag our burden tiring,/
Through the coal-
dark, underground.” 
While Denmark did 
not develop the same 
dependency on factory 

labor, Andersen’s own experience of poverty and hard 
times similarly made his writing sympathetic to the 
individual, exploring personal struggles in the face of 
harsh economic circumstances. This is highlighted in 
Andersen’s story inspired by his mother’s childhood, 
“The Little Match Girl” (1845), which follows the 

An 1893 painting of Copenhagen harbor by
Christian Vigilius Blache (1838–1920). 

“Green island home on earth, for heart to rest in,  
’Tis you I love—Denmark, my native land!”  

—Andersen, “In Denmark Was I Born”
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struggle of a young girl to sell even a few matches. 
Without the support of her family or the people she 
encounters, she freezes to death on the streets. 

Andersen’s work reflected not only the social but also 
the political turmoil of his era. A dispute with Prussia 
over territory led to the First Schleswig War (1848–
1851) and inspired Andersen’s patriotic novel The Two 
Baronesses (1848) and his poem “In Denmark I Was 
Born” (1850), with lines like, “You windswept Danish 
strand,/For swans to build their nest in,/Green island 
home on earth, for heart to rest in,/’Tis you I love—
Denmark, my native land!” The poem was adapted into 
an inspiring wartime song and has been transformed 
many times since, remaining a popular, unofficial 
Danish national anthem. Andersen’s patriotism came 
at a pivotal time for his country; continuing conflict 
with Germany culminated in the loss of about a third 
of Danish territory after the Second Schleswig War 
in 1864. For the land of the Vikings, a people who 
had once ruled as far afield as England, the shifting 
borders led to both bitterness toward the Germans 
and a movement declaring, “What is lost externally 
shall be regained internally.” After the war, the 
Danish proceeded to drain bays and inlets and to 
cultivate moorlands in order to increase the nation’s 
agricultural potential, making the 1860s a time for 
changes in Denmark’s territory, political identity,  
and geography. 

But some elements of Danish life never change: the 
overbearing presence of the sea was unshakable, 
and is reflected, along with other features of Danish 
geography, in Andersen’s stories. Denmark is the 
smallest, southernmost Scandinavian country and 
consists of the Jutland Peninsula and 406 islands, 78 
of which are inhabited. The mainland shares a border 

with Germany and the peninsula stretches between 
the North Sea and the Baltic, with the result that no 
point in Denmark is farther than 31 miles from the 
sea. One of Andersen’s most famous stories, “The 
Little Mermaid” (1837), begins by evoking the glory 
of the water: “Far out to sea, the water is as blue as 
the petals of the prettiest cornflowers and as clear as 
the purest glass.” This story became so well loved that 
a statue of its title character now sits in Copenhagen’s 
harbor. The enduring figure of the Little Mermaid, 
perched serenely in the city where Andersen made 
his fortune and known to children across the world, 
demonstrates how Andersen’s enduring literary 
achievement responded to his own times, reflected 
his own environment, drew on his own life, and yet 
resonated with audiences across the globe.

The statue of the Little Mermaid in
Copenhagen harbor. 

Sledding is a popular wintertime activity that many cultures enjoy around the world. The Greek historian 
Plutarch is responsible for recording the first known description of sledding, in the second century C.E., 
noting, “In the showers of snow . . . [barbarians,] placing their broad shields under their bodies, let 
themselves slide from the precipices along their vast slippery descents.” The first recorded sled race 
occurred in the Alps, in Davos, Switzerland, in 1883. Australian George Robertson slid to victory on 
a traditional wooden sled. Today, sledding has grown to become an Olympic sport known as Skeleton, 
named for the competitive toboggan’s resemblance to the human skeleton.  

The sport of sledding can be found around the world, and not just in winter weather. In the tropical 
climes of Hawaii, the practice of “He’e holu,” or lava sledding, happens year round.  The history of He’e 
holu goes back 2000 years and was originally a practice used to honor the gods. Lying atop long, thin 
sleds, riders hurtle down a lava rock slope, attaining speeds up to 50 miles an hour. 

Popular sledding spots in Portland include the East End Promenade, Payson Park, and the Riverside 
Municipal Golf Course.

SLedding Through The ageS
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The genre of Fairy tales is well-loved the world over 
often incorporating magic, mystery, and mischief. 
Many cultures develop their own rich traditions of 
folk and fairy tales specific to their own society. The 
exact definition of a fairy tale, 
however, is elusive. It certainly 
isn’t defined by the presence 
of fairies—there are plenty of 
fairy tales that don’t feature 
fairies at all. What exactly is that 
mysterious quality that makes a 
tale become a fairy tale versus a 
folk tale or myth?

Many scholars have taken on 
the challenge of defining a fairy 
tale and have offered varying 
opinions on the matter. J. R. R. 
Tolkien, author of The Lord of 
the Rings series, claimed that 
a fairy tale does not rely on the 
presence of a fairy, but rather the 
presence of what he calls “Faërie.” 
Faërie, which Tolkien himself 
noted as difficult to quantify, 
is a certain atmosphere a story 
possesses that is loosely defined 
as “Magic—but it is a magic of a 
peculiar mood and power, at the 
furthest pole from the vulgar devices of the laborious, 
scientific, magician.” Marcia Lane, author of Picturing 
a Rose, attempts to define a fairy tale by what it isn’t: 
“If it happens ‘at the beginning of the world,’ then it 
is a myth. A story that names a specific ‘real’ person 
is a legend (even if it contains a magical occurrence). 
A story that happens in the future is a fantasy.” Jack 
Zipes, a prominent fairy tale scholar, turns to the 
literary realm to define fairy tales, discerning that a 
major delineating factor of a fairy tale is that it has 
been written down, by one author—different from the 
folk tale, which is passed on through oral tradition. 

The history of fairy tales is somewhat elusive, but that 
hasn’t prevented scholars from studying it. Fairy tales 
most likely first developed from oral folk tales. These 
stories were not written down, so they were passed 
around from person to person, and they were largely 
told by and for adults. The tales were often changed 
and reinterpreted depending on the teller and the 
audience. Zipes says of these tales, “They fostered a 
sense of belonging and hope that miracles involving 
some kind of magical transformation were possible to 
bring about a better world. They instructed, amused, 
warned, initiated, and enlightened.” Fairy tales came 

from the oral tradition of the “oral wonder tale,” in 
which the main protagonist must go on a journey and 
defeat a villain. During the journey they encounter 
several magical creatures and objects. The story often  

ends happily, and often begins 
with “Once upon a time” or 
“Once there was.” 

It is most likely the oral tradition 
that is responsible for the lack 
of documentation of early fairy 
tales. Historically, in many 
cultures, the majority of people 
were illiterate. Information was 
recounted aloud, thus making 
fairy tales, a style founded on 
spoken language, easy to slip 
through the cracks of recorded 
history. Despite these factors, 
fairy tales endured. Scholars 
argue that the first fairy tale 
was Cupid and Psyche, written in 
Latin (the dominant academic 
language of the time) by Apuleius 
in the 2nd century C.E. Cupid 
and Psyche wasn’t extremely 
popular, and there wasn’t 
much literary development 
of the genre until the 15th 

century. Exceptions to this lack of progress were 
some medieval romances and didactic sermons, 
including the Gesta Romanorum, a largely 
instructional text for young Christian boys that was  
highly moralistic.

Literary fairy tales developed more seriously as a 
genre in the 16th century, when Giovan Francesco 
Straparola wrote Le Piacevoli Notti (The Pleasant 
Nights). Italy, Straparola’s homeland, was one of the 
first countries to truly latch onto literary fairy tales, 
due to the literacy rate increasing drastically in the 
15th and 16th centuries. Staparola’s stories were the 
first example of tales written for a mixed audience 
of men and women, but they were largely intended 
for the upper class. In the late 17th century and the 
beginning of the 18th century, France joined Italy 
as another powerhouse in the field of the written 
fairy tale. In fact, it was in France that the term 
“fairy tale” originated, as conte de feé. There were two 
major writers of fairy tales at this time: Mme Marie 
Catherine D’Aulnoy, and Charles Perrault. D’Aulnoy 
was more prolific, but Perrault has had a more lasting 
influence on future fairy tales, adapting versions of 
“Sleeping Beauty,” “Tom Thumb,” “Little Red Riding 

The hiSTory of fairy TaLeS

Mme Marie Catherine D’Aulnoy.
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Andersen’s contributions to fairy tales were vast 
in quantity and unprecedented in creativity,and 
many future writers were influenced by his work. 
In 1865, Lewis Carroll’s Victorian adventure story 

Alice in Wonderland was 
published, and the 20th 
century brought with 
it L. Frank Baum’s The 
Wonderful Wizard of Oz 
(1900)—these stories, 
while perhaps not strictly 
fairy tales, were heavily 
influenced by the genre. 
The fairy tale became a 
cultural institution, and 
ripe for reinterpretation. 
In 1937, Walt Disney 
released Snow White and 
the Seven Dwarves, which 
was not only the first 
Disney fairy tale, but also 
the first feature-length 
animated film in the 
United States. The film 

was a huge success, and led to the animation of many 
other fairy tales, such as Cinderella (1950), Sleeping 
Beauty (1959), Andersen’s The Little Mermaid (1989), 
and The Princess and the Frog (2009). While all of these 
stories are based on far older fairy tales, they have 
been reinterpreted and transformed in the Disney 
versions in order to have happier endings. 

Today, fairy tales continue to be retold and 
reinterpreted in every medium, though there are no 
longer many people writing and creating new, original 

fairy tales. A twist on Sleeping 
Beauty, starring Angelina 
Jolie and titled Maleficent, will 
be released in 2014. A film 
adaptation of Into the Woods, 
a musical that features several 
characters from fairy tales 
is likewise due out in 2014.  
These retellings all provide 
new and interesting twists on 
the original tales. The stories 
themselves have undergone 
many adaptations since their 
original oral forms, and pieces 
of their initial versions still 
remain. It is surprising, 
however, to look back at the 
original tales to investigate 

what has been left out of these new adaptations. Fairy 
tales continue to be a source of inspiration (albeit 
often with artistic license) for contemporary writers, 
a testament to the genre’s continued relevance to 
modern audiences.

Hood,” and “Cinderella.” These were all published in 
1697 in Perrault’s book called Stories or Tales from 
Times Past, with Morals: Mother Goose Tales.

Thanks to Perrault’s work, 
the influence of French 
fairy tales began to 
spread to other cultures, 
especially Germany, 
where the oral tradition of 
fairy tales was still strong 
in the 18th century. The 
famed Brothers Grimm, 
Jacob and Wilhelm, began 
to commit these oral tales 
to paper. Though people 
often assign authorship of 
the stories to the pair, the 
tales were actually given 
to them by other people, 
the brothers’ role being 
more accurately described 
as scribe or editor. The 
Grimm brothers produced 
Kinder- und Hausmärchen (Children’s and Household 
Tales) from 1812 through 1819, and it included stories 
such as “Little Red Riding Hood,” “Hansel and Gretel,”  
and “Rapunzel.” 

Soon after Children’s and Household Tales was 
published, Hans Christian Andersen began writing his 
fairy tales. Andersen’s stories, written from the 1830s 
through the 1850s, were revolutionary in the field of 
the literary fairy tale. He was able to combine humor, 
Christianity, and magic in such a way that the tales 
could amuse both children 
and adults. In addition to 
this, Andersen accomplished 
something that was unrivaled 
by other authors of the 
genre: he created his own 
original plots and characters, 
rather than only drawing 
from established stories. 
Jackie Wullschlager, one 
of Andersen’s biographers, 
said, “He was the first writer 
who was not only skilled at 
adapting existing stories in an 
original and lasting manner, 
he was also capable of creating 
new tales that entered the 
collective consciousness with 
the same mythic power as the ancient, anonymous 
ones. This individual achievement has never been 
matched.” 

Angelina Jolie in Disney’s Malefecint (2014).

Little Red Riding Hood by François Fleury-Richard (1820).
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Any child who has seen a Disney 
movie can tell you that stepmothers 
are bad news. From the wicked 
queen in Snow White to Cinderella’s 
stepmother, the women of fairy tales 
are often striking, intimidating, 
and above all, powerful. In Hans 
Christian Andersen’s The Snow 
Queen, women play almost all of the 
leading roles, yet the majority of 
them help rather than hinder. For 
a story that was written at a time 
when sexism was largely accepted, 
Andersen’s positive treatment of 
women in the fairy tale is remarkable 
enough; the fact that it is more 
positive than many modern stories 
is even more striking. The history 
of women’s representation in fairy 
tales is complex, encompassing 
everything from our own children’s 
books and films to ancient myths 
and legends, particularly those focusing on the 
worship of a goddess.

Goddess worship can be seen in cultures across the 
globe, often dating back to prehistory. The goddess 
is generally viewed not as a singular being, but as a 
triad: the maiden, the mother, and the crone or wise 
woman. These archetypes are a powerful presence in 
fairy tales and folklore, and almost 
every female character in such stories 
falls into one of these categories. In 
The Snow Queen, all three aspects are 
represented: Gerda as the maiden, 
the Flower Queen as the mother, and 
the Snow Queen as the wise woman. 
The Snow Queen favors logic and 
cunning, whereas the warmth of 
the Flower Queen is nurturing 
and maternal (albeit with darker 
undertones). Both characters contain 
vestiges of older goddess figures, in 
their power and independence as well 
as their unpredictable and sometimes 
violent temperaments. For instance, 
both Greek and Norse goddesses are 
volatile and changeable, appearing 
sometimes as the mother and at 
other times as the crone. 

The Norse mythic tradition 
in particular emphasizes the 
darkness of traditional female 
characterization. Norse mythology 
originated in the Scandinavian 
countries, including Andersen’s 
home of Denmark. The goddess 
Skadi provides the inspiration for 
two of Andersen’s tales, The Snow 
Queen and The Ice Maiden. Skadi is 
the goddess of winter and the hunt, 
the coldly beautiful daughter of a 
giant. She resides in the mountains 
and controls the furious power of 
winter storms. Skadi, like the Snow 
Queen, is known for her pursuit of 
justice and logic. After her father 
was killed, she stormed the palace 
of the gods, demanding either 
revenge or compensation for his 
death. Odin agreed to let her marry 
any single god she chose, and while 

this didn’t end up turning out well for Skadi (she had to 
choose based only on their feet, and ended up with the 
sea god Njord rather than the god she hoped to wed), 
her strength was enough to make a room of gods do 
as she asked. At a time when women had little agency 
of their own, Skadi’s story is a powerful example of a 
woman choosing to move from one phase of her life 
to another under her own initiative, rather than being 

forced. That both phases of her 
life are defined by her relationship 
with men (as a daughter “attached” 
to her father or a wife “attached” 
to her husband) is symptomatic of 
the deep-rooted sexism of the time, 
which still has descendants in our 
own stories.

In her book Spinning Straw into 
Gold, Joan Gould states that female 
storylines in fairy tales reflect such 
critical moments of change and 
choice during a woman’s life, when 
things may never be the same again. 
Gould believes that transformation 
“cannot be stopped or reversed 
once it has started” and that the key 
transformative times in any woman’s 
life are between phases of the triad—
although she adds a fourth sub-phase 
to encompass childhood. When the 

moTher, maiden, Crone:
fairy TaLe women

A 1901 illustration of Skadi hunting.

A woodcarving of the maiden (right), 
mother (center), and crone (left).
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Snow Queen takes Kai, a whole chain of events are 
set into motion, including Gerda’s transformation 
from child to maiden. The fact that Kai’s departure 
takes place during the winter only accentuates this 
change, as winter covers the world in white before the 
transformation to spring brings it back to growth and 
life. “The earth sleeps beneath the falling snow, pure 
but bare, and awaits its reawakening,” in much the 
way that fairy tale girls and maidens are on the cusp 
of becoming more adult women. 

Common misconceptions about women in fairy tales 
are subverted in Gerda’s journey. Each character that 
Gerda encounters eventually helps her, and even the 
Snow Queen herself doesn’t particularly hinder her, 
a departure from the conniving of many other fairy 
tale crones. Gould suggests that 
it is only since Disney dramatized 
and animated popular fairy tales 
that women have become the 
passive creatures that the feminist 
movement takes issue with. “In 
these [original fairy tales], sisters 
rescue brothers far more often than 
brothers save sisters. Daughters 
rescue fathers or lovers rather than 
the reverse.” In original fairy tales it 
is often the woman who seeks and 
saves; Gretel saves Hansel, Beauty 
becomes the Beast’s captive in her 
father’s stead, Gerda rescues Kai. 
The maidens of fairy tales are the 
active transformers as well as those 
whose transformations we witness 
most clearly; they have a degree of 
narrative agency often lacking in 
later stories. 

The idea of powerful women, 
however, was a threat to the sexist 
order of older societies, and a sense 
of danger frequently accompanies such female figures. 
Storytellers often assuaged this sensation by the 
creation of stunted, passive maidens, or embodied it 
in cruel, wicked older women. Elizabeth Harris notes 
in her essay “The Mirror Broken” that the negative 
attitude toward female portrayal in fairy tales also 
draws from the maiden/mother/crone triad. “As 
the earliest feminist critics of fairy tales all agreed, 
women in the best-known tales were either beautiful, 
slumbering young girls or powerful, usually wicked 
and grotesque older women.” Harris also makes a 
valid observation: mother characters often die early 
on in the stories. Both Cinderella’s and Snow White’s 
mothers die at the start of the story, or even before it 
begins. Maiden characters today tend to be passive, 
adopting the “someday my prince will come” attitude. 
The examples are numerous: Sleeping Beauty, trapped 

in endless slumber until her true love’s kiss; Cinderella, 
trapped in servitude until the intervention of a fairy 
godmother and Prince Charming; and Rapunzel, 
locked in a tower until her prince arrives. Finally, 
crones are dark and twisted, often the antagonists. 
The evil queen in Andersen’s The Wild Swans who 
places a curse on her stepsons, turning them into 
swans, is a particularly vivid example. 

Within their journeys, maidens are often pitted 
against these older women. Rarely is it an evil king 
who abducts an innocent child, and most readers 
would be surprised to come across a reference to 
a wicked stepfather. Skadi and the Snow Queen are 
both examples of the wise woman, a character that 
pervades fairy tale lore, and is frequently the maiden’s 

opponent. Wise women appear 
most often in one of three guises: 
royalty, witches or crones, and, of 
course, the infamous stepmothers. 
Andersen’s work has examples of 
each. The Snow Queen herself is 
a vivid example of royalty, icy and 
powerful. Royal characters are often 
oriented toward winter and logic; C. 
S. Lewis’s White Witch, for example, 
approaches Edmund for the first 
time in her reindeer-drawn sleigh, 
a scene that is cousin to the Snow 
Queen and Kai’s first interaction. In 
the stepmother category, fairy tales 
have a vast number of examples, 
from Cinderella’s evil stepmother 
to the aforementioned stepmother 
in Andersen’s The Wild Swans (who 
fits into all three roles). Whether 
enchantress or queen, all of these 
women favor logic and order over 
warmth and kindness. Much like the 
gods that inspired their creation, 
fairy tale crones seek retribution 

for perceived wrongs and ancient slights. They strike 
bargains, make deals, and use their wiles and wits 
to achieve the end they desire. Whether or not they 
achieve those ends—or have their logical quests foiled 
by the love of another—is another matter entirely.

Whether they are cold and rational or warm and 
maternal; whether standing on the brink of their 
own transformation, or the trigger that will create 
that transformation in someone else, the women of 
fairy tales are challenging and complex characters. On 
the stage, it’s rare to find a play with as many strong, 
central female characters as are featured in The Snow 
Queen. Portland Stage’s stage version brings to life all 
three of the female archetypes, and as these vibrant 
women step out of the story and onto the stage, their 
power is inevitably transformative. 

The White Witch from C. S. Lewis’s The 
Lion, the Witch, and the Wardrobe 

(1950).
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In Portland Stage’s The Snow Queen, when Gerda 
seems at her lowest point it is Ba, the reindeer, 
who encourages her to “have faith.” The reindeer 
is her protector, companion and mediator between 
Gerda  and the residents of the fantastical world of 
the story. Ba appears just as Gerda enters the most 
emotionally trying part of her journey, acting both 
as an emotional support and a cheerleader. It is 
through his help that Gerda is prepared to complete 
the final part of her journey. As an 
anthropomorphized reindeer, Ba 
occupies a special yet familiar position 
in the lineage of children’s literature. 
Animals have long been an integral part 
of storytelling for all ages—but what 
is anthropomorphism, and what role 
does it play in our vast human tradition 
of storytelling? What purpose does it 
serve in children’s tales?

Anthropomorphism is the application 
of human characteristics to animals 
and, sometimes, to natural elements 
such as weather, plants, and animals. 
Hans Christian Andersen made 
extensive use of anthropomorphism 
in his fairytales, and the trope is 
easily observable in The Snow Queen. 
While the word “anthropomorphism” 
may be unfamiliar, the practice of 
applying human qualities to animals is a common 
one in literature. Several classics of the Western 
canon have employed this technique to great effect. 
Indeed, anthropomorphism is something that we find 
throughout literary genres, whether the literature is 
targeted at children or adults. Our first encounters 
with anthropomorphism, though, are often in our 
first encounters with books and stories. 

In their examination of animals in children’s 
literature, researchers Carolyn L. Burke and Joby G. 
Copenhaver defined several functions of the genre 
itself. Stories can be tools to “make sense” of life, gain 
distance from a situation in order to express oneself, 
and also to “provide momentary escape” from the 
drudgeries of every day life. Burke and Copenhaver 
emphasize that “the use of animals has long provided 
intellectual and psychological distance and allowed 
us to critically explore that which we would not be 
comfortable exploring directly.” This idea of an animal 
as tool through which emotion can be experienced 

vicariously is undoubtedly present in both the Crow 
and Ba in The Snow Queen.

Animals in children’s literature exhibit varying 
degrees of anthropomorphism. Some, such as Beatrix 
Potter’s Peter Rabbit, exhibit all the trappings of 
humanity, from eating at the dining room table to 
wearing a jacket. Others, such as the Crow in The 
Snow Queen, possess human abilities of reason while 

retaining many of their unique and 
“wild” qualities that separate them as 
a species. Andrew O’Hagan observes 
that “part of the attraction that 
Potter’s stories hold for readers is 
their naturalism and charming English 
countryside setting.” Beatrix Potter’s 
mix of naturalism in setting and 
social structure with the use of animal 
characters helps her stories feel more 
plausible, and therefore their lessons 
seem applicable to children’s lives. 
Indeed, from the earliest literature, 
the concept of anthropomorphism 
has been employed to illustrate moral 
codes of conduct. The most famous 
example of early use is attributed to 
Aesop’s fables, a collection of stories 
involving animals in humanistic 
moral conundrums written sometime 
between 620 and 560 B.C.E. Aesop’s 

fables are still read and used today.  The human 
propensity to anthropomorphize other beings and 
even inanimate objects is a deeply rooted one, and 
there is an extensive if not unlimited history of this 
practice, specifically in storytelling.  As researcher 
Pascal Boyer observes, “Some of the most well-known 
animal stories are Aesop’s fables, which use animals to 
show humans how to behave.” This fact demonstrates 
the first function of anthropomorphism in literature: 
using the “other” to set an example.

Despite Aesop’s whimsical use of animals in his 
fables, the subsequent tradition of storytelling for 
children was weak at best. Prior to the mid-1700s, 
the understanding of childhood and child psychology 
was not only vastly different from our concept of it 
today, but rather inaccurate: children were viewed as 
miniature adults and treated as such in almost every 
aspect of life. Researcher and librarian Elizabeth 
A. Dunn explains, “With the advent of the middle 
class, a new idea emerged that children needed time 

anThroPomoPhiSm in  
ChiLdren’S LiTeraTure 

Beatrix Potter’s illustration of her 
story Jemima Puddle Duck (1908).
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to develop before they could be expected to behave 
as adults.” The rise of anthropomorphic children’s 
stories coincides with this accepted change in child 
psychology. Perhaps this shift toward the preservation 
of innocence (and children no longer being thought 
of as “mini-adults”) prompted the increased use of 
anthropomorphized characters, who acted as stand-
ins for children in the emotionally difficult or alarming 
situations in children’s literature.

Examining children’s literature, one can discern three 
distinct roles occupied by animals in various degrees 
of anthropomorphism: animals as moral guides 
and role models, animals as emotional “buffers” 
in dealing with difficult human experiences, and 
animals as emissaries and messengers between 
human reality and the mystical. Author Andrew 
O’Hagan describes anthropomorphism by identifying 
animals as “intermediaries between the natural and 
supernatural worlds.” This is the main function of 
anthropomorphism in Andersen’s The Snow Queen. 
The animals and natural forces are able to guide 
Gerda on her journey as translators. Without the 
help of characters such as the Crow and Ba, natural 
elements and suspicious creatures might otherwise 
thwart her efforts. When Gerda fears that Kai is 
dead, roses encourage her to look for him: “We have 
been in the ground where the dead lie; but your 
friend Kai is not there.” Elements of the natural 
world, when anthropomorphized or animated, 
often occupy the liminal space between humans’ 
reality and the interconnectedness of the natural 
world: the things unseen. In The Snow Queen this is 
emphasized by the purity of the animals and natural 
forces that aid Gerda.  The anthropomorphized 
creatures empower Gerda to stand up for herself and  
rescue Kai. 

Animals in children’s 
literature also often 
act as voices for the 
voiceless, and encourage 
sympathy for the 
helpless or less fortunate, 
acting as a lesson in 
empathy and morality. 
This phenomenon is 
observable  particularly 
in Victorian literature 
written by women. Black 
Beauty (1877) by Anna 
Sewell is a children’s book 
that chronicles great trials 
and tragedies in the life 
of a horse, a character 
whose fate was dictated 
by outside forces. Indeed, 
Andrew O’Hagan notes, 
“in the Victorian era, a great number of books were 
written by women, against the grain of patrician 
Victorian reason. The lower animals were empowered.” 
When animals in children’s stories find their voices, 
they provide in an alternate world the voice for those 
who were (and are) silenced in reality. 

While the adult reader or audience member may see 
the anthropomorphic component of The Snow Queen 
as extraordinary, Andersen knew that this tool would 
not only be accepted by his young audience, but would 
be a way into the story. The whimsicality of talking 
animals, helpful roses, and living snow create a world 
in which children can take ownership of their voice. 
Perhaps Copenhave and Burke put it best: “Adults 
train themselves to find things extraordinary, but we 
were all apprentice readers once, as children, where 
the regulations exist in a beautiful state of disorder.” 

The reindeer has figured prominently in myth and legend, appearing everywhere 
from Norse mythology to popular children’s stories and Santa’s sleigh. These  
curious and friendly animals are members of the deer family (Cervidae), and are 
most commonly found in areas of Scandinavia and Russia, making their inclu-
sion in Andersen’s The Snow Queen much more accurate than the many stories 
that place them at the North Pole with Santa Claus. Unlike many members of 
the deer family, both male and female reindeer grow antlers. Reindeers’ hooves 
are also unusual: they spread out as the animals walk to form a natural snow-
shoe. This effect, combined with their thick, shaggy coats, makes them ide-
ally suited to live in winter climates. The best-known reindeer belong to Father 
Christmas, and were popularized with the publication of “The Night Before 

Christmas.” Originally published anonymously in 1823, this poem gave names to eight original reindeer. 
In 1939, the original eight were joined by the ninth and arguably “most famous reindeer of all,” Rudolph, 
who sprang onto the scene when retailer Montgomery Ward commissioned Robert May to create a pic-
ture book to be given away during the holiday season. Johnny Marx later wrote music for the popular 
carol, which first aired in 1946.

reindeer: beyond SanTa’S SLeigh

  Molly and Alfred Gordon in 
the Black Beauty film

 adaptation (1994).
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CommuniTy ConneCTionS:
our TheaTer aS CommuniTy

For a story of great adventure, 
of journeys, and of finding your 
way home again, it makes sense 
that Portland Stage Company’s 
production of The Snow Queen has 
home-grown and local roots in 
almost every department of the 
theater! As the seasons turn from 
autumn to winter, Portland Stage 
traditionally produces a show that 
brings the theater and community 
together on a large scale. Many 
audiences know A Christmas Carol 
as a staple of the holiday season, 
but this year Portland Stage starts 
annually alternating the Dickens 
classic with productions of The 
Snow Queen, which premiered in 
2011 and delighted children and 
adults alike. 

Regular audience members at 
Portland Stage will see many 
familiar faces in The Snow Queen. Local actor and 
Affiliate Artist Daniel Noel is back in his 2011 role as Ba 
the Reindeer, along with visiting artists Lauren Orkus 
once again as Gerda, and Patricia Buckley reprising 
the play’s titular role. Rounding out the adult cast are 
Courtney Moors and Steven Strafford, who previously 
appeared in Portland Stage’s productions of Hidden 
Tennessee and The Mystery of Irma Vep, respectively, 
and Richard Dent as Kai in his debut role at  
Portland Stage. 

The Snow Queen also features two youth ensembles 
composed of young actors from the greater Portland 
area, many of whom have acted in A Christmas Carol 
or The Snow Queen in the past. Bianca Peterman, 
13, is back for her third holiday show and second 
time in The Snow Queen: “I really like the people at 
Portland Stage and really love this play.” Antonio Luc 
Hernandez, 6,  plays Little Kai and is “having a lot 
of fun!” performing in his first show. Portland Stage 
prides itself on creating a community atmosphere 
where actors and designers feel comfortable creating 
their work. Affiliate Artist Noel agrees, saying, “As 
well as being my artistic home, Portland Stage has 
turned into the center of my personal life . . . It’s my 
community where I’m most at home.” 

Many members of the design team for The Snow 
Queen are staff members at Portland Stage. Costume 

designer and shop manager Susan 
Thomas and wardrobe intern Laura 
Donovan have been working hard 
to fit the cast with their wintry 
costumes. Executive and Artistic 
Director Anita Stewart is back as the 
director and scenic designer of The 
Snow Queen, along with Affiliate 
Artist Hans Indigo Spencer as the 
music director and sound designer. 

Spencer is enthused about revisiting 
The Snow Queen. In addition to 
tightening the focus of the show’s 
musical themes, Spencer says, 
“It’s an incredible opportunity to 
do something once, have distance 
from it for two years, and get a 
chance to revise it, keeping that 
older perspective in mind. It’s also 
exciting to work in a high-level, 
professional capacity that’s also an 
environment with an educational 

aspect to it.” Noel is also excited to be in the cast 
again. He looks forward to “a second opportunity 
to get more in-depth with the characters, as well as 
enjoying working with so many new people this year. 
This show is like my Christmas gift to a lot of people. 
My holiday wouldn’t be complete without a show at 
Portland Stage!” 

Portland Stage’s Board of Directors and Development 
department are also participating in the community 
aspect of this production with a winter fund-raising 
raffle. Tickets will be sold throughout the run of The 
Snow Queen, with prizes including a walk-on role in 
next year’s production of A Christmas Carol, a chance 
to spend a day in the life of Portland Stage, and 
$1,000 to be raffled off at intermission of the final 
Snow Queen performance. Proceeds from all tickets 
sold support Education programs at the theater.

The many facets of Portland Stage are coming together 
once again to create a wonderful holiday production. 
“There are so many different ways that working on this 
show—which involves a lot of the people who walk 
down the same streets that you do—empowers them 
and the theater, and the show,” observes production 
stage manager Myles C. Hatch. “It makes it a much 
more immediate and personal experience for them 
and the population.”

Adapter, director, and set designer Anita 
Stewart paints the set of The Snow Queen.
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Anita Stewart’s work as a director and adapter has been seen every fall during Portland Stage’s production of A 
Christmas Carol. She has also directed and adapted Peer Gynt and directed Women and the Sea. Additionally, Anita 
has worked as a set and costume designer at leading theaters across the country, 
including: the Guthrie, Seattle Rep, Canadian Opera Company, A.R.T. in Boston, 
Steppenwolf, and New York Theater Workshop. 

PlayNotes: Portland Stage alternates its wintertime show between 
A Christmas Carol and The Snow Queen. What drew you to this tale?
Anita Stewart: I was looking for something that was magical, that would 
involve a large number of ensemble members, and that was holiday-themed 
but not really Christmas-centric, and that was the reason for choosing The 
Snow Queen. It’s a great story that appeals to people of all ages. It’s not 
just for kids—they will come, and they will really enjoy it, but I think the 
message and the ideas that are in the story appeal to grown-ups as well. Also, 
because it’s a fairy tale, it takes us to places that are really imaginative and 
that aren’t our normal world, and I was really interested in the fantastical 
world that could be created. 

PN: How has The Snow Queen evolved since it was first produced 
in 2011?
AS: Right now it’s in the process of evolving. With the first go-around, we 
really stuck close to the text.  I added a prologue back then; that’s the place that I’m trying to do some more work. 
We have new actors coming to it, so that will also open up what the play is. Sometimes you get into a groove with 
a group of people and you feel really comfortable with them. You make a play fit them. With this next rendition, 
it’s going to be about rediscovering the piece, what works with different actors . . . I’m looking forward to getting 
going in the rehearsal room. It’s a piece that we can keep manipulating and moving. 

PN: What do you see as the major themes in The Snow Queen? 
AS: We’ve chosen to weave some Emily Dickinson poetry in with the Andersen, and part of that choice was 
trying to capture the fragility of nature; that things cycle, and come back again, and that there needs to be hope. 
You need to persevere, you need to keep moving forward, you need to keep your aim true, and you’ll get there 
in the end. And you may not get exactly where you thought you would be, but you’ll be at a place that you feel 
really good about. The play also looks at growing up: how through a lifetime you continue to move forward, year 
after year, school year after school year, and things change, but we’re always growing and staying kids at heart. 

PN: Emily Dickinson’s poems become lyrics to the songs in the play. What drew you to her poetry?
AS: Music seemed important to me. Hans Christian Andersen is a great storyteller and there is great language, 
but what’s hard is we’re doing The Snow Queen in translation . . .  In terms of music, he’s a prose writer, not a verse 
writer . . . I found that Dickinson was writing so much about nature, little things, small things (which is sort of 
what Hans Christian Andersen is doing too), the magic in everyday objects that are out of nature. Andersen and 
Dickinson lived at the same time, and were both relatively reclusive. While they never knew each other, there is 
a similarity in spirit. That became a touchstone for me.

PN: Young people comprise much of this cast. How is the process different when working with younger 
actors and adult actors in an ensemble?
AS: The chief difference is that young actors are still in school. We’re trying to make this a learning experience 
for them. We double-cast people, and so we end up with two versions of the play. When you rotate from one cast 
to another, you change the tenor of what the play feels like. The core cast is having to shift their performance on 
a nightly basis to fit the ensemble that they are working with. To me it’s a great way for this theater to connect 
with our community in a way in which we typically don’t. We are a professional company and we have all these 
rules around how many Equity actors we have to have on stage.  This is the one time we developed something 
in a way that allows us to reach out and touch younger people in the community as actors. When students are 
coming to see the play, because there are kids on stage, it helps them connect more fully to the work, instead of 
just seeing it as something only adults can do. 

inTerview wiTh The direCTor
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Although the enchanted world of The Snow Queen 
is Hans Christian Andersen’s own creation, Gerda’s 
journey to save her playmate is part of a well-
established literary genre: the bildungsroman. A 
German word combining “education” (bildung) and 
“novel” (roman), the term describes novels that center 
on the development of a protagonist who goes out into 
the world and reaches a new level of understanding 
through adventures. A familiar trope, the archetypal 
example of a child’s quest that ends in both new 
wisdom and a loss of innocence pervades literature. 

Pursuits of self-discovery date back to early 
mythology in many cultures, but the history of the 
bildungsroman as a method to classify and understand 
literature is more recent. Christoph Martin Wieland’s 
Geschichte des Agathon (1766–67; History of Agathon) 
has been cited as the first novel to explore what we 
identify today as coming-of-age themes. However, 
the most influential early example of the genre is 
thought to be J. W. von Goethe’s Wilhelm Meisters 
Lehrjahre (1795–96; Wilhelm Meister’s Apprenticeship), 
the story of a young man’s rejection of bourgeois 
professions in an attempt to realize his true calling. 
Other famous examples include the adventures of 
a quirky orphan girl in Anne of Green Gables (1908) 
by L. M. Montgomery, J. D. Salinger’s The Catcher 
in the Rye (1951), about a prep school runaway, and 
Khaled Hosseini’s The Kite Runner (2003), which 
follows an Afghan boy’s journey to adulthood amidst  
national turmoil.

The hero’S Journey

Amir and Hazara from the Film adaptation of 
The Kite Runner (2007).

Yet this wide variety of stories is united by a striking 
similarity in their avenues to personal discovery. In 
his book The Hero with a Thousand Faces (1949), Joseph 
Campbell outlines 12 major phases of the traditional 
quest, which he argues are “the basic motif of the 
universal hero’s journey—leaving one condition and 
finding the source of life to bring you forth into a 
richer or mature condition.” A great number of folk 
tales, novels, and films fit his model perfectly—
including The Snow Queen.

After opening the story by showing “the ordinary 
world,” Campbell argues that the second phase of 
the hero’s journey is the “call to adventure,” where 
something changes the conditions of the hero’s life, 
creating the need for a quest. In The Snow Queen, 
Gerda’s adventure becomes imperative once Kai 
disappears. In Star Wars: A New Hope (1977), the 
conditions first change when Luke Skywalker sees 
Princess Leia’s message asking for help. In some 
examples, however, the “call” may not initially seem 
like it will lead to great personal transformation, 
as in Herman Melville’s novel Moby-Dick (1851): 
“Whenever it is a damp, drizzly November in my soul; 
whenever I find myself involuntarily pausing before 
coffin warehouses, and bringing up the rear of every 
funeral I meet . . . then, I account it high time to get to 
sea as soon as I can.” He departs on what could have 
been a simple voyage but instead is led into a vivid 
exploration of human nature. 

Following Campbell’s theory, meaningful adventure 
becomes possible once the hero “crosses the threshold” 
and leaves the ordinary world. In The Snow Queen 
this is the moment when Gerda is carried away from 
her home by the river, after which she enters into 
a world filled with “tests, allies, and enemies” (the 
sixth phase). Be it through fortune, fate, or magic, 
the world presents challenges and opportunities for 
heroes to learn and prove their worth. There are many 
religious examples of how a series of smaller tests 
are given before a person can achieve their ultimate 
quest: the Gospels, for example, describe how Jesus 
encountered the devil three times in the desert before 
he emerged with his message. A story of the Buddha 
says that he encountered the Lord of Lust, the Lord 
of Death, and the Lord of Social Duty, and only after 
his resistance to all three did he achieve illumination. 

“Let us begin, for when we reach the end, we will know more than  
we do now.”—Hans Christian Andersen 
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returning home that creates the true development 
of a hero, making the journey a story about personal 
growth, education, and maturity, not success. 

The range of works that exemplify the Hero’s Journey 
make it clear that these stories of gaining wisdom need 
not concern only people of a certain age, from a certain 
society, or end a certain way. Rather, through their 
diversity they are able to speak to different identities 
and different circumstances of the individual’s struggle 
to understand their own nature. For example, Mark 
Twain’s The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn (1884) 
ends with Huck’s declaration, “I reckon I got to light 
out for the Territory ahead of the rest, because Aunt 
Sally she’s going to adopt me and sivilize me, and I 
can’t stand it.” In contrast, Harper Lee’s novel To Kill 
a Mockingbird (1960) closes with Scout’s description 
of her father, Atticus, sitting by his injured son Jem: 
“He would be in Jem’s room all night, and he would 
be there when Jem waked up in the morning.” Both 
these novels end with a final realization about each 
character’s place in the world: Huck is a young man 
who has realized the need for his own independence, 
while Scout realizes the importance and security of 
her place within her family. 

The variety of results that a hero may discover from 
his or her journey demonstrates the importance of 
fairy tales like The Snow Queen: a child has a different 
perspective and relationship to the world than an 
adult. Therefore, it follows that each story ends 
with a different portrait of maturity, because as we 
grow older the quests that speak to us—and the 
understanding that we achieve—must also change. As 
Andersen wrote in The Snow Queen, “Let us begin, for 
when we reach the end we will know more than we  
do now.” 

Andersen’s fairy tale similarly explores the trope 
of triumph by means of inner strength: the river, 
the flowers, the birds, and the beasts all respond to 
Gerda’s “true heart” and cite this as their motivation 
to help her, and their support proves pivotal to her 
mission. Andersen’s emphasis on the power of love 
over logic—symbolized by the icy Snow Queen versus 
the innocent child—ties into a larger discussion of 
romantic-era values. Gerda’s journey is one of many 
bildungsroman quests where a magical world allows 
children to encounter challenges with deeper symbolic 
meanings. This tradition has been continued through 
later works like C. S. Lewis’s series The Chronicles of 
Narnia (1950–1956), where a magical journey leads to 
maturity incorporating Christian symbolism. Philip 
Pullman’s series His Dark Materials (1995–2000) is 
another example, responding to Lewis by developing 
the quest through a series of secular, as opposed to 
religious, goals. By granting a deeper significance to 
the challenges the hero faces, each of these stories 
suggest a certain set of values that are important for 
the transformation into adulthood. 

After the protagonist has proven his or her worth, the 
ultimate challenge of the quest still remains: achieving 
the goal they initially set out for, and returning home 
(the ninth and tenth phases, respectively). “You leave 
the world that you’re in,” Campbell says. “You come to 
what was missing in your consciousness in the world 
you formerly inhabited. Then comes the problem of 
either of staying with that [old consciousness], and 
letting the world drop off, or returning with that 
boon and trying to hold onto it as you move back into 
your social world again.” For example, in Homer’s The 
Odyssey, Odysseus faces challenges in his journey 
home to Ithaca. His journey home isn’t his literal 
return from Troy; instead Odysseus’ journey home 
becomes his attempt to adapt to the changes in his 
former home that have occurred in his absence. 
He must slay the suitors, and he must convince a 
skeptical Penelope that he is indeed her husband. 
It is the achievement of both reaching the goal and 

Lyra (Dakota Blue Richards) in the den of the armored bears 
in the 2007 film of The Golden Compass.

Atticus and Scout from the 1962 film 
adaptation ofTo Kill a Mockingbird.
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When one thinks of fairy tales, the images that 
probably come to mind are damsels in distress, a 
dashing prince, an evil queen, a bumbling jester, 
magical anthropomorphic animals, or plants that can 
grow to 100 or more times their normal size. These 
are tales we’ve grown up with, heard from our parents 
and teachers in different styles 
with different twists, and someday 
will tell over again to our children. 
Fairy tales seem eternal: they are 
always around to be told in one 
way or another, and even though 
many people perceive the stories 
to be solely for the amusement of 
children, they hold lessons and 
wonder for people of any age. 

Fairy tales as we read them today 
evolved from the old tradition of 
oral storytelling—using a verbal 
narrative to pass  lessons, morals, 
and customs from generation to 
generation. Author Jack Zipes 
outlines some of the many reasons 
why the stories in the oral tradition were so central to 
their societies: “They opened windows to imaginative 
worlds inside that needed concrete expression outside 
in reality. They were to be shared and exchanged, used 
and modified according to the needs of the tellers 
and the listeners.” Indeed, these elements of the oral 
tradition are also many of the reasons why we still 
find fairy tales compelling today.

According to Zipes, the specific oral storytelling 
tradition that most closely resembles the fairy tale 
is the wonder folk tale. Vladimir Propp’s article “The 
Morphology of the Folk Tale” outlines the elements 
contributing to the paradigm of wonder tales, 
including a task the protagonist needs to complete, 
an obstacle he or she encounters, a battle with an 
antagonist, a temporary setback, and, ultimately, 
the protagonist’s success. Within this paradigm, 
Zipes says, “the characters, settings, and motifs are 
combined and varied according to specific functions 
to induce wonder.” This may help to explain why 
even our modern society continues to tell fairy tales. 
In our fast-paced world, we often forget to stop and 
appreciate the wonder that still exists around us, 
and fairy tales can act as a reminder to do so. They 
also provide us with a source of escapism and often 
optimism—after a day filled with computer screens 
and iPhones, who wouldn’t like to imagine themselves 
riding off on a horse in search of a dragon to slay? The 
sense of wonder these tales evoke is a significant part 
of why they are still so beloved in society today, but 

that is only one component of the hidden power of 
fairy tales.

When fairy tales made the transition from the oral 
to literary tradition in the 1600s, writers across 
Europe began to fashion their fairy tales in response 

to what was happening in society 
around them. The French term 
conte de fée was where the genre’s 
name originated and significantly 
concentrated many powers in the 
hands of the stories’ female fairies. 
Zipes attributes this to the work 
of French women writers who 
“preferred to address themselves to 
a fairy and to have a fairy resolve the 
conflicts in their fairy tales [rather] 
than the Church with its male-
dominated hierarchy.” 

As the tales grew and spread 
throughout Europe, they became 
a vehicle for different social and 
political agendas. In 1730s France, 

fairy tales written with children in mind were more 
widely accepted, with the unspoken stipulation that 
they “indoctrinated children according to gender-
specific roles and class codes.” In the late 1700s to 
early 1800s, German Romantic writers shifted the 
fairy tale genre to “critique the worst aspects of the 
enlightenment and absolutism” instead of supporting 
the dominant social discourse. Though fairy tales 
always retained their utopian qualities and sense of 
wonder, audiences could no longer be sure how their 
fairy tale would turn out, as writers peppered their 
stories with tragic endings and ironies to make their 
readers think more critically about the world and 
call into question the relative strengths of logic and 
emotion. 

Most fairy tales for children prior to the 1860s 
kept their lessons in line with Protestant beliefs—
“industriousness, honesty, cleanliness, diligence, 
virtuousness, and male supremacy.” After the 1860s—
about the time when Hans Christian Andersen was 
writing—the genre was thrown to the wind, with 
many authors using fairy tales to criticize society’s 
suppression of free expression. Zipes details how 
many notable writers closer to the turn of the century 
were “concerned with exploring the potential of the 
fairy tale to reform both the prescripted way it had 
become cultivated and the stereotypes and prejudices 
in regard to gender and social roles that it propagated.” 
From the late 1800s to the mid-1900s, a wide range 
of works sought to communicate various social and 

and They Lived haPPiLy ever afTer?

PSC’s production of The Snow Queen  
with Particia Buckley and 

Ian Carlsen (2011).
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space and time. All had a rational view of space and time 
when they began the study—that it is 
not possible to put your hand through 
glass or age backward. However, 
immediately after hearing a fairy tale 
where these things were possible, the 
majority of the children were likely 
to attempt to reach through a glass 
box to reach a prize and to refuse to 
try a “magic potion” for fear that they 
would age backward and not be able to 
return to their present age. The study 
revealed a “readiness” in a child’s mind 
to accept a magical interpretation 
of events, a mode of reasoning that 
is important for critical thinking. 

Indeed, preliminary results of the study “Training for 
Thematic-Fantasy Play in Culturally Disadvantaged 
Children” by Eli Saltz and James Johnson found that 
the disadvantaged children who acted out imaginary 
stories had higher IQ scores, better performance on 
an interpersonal perception test, and more story-
sequence memory and story verbalization skills than 

those in the control group. The children 
in the study thought of their time spent 
acting out fairy tales as fun, not work, 
good news for educators and children 
alike who want learning to be enjoyable.

Fairy tales’ underlying political and social 
commentaries, coupled with the utopian 
sense of wonder they provoke, offer 
something for adults and children alike. 
As children, we live for the monsters, 
dragons, princesses, knights, and 
adventures fairy tales provide, and the 
imaginative worlds they help us create. As 

adults, we find the messages in fairy tales that remind 
us how good the world can be and help us to imagine 
and strive to create a better world for our children and 
their children. There is truly something for everyone 
in fairy tales, old, young, or young at heart. But what 
comes next in the story once the book has closed? 
That’s up to us.

political messages through fairy tales, including Alice 
in Wonderland (1865), symbolic of how 
life can seem like a confusing puzzle, 
and The Hobbit (1938), a caution 
against another world war.

Today, the first body of work that 
jumps to mind for many when they 
hear “fairy tales” is Walt Disney’s 
films. While Disney has undoubtedly 
provided huge delight to millions of 
children as well as adults worldwide, it 
has also drawn criticism for what some 
see as the overly sugary, man-saves-
woman dynamic of many Disney films. 
Provoked by Disney and other unequal 
gender representations in media, modern fairy tale 
authors worldwide are trending toward creating 
stories that empower female characters and address 
societal concerns. Writers including Jane Yolen, 
Margaret Atwood, Tanith Lee, Jay Williams, and 
more are featured in the book Don’t Bet on the Prince: 
Contemporary Feminist Fairy Tales in North America and 
England. They create female characters 
who seek their fortune without relying on 
their looks as the driving factor of their 
personality, and male characters who 
treat women with respect and as equals 
instead of constantly rescuing them from 
harm. These authors and more like them 
seek to buck the trend uncovered in the 
study “The Pervasiveness and Persistence 
of the Feminine Beauty Ideal in Children’s 
Fairy Tales” by Lori Baker-Sperry and Liz 
Grauerholz, which found that fairy tales 
that emphasize feminine beauty as the 
dominant force of the story are far more 
likely to have survived the test of time than those that 
favor a more gender-equitable view of the world. 

Studies have also shown the positive developmental 
effects fairy tales can have on children. One research 
study from Eugene Subbotsky of Moscow in 1994 
uncovered preschool-aged children’s beliefs about 

The Tiger Lillies in PSC’s  
The Snow Queen.

Writer Margaret Atwood.

mirror, mirror, around The worLd
Throughout the ages and around the world, mirrors have been a subject of fascination and fantasy, but 
rarely are they themselves evil or good. More often, magic mirrors in stories have the power to show 
the truth of things, whether for good or ill. Villains often use their mirrors to spy on heroes—“Snow 
White,” of course, is one famous example. The power of a mirror to reveal the truth can also be used for 
good. In the South American “Susu and the Magic Mirror,” the witch who is posing as a stepmother is 
revealed using a magic mirror that shows her true nature. In American author Nathaniel Hawthorne’s 
story “Feathertop,” a scarecrow has been animated and thinks he’s a man, and only realizes the truth 
after gazing into a mirror. A mirror helps Urashima Taro realize that he has been in the sea kingdom 
for decades (not years) in a Japanese folktale. Mirrors can also act as tools. The Greek hero Perseus uses 
a mirrored shield to approach Medusa, the sight of whom turns people to stone, and mirrors in some 
Turkish stories can tell the future or command genies. 



28 The Snow Queen

PerSPeCTiveS

When the Snow Queen takes Kai to her palace in Hans 
Christian Andersen’s story, she gives him a seemingly 
simple task. As he sits atop her Mirror of Reason—an 
ice-covered lake—he must arrange pieces of ice shaped 
like Roman letters into the word “eternity.” The bright 
young Kai spells numerous words with the blocks, but 
despite his best efforts “eternity” eludes him. It isn’t 
until Gerda arrives that he has any hope of solving the 
puzzle, and even then it is solved almost haphazardly: 
as Gerda embraces Kai the blocks are moved by the 
power of her love and dance for joy, forming the word 
eternity by themselves.

Kai’s inability to solve such 
a simple puzzle may seem 
paradoxical: he is a smart boy 
who has mastered his lessons 
in mathematics, geography, 
and spelling, among other 
things. Nonetheless, he 
is unable to succeed with 
knowledge alone. Where his 
power of reason fails, Gerda’s 
power of love prevails. A 
problem seemingly unsolvable 
by objective, reasonable, 
academic means (Kai’s spelling) 
finds itself easily solved by 
subjective, emotional, artistic 
ones (Gerda’s embrace and 
the blocks’ dance). In this respect, Andersen’s story 
champions the triumphs of the illogical human spirit. 
Using love to persuade the blocks to spell the word 
themselves may seem like dumb luck rather than 
a well-earned victory, but in Andersen’s world the 
power of love is a character’s greatest ally to overcome 
insurmountable obstacles.

This kind of conflict—logic versus faith, reason 
versus passion, academic versus artistic—has roots 
in many cultures, and art is often utilized to portray 
those conflicts. In his book The Birth of Tragedy, 
Friedrich Nietzsche points out the dichotomy 
between the Dionysian and Apollonian views of the 
world in ancient Greece. Dionysian values embodied 
the traditional Greek culture before the advent of 
society: sacrifice to chaotic gods, communal unity, 
music, dance, and female empowerment. In contrast, 
Apollonian values embodied worship of orderly gods, 
individuality, sculpture, academia, and patriarchy. The 
struggle between these two sets of ideals is embodied 
in the playwright Aeschylus’s 458 B.C.E. masterpiece 
The Eumenides. In the play, the Furies (female deities 
of vengeance) hunt down the hero Orestes for killing 

his wicked mother Clytemnestra after she killed his 
father Agamemnon for sacrificing Orestes’s sister 
Iphigenia. Before the Furies can catch and murder 
him, Apollo and Athena intervene and hold a trial 
which acquits Orestes, declaring “thus will I not 
too heinously regard a woman’s death who did her 
husband slay.” Greek society pre-Eumenides would 
likely have supported Orestes’s death at the hands 
of the Furies as just. It would be a simple eye-for-an-
eye situation: Orestes killed his mother, who killed 
her husband, who killed his daughter, and so on. The 

Eumenides represented a huge 
social shift from this mindset: 
violence and revenge, formerly 
the chief operators in Greek 
law, instead gave way to logic 
and reason. In Aeschylus’s 
Greek society, men were more 
valued than women. Under 
that system, unjust as it may 
seem today, Orestes was 
innocent.

The Greeks’ inclination toward 
reason—as backwards as 
their laws now appear—has 
become a predominant feature 
of Western culture. In the 
Renaissance and beyond, a 
great deal of literature began 

to look back to Greek ideals. Racine, a French dramatist 
in the 17th century, wrote numerous tragedies based 
on Greek myth in which his characters’ passions 
became their downfall. In his Phaedra, the titular 
character falls in love with her stepson Hippolytus. 
When he refutes her advances she banishes him and 
he dies in exile. Realizing that her emotionally-driven 
nature has killed the man she loved, Phaedra poisons 
herself. Racine’s characters are naturally impassioned, 
and exemplify the perceived dangers of letting well-
bred reason give way to emotion.

Just before his death in 1964, the psychiatrist Carl 
Jung posited that human beings were naturally driven 
by emotion: “In the positive sense, [the unconscious] 
appears as a ‘spirit of nature,’ creatively animating 
Man, things, and the world . . . In the negative sense, 
the unconscious (that same spirit) manifests itself 
as a spirit of evil, as a drive to destroy.” According 
to Jung, while emotion can be used for good, its 
unpredictable nature can just as easily lead to a 
person’s Racinian undoing. Jung’s view of emotion—
that it is an inexorable base state of humanity—
is one of the driving forces in the argument for a 

reaSon’S mirror

“The Remorse of Orestes” by William-Adolphe
Bouguereau (1825–1905).
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exemplify the power of pure, benevolent feelings 
over cold logic. Gerda and Kai’s embrace in The Snow 
Queen is just one example of this. In the classic fairy 
tale “Sleeping Beauty,” a wicked fairy curses a princess 
into a deep sleep. After a century, a prince hears of the 

tale and travels to rescue her. When he 
finds her asleep, he kisses her, staggered 
by her beauty. His kiss, an act of love, 
breaks the curse and she wakes. The 
prince’s pure, emotional act triumphs 
over the evil powers of magic, a literary 
analogy for logic and academia. Just 
as infatuation with reason defined 
the Renaissance up through the 17th 
century, rebellion against reason 
created an entire movement in the 18th 
and 19th centuries called Romanticism. 
Hans Christian Andersen’s work, a 
cornerstone of Romantic writing, 
embodies many of the movement’s 
ideals: natural beauty, strong and varied 
emotion, and a rebellion against cold 
logic like the Snow Queen’s.

Such Romantic sensibilities have continued to shape 
and influence our contemporary media and literature. 
In the Harry Potter series by J.K. Rowling, Lily Potter’s 
pure love for her infant son Harry saves him from 
certain death at the hands of Lord Voldemort. When 
Harry grows up, he is rescued by love again; his 
friends help him topple Voldemort, who is driven by 
cold, selfish greed. The Star Trek television franchise 
has long discussed the conflicting merits of raw 
emotion and logic. In the Trek universe, the Vulcan 

race, a naturally emotional and violent 
people, developed a meditative system 
of logic to purge their emotions. In one 
particularly heated argument, a human 
character lambasts a Vulcan for using 
his logic to justify committing a crime: 
“You can use logic to justify anything. 
That’s its power and its flaw.”

Emotion, passion, love, reason, and 
logic are each rife with both flaws 
and strengths. The myriad fields and 
disciplines they have spawned—law, 
philosophy, literature, and academia 
are just a few—each attempt to find a 
balance between the emotional and the 
reasoned in our natures. This balance 
in The Snow Queen is weighted more 

toward the emotional, as Gerda is able to save Kai from 
his entrapment in the logical world by the virtue of her 
kind and good heart. While no story or society agrees 
on precisely how to reach a relative equilibrium, the 
search for it throughout so many cultural mediums 
has become an indelible feature of humanity.

structured, logical society. Law in society has evolved 
over the ages to acknowledge the dangers of these 
natural emotional tendencies. The legal term “crime 
of passion,” also called “temporary insanity,” describes 
a crime committed in a wave of emotion, against one’s 
better judgment. If someone commits 
a crime on an emotional impulse, their 
conviction may carry a lesser sentence: 
in the law’s view, a decision made 
emotionally is less grievous than one 
made rationally.

Our Western worldview, which often 
emphasizes practicality over passion, is 
by no means universal. The Senegalese 
philosopher Leopold Sedar Senghor 
argues that for many societies in the 
African diaspora, “Emotion is black 
as much as reason is Greek. . . . Water 
moves [the black man], not because it 
washes, but because it purifies; fire not 
because of its heat or color, but because 
of its destructive power.” Rather 
than accepting the superficiality of 
logical reasoning, Senghor argues that the deepest, 
most visceral, and most obvious truths are the most 
important ones. In The Snow Queen, Kai’s empirical 
knowledge is useless compared to Gerda’s deeper 
practical knowledge. Kai may know the number of 
square miles in the town and the number of inhabitants 
in the country, but Gerda experiences numerous towns, 
countries, and people on her journey. Gerda travels 
the world and obtains an immensely broad, magical 
education in things as diverse as zoology, botany, 
royalty, and thievery, all while Kai sits 
in an icy, metaphorical schoolroom 
learning nothing he can use to escape 
his current situation. Senghor asserts 
that sometimes excess knowledge can 
be impractical. In his worldview, it is 
peoples’ visceral experiences of things 
that truly define them, hence why 
Gerda’s many experiences throughout 
The Snow Queen ultimately give her the 
tools she needs to rescue Kai.

Some Western thinkers also agree 
with Senghor’s sentiment. In the late 
18th century, Jean-Jacques Rousseau 
proposed that humans were naturally 
emotional and that the rules of society 
they created were the source of evil. The 
various extreme passions humans experienced were, 
Rousseau argued, sparked by their desire to perfect 
their society. Numerous other writers on the subject, 
including David Hume and Sigmund Freud, have 
defined reason as a slave of human passions. Many 
pieces of non-Greek-influenced Western literature 

Leonard Nimoy as Spock.

Friedrich Nietzsche  
(1844-1900).
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Hans Christian Andersen depicts the Snow Queen as 
the spreader of winter throughout the land, and her 
power is understandably seen as strong in northern 
countries like Denmark, where 
winter days can have as few as 
six hours of sunlight. As cold 
and darkness increase, Gerda 
is not the only person who has 
the impulse to resist the winter. 
Since the dawn of civilization, 
cultures around the world have 
held feasts and rituals to mark 
the seasons and celebrate light 
amidst darkness. Many modern 
wintertime holidays have their 
roots in the ancient practice of 
observing the winter solstice. 
The Greco-Roman Saturnalias, 
the medieval Feast of Fools, and 
the Germanic pagan Yuletide all 
have been adapted and absorbed 
into today’s celebrations. Winter celebrations provide 
comfort and encouragement when the weather does 
not. In Denmark, as in many other cultures, people 
gather together to celebrate light, creating good 
cheer through candles, electric Christmas lights, 
and bonfires. Feasting and traditional foods are 
also essential parts of winter holidays worldwide, 
celebrating the bounty of a good year and the 
generosity of family and friends.

Christmas is one of the most widely celebrated holidays 
in the world, and its traditions keep 
growing more diverse with time. In 
many Hispanic countries, people 
celebrate Christmas by attending 
one of nine carol services leading 
up to the Noche Buena (Holy Night) 
on Christmas Eve, after which 
families share a festive meal. The 
events surrounding Christmas are 
traditionally centered on religious 
celebration, and presents are not 
formally given out until January 6, el 
dia de Reyes (the Day of Kings). In the 
United States, Christmas customs 
vary by region; in New Orleans a huge 
ox is paraded around the streets, 
decorated with holly and ribbon, 
while in Alaska, a colorful star on a 
pole is taken from door to door.

winTer CeLebraTionS

around The worLd
The beloved figure of Santa Claus also enjoys 
enormous variation across cultures. In Hungary, 
children are visited on December 6 by Mikulas, or St. 

Nicholas. Mikulas is dressed 
in red bishop’s robes and is 
accompanied by a boy called 
Devil, who carries dry twigs 
with which to whip naughty 
children. In Germany, many 
children are visited by both 
the gift-giving Christ Child, 
called Christkind, who 
appears on Christmas Eve, 
and Wuehnachtsmann, or 
Christmas Man, who arrives 
on Christmas Day to distribute 
gifts for good behavior. 
American Santa Claus imagery 
was heavily influenced by 
Clement Clarke Moore’s poem 
“The Night Before Christmas” 

(1823) and Coca-Cola’s advertisements by Haddon 
Sundblom, which began in 1931, and tends to portray 
a jolly, red-suited man with a reindeer-drawn sleigh. 

In addition to Christmas, many European countries 
observe other traditional winter feast days. In 
Sweden and several other Scandinavian countries, for 
example, the Feast of St. Lucy (or Santa Lucia), is held 
on December 13. It celebrates a fourth-century saint 
who was martyred for consecrating her virginity to 
God and distributing her dowry to the poor in order 

to avoid an arranged marriage with a 
pagan. On the morning of the Feast 
of Saint Lucy, the eldest daughter in 
each household dons a white robe, 
red sash, and crown of greens and 
candles to honor the saint. Followed 
by her younger siblings, she serves 
a breakfast of coffee and traditional 
Lucia buns to her parents in bed. The 
name Lucy derives from the Latin 
lux, meaning light, and the Feast 
of Saint Lucy also celebrates the 
nearing return of the sun after many 
dark months. 

For the Jewish holiday Hanukkah, 
also called the Festival of Lights, 
families light candles on the menorah 
(a nine-branched candelabrum) for 

Children dress up to celebrate the  
Feast of Saint Lucy.

 A young woman lights a kinara 
(traditional candle holder)  

for Kwanzaa.
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eight nights to commemorate an ancient miracle in 
the Holy Temple of Jerusalem. In 165 BCE, a small 
band of freedom fighters known as the Maccabees 
recaptured Jerusalem from Greek rule. The Maccabees 
built a new altar and new holy vessels, but when they 
lit the holy menorah, which is required to burn each 
night, they found only enough oil to last one night. 
Yet the oil miraculously lasted for eight nights, the 
amount of time needed to prepare a fresh supply. 
Jewish families have celebrated Hanukkah ever since 
by exchanging gifts, sharing traditional meals, and 
playing games such as dreidel. This year Hanukkah 
falls relatively early, and is observed from sundown 
on November 27 to December 5. 

In the United States, some African-American families 
observe Kwanzaa, a holiday begun by a professor 
of African-American studies in 1966 during the 
American civil rights movement. A secular holiday 
that is not associated with an organized religion, 
Kwanzaa asserts African-American identity, promotes 
communal values, and strengthens a worldwide 
African community. Over the weeklong celebration 
(December 26-January 1), families light seven black, 
red, and green candles on the kinara, a traditional 
candleholder. The days and candles represent 
principles such as unity, self-determination, creativity, 
and faith in their community and the struggle for 
social justice. Families share meals, music, art, and 
gifts for the whole week of Kwanzaa.

The five-day Indian festival Diwali, which means “row 
of lights,” is observed in the late fall by Hindu, Sikh, 
and Jain cultures (this year on November 3). There are 
many legends associated with Diwali, and the night 
can celebrate the return of Lord Rama to his kingdom 
after defeating the demon Ravana, the incarnation of 
Lakshmi, the goddess of wealth and prosperity, or the 

goddess of time and 
death, Kali. But for all 
celebrations people gather 
on a moonless night 
to light rows of clay oil 
lamps, called diwa or dipa, 
and mark the beginning 
of winter. In preparation 
for Diwali, people clean, 
decorate their homes, 
and dress in their best 
clothes. They celebrate 
with family and friends, 
exchanging gifts, eating 
elaborate meals, and 
watching parades, and 
street performers.

The Thai festival Loy 
Krathong is celebrated on the full moon of the twelfth 
lunar month, which usually falls in November on 
the Western calendar (this year, November 17). In 
English, Loy Krathong can be roughly translated as 
“floating lotus cups.” Families and friends gather by 
rivers, pools, ponds, and canals to set afloat candles 
in lotus-shaped paper boats known as krathongs. The 
lotus blossom symbolizes the flowering of the human 
spirit, and the act of releasing the raft shows respect 
to the goddess of the water and represents the release 
of grudges and resentments. Fairs with performances 
and dances, family dinners, and singing are all a part 
of the celebration, which ends with a fireworks display. 

Some groups in Europe and the United States, 
particularly since the mid-20th century, have been 
reviving the old European pagan traditions in 
celebration of the winter solstice. These neo-pagan 
rituals center on the change of seasons, and are 
usually referred to as “Yule,” or “Yuletide,” a word still 
sometimes used to refer to the season in non-religious 
contexts. Celebrations vary greatly by community 
and even by family, but often include a twelve-day 
celebration starting on the night of the winter solstice 
(the longest night of the year) and revolving around 
lighting sacred fires to welcome the sun back into the 
world after its long decline.

Winter traditions and festivals come in the darkest 
and coldest part of the year, when love, generosity, 
and cheer are perhaps most needed. Despite many 
differences, the common themes and symbols among 
these festivals suggest a human need to band together 
and celebrate in the face of dark times. In doing so, 
they help us become part of a global community, 
connected to both our ancestors and to people around 
the world today. A girl lights candles for Diwali. 

A modern European pagan in 
costume as a “wild man” for 

the winter solstice.
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inSTanT LeSSonS
Ideas for the classroom to apply the Maine Learning Results in 

creative expression, cultural heritage, and criticism and aesthetics.

Getting Started: Pre-Show Activities
1.  Read. Look at another of Hans Christian Andersen’s fairy tales and compare its style and story to 
       The Snow Queen. 
  Are there shared elements that connect the two stories, even if they have different plots and  
              characters?  
          In The Snow Queen, what do the images of mirrors, snow, or the river represent to you? What kinds of    
              imagery and symbolism does Andersen use in the other story you read?   
  Brainstorm the similarities and differences between The Snow Queen and the fairy tale you chose, then 
 create a ven diagram illustrating these connections What Brainstorm the similarities and differences 
 between The Snow Queen and the fairy tale you chose, then create a ven diagram illustrating 
 these connections.

2.  Research.  Read the article “Andersen’s Denmark” on pp. 13-15 and then research further the world of    
      Andersen’s childhood and early career in 19th century Copenhagen. 
   What was life like for working class people like Andersen’s family at this time? 
       What do you imagine your life might have been like if you had lived in Denmark at that time?
        In what ways did people see the world differently in 1810s-1840s Europe than they do today? Are there     
                any things you think have stayed the same since then?
      Andersen used singing and writing to advance himself out of poverty into the middle class.  Research    
              what other paths besides artistic talent were open to teenagers in Denmark to move up in the world.

3.  Consider Genre. What makes a story a fairy tale? Read the article “The History of Fairy Tales” on pp. 16-17    
      and think about how fairy tales differ from other types of stories. 
  Split into pairs and with a partner, stage a short, realistic scene from everyday life. Then, stage the same   
               scene again only this time as a fairy tale. What plot elements make it clear that the action is taking place
              in the style of a fairy tale?

4.  Analyze Characters. Nearly all the principle characters in The Snow Queen are women, a rarity in literature   
     at the time when Hans Christian Andersen was writing. Read the article “Mother, Maiden & Crone” on pp.   
     18-19 and research other examples of women in fairytales. 
  What are the main characteristics of a fairy tale heroine? Of a fairy tale villainess? 
  How do Gerda, the Snow Queen, the Flower Queen, and the Robber Girl compare to these archetypes?

5.  Explore Animals.  Read the article “Anthropomorphism in Children’s Literature” on pp. 20-21 and think   
     about the role animal characters play in The Snow Queen and in other stories with which you’re familiar. 
  Why do you think so many stories anthropomorphize animals, giving them human characteristics? 
  What qualities do they bring to the story that human characters cannot? 
  Make an illustration of a costume design for one of the animal characters in The Snow Queen. How does       
              your design reflect that the animal character has human qualities? How do you show that it is still wild?

6.  Write. Portland Stage’s The Snow Queen is a theatrical adaptation of a fairy tale that takes Andersen’s prose   
      and turns it into a play with dialogue. 
  As a group, choose another fairy tale—either by Andersen or another writer—and write an adaptation of  
          the  first scene or two for the theater. 
  What choices do you need to make to illustrate the action the story describes in your play? How can you    
          create dialogue out of narration in the original text?



Making Connections: Post-Show Activities
1.  Analyze the Play. Discuss Portland Stage Company’s adaptation of The Snow Queen. 
  How is this version different from the versions you have either read or seen in film or television?
  How is the seeing the story performed onstage different from reading it in a book? Is one way of 
      experiencing the story more powerful to you than the other?
  Which characters in this production do you identify with and why?

2.  Set the Stage. Think about the many design elements that Portland Stage’s production used to help tell  
      the fairy tale story of The Snow Queen:
  What did the use of puppets and shadows add to the storytelling?
   How did the costumes reflect the different places that Gerda visits on her journey?
       How did the set change to present the many changes in seasons that happen in the play?
 If you were designing a production of The Snow Queen, what would you do differently? How would 
 you depict the crows? Gerda’s boat floating down the river? Or the Snow Queen’s palace of ice?

3.  Tell the Story.  For the amount of time that Kai spends in the Snow Queen’s palace, very little is shown    
       in  stage time since the story mostly follows Gerda’s journey to find him. This is just one of several parts of 
      the story that Andersen leaves up to our imagination. 
  What has been happening to Kai and the Snow Queen all the time that Gerda is looking for them? 
  How does the Flower Queen react after Gerda runs away from her garden? What does she do next?
  When and why does the Robber Girl leave her band? What does she do before she meets Gerda again?
 Write a short scene featuring these characters during the time when we don’t see them in Andersen’s story. 

4.  Consider Gerda’s Quest. Read the article “The Hero’s Journey” on pp. 24-25 and think about Gerda’s 
      journey to find Kai in The Snow Queen. 
  Identify the stages of the Hero’s Journey that Gerda goes through. What is her “Call to Adventure?”
            Research the 12 stages of the Hero’s Journey and match each one to an event in The Snow Queen.
  Create a map or other visual illustration depicting the steps of Gerda’s journey as a hero. Who aids 
 Gerda on her travels? What obstacles does she encounter? In what ways does she grow over the 
 course of her journey and affect those around her?
   Think of other characters in literature, movies, or TV who undergo Hero’s Journeys and compare  
 them to Gerda. What similarities or differences exist between them? 

5.  Explore Music and Poetry.  How did the songs and live music performed in this production help to  
       support the play? 
     Was the music effective in conveying the mood and environment of each scene? 
  How did the lyrics of the songs (adapted from poetry by Emily Dickinson) give you insight into what
 would happen in each scene? 
  Read some other poems by Emily Dickinson, and analyze the common themes and rhythms of her 
 writing. Write a poem of your own inspired by Dickinson’s style. 

6.  Connect with Science.  Snow, the domain of the story’s title character, is an important part of the   
      themes and plot developments in The Snow Queen.   
      As a class, research the science behind the creation of snow, ice, and snowflakes.
  Using your new knowledge, discuss the significance of snow in the play. What parallels are there  
 between the scientific basis of snow and ice and the character and philosophy of the Snow Queen?

7.  Write. The story of The Snow Queen contrasts two different ways to learn and “grow up:” Kai, who under    
     the guidance of the Snow Queen pursues logic and study, becomes “quite clever,” and Gerda, who learns    
     through instinct and experience on her journey to find him. Read the article “Reason’s Mirror” on pp. 28-
     29 and consider these opposing approaches of “reason” against “nature.” 
  Write a short persuasive essay advocating one path or the other as the best way to grow up. What are 
   both the positives and potential negatives of the path you chose?
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Snow Queen reCiPeS
Baked Snowballs
A sweet fluffy treat.

Prep: 25 minutes. Cook: 2 minutes. Ready in  
27 minutes.

Ingredients:
       • 12 vanilla or chocolate wafer cookies, or six    
          1/2-inch-thick slices of your favorite cake 
       • 6 scoops of your favorite ice cream
       • 3 egg whites at room temperature
       • 1/4 teaspoon cream of tartar
       • 1/4 cup sugar
       • 1/2 teaspoon vanilla extract
       • Chocolate syrup, sprinkles, and 
          Maraschino cherries.

Supplies:
•  Six 3-inch ramekins 
•  Cookie Sheet 
•  Hammer 
• Medium-size bowl
•  Electric Beater

Directions:
1: Break each cookie or slice of cake into several small 
pieces and divide them evenly among six 3-inch ra-
mekins, pressing them into the bottom of each. Fill 
each ramekin with ice cream. Place the ramekins on a 
cookie sheet in the freezer while you prepare the snow 
(meringue).

2: Heat the oven to 500º. Place the egg whites in a me-
dium-size bowl and whip them with an electric beater 
set at medium-high speed until they resemble soap 
bubbles. Add the cream of tartar and continue beat-
ing until soft peaks form (now it will look like shav-
ing cream). While you continue beating, add the sugar 
1 tablespoon at a time and then the vanilla extract. 
Continue beating until shiny, stiff peaks form, about 
2 minutes. Now you have your snow!

3: Remove the ramekins from the freezer and spread 
the snow meringue over the top of each with a spatu-
la, taking care to completely cover the ice cream. Bake 
the snowballs on the cookie sheet until the tops are 
golden brown, about 1 to 3 minutes, watching care-
fully. Garnish the snowballs with chocolate syrup, 
sprinkles, and cherries, and serve. Makes 6.

Ba’s Bark
A treat loved by Reindeer the world over. 

Gluten Free!

Prep: 10 minutes. Cook: 40 minutes. Ready in: 50 
minutes. 

Ingredients:
• 1 (6 ounce) box candy canes
•  2 (11 ounce) packages white chocolate chips
•  Green food coloring
•  1 cup semi-sweet chocolate chips

Supplies:
•  Cutting board or other flat surface
•  Sharp knife
•  Hammer 
•  9 x 13 inch baking dish
•  Wax paper
•  Large Ziplock or plastic bag
•  Double boiler or microwave 

Directions:
1: Remove wrappers from candy canes and coarse-
ly chop, or put them in a bag and hit them with  
a hammer.

2: Melt white chocolate in a double boiler or micro-
wave.

3: Add enough green food coloring to the melted white 
chocolate to reach a pale green color.

4: Stir in 2/3 of the chopped candy canes.

5: Pour into a 9 x 13 inch dish that has been lined with 
wax paper sprayed with a little Pam. Refrigerate until 
set.

6: Melt the semi-sweet chocolate and spread over the 
white chocolate.

7: Sprinkle on the remaining candy canes, pressing 
gently into the chocolate. Refrigerate until set. Break 
into pieces to eat!
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The Snow Queen keeps Kai busy with puzzles so that he forgets all about Gerda . Take a crack at these math 
problems and word search inspired by the story. They are much more fun than Kai’s —after all, you don’t 
have to do them in a freezing cold palace of ice! [Answers on page  41.]

aCTiviTieS

Crossword pUZZLE

Across:
4. Homer’s Hero who journeys home.
6. Fairy tales began with the _________ tradition.
8. The scientist who posited that humans are 
naturally driven by emotion.
9. The inventor’s Mirror of _________.
10. The Lapland woman writes a note to her sister, 
the old Finmark woman on a dried _______.
11. The practice of applying human characteristics 
to animals.
13. The scientific family of reindeer, moose and 
deer.
18. The Norse goddess on which the character of 
the Snow Queen is based.
19. The word Kai needs to spell to escape The 
Snow Queen.
20. Three traditional aspects of female characters 
are maiden, ______, and crone.

Down:
1. Far out to sea, the water is as blue as the petals of 
the prettiest ___________.
2. The Nathaniel Hawthorne story where a scarecrow 
looks into a magic mirror.
3. The company known for putting fairy tale stories 
on screen.
5. The pagan celebration of the winter solstice.
7. Emily Dickinson’s sister
12. The new feature film due out in 2014 based on 
Charles Perrault’s story about a sleepy princess.
14. The famous artist who illustrated an edition of 
“The Snow Queen,” Vladislav ________ .
15. Racine character that falls in love with her stepson.
16. The Pair of Brothers famous for writing “Children’s 
and Household Tales.”
17. Hans Christian Andersen was born in the town of 
______________, Denmark.
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The Little Town: 
Area of a Rectangle
Kai and Gerda live in 
a town in Denmark, 
and Gerda’s house is 
right at the center. 
She walks 4 miles 
directly to the 
West edge of the 
town, 6 miles to the 
Northwest corner, 
then 8 miles to the 
Northeast corner. 
What is the area of 
the town?

aCTiviTieS

Mental Math:
Solve the mental math 

problems. Draw a 
line from question to 
corresponding answer 

to create a winning 
shape! 

  Gerda’s Journey: The Distance Between 
Two Points

To find Kai, Gerda travels far and wide. She starts home 
in her village and walks or rides miles and miles to 
reach her final destination. 
Gerda travels:

 7  miles East walking to reach the river,
 36 miles North boating on the river to the Flower Queen,
 18 miles East running from the Flower Queen’s house,
 47 miles East walking with the crow to reach the Prince and 

Princess’s palace,
 95 miles East by carriage towards the Robbers’ territory,
 78 miles North riding on the reindeer Ba’s back to Lapland,
 59 miles North riding on Ba’s back to Finnmark,
      and 2 miles North walking through a blizzard to the Snow    
        Queen’s Palace.
If Gerda travels in a straight line directly from the Snow Queen’s 
Palace home to her village, how many miles will her trip be? 
Round to the nearest whole number.
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Alchemy: The ancient and medieval pursuit and science of attempting to 
transform baser metals such as lead or tin into gold.

Crone: A very old, withered woman; often a stock character in fairy tales, she 
can be either evil or good.

Daisy: A flower with white petals and a yellow center. They are a symbol of 
innocence, gentleness, and loyalty. 

Esplanade: A large, leveled, open piece of land, usually intended for public use.

Finnmark: A northeastern region of Norway, above the Arctic Circle. 

Holly: Either a tree or a bush that is commonly associated with Christmas. Holly often has pea-sized red berries 
and glossy, dark green leaves with several points. Despite the plant’s association with Christmastime and winter, 
younger holly plants struggle to survive in the winter months. 

Lapland: Also known as the cultural region of Sápmi, Lapland forms the northernmost portion of the 
Scandinavian peninsula, which is made up of Finland, Norway, Sweden, and Russia. 

Morning Glory: A blue flower that blooms in the morning and dies at night. Due to their short lifespan, morning 
glories often represent impermanence and mortality. 

Northern lights: The northern lights, also called the 
aurora borealis, are a natural phenomenon, caused by 
gas from the sun meeting the earth’s invisible magnetic 
field. The meeting of the gas with the magnetic field 
causes bright, sparkling colors to appear in the night 
sky. The northern lights are seen more often in 
countries closest to the North Pole, and are usually 
spotted on cold, clear nights. 

Snip snap snout: A different way of saying “The End” commonly found in early fairy tales, this phrase lets the 
listener or reader of a fairy tale know the story is over. It is probably Norse in origin. In the original Danish, 
Andersen wrote “Schnipp-schnapp-schnurre-basselurre.”

Spitsbergen: Part of a cluster of Norwegian islands known as Svalbard, Spitsbergen is roughly the size of 
Ireland. The entire cluster of islands is 60% covered in glaciers. Spitsbergen has a population of about 2,500 
people (which is about the same as the number of 
polar bears that live there). The island is so far north 
that the sun disappears for four months in the winter. 

Steppe: A cold, temperate grassland that receives just 
enough rainfall not to be a desert, but not enough rain 
to be a forest. Steppes are often uninhabited because 
there is little there but grass, and they become very 
cold in the winter.

Tiger Lily: A bright orange flower that symbolizes 
pride and wealth.

Tundra: Coming from the Finnish word tunturi, 
meaning treeless plain, the tundra is known for its 
cold temperatures and lack of diverse plant life. 

gLoSSary

A holly bush.

A dog tied up outside a village in Spitsbergen.

A daisy, morning glory, and tiger lily. 
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Life Discovered. Portland Stage’s interactive education programs help young people explore 
all the elements of theater from the inside out—writing, production, performance, and 
more.  With a focus on literacy, cultural awareness, and creative thinking, we provide 
students in grades K-12 with the tools to discover the valuable lessons that exist at the 
intersection of theater and life.

Play Me A Story 
Brings literature to life at interactive Saturday morning performance/workshops that engage kids 
while inspiring teamwork and promoting creativity and self esteem. 

PLAY - Schools Outreach   
Stimulates imaginations at elementary school performances and workshops: a “gym class with words” 
that combines kinesthetic, visual, verbal, and cooperative approaches to build literacy.  

Student Matinees  
Connects middle and high school students from an 80-mile radius with professional theater 
performances and post-show talk-backs that engage them as thinkers, listeners, and analyzers. 

PlayNotes
Opening the world of the play to audiences, PlayNotes guides present a broad spectrum of information 
for teachers, students, and patrons who want deeper context on our productions. 

Classroom Workshops
Engages middle and high school students in the creative process with pre- and post-show 
enhancement, building deeper understanding and personal connections to plays.

Young Writers Project
Gives high school playwrights the opportunity to be read, seen, and heard at our new plays festival, 
inspiring local students to write for theater. 

Vacation & Summer Camps
Turning learning into “play” at week long, theme-based, day camps that give young people essential 
tools in finding meaning, creativity, and collaboration.

The Intern Company
Nurturing and developing 9-10 young theater artists each season: fostering the individuals that will 
become the next wave of exceptional theater makers. 

For more detailed information on all of our Education Programs, including when and where you can take part, 
visit the EDUCATION pages of our website, www.portlandstage.org.

PorTLand STage ComPany

eduCaTion and ouTreaCh:
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Dialogue between artists and audience is an integral part of Portland Stage’s creative process—talking 
in the theater is encouraged at public discussions held in conjunction with each of our Mainstage 
productions.

The Artistic Perspective brings audience members together with special guests who offer unique 
viewpoints on the productions in our season.  Each discussion illuminates a different aspect of 
the world of the play or of the creative process.   (Held after the first 2:00 p.m. Sunday matinee 
performance) 

Page to Stage connects the audience more fully to the background ideas that go into creating a 
production.  Presented in partnership with the Portland Public Library, discussions provide context 
on the literary, social, and rehearsal aspects of the play.  (Held at the Portland Public Library at 12:00 
noon the Tuesday after a  
show opens.)

Curtain Call builds off the collaborative energy between audience and actors following a performance.  
Discussing process, performance, and emotion, artists and audience develop a deeper understanding 
of their shared experience. (Held after the second 2:00 p.m.  Sunday matinee performance)

diSCuSSion ProgramS for The 
generaL PubLiC

Robber Girl Solution: Eternity
Reason’s Mirror Crossword: Across: 4. Odysseus. 6. Oral. 8. Jung. 9. Reality. 10. Fish. 11. 

Anthropomorphism. 13. Cervidae. 18. Skadi. 19. Eternity. 20. Mother. Down: 1. Cornflowers. 2. Feather 
Top. 3. Disney. 5. Yule. 7. Lavinia. 12. Maleficent. 14. Yerko. 15. Phaedra. 16. Grimm. 17. Odense.

The Little Town: 96 square miles Gerda’s Journey: 242 miles

There will be no discussions held for The 
Snow Queen. The discussion series will 

begin again with Words By.
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