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A CRIP PERSPECTIVE ON FAIRY TALE INTERTEXTUALITY

Jody Francis Mailer

New College of Florida, 2011

ABSTRACT

This  thesis  is  a  project  that  examines  and  pushes  the  limits  of  fairy  tale 

intertextuality through a critical understanding of gender and disability. I use the term 

“intertextuality” as it was initially employed by poststructuralist theorists and critics, in 

their attempt to disrupt notions of stable meaning and objective interpretation. Adversely, 

the fairy tale tradition is notorious for perpetuating fixed meanings of gender ideology 

and its objective interpretation of what exactly constitutes a happily-ever-after.

Perhaps stemming from its roots in the oral folk tradition of telling and re-telling, 

fairy tale intertextuality has the potential for re-imagining and re-contextualizing these 

norms. I intend to continue that tradition by reading and rereading the fairy tales collected 

by  the  Brothers  Grimm  in  conjunction  with  Angela  Carter’s  reworking  of  Charles 

Perrault’s fairy tales. The extent of this intertextual project begins with my analysis of the 

Brothers Grimm collection and ends with my own fairy tale text. 

Professor Wendy Sutherland
Division of Humanities
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Once Upon a Time: An Introduction

This project is a culmination of the interests, topics and concepts introduced to me 

by the three  professors on my baccalaureate  committee.  Professor  Wendy Sutherland 

showed me how to read fairy tales critically, Professor Andrea Dimino introduced me to 

the possibilities of intertextuality and Professor Miriam Wallace encouraged my interest 

in feminist and queer theory.

In this thesis I will look at moments in Grimms’ fairy tales and Angela Carter’s 

feminist revised fairy tales where a cripped reading enables a kind of counter-discursive 

take on the conventions of fairy tales. The non-realism of fairy tales is partly where they 

are  potentially  subversive  for  contemporary  readers.  They are  violent  and weird  and 

display non-normative bodies continuously. Cripping the tales is an attempt to highlight 

the potential  for gaps and ruptures of the formulaic structure and narrative.  However, 

despite the intrigue of these queer moments and anomalies, the fairy tale inevitably and 

successfully resolves these ruptures by the tale’s  conclusion,  thus establishing  a false 

naturalization of a universalized heterosexual, able-bodied normativity and gender.

Early on, feminist critique of fairy tales has centered on depictions of the fairy-

tale heroine. A crip reading of the heroines of “Snow White”, “Briar Rose”, “Fitcher’s 

Bird” and “The Robber  Bridegroom” will  provide another  way of thinking about the 

agency of these tales’ heroines, by reimagining them with crip theory. Crip theory is the 

intersection of queer and disability theory. Cripping exposes how queerness can be found 

in literary representation of non-normative bodies. An investigation of crip moments in 

fairy tales has the potential to disrupt its formulaic structure. 
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This investigation of crip moments in fairy tales has the potential to disrupt its 

formulaic structure. Structural framing devices are an accepted and even expected marker 

of the fairy-tale genre. Anny Crunelle-Vanrigh says, “Fairy tales are informed by closure, 

a movement from change to permanence. Their plots move from an initial,  pernicious 

metamorphosis to a stable identity that must and will be reached or recaptured" (p128). 

Hetero-normative  assumptions  and  restrictive  constructions  of  gender  are  pervasive 

narrative  themes  in  the  traditional  fairy  tale.  Feminist  fairy  tale  studies  denaturalize 

concepts of both gender and narrative in the tales. A queer reading of fairy tales, then, 

will be dedicated to interrogating the themes and structures that contribute to the fairy 

tales’  popular  reputation  as  a  genre  that  has  historically  championed  restricted 

subjectivities.

The fairy tale’s formulaic structure relies on the crisis of the normative characters 

and their subsequent restoration. This thesis will focus on the non-normative figures and 

moments in the tales. This crip reading of The Brothers Grimm’s fairy tale will magnify 

the ‘queer moments’ and (re)focus them so that their disruptions come to the foreground. 

This will expose how the fairy tale depends upon the presence of such abnormal, magical 

and deviant  figures.  The purpose of this  non-normative  presence is  for its  systematic 

elimination by the fairy tale’s conclusion. 

One  of  crip  theory’s  main  critiques  is  that  via  representation,  non-normative 

sexuality  is  often  marked  by non-normative  bodies.  The combined  field  of  disability 

studies and queer studies builds upon prior work in gender and sexuality studies and 

allows us to see that heteronormativity and ableism are connected discourses. Crip theory 

exposes  how  normative  sexuality  is  tied  up  in  normative  idea  of  able-bodiedness. 
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Cripping subverts patriarchy, heterosexuality,  femininity,  and masculinity alike. A crip 

reading of the Brothers Grimm tales will contribute to previous feminist approaches to 

the gender and sexuality conventions found in fairy tales. 

In  the  first  chapter  I  provide  background  information  about  the  different 

theoretical approaches found in the field of fairy tale research as well as outline the key 

concepts  that  I  employ in my own critical  analysis  of  the fairy tales  of  the Brothers 

Grimm and Angela Carter.

In the second chapter I present my own crip reading of four tales found in the 

Brothers  Grimm collection.  I  chose to  focus  on two themes  of  the fairy tale  heroine 

experience:  the  comatose  state  in  “Briar  Rose”  and “Snow White”  and  the  uncanny 

encounter in “Fitcher’s Bird” and “The Robber Bridegroom”.

I will demonstrate how crip moments expose the fragility of the happily-ever-after 

narrative in the Grimms’ tales of “Snow White,” “Briar Rose,” Fitcher’s Bird” and “The 

Robber Bridegroom”. Chapter Two will investigate four Grimms’ tales and its disruptive 

crip  moments.  In  “Briar  Rose”  and  “Snow  White”,  compulsory  able-bodiedness  is 

disrupted by a crip state of comatose. In “Fitcher’s Bird” and “The Robber Bridegroom,” 

a  cripped uncanny destabilizes  compulsory  heterosexuality  in  the  fairy tale.  Cripping 

these tales will deconstruct the formulaic hetero-able-normative structure of the fairy tale 

genre.

Chapter Three is an analysis of Angela Carter’s collection, The Bloody Chamber, 

which is a postmodern intertextual work of feminist rereading and rewriting of fairy tales. 

Her  collection  unmasks  the  naturalized  constructions  of  gender  and  sexuality  in  the 

original tales through her own tales of non-normative subjects and desires that actively 
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resist heterosexual, able-bodied patriarchal ideologies. The two heroines I have decided 

to focus on both exist in a liminal state between life and death. She uses liminal states for 

her heroine’s transformation: in “The Bloody Chamber” her heroine encounter’s a room 

filled  with  her  husband’s  previously  murdered  wives,  and  thus  encountering  her 

imminent  death,  and in  “The Lady of the House of Love”,  Carter  turns  her  sleeping 

heroine into a vampire, a half-being in between life and death. Carter re-imagines the 

compulsory  heterosexual,  able-bodied  marriage  plot  by  inserting  a  disabled  male 

‘rescuer’ into her narrative and marks her heroine on the forehead with a scar. Carter also 

re-inscribes disability on the idealized feminine body in The Lady of the House of Love. 

Cripping Carter’s mirror opens up a different understanding of the power of the male 

gaze. 

I believe that Carter is subversive because she understands the potential of the 

defiantly-marked  disabled  body.  Unlike  the  traditional  text,  she  does  not  attempt  to 

restore  or  eliminate  it,  but  instead  she  enables  its  existence  to  prevail  or  to  escape 

containment. 

I then chose to attach a queer fairy tale that I wrote myself in order to challenge 

the traditional themes of heterosexual union but also speak true to the fairy tale form and 

intention. It is called ‘The Prince and the Frog” and it is the love story of Prince Dorian 

and Prince Frederick. The traditional Grimm tales that influenced my own piece include 

“The Frog King, or Iron Henrich”, “Briar Rose” and “The Six Swans”. Because of the 

nod towards Oscar Wilde’s character Dorian Gray, Emily Rose Guillebeau wonderfully 

illustrated  my tale  in  the  style  of  Aubrey Beardsly.  I  hope that  my own intertextual 

contribution will emphasize the potential future for the fairy tale tradition.
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Chapter 1: Why Crip Fairy Tales?

Crip Theory is a new set of theories that analyses disability by using insights from 

queer theory, feminist theory and intersectional methodologies. To give some theoretical 

background, disability studies is a relatively new interdisciplinary academic field that 

focuses on the roles of people with disabilities in history, literature, social policy, law, 

architecture and other disciplines.  It challenges the view of disability as an individual 

deficit  or  defect  that  can  be  remedied  solely  through  medical  intervention  or 

rehabilitation. Disability studies challenges policies, literature, culture, and history and 

places  current  ideas  of  disability  within  their  broadest  possible  context.  The  field 

emerged near the end of the twentieth century and generally followed the lead of critical 

race, gender, and queer theory. 

I would like to provide an overview of the ways disability theory, crip theory, and 

queer theory scholars have expanded and complicated feminist  theory by invoking its 

established  theoretical  paradigms.  Robert  McRuer’s  idea  of  "compulsory 

ablebodiedness,"  is  an  extension  of  Adrienne Rich's  famous  analysis  of  "compulsory 

heterosexuality" (1986). McRuer notes that definitions of able-bodiedness are articulated 

in negative terms as in "free from disability" so that able-bodiedness is always dependent 

on  disability  in  the  ysame  way  that  heterosexuality  is  definitively  dependent  on 

homosexuality  (385).  While  such  a  binary  implies  two  choices,  people  are  socially 

compelled to adhere only to one,  rendering the expectation that everyone at all  times 

desires to be able-bodied. 
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The feminist elaboration of the gender system informs my understanding of the 

term disability  system.  Gender  systems  are systems of  gender  roles  in  societies.  The 

gender binary is one gender system that classifies sex and gender into two distinct forms 

of masculine and feminine. The gender binary often involves gender roles and gender 

identities as a means of identifying a place for someone to fit in a male or female role in 

society.

The  oft-invoked  distinction  between  sex  and  gender  clarifies  a  differentiation 

between  impairment  and disability,  even though both  binaries  are  fraught.  Disability 

studies scholars draw a distinction between a medical model approach and a social model 

approach to  disability, along with a distinction  between impairment and disability. The 

medical model of  disability understands limitations, differences,  and chronic conditions 

as  problems  with  the  individual  body  that  need  to  be  corrected  through  medical 

intervention.  The  medical  model  focuses  exclusively  on  the  physical  impairment as 

disability. The social model of  disability, in contrast, embraces a more comprehensive 

view of disability and considers bodily conditions within the broader cultural sphere. The 

disability is  a  result  of  prejudicial  attitudes  about  bodies  that  do  not  fit  the  socially 

constructed and defined "normal" body (Goering, 2002; Morris, 2001).

The concept  of  performing disability  echoes  Judith Butler's  critique  of  gender 

essentialism (1990). Reading disabled bodies as exemplary instances of "docile bodies" 

invokes Foucault (1979). The suggestion that identity is lodged in the body, that the body 

haunts the subject, alludes to Susan Bordo's notion regarding masculinity that "the penis 

haunts the phallus" (1994, 1). Rosemarie Garland Thomson’s work has complicated the 

familiar  discourse of the gaze to theorize the stare which produces disability identity.  
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This  theoretical  intertextuality  between  feminist,  disability  and  queer  theory  offers 

possibilities for re-imagining contemporary fairy tale intertexts and traditional tales.

A contemporary queer theory has grown out of the more de-centering, identity-

troubling  impulses  of  post-structuralism  and  post-second-wave  feminism  and  sees 

intersecting forms of difference as integral to an understanding of gender oppression. A 

contemporary understanding of "queer" is a political mode of interrogation and critique 

of  hetero-normative,  patriarchal,  and  hegemonic  discourses  and  is  often  de-

constructionist  in  its  methodology.  It  explores  gaps  and  fissures  and  recognizes  the 

shifting  and fluid desires  and identity  formations  of  the marginalized,  both male  and 

female, hetero-normative and non-normative, as contingent, specific, and transgressive. 

Furthermore, the term “queer” insists that the power of the myth of the normal, dominant, 

and natural is very much indebted to that of "abnormal," "minor" perversity.

According to Stein and Plummer (1996), queer theory has four main elements: 

identifying sexual power in different levels of social life, enforced through binary divides 

and expressed discursively; problematizing sex, gender and identities as fluid categories; 

preferring  anti-assimilationist  strategies  ahead  of  civil  rights  strategies;  and  being 

prepared to examine areas which would not generally be regarded as sexual,  such as 

providing ‘queer’  readings  of non-sexualized  or  heterosexual  texts.  “Queer” retains  a 

conceptually  unique  potential  as  a  necessarily  unfixed  site  of  engagement  and 

contestation (129)

Whereas queer theory is a theoretical  approach, the collective interdisciplinary 

project that has flourished around it could merit the broader term queer studies. Similarly, 

while disability studies is now a recognizable movement in the humanities and social 
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sciences, disability theory might more accurately describe much of the thinking that has 

pushed  the  movement  forward.  Both  disability  studies  and  queer  theory  set  out  to 

problematize the public and the private, the social and the biological, difference, stigma 

and deviance, and the construction of identities. Both challenge universalizing norms that 

marginalize those who do not conform to the hegemonic ideal of masculine, able-bodied 

behavior. And both engage with the lives of people who can experience high levels of 

discrimination, violence and intolerance.

Robert McRuer has pioneered a queering of disability studies. He looks at how 

queerness and disability are parallel sites of oppression. He sees the homosexual body 

and the disabled body each being regulated  by a  system of  compulsory identity  that 

privileges heterosexuality and able-bodiedness. In his proposal for a crip theory, McRuer 

points  out  how  even  though  queer  theorists  have  unpacked  how  performances  of 

heterosexuality depend on the repudiation of gay bodies, that even though scholars in 

disability  studies  have  exposed  the  unacknowledged  ubiquity  of  disability,  somehow 

neither field seems particularly interested in how performances of heterosexuality might 

have  some  relation  to  ability  and  disability.  The  crip,  the  queer  disabled  subject,  is 

unfixed, always in flux, always multiple, and never stabilized or naturalized. 

His  idea  of  Crip  theory  suggests  that  Disability  studies  has  much  to  gain  by 

borrowing  from the  vocabulary  and  framework  of  queer  theory.  The  purpose  of  re-

appropriating the stigmatized term ‘crip’ for this theoretical approach, similar to queer 

theory’s  re-appropriation  of  “queer”,  has  the  promise  of  an  “oppositional  critique  of 

bodily normalcy by working within the very terms of opprobrium and stigma to which 

disabled persons and queers have been subject” For this thesis, the term ‘queer’ will be 
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defined as an identity marker for a broad range of sexual identities and practices which 

do not  conform to  heteronormativity.  The  term ‘crip’  will  be  defined  as  an  identity 

marker for a broad range of bodied identities and practices which do not conform to able 

bodied norms and sexuality.

Cripping a text may serve a similar function for disability studies as queering did 

for gay and lesbian studies. In her  Critical Introduction to Queer Theory  (2003), Nikki 

Sullivan  says,  "Queering  popular  culture… involves  critically  engaging  with  cultural 

artifacts in order to explore the ways in which meaning and identity are (inter)textually 

(re)produced"  (190).   Sullivan  refers  to  Alexander  Doty  and  the  ways  that  "queer 

moments" in literature "could be described as moments  of narrative disruption which 

destabilize heteronormativity, and the meanings and identities it engenders, by bringing 

to  light  all  that  is  disavowed  by,  and  yet  integral  to,  heteronormative  logic"  (191). 

Sullivan also points out, "Rather than functioning as a noun, ‘queer’ can be used as a 

verb, that is, to describe a process, a movement between the viewer, text, and world, that 

reinscribes  (or  queers)  each and the relations  between them" (192).  If  queerness  and 

disability are always already bound up in each other, then the act of cripping a text will 

challenge the literary impulse to persist in populating its margins with inefficient female, 

queer  and  disabled  characters.  Cripping,  then,  involves  substantive  and  diverse 

questioning of both narrative construction and assumptions about gender.

Queer  theory  and  Disability  theory  are  both  indebted  to  their  predecessor  of 

Feminist theory and have utilized and further developed feminist theoretical tools such as 

its deconstruction of the public/private divide, the distinction between sex and gender, 

and its development of the analytical category of the ‘Other’ (Wendell, 1996). In Queer 
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Theory: An Introduction, Annamarie Jagose says “[Q]ueer confounds the categories that 

license sexual normativity. Jagose says that “the category ‘woman’ is far from being a 

fixed and stable entity, an identity always already in place and preceding its mobilization 

in any oppressive or emancipatory articulation, is marked by instability, fluctuation, and 

indeterminancy” (p14). This can be same said for the category of ‘disabled’. 

Feminist  fairy  tale  research  has  laid  the  groundwork  for  unpacking  gender 

categories  and  its  representation,  but  these  issues  can  be  pushed  further.  Rosemarie 

Garland-Thomson’s  essay  "Integrating  Disability  Theory,  Transforming  Feminist 

Theory" suggests that an integration of disability as a category of analysis and a system 

of  representation  will  deepen,  expand  and  challenge  feminist  theory.  Thomson 

emphasizes  how race,  gender  and disability  are  treated;  women and the  disabled  are 

portrayed as helpless, dependent, weak, vulnerable and incapable bodies. For Thomson, 

disability is any departure from an unstated physical or functional norm. Disability unites 

a  highly  marked,  heterogeneous  group whose  only  commonality  is  being  considered 

abnormal. This category of deviant, non-normative bodies is in direct juxtaposition with 

the normative, non-disabled body. Thomson defines the normative body as “the figure 

outlined by the array of deviant  others  whose marked bodies shore up the normate’s 

boundaries." (p8)  For Thomson, the normate is the constructed identity of those who 

have assumed a position of authority and power by the way of bodily configuration. The 

dichotomy of normative and deviant bodie  is an essential component to analyzing the 

operation  of  disability  and  its  production  and  representation.  Solis  claims:  “cripness 

undoes  dichotomized  distinctions  between  the  normative  and  the  non-normative." 

Cripping  the  variety  of  non-normative  and  deviant  bodies  grants  the  opportunity  to 
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explore the various potential  for sexuality that  challenges  the dichotomized fairy tale 

ending of reward and punishment.  I  would suggest  that  the fairy tale  can be seen to 

engage  in  an  inquiry  into  gender  and  sexuality  that  nevertheless  works  within  a 

naturalized heterosexual binary in fairy-tale studies. 

Cripping Fairy Tales

A focus on the significance of bodily difference can be related to Barbara Maria 

Stafford’s statement” “There is only a single way of being healthy and lovely,  but an 

infinity of ways  of being sick and wretched."  Looking at  the infinite  signs of bodily 

deviance exposes the fragility of healthiness and loveliness, the virtue immortalized in 

the  tales.  The  classic  fairy  tale  is  dependent  on  various  dichotomies:  good and  evil, 

beautiful  and  ugly,  happy endings  and  death.  The  heroes  and heroines  are  beautiful 

because they are good, they are rewarded because they are good. The villains,  on the 

other hand, are ugly because they are wicked, they are punished because they are wicked. 

If good and evil are intertwined with beauty and ugliness, then the translation of this logic 

is not just that the wicked threaten the pure-hearted but that beauty is jeopardized by the 

corruptive  nature  of  the  unsightly.  The  lesson  is  that  not  only  is  the  exalted  body 

preferred, valued and cherished but that its reward is protection against the grotesque, 

that the ugly deserves to be cast out.

However, this lesson is dependent on grotesque bodies. As Max Luthi says in his 

book, The Fairy Tale as Art Form and Portrait of Man, “the beautiful, which dominates 

the fairytale,  would decrease in significance if it  were not in contrast to two different 

forms  of  opposition,  the  markedly  unpromising  and  the  ugly”  (34).  In  Narrative  
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Prosthesis: Disability and the Dependencies of Discourse, David T. Mitchell and Sharon 

L. Snyder critique the use of disability “throughout history as a crutch on which literary 

narratives  lean  for  their  representational  power,  disruptive  potentiality,  and  social 

critique”  (17).  Often  narrative  prosthesis  is  employed  if  the  non-dysfunctional  body 

proves too “ordinary to narrate then the disabled body becomes a paramount device of 

characterization in this  process.” The heroes and heroines,  the heterosexual  and able-

bodied  characters  of  the  fairy  tales  must  remain  within  its  narrow  boundaries  of 

goodness. To distract from and valorize their ordinariness, the fairy tale world is filled 

with  unruly  and  disruptive  bodies  that  inhabit  outside  and  around  the  romanticized 

heterosexual and able-bodied ending.  A queer reading of the fairy tales of the Brothers 

Grimm reveals  that  the  coherence  of  the  fairy  tale  ending depends  on  the  unsettling 

population of strangeness whose non-normativity allows for the triumphant characters to 

distinguish themselves as meaningful entities. 

Both queer and disability movements are attuned to how queerness and disability 

are metaphorized. In  Claiming Disability: Knowledge and Identity, Simi Linton points 

out  that  the  metaphors  that  allude  to  disability  or  that  invoke  disability  imagery  are 

everywhere  (1998).  Since  queerness  can  be  metaphorized  as  disability  and  disability 

metaphorized as queerness, a project of cripping fairy tales has the potential to challenge 

our assumptions about the categories and types of disabled, different bodies and allow us 

to reconsider our understanding of sexuality and how it restricts and dictates the tales. 

Due to the sanitization of explicit sexual acts and sexuality, heterosexuality in the tales 

will be inferred and defined by the capability of achieving heterosexual success, most 

commonly in the way of marriage. With heterosexual marriage as a defining feature of 
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heterosexual capability, then the formulation of the disabled body in the tales becomes 

any bodily difference that stands in the way of achieving heterosexual success.

Fairy tales are so strongly concerned with normalcy-- the perfect heroine and her 

perfect marriage to the perfect man-- that in order for normalcy to succeed, the abnormal 

must be present. The abnormal comes in the form of non-normative or disabled figures 

that range from the old and ugly, to the mutilated and wild. However this deviance cannot 

run completely rampant, it must still be contained. Solis states: “heterosexist and ableist 

assumptions rest on the beliefs that homosexuality and disability are personal misfortunes 

and  tragedies,  and  that  the  social  and  environmental  problems  encountered  by 

homosexual and disabled people stem mainly from their own bodies.” (117) From this 

perspective,  rehabilitation,  restoration,  and  normalization  are  appropriate  goals.  The 

typical fairy tale ending also has these goals in mind. A crip analysis emphasizes the 

impossibilities of such endings and satisfactions.

The resolute nature of fairy tale is summed up appropriately by Dietz-Rudiger 

Moser’s statement that “the fairy tale is a narrative work of fiction that is complete in 

itself." (Zipes, Brothers Grimm qtd77) As the tales are being told they also conserve and 

contain  “typical  figures,  properties,  situations  and  aspects  of  action  that  serve  the 

portrayal  of  how  conflicts  are  solved  on  the  basis  of  fixed  moral  notions”  (Zipes, 

Brothers  Grimm qtd77).  Zipes  says  that  the  conflicts  represented  and  the  attitudes 

assumed by the Grimms and by their informants toward the resolution of the conflicts 

reveal the social and political relations of particular social types in the culture of a nation 

during a certain historical stage of development." It would be important to look at how 

the fairy tale conclusion is dependent on compulsory systems of heterosexuality and able-



14

bodiedness because as Moser emphasizes, the manner “of how conflicts are solved must 

be recognized as the dominant concern of the genre, and the portrayal is realized in a 

consequent and uniform way.” (Brothers Grimm, Zipes q77) 

In  From the  Beast  to  the  Blonde:  On Fairy  Tales  and Their  Tellers,  Marina 

Warner notes of fairy tales that "they seemed to offer the possibility of change. On the 

whole, fairy tales are not passive or active; their mood is optative - announcing what 

might be". (16) They open possibilities by showing us where boundaries lie at a particular 

moment in time. In this regard, even the most moralistic and conservative of tales opens 

the door for possibility by establishing limitations so clearly. By introducing possibilities, 

even ones that are finally closed off by the end of the tale, new avenues for travel are 

suggested.  They appear  closed,  but  they still  appear.  This  appearance  of  an opening, 

despite  its  disappearance,  leaves  a  trace  of  itself  that  opens  up  possibilities  for  re-

interpretation and re-writing.

Fairy Tale Analysis and Interpretation

The simplicity of fairy tale plots has allowed a variety of multiple readings to come 

out of numerous different fields of thought. Hence, there are various approaches to the 

fairy tale and many diverse interpretations but there is no single correct interpretation. 

Instead they should be in conversation with each other. When presenting a new approach 

to fairy-tale interpretation, a critical survey of previous work is all the more necessary in 

a  field  like  fairy-tale  studies,  which  is  conducted  across  a  range  of  disciplines  and 

national literatures.
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The main conceptual approaches to the literary fairy tale to have emerged in the 

twentieth century include folklorist, structuralist, literary, psychoanalytic, historicist, and 

feminist  approaches.  The  literary  fairy  tale  has  been  of  scholarly  interest  since  the 

nineteenth century and it has been discussed from a range of conceptual viewpoints using 

a  variety  of  methodologies.  Conceptual  approaches  to  literary  texts  are  always 

underpinned  and  shaped  by  ideological  assumptions  about  relationships  between 

language,  meaning,  narrative,  literature,  society,  and literary audiences;  and,  to  some 

extent,  varying approaches to the fairy tale reflect  the critical,  cultural,  and historical 

contexts in which they have been formulated. No single approach or methodology is able 

to arrive at a ‘correct’ interpretation of the fairy tale; instead, different methodologies suit 

different  critical  and ideological  purposes.  However,  progressive  critical  and creative 

interpretations  reveal  a  history  of  ideology  as  well  as  a  history  of  adaptation, 

interpretation, and reception.

The  literary  fairy  tale  as  it  emerged  in  the  seventeenth  century  constitutes  a 

literary sub-genre distinct from the oral folk tale. The folklorist approach has the aim of 

reconstructing the history of particular tale types by collecting, indexing, and analyzing 

all of their variants. Their methods enable an identification of basic structures of specific 

tales. The folklorists emphasize the oral folk tale’s formative influence on the literary 

fairy  tale.  However,  a  problematic  ideological  assumption  is  present  in  the  folklorist 

approach that romanticizes the folk-tale tradition as pure and genuine and misconstrues 

the literary fairy tale as its impure and inauthentic derivative. Despite this, their work has 

had a major influence on scholarly fairy tale interpretation and the folklorist approach is 

often combined with other approaches.
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There are similarities between the methodologies and assumptions of folklorist 

and structuralist approaches to the folk tale in that both are preoccupied with the stable 

underlying form of tales. While folklorists identify the basic story components of tale 

types, structuralists are more interested in the underlying structural components of the 

folk-tale genre. Structuralists typically evade questions of meaning and historicity, which 

opens the way for assertions of universal ahistorical meanings. In their many variations 

and regional versions, fairy tales become particularly historically determined texts and, 

therefore, far from universal. A structuralist approach regards fairy tales as a product of 

their time but considers them to be relevant today because of their formulaic nature. 

Folklorist  and structuralist  scholars  are  criticized  because  they rarely  interpret 

folk-tale content.  The conception of structuralism as a ‘science’ of narrative excludes 

from analysis those narrative components, such as discourse and signification, which are 

variable,  but  which  also  shape  form  and  meaning.  Propp  acknowledges  the  cultural 

context of the folk tale, but he is more concerned with its non-variable structural elements 

and excludes social and historical aspects and variations of form and content from his 

analysis. However, by focusing exclusively on stable narrative components, structuralist 

analysis  is  frequently  reduced  to  empirical  description  and  observation  of  manifest 

content of tales.

Whereas structuralists and folklorists tend to disregard meaning in an attempt to 

examine form and structure, literary critics, such as Max Lüthi, combine stylistic analysis 

of fairy-tale texts and an interest in their significance. Using the methodologies of new 

criticism, Luthi analyzes the stylistic features and thematic significance of the fairy-tale 

genre and its historical development. His approach finds that fairy tales contain essential 
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underlying meanings and assertions are supported by close textual analysis of particular 

tales and their variants. Since form and meaning are seen as integral,  these important 

messages materialize in the basic style of the fairy tale. However, those who prefer a 

socio-historical approach would criticize a close reading of a fairy on the grounds that it 

ignores the social and cultural contexts of the particular retelling and instead focuses on 

those story elements and motifs that remain stable despite progressive re-tellings. 

Another  type  of close reading in fairy tales  is done by psychoanalysts,  whose 

approach  is  preoccupied  with  the  symbolism  found  in  the  fairy  tales.  Jungian  and 

Freudian interpretations of tales differ, but they share key assumptions about language, 

narrative,  and  the  universality  of  meaning  and  utilize  similar  methodologies.  For 

Jungians, folk and fairy stories represent archetypal psychological phenomena and are an 

expression  of  ‘collective  unconscious  psychic  processes’.  For  Freudians,  they  are 

expressions  of  individual  psychological  development,  and  they  deal  with  universal 

human problems. However, both make universal claims for the relevance of the fairy-tale 

genre for human beings, which ignore differences produced by age, gender, race, social 

class,  and education.  Psychoanalytic  approaches  are  problematic  when applied  to  the 

fairy  tale  in  so  far  as  they  often  involve  mechanically  imposing  an  interpretative 

paradigm upon select tales. This is often done without taking into account other factors 

such as the tale’s oral and literary history which produces diverse variants, the discursive 

and narratological aspects of literary versions, the audiences for tales, or the cultural and 

social context in which tales are produced and reproduced. Regardless, psychoanalytic 

approaches  have still  been highly influential  in  shaping critical  discourse  about  fairy 

tales.
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While psychoanalytic theorists see fairy and folk tales as mirroring collective and 

individual  psychic development,  historical  and sociological  theorists  see such tales  as 

reflecting social and historical conditions. There are two main historical approaches to 

the fairy tale. The first stresses the social and cultural purposes such narratives served 

within the particular communities from which they emerged. These scholars see folk tales 

as reflecting the social order of a given historical period of time. The second approach 

stresses  the  historical  relativity  of  meaning.  The  textual  variants  of  tales  reflect  the 

particular cultural and historical contexts in which they are produced. One example is 

Ruth Bottigheimer's  work, which is concerned with the complex relation between the 

collections  by  the  Brothers  Grimm  and  nineteenth  century  German  society,  the  role 

played by Jacob and Wilhelm Grimm in shaping the fairy-tale genre, and the ideological 

implications of the tales, especially their reflection of social constructions of gender.

However, any approach which attempts to extrapolate social conditions and values from 

literary texts runs the risk of assuming a one-to-one relationship between literature and 

reality. 

Zipes  focuses on the relations  between fairy tales  and historical,  cultural,  and 

ideological change, especially how the meanings of fairy tales have been progressively 

reshaped  as  they  have  been  appropriated  by  various  cultural  and  social  institutions 

through history. Zipes's studies of the fairy tale seek to relocate the historical origins of 

folk and fairy tales in politics and class struggle and thus fill a gap in literary histories of 

folk and fairy tales. He adapts early Marxist and cultural historicist approaches, which 

stressed emancipatory, subversive, and utopian elements in folk and fairy tales, arguing 

instead  that,  as  folk  tales  were  appropriated  by and institutionalized  within  capitalist 
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bourgeois societies, the emerging mass-produced culture sought to contain, regulate, and 

instrumentalize such elements, but with limited success. So contemporary fairy tales are 

neither inherently subversive nor inherently conservative; instead, they have a subversive 

potential which the culture industry both exploits and contains in an effort to regulate 

social behavior. Angela Carter’s collection of fairy tales fulfills this subversive potential.

However, a common criticism of culturally oriented approaches is that in stressing 

the socio-historical context of texts, stylistic and formal textual features are ignored and 

textual analysis is thereby limited to descriptive discussions of thematic and ideological 

content. Both Zipes and Bottigheimer extend structuralist methods of analysis and, like 

other socially oriented researchers, see a link between structural components and socio-

historical conditions.

 Meanwhile, feminist fairy-tale criticism is more explicit about its political and 

ideological agenda than most other approaches; it aims to raise awareness of how fairy 

tales function to maintain traditional gender constructions and differences and how they 

may be re-utilized to counter the destructive tendencies of patriarchal values. Feminist 

fairy tale studies denaturalize the concepts of both gender and narrative in the tales.

The feminist work that examines the social conditions within which folk and fairy 

tales  are  produced  reveals  the  extent  to  which  such  tales  both  reflect  and reproduce 

gender differences and inequalities within the societies which produce them. Such studies 

reveal how interpretative traditions that assume universal meanings and forms for fairy 

tales and ignore their socio-historical contexts can obscure the extent to which the genre 

is shaped by and reproduces patriarchal constructions of gender.
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Early feminist criticism of fairy tales was principally concerned with the genre's 

representation of females and the effects of these representations on the gender identity 

and behavior of children in particular. The feminist approach sets out to problematize the 

fairy tale’s  relation  to  gender  construction  and female  subjectivity.  The more  critical 

scholars tend to focus on those tales that portray negative female role models, such as 

passive, submissive, and helpless heroines, while the less critical scholars tend to select 

tales  which  portray more  positive  female  characters,  such as  strong,  resourceful,  and 

aggressive heroines.

Such feminist evaluative responses reflect contemporary social values and reveal 

a  second  methodological  problem,  namely  a  tendency  to  ignore  the  historical 

development  of the genre in relation to social  and cultural  institutions.  Similar  to the 

approaches that employ close reading, feminist  researchers tend to focus primarily on 

story elements, such as character traits and plot devices. Like most cultural analysis of 

literary forms that relies too heavily on theme and content analysis, there is a tendency to 

ignore the discursive, narrative, and ideological construction of literary texts. 

Some feminist fairy-tale analysis remain stuck in a mode of interpretation that is 

unable  to  do  more  than  reconfirm stereotypical  generalizations  about  the  fairy  tale’s 

sexist stereotypes. Such studies are oblivious to the complexities of fairy-tale production 

and reception, socio-historical contexts, cultural traditions, the historical development of 

the  genre,  and  the  challenges  of  fairy  tale  textuality.  This  thesis  demonstrates  the 

possibilities  of  a  crip  inspired  fairy-tale  studies  and  their  potential  to  advance  our 

understanding of the fairy tale.
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Queer theory has yet to significantly influence fairy-tale studies, but recent work 

is headed in that direction. In the introduction to the recent special issue of  Marvels & 

Tales on Erotic Tales (2008), Cristina Bacchilega insists on the importance of "learning 

to read sexuality in fairy tales more openly, maintaining a critical tension between the 

language of heteronormativity and the languages of transgressive and queer desires" (20). 

Cripping fairy tales is one way of learning to read sexuality in fairy tales more openly.

Any  given  tale  will  attract  a  range  of  interpretations  but  one  of  the  major 

difficulties of fairy tale analysis is the nature of folkloric sources. Due to a tale’s multiple  

variations,  fairy tales are  not a stable  literary text  with a singular  narrative.  This  un-

stability leads into the possibility of queered fairy tales. Their queerness comes from the 

fairy  tale’s  roots  in  folklore.  Folklore  is  anonymous  and  fluid  and  results  in  stories 

without known originators that can be remade again and again by every person who tells 

them.  This  multiplicity  and  fluidity  complicates  a  textually  grounded  reading  of  the 

Brothers Grimm’s Kinder- und Hausmärchen. In order to avoid drawing generalizations, 

it  is important to consider the narrative structure in its socio-historical context (Hard 

Facts, Tatar 42).

In the early 1800s, Germany was not a unified nation state but a collection of 

separate entities without a sense of national identity. While under French rule the major 

unifying factor for the German people was a shared common language.  The Brothers 

Grimm were motivated by the lack of a national literary history and wanted to publish a 

work which expressed a German cultural spirit. They collected and recorded traditional 

oral folk tales with the goal of preserving a natural essence and truth of the German 

language. This collection of recorded tales is commonly referred to as a collection of 
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fairy  tales.  The  distinction  between  folklore  and the  fairy  tale  is  the  perception  that 

folklore emerged from an oral ‘unofficial  culture’ and the fairy tale is a product of a 

literary ‘official’ culture. 

Literary fairy tales transformed an oral tradition into texts that become middle-

class commodities. Even though the Grimms were motivated by the romanticized notion 

of the pure oral folk tradition, they were still writing for a middle-class audience. It was  

important for bourgeois culture to have instructional stories for children because it was 

the household where social conventions, morals and ethics were learned. The brothers 

stylized and edited their collection to meet the values of the bourgeois family because the 

narrative forms and themes of oral folk tales were too coarse and rough, aesthetically and 

ideologically, to have gained acceptance (Brothers Grimm, Zipes 145). In their unedited 

form, the major thematic concerns of the folk tales are violent and sexual in nature. Since 

the family is the most common subject there is a prevalence of child abuse and incest. In 

their  revisions,  the  Grimms  removed  overt  sexual  references,  covered  up  incestuous 

desire,  kept  the  more  violent  elements  such  as  child  abuse,  starvation  and  cruel 

punishment, and inserted lessons and morals into the tales (Hard Facts, Tatar 10–11). 

The attempt to eliminate overt references to sexuality invites a queer reading to uncover 

the  complications  of  these  removals.  Queering  through  cripping  is  useful  since  the 

themes of violence and punishment typically involve or relate to the body.

Heinz Rolleke  illuminated  the  collecting  and editing  practices  of  the  Brothers 

Grimm. He helped debunk the persistent  myth  that the brothers’ tales  were authentic 

transcriptions of the German folk tradition by demonstrating that the Grimms had relied 

heavily on literary sources and literate  middle-class informants but also that they had 
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undertaken  significant  editorial  interventions  in  the  texts  they  selected  to  publish. 

Feminist-oriented Grimm scholars recognized the importance of these findings and built 

on them to show how the two brothers had revised tales so that they reflected or shaped 

the sociocultural values of their time (Haase 10).

The idealization of the folk and folk sources by Wilhelm introduced ‘restrictive 

values’  and negative images  of women into the collection.  In contrast,  the Romantic 

literary idealization of women and nature, which the Grimms also effected through the 

editing,  introduced  an  opposite  but  equally  restrictive  stereotype.  Bottigheimer  has 

argued  that  the  image  of  the  women  in  the  tales  resulted  in  part  from  Wilhelm’s 

increasing reliance on misogynistic folktales from the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries 

-- not the magic tales of the Grimms’ bourgeois informants. (Fairy Tales and Feminism, 

Haase 12) In other words, she claimed that it was the adopted voice of the folk, not the 

voice of the bourgeoisie, that spoke in such gendered tales. However, the introduction of 

a bourgeois voice is in conflict  with their  original  intention to preserve the authentic 

voice of the oral folk tradition (Off With Their Heads 65). This tension between voices 

provides gaps for a crip reading.

Contemporary Fairy Tale Texts

Feminist fairy tale interpretation has acknowledged that the multi-vocality of both 

the traditional texts and contemporary revisions are in an intertextual dialogue. As Tatar 

points out, “every rewriting of a tale is an interpretation; and every interpretation is a 

rewriting” (Off With Their Heads  xxvi). Postmodern fairy tale revision seeks to expose 



24

and make visible  the fairy tale’s  complicity  with gendered narrative and ideology by 

working off of the fairy tale multiplicity of voices.

A crip interpretation of fairy tale narrative and rewriting sees narrative ruptures in 

the multiplicity of folk and fairy tale voice. The fairy tale as unified and coherent whole 

is disrupted by crip moments, which exposed its narration as partial and fragmented while 

also destabilizing the "ever after" part of happily ever after. The origins of the fairy tale 

narrative  and  its  multiplicity  of  voices  are  augmented  and  perpetuated  today  by 

contemporary  authors.  In  his  Introduction:  Literary  Fairy  Tales  and  the  Value  of  

Impurity,  U. C.  Knoepflmacher  says  that  just  as there are no true beginnings  in the 

Kunstmärchen, there are also no definitive endings. Contemporary fairy tale rewriting 

and revision is able to challenge traditional fairy tales’ decisive and permanent endings 

because  of  feminist  and  queer  interpretation.  One  effect  of  intertextual  critical 

interpretation  and  fictional  revision  is  that  its  dialogue  shows  that  the  “seductively 

formulaic closure of ‘they-lived-happily-ever-after” will automatically be punctured by 

the next variant of an everlasting tale that rejects such definitiveness by defiantly refusing 

to  be  closed”  (Knoepflmacher  33).  As  a  next  variant  of  an  everlasting  tale,  Angela 

Carter’s The Bloody Chamber punctures the fairy tale formulaic closure that was rejected 

by a crip interpretation.

Fairy tales by their very nature are intertextual as a result of their relation to a 

multiplicity of voices, authors and texts. Intertextuality is a concept that deals with how 

the meanings of texts are shaped by other texts. The act of reading, according to Graham 

Allen, “plunges us into a network of textual relations. “ (1) Works of literature are built  

from systems,  codes  and  traditions  established  by  previous  works  of  literature.  The 
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systems, codes and traditions of other art forms and of culture in general are also crucial  

to the meaning of a work of literature. So then the meaning of a text becomes something 

which exists between a text and all the other texts to which it refers and relates, moving 

out from the independent text into a network of textual relations. If the text becomes the 

intertext., then according to Allen, in order to interpret a text and discover its meaning we 

have to trace the relations between intertexts. By tracing the relations between fairy tale 

intertexts,  we perform a type of reading described by Allen as “a process of moving 

between texts.” (1)

If every text has its meaning in relation to other texts then those relations can be 

figured in various ways. One such way is the relation between signs and texts and the 

cultural text. This intertextual relation describes the relationship between The Brothers 

Grimm versions and Charles Perrault. As Carter suggests in her introduction to The Old 

Wives’ Fairy Tale Book, intertextuality was embedded into the history of the fairy tale 

when Charles Perrault, the Grimm Brothers, and other compilers of the eighteenth and 

nineteenth centuries transposed oral folk tales into fairy tales. Carter describes folklore as 

anonymous and fluid, resulting in "stories without known originators that can be remade 

again and again by every person who tells them, the perennially refreshed entertainment 

of the poor" (ix). Literary fairy tales, on the other hand, according to Carter, transformed 

an oral tradition into texts that become middle-class commodities. Another way to think 

of fairy tale intertextuality is as the transformative relation between one text and another 

text. This transformative relation takes place in Angela Carter’s work.

According to Mary Kaiser, in The Bloody Chamber, Carter shows an awareness of 

the changes that result from an oral to written transposition and calls attention to those 
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changes made by Brothers Grimm and Perrault by “heightening the intertextuality of her 

narratives with fairy tales, making them into allegories that explore how sexual behavior 

and gender roles are not universal, but are culturally determined.” (23) She deconstructs 

the underlying  assumptions  of  the ‘official’  fairy tale:  “that  fairy tales  are  universal, 

timeless myths, that fairy tales are meant exclusively for an audience of children and that 

fairy tales present an idealized, fantastic world unrelated to the contingencies of real life.” 

(Kaiser 23)

 Fairy tale intertextuality has also been grounded in feminist scholarship that has 

shown how female authors have reacted to the established canonical fairy-tale tradition. 

The belief is that these authors were responding to the structures and images of female 

disempowerment that is inherent in the narratives of the modern fairy-tale heroine. The 

argument  is  that  contemporary  authors  have  used  fairy  tale  intertexts  as  subversive 

strategies  to  challenge  the  idealized  outcomes  of  fairy  tales  and  the  genre’s 

representations of gender and female identity. 

Carter’s  The  Bloody  Chamber is  unreservedly  called  a  feminist  text,  but  not 

necessarily a queer text and especially not a cripped text. However, it particularly lends 

itself to crip reading through the crip moments that rise from its intertextual relation to 

cripped fairy tale interpretation.  Because of intertextuality,  cripping the Grimms’ tales 

creates new subject positions that can be queer in Carter’s The Bloody Chamber. My crip 

reading of  The Bloody Chamber is an attempt to magnify its intertextual relation to the 

crip moments found in fairy tales and refocus them so that their disruptions come to the 

forefront. This intertextual reading process will contribute to an understanding of how 

cripped fairy tales  in conjunction with  The Bloody Chamber  can expand the feminist 
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perspective on revision in Carter’s fairy tales. Producing a crip reading of a fairy tale 

intertext once will make it easier to produce similar crip readings of the fairy-tale genre 

itself and contemporary fairy tale revision.
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Chapter 2: Crip Moments and Spaces in Four Grimms’ Tales

My attempt  to  contextualize  the  conjunction  of  the  disabled  and the  queer  in 

“Briar Rose” “Snow White” “Fitcher’s Bird” and “The Robber Bridegroom” is partly in 

response to recent writings that have built theoretical connections between queer studies 

and  disability  studies.  In  these  tales  I  survey  the  moments  where  compulsory  able-

bodiedness  and  heterosexuality  are  produced  and  secured  and  where  queerness  and 

disability are partially and inadequately contained. While queerness may be repressed in 

the  tales,  it  is  metonymically  written  on  the  bodies  of  the  dismembered  girls  and 

comatose heroines in the form of disability. The dismembered girls within the home in 

“Fitcher’s Bird” and “The Robber Bridegroom” are the physical, uncanny embodiment of 

the  corrupt,  failed  marriage  plot.  In  “Briar  Rose”  and  “Snow  White,”  the  comatose 

heroines disrupt the fairy tale marriage plot and demand resuscitation. 

It is the marriage plot that often propels the fairy tale’s formulaic structure and 

happily-ever-after ending. The literary trope of the marriage plot has been critiqued by 

feminist  scholars  Nadya  Aisenberg and Mona Harrington because it  “defines  the  old 

norms  through  heroines  whose  lives  exemplify  the  orthodox  goals  and  virtues  for  a 

woman, and conversely, through ill-fated characters who dramatize the pitfalls and vices 

that threaten to disrupt the happy ending - the marriage - that the plot requires” (Women 

of Academe: Outsiders in the Sacred Grove 6). Essentially, the central principle of the 

plot  is  that  a  woman’s  proper  goal  is  marriage  and  that  her  primary  sphere  is  the 

domestic.



29

This  principle  preserves  the  universality  of  compulsory  heterosexuality  and 

traditional gender roles. Compulsory heterosexuality is the cultural assumption that men 

and women are innately predisposed to heterosexuality and marriage is inevitable. The 

production of compulsory heterosexuality is universalized and reified by the systematic, 

fairy tale marriage plot.

In his book,  Crip Theory:  Cultural Signs of  Queerness and Disability,  Robert 

McRuer claims that the system of compulsory able-bodiedness that produces disability is 

thoroughly  interwoven  with  the  system  of  compulsory  heterosexuality  that  produces 

queerness.  He  argues  that  “both  systems  work  to  (re)  produce  the  able  body  and 

heterosexuality.  But  precisely  because  these  systems  depend  on  a  queer/disabled 

existence that can never quite be contained, able-bodied heterosexuality’s hegemony is 

always  in danger  of collapse” (31).  The fairy tale  narrative  produces a marriage  plot 

where  the  beautiful,  feminine  ideal  is  consistently  rewarded  for  its  virtue  by  a 

heterosexual union with the idealized masculine male. 

The cursed state of comatose is a crip moment that disrupts the marriage plot in 

“Briar Rose” and “Snow White.” The disruption comes to a close at the tale’s climax 

with  the  compulsory  rehabilitation  of  the  heroine’s  catatonic  state,  followed  by  the 

inevitable  heterosexual  marriage.  Despite  its  prevalence  in  the  “happily  ever  after” 

conclusion, not all marriage plots end in marriage. In “Fitcher’s Bird” and “The Robber 

Bridegroom”, the encounter with the crip uncanny in the bloody chamber and robber’s 

den is, for the heroine, the point of recognition of the perverse nature of the marriage 

plot. Here, the marriage plot ends with death of the groom and the reunion of the bride 

with her patriarchal family (father or brothers).
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In these tales there are rooms where female characters become disabled. In “Briar 

Rose”, the heroine pricks her finger in a locked room in a tower. In “Snow White,” the 

heroine eats a poisoned apple in the home of the dwarfs. In “Fitcher’s Bird,” there is a 

forbidden room where curious girls are crippled by an ax. In “The Robber Bridegroom”, 

a young girl is dismembered on a table in a robber’s den. They are highly linked to the 

domestic  sphere  and  provide  an  accessible  environment  for  the  male  onlooker.  The 

rescuer-prince spies upon the beauty of Briar Rose asleep on her bed and Snow White in 

her  glass  coffin.  The  murderous  husband  owns  the  key  to  the  bloody  chamber  of 

dismembered girls.

These four tales are concerned with the marriage plot. In the obstacles towards the 

resolution of this  plot,  there is  a patriarchal  disabling space for women in the home. 

There is a cultural  link tying disability to the domestic realm due to its characteristic 

dependence  and docility.  Female  characters  are  associated  with the domestic  and are 

instructed to  remain there.  They are restricted  to  stay within the domestic,  becoming 

momentarily disabled.

The  tales  use  this  foundational  narrative  to  create  a  crisis  for  able-bodied 

heterosexuality, but a modern reading of the text suggests their failure. In his book Crip 

Theory,  Robert  McRuer  writes,  “Instead  of  invoking  the  crisis  [of  able-bodied 

heterosexuality] in order to resolve it, ... I would argue that crip theory can continuously 

invoke,  in  order  to  further  the  crisis,  the  inadequate  resolutions  that  compulsory 

heterosexuality and compulsory able-bodiedness offer us” (31). The invoking of the crisis 

of able-bodied heterosexuality in order to resolve it is the narrative crutch of the fairy 

tale. To challenge this, a crip reading of the fairy tale can invoke moments of comatose 
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and  uncanny  bodies  to  question  the  inadequate  resolution  of  these  disabilities.  In 

“Fitcher’s  Bird”,  “The  Robber  Bridegroom”,  “Snow White”  and “Briar  Rose”,  these 

resolutions take place when dismembered sisters are magically re-assembled and when 

unconscious heroines are awakened with a heterosexual kiss.

The fairy tale form contains a mutual dependence on reality and fantasy, clarity 

and  translucence,  meaning  and  mystery.  By emphasizing  these  border  lines,  we  can 

discover the queer nature of fairy tales. Which in this sense, is the in-betweenness of 

queerness. Once a fairy tale hero leaves the realistically portrayed world designated as 

home to enter a realm that admits the supernatural, he moves into an arena that lends 

itself more readily to literary and psychological analysis than to historical inquiry. 

Fairy tales are frequently considered out of context as exemplary texts that can be 

used to construct generalizations and theories. Maria Tatar makes an argument for why so 

often fairy tale analysis is met with skepticism because “just as fairy tales veer off from 

reality into fantasy, so can fairy tale interpretations easily leave firm ground of textual 

realities to drift off into airy regions of ideological fancy” (Off With Their Heads 39). The 

basis of this argument is that since most fairy tales consist of two parts, one realist and 

one surreal, focusing on one alone can “lead to a kind of interpretive arbitrariness that 

allows  fairy  tales  to  serve  as  the  scaffolding  for  anything  ranging  from  a  personal 

philosophy to a political ideology” (Off with Their Heads 52). Crip reading is a practice 

and process that does not claim the Grimm tales are crip in themselves but lends itself to 

crip reading through “crip moments” that rise from the dynamics of the text. Cripping 

these texts does not necessarily imply that these characters possess homosexual, disabled 

characteristics; instead it challenges the issues of heterosexual gender.
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The surrealistic elements are the sources of queerness in fairy tales.  However, 

Tatar warns against  interpretations  that  focus solely on the larger  surrealistic  content. 

Overlooking the realist opening paragraph of a fairy tale would ignore the integral role 

that conflict in the initial home plays in the tales. An analysis  of the heteronormative 

dynamics of family conflict can set up a case for cripping the surrealistic elements of the 

tales that rely upon non-normative bodily representations. It is the parental figures, Briar 

Rose’s  father  and  Snow  White’s  stepmother,  who  are  responsible  for  the  heroine’s 

comatose  narratives.  After  being unwillingly removed from their  initial  homes by an 

unwanted suitor, the heroines in “The Robber Bridegroom” and “Fitcher’ Bird” discover 

in their new homes dismembered young women. It is in the fantastic midsection of the 

tales where these crip moments of the comatose and uncanny reside. But the fairy tale 

structure, with its realistic openings and endings, halts the queer subversiveness of the 

narrative’s magical midsection.

Compulsory  Heterosexuality  and  Able-bodiedness  in  “Briar  Rose”  and  “Snow 

White”

The  heroines  of  “Briar  Rose”  and  “Snow  White”  both  undergo  a  period  of 

immobility in the form of sleeping or poisoned death. Snow White’s and Briar Rose’s 

lack of consciousness causes them to be simultaneously sexually inactive and visually 

available. The moments of paralysis act as successful displays of the idealized feminine 

beauty to any onlooker, but more importantly, and more exclusively, to the heterosexual, 

able-bodied  male.  When  the  heroine  is  reawakened  by  the  male,  she  is  in  a  sense 

rehabilitated, and returned back to her previous able-bodied state. However, she is now 
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situated in a compulsory system of able-bodied predetermined marriage. In effect, the 

power dynamic  between the passive female  and the active  male  is  then governed by 

compulsions of able bodiedness. 

A common theme of the marriage plot is the desire for a child. The attainment of 

a child serves as a symbol of heterosexual success. A common opening scenario of fairy 

tales is the vocal wish for a child. In the tale of “Briar Rose”, when the royal couple’s  

wish is fulfilled and the mother gives birth to a beautiful girl, they arrange a great feast to 

celebrate  their  good  fortune.  Here,  the  joy  of  childbirth  emphasizes  and  validates 

marriage plots. However, due to their lack of dishware, the happy couple only invites 

twelve of the kingdom’s thirteen ‘Wise Women’. Near the end of the feast, the twelve 

women begin to bless the child with wishes of virtue and wealth and more beauty and so 

forth until it is the twelfth wise woman’s turn. Before she is able to grant her wish, she is 

interrupted  by  the  uninvited  (thirteenth)  Wise  Woman.  The  woman  scorned  seeks 

revenge on the royal couple, so she takes it out on their child. She curses the young girl 

with the prophecy that on her fifteenth birthday she will prick her finger on a spindle and 

fall down dead. The curse is to kill Briar Rose, which is to be the parents’ punishment for  

not inviting the thirteenth Wise Woman. Fortunately for the heroine, the twelfth Wise 

Woman is able to modify the curse from a tragic death to a hundred-year long sleep. The 

gifts given by the Wise Women promise to turn the Grimms’ Briar Rose into an ‘ideal’ 

woman  --  virtuous,  beautiful,  and wealthy.  The curse  of  these  feminine  ideals,  then, 

appears to be death which, at best is a hundred-year sleep.

The king  tries  to  evade fate  by destroying  all  the  spindles  in  the  realm.  The 

princess undermines her father’s measures, however, when she discovers a hidden room 
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in a tower occupied by an old woman spinning flax. She pricks her finger on the old 

woman’s  spindle and immediately falls  asleep.  The power of the spell  causes all  the 

residents of the castle to share her sleep. Although time has stopped within its walls, a 

briar thicket grows up around the castle, sealing it from sight. The growing briar patch is 

in direct contrast to the narrative’s emphasis on the immobility of the rest of the castle’s 

inhabitants. During the hundred year sleep, many princes attempt to penetrate the hedge 

but are unsuccessful and die a thorny death: “But no one ever succeeded, because the 

briars clasped each other as if they were holding hands, and the young men who tried got 

caught in them and couldn’t pry themselves loose. They died an agonizing death” (The 

Annotated Brothers Grimm, Tatar 236). Able-bodied characteristics are attributed to the 

briar  path,  specifically  murderous  hands.  Here,  heterosexual  and  able-bodied  failure 

results  in  death,  but  the  suitors’  deaths  increase  the  desirability  of  Briar  Rose.  

Coincidentally, on the exact last day of the curse, a fearless prince decides to enter 

the castle despite being warned of its reputation for puncturing princes. Fortunately for 

him, the moment he arrives the thorns blossom into flowers and move aside. He explores 

the castle, stepping over all the sleeping subjects, and eventually comes across the room 

where the princess is sleeping. For its pervasive appearance, able-bodiedness depends on 

the ways in which non-able bodies are made visible. When the prince in “Briar Rose” 

walks up to the thorny hedge in front of the castle that has killed countless princes before 

him, it  instantaneously blossoms before him granting access.  The prince’s mobility is 

further magnified by the extensive list of all the various sleeping inhabitants of the castle 

that he steps past on his way to the sleeping heroine. 



35

Then  there  is  the  ambiguous  recuperative  capability  of  his  heterosexual  kiss. 

Impelled by her beauty, it is appropriate to kiss the catatonic girl. “The prince was so 

amazed at her beauty that he bent over and kissed her.” Even though she is disabled, her 

visual beauty makes up for it. Her disability is immobility, which does not diminish her 

beauty,  since,  as  some  feminist  critics  would  argue,  it  is  immobility/passivity  that 

constructs her idealized beauty. Comatose is an in between state of being. Realistically,  

when a person comes  out  of  a  coma there  is  still  a  risk of  further  disability.  In  the 

fantastic world of the fairy tale, the heroine overcomes her able-bodied crisis intact. Her 

beauty is never compromised but explicitly remains  intact  for the timing of the able-

bodied prince’s arrival.

His timing is perfect; the kiss coincides with the end of the disgruntled, thirteenth 

Wise Woman’s spell. This prince does not have to kill any giants or slay any dragons to 

win his bride; his timing is impeccable. There can be an inconsistency in fairy tales where 

good fortune often trumps heroic feats that compensate for lack of satisfactory action.

Rehabilitation comes swiftly and the entire castle wakes up along with Briar Rose 

and the tale’s marriage plot successfully comes to a close. The power of the prince’s 

heterosexual and able-bodied kiss revitalizes everyone: “At that moment she awoke, and 

with her the king and the queen, and all the attendants, and the horses and the dogs, and 

the pigeons on the roof, and the flies on the walls.” The additional embellishments of the 

entire castle falling asleep and reawakening, emphasizes the rehabilitation of comatose 

state. 

McRuer argues that the success of the systems of compulsory able-bodiedness 

and  heterosexuality  are  contingent  on  each  other.  So  in  effect,  the  most  successful 
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heterosexual subject is one whose sexuality is not compromised by disability as the most 

successful able bodied subject is the one whose ability is not compromised by queerness. 

He indicates that within the system of covering them up, queerness and disability often 

become metaphorized as each other. In this reasoning, the heroine’s queerness takes form 

in her paralysis and the wicked witch’s perverse passion and desire for the heroine takes 

shape in her old crone disguise. The princes in “Briar Rose” and “Snow White” are the 

most successful heterosexual, able-bodied subjects because their sexuality and ability is 

never  once  compromised.  Meanwhile,  Snow  White’s  and  Briar  Rose’s  paralysis 

jeopardizes  their  heterosexuality.  This  paralysis  is  an  impairment  induced  by  the 

antagonistic attention of the thirteenth fairy and wicked stepmother, who serve as villains 

of the marriage plot and exist outside of it.

Both  compulsory  able-bodiedness  and compulsory  heterosexuality  function  by 

covering over, with the appearance of choice, a system in which there is no choice. Snow 

White and Briar Rose experience this false appearance of choice as they reawaken from 

their crip states into the arms of their  new husbands. They do not have the option to  

choose to be reawakened from their comatose states, just as they do not have the option 

to  choose  non-heterosexual  marriage.  Since  compulsory  able-bodiedness  and 

heterosexuality depend on a queer/disabled existence that can never quite be contained, 

their hegemony is always in danger of being disrupted. The fairy tale disregards this and 

attempts  to  contain  the  queer/disabled  existence  for  narrative  closure.  The  heroine’s 

queerness is resolved with the arrival of the able bodied prince since his heterosexuality 

is so remarkable it exudes magical recuperative capability. The fairy tale containment of 
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Snow White and Briar Rose’s moments of a queer/disabled state strives to maintain the 

fiction that able bodied heterosexuality is not in crisis. 

Much  like  “Briar  Rose”,  the  tale  of  “Snow  White”  begins  with  the  familiar 

parental  wish  for  a  child.  The  opening  scene  is  of  Snow White’s  biological  mother 

sewing by her window. She pricks her finger in a similar motif to “Briar Rose”. Instead 

of falling into a deep sleep, here, the finger wound precipitates the wish for a child. She 

looks at the blood on the snow on the windowsill and wishes for a daughter as white as 

snow, as red as blood, and as black as the wood of the window frame. The queen’s wish 

is soon fulfilled. As soon as she gives birth, however, Snow White’s mother dies. 

Eventually, the king takes another wife. Snow White’s new stepmother is a proud, 

beautiful but vain woman with a magical  mirror.  She uses this mirror to confirm her 

status as most beautiful of all. The mirror answers “yes” until the day of Snow White’s 

coming of age, when the mirror answers “no.” The voice in the mirror may be viewed as 

a judgmental voice, representing the absent father or patriarchy in general, which places a 

premium on beauty. (Gilbert and Gubar 28). Tatar suggests another interpretation, that 

the voice could also be “an echo of the queen’s own self-assessment, one that is to be 

sure,  informed  by  cultural  norms  about  physical  appearance”  (Annotated  Brothers 

Grimm, Tatar 244). Anxious to restore her primacy, the queen orders a huntsman to take 

the young girl out into the woods, kill her, and bring back the lungs and liver. The organs 

will be both proof of the death of her stepdaughter as well as that night’s supper. The 

queen engages in cannibalistic acts, hoping that by eating part of her stepdaughter, she 

will also acquire her beauty. Unfortunately for the queen, the huntsman is unable to kill 
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the beautiful young girl, so he abandons her in the woods instead and brings back the 

lungs and liver of a boar. 

Now terminally expelled from the original family, Snow White wanders around 

the woods until  she comes across an empty,  tiny cottage that belongs to seven, coal-

mining dwarfs. Tatar describes them as hardworking creatures associated with the earth 

(Annotated Brothers Grimm 246). The Grimms’ dwarfs are not differentiated from each 

other and have no names.  The weary girl  breaks into their  home, eats  their  food and 

sleeps in their  beds.  This trespass is  eventually smoothed over when the owners,  the 

dwarfs, discover how beautiful the young vandal is. However, their diminutive stature 

makes  them sexually  un-threatening,  even though their  admiration  for  Snow White’s 

beauty magnifies her attractiveness. 

Tatar notes that they lead “an existence on the social periphery, yet [they] show 

compassionate hospitality to the orphaned girl” (Annotated Brothers Grimm 246). They 

allow her to stay in their home as long as she fulfills all their domestic needs since they 

are busy working in the coal mines. In carrying out domestic chores, Tatar claims that  

“Snow White moves into a new developmental stage, demonstrating her ability to engage 

in labor and to carry out the terms of a contract.  No longer a child,  she is preparing 

herself for the state of matrimony” (Annotated Brothers Grimm 246). Because of their 

infantilized stature, the dwarfs are situated as inbetween.  Their home becomes the space 

for preparation and transition from childhood to adulthood. However, even though she 

has escaped the initial threat of her paternal home, her sanctuary at the dwarfs’ must be 

inbetween. She is again subjected to another threat in her home which successfully ends 
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in her final transition into “happily ever after” heterosexual marriage with an able-bodied 

prince.

Just as things have started to settle  down, the restless queen goes back to her 

mirror and asks for its validation. Full of lungs and liver, she expects to hear what she 

wishes to hear but she does not. The mirror informs the aging queen that the youthful girl  

is still alive and still very beautiful.

Realizing she was deceived by the huntsman, the queen decides she must kill the 

girl herself. Three times the obsessed queen visits the dwarfs' cottage while they are away 

during the day and tries to kill Snow White, each time in a different disguise. First with a 

suffocating stay-lace, then with a poisonous comb and then finally with a poisoned apple. 

The dwarfs warn Snow White to allow no one inside, but she disregards their prohibition 

and endangers herself. Santiago Solis sees this power dynamic between the sexes as the 

dwarves  attempt  to  control  Snow  White  by  instructing  her  not  to  open  the  door  to 

strangers. As men, they are depicted as rational and knowledgeable, while Snow White is 

punished for not honoring the men’s wisdom. As a result of her failure to do as she is  

told,  Snow  White  lies  comatose,  thereby  showing  that  disobeying  men  has  severe 

ramifications (123). However,  there is also the implication that Snow White does not 

obey the dwarfs because their small stature curtails their authority as men.

After the failure of her suffocating stay-lace and poisonous comb, the evil queen 

goes back to her private room of witchcraft and designs a poisoned apple to offer Snow 

White. When the girl is hesitant to accept it, the queen cuts the apple in half, eats the 

white part and gives the poisoned red part to Snow White. The heroine eats the apple 

eagerly and promptly falls to the floor dead. Unlike the last two times the queen tries to 
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kill Snow White, when the dwarves find her, they cannot revive her. When it comes time 

to bury the girl, the little men decide she is too beautiful to be buried underground so they 

place her in a glass coffin on top of a mountain. They even label the box with her name 

and royal status. Snow White in the coffin becomes not only pure and innocent but also 

passive, comatose, and ethereally beautiful.

There is a parallel between Snow White’s comatose state in the glass coffin and 

her napping in the dwarfs’ bed. Due to her beauty, they “were so delighted to see her they 

decided not to wake her up, and they let her keep sleeping in the little bed" (Annotated  

Brothers Grimm, Tatar 247). Since there is one less bed, the seventh dwarf sleeps for one 

hour with each of his companions until  the night is over. Later when Snow White is 

catatonic, due to her beauty the dwarves are unable to bury her in the earth; similar to the  

way they are unable to wake her from her deep sleep. One of the dwarves always stands 

watch next to the coffin, a parallel to the bed rotation of the seventh dwarf.

Years pass by until one day a prince travels by and sees Snow White in her glass 

coffin on top of the mountain. He is enchanted by her beauty and instantly falls in love 

with her. He convinces the dwarves to let him have the coffin. Solis sees this new power 

dynamic  between  the  dwarves  and  the  prince  as  the  tension  behind  able-bodied 

masculinity. He argues that the dwarves failed to save Snow White because they are not 

complete men and that it takes a true man, the prince, to come and save her (123). 

Snow White’s transition from childhood to adulthood, is aided by the pity of male 

characters such as the huntsman and the dwarves. It is not until she overcomes her able-

bodied crisis, returning to a compulsory heterosexual and able-bodied state, is the able-

bodied prince able to marry her. If Snow White were never rehabilitated, the able-bodied 
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prince’s  affection  and  desire  for  the  disabled  heroine  would  become  unnatural, 

unnerving, or queer.

 His servants carry the coffin away but they stumble on some bushes and drop the 

coffin. The jolt is so sudden that it “free[s] the poisonous piece of apple lodged in Snow 

White’s  throat”  (Annotated  Brothers  Grimm,  Tatar  254).   Tatar  argues  that  “this 

accidental awakening stands in sharp contrast to the kiss in “Briar Rose”. Although the 

prince has shown his devotion to Snow White, it is ultimately by sheer chance that Snow 

White  comes  back  to  life”  (Annotated  Brothers  Grimm,  Tatar  254).  Considering  the 

coincidental timing of the kiss with the end of the hundred-year sleep, it is hard to see the 

two in contrast, but as parallel. Regardless, now that Snow White has been successfully 

returned to able-bodied status, the prince can now declare his love for her and a wedding 

can be planned. 

Everyone in the land is invited, including the vain Queen. Before she attends the 

celebration, she once again asks her mirror to tell her who is the fairest in the land. With 

the belief that Snow White is finally out of her way, she is disappointed yet again, when 

the mirror’s  answer is  “no.” Filled with dread,  the queen arrives at  the wedding and 

recognizes the bride as her stepdaughter. She becomes paralyzed, shifting the previous 

comatose, immobile status of her victim to herself. As punishment for her wicked ways, a 

pair of heated iron shoes are brought forth with tongs and placed before the Queen. She is 

then forced to step into the iron shoes and dance until she falls down dead. The evil queen 

is subjected to a painful and humiliating death, one that puts her on display as the wicked 

villain in the same way that Snow White  was exhibited as the consummate beautiful 

woman.  In  contrast  to  the  comatose  state  of  the  heroine’s  coffin  display,  the  queen 
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experiences both immobility and hyper-mobility in the conclusion. Though she is initially 

paralyzed from the recognition of her rival as rehabilitated and able-bodied, her life ends 

in an unnerving, hyper-mobilized dancing death.

Crip Uncanny in “Fitcher’s Bird” and “The Robber Bridegroom”

The marriage plot of “Fitcher’s Bird” and “The Robber Bridegroom” differs from 

that of “Briar Rose” and “Snow White.” and not just because one ends in marriage and 

the other does not. While on the surface it appears that Briar Rose and Snow White had a  

‘choice’ in their marriage to the prince, this is not the case in “Fitcher’s Bird” and “The 

Robber Bridegroom.” Instead, these heroines find themselves trapped in a marriage plot 

gone wrong.  I  want  my analysis  of  the comatose  state  to  contrast  to  my analysis  of 

dismembered women in “Fitcher’s Bird” and “The Robber Bridegroom”. While I have 

shown how the state of comatose is contained and utilized for the re-enforcement of the 

tales’ heterosexual and able-bodied compulsions, I want intertextually to consider how 

the dismembered limbs of the heroines’ doubles are less docile. My understanding of the 

crip  presence  in  these  fairy  tales  is  to  show  how  the  crux  of  the  tale  is  on  these 

disruptions.  But  these  potentially  subversive  disruptions  of  heterosexual,  able-bodied 

assumptions  are  limited  and  constrained  by the  structural  narrative  of  the  fairy  tale. 

However, some tales con(s)train these disruptions better than others. Since I believe that 

Angela  Carter  is  able  to  intertextually  extract  what  has  been  constrained  to  utilize 

subversively in her own tales, I find that shedding light on the most potentially disruptive 

moment in the Grimms’ collecton is a useful link. 
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While the comatose state was a form of disruption of the compulsory marriage 

plot,  the crip uncanny unmasks the corruption of the marriage plot and serves as the 

moment of recognition of its failure.  Instead of an able-bodied male who rescues the 

disabled female, these are tales of female disablement enacted by men who dismember 

their fiancés. So alternative to the compulsion to rehabilitate the sleeping princess back 

into the marriage plot, the disruption of the disabled woman signals for the end of the 

marriage plot. This then calls for an escape from the marriage plot. The conclusions of 

these tales do not end in marriage, but the punishment of the wicked groom. In “Fitcher’s 

Bird,” the dismembered sisters are magically rehabilitated back to their  original  able-

bodied  state  but  in  “The  Robber  Bridegroom,”  the  dismembered  maiden  is  not 

rehabilitated. Instead, the maiden’s finger is utilized by the tale’s heroine to escape her 

own fate. Regardless, the signification of the dismembered limbs is in that they represent 

the disablement of women. By encountering the crip uncanny and overcoming it, these 

heroines are maneuvering within the patriarchal able-bodied system they find themselves 

trapped within. However, that system is not challenged or changed by the fairy tale’s 

conclusion, thus eliminating the subversive potential that the revelation of a room filled 

with dismembered women could procure.

The crip uncanny is a term of my own. I have devised my understanding for a crip 

uncanny based on my readings of the various re-formulations of the uncanny produced by 

both disability theory and queer theory scholars. It is based on the intersecting themes of 

the uncanny as ‘that which is strange’ and ‘that which is meant to remain secret’ that both 

queer and disability theorists have grabbed onto. I believe that the crip uncanny is the 

intersection of heterosexual and able-bodied instability and that when it is revealed to the 
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fairy tale  heroine,  it  provides the moment for recognition  and liberation,  however its 

significance is provided only by the reader and not the tale itself. 

The result of the uniformed nature of the Grimms’ streamlined revisions, their 

formulaic  structure  and  repetition  of  three  events,  is  that  it  produced  a  familiar  and 

dependable narrative within their  collection and the fairy tale aesthetic.  However,  the 

comforts  offered  by  this  narrative  are  haunted  by  its  irregularities;  where  sexual 

ambiguity  is  obscured  by physical  obstruction  and anomaly,  such as  in  desexualized 

dwarves and cannibalistic ogresses. This tension between the familiar fairy tale structure 

(with its ‘once upon a time’s and ending with its ‘happily-ever-after’s) and the fantastic, 

magical conflict that exists within its realm, I believe pertains to Freud’s concepts, the 

heimlich and  unheimlich.  In  his  1919  essay,  “The  Uncanny”,  Freud  describes  how 

something can be familiar (heimlich), yet foreign at the same time, resulting in a feeling 

of it being uncomfortably strange,  unheimlich. The hetero-normative family structure is 

the  heimlich in  its  common  definition  associated  with  the  familiar,  the  known  the 

homelike.  The  heimlich can  also  refer  to  that  which  should  be concealed,  hidden or 

secret. This second definition is where the heimlich appears to converge with its opposite, 

the unheimlich, the unfamiliar, the secret that should remain hidden. Each one belongs to 

the other and when they coincide the uncanny emerges. This feeling affects the reader’s 

response  to  the  gruesome  marriage  plot  of  “Fitcher’s  Bird”  and  “The  Robber 

Bridegroom”, which were once familiar until they are subverted by revelation of what 

lies within the grooms’ uncanny homes. 

In his essay, Freud highlights three key aspects to the uncanny, or unheimlich: the 

fact that it is an experience of something that is both strange and familiar, something that 
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has  been  revealed  and  that  usually  remains  hidden,  and  that  linguistically  and 

experientially,  uncanniness  and  canniness  are  profoundly  entwined.  The  heroines  in 

“Fitcher’s Bird” and “The Robber Bridegroom” experience the uncanny encounter in the 

homes of their fiancés,  homes that are both strange and familiar.  In these unheimlich  

homes, the heroines enter into secret rooms, rooms that they are forbidden to enter by 

their husbands. It is in these rooms where something that should have remained hidden 

emerges. This is where the heroines encounter the dismembered women that foretell their 

own fate.

Symbolically, the heroine’s encounter in the bloody chamber is the marriage plot 

as  disrupted.  Much  like  the  unheimlich,  the  disruption  is  a  secret  that  should  have 

remained hidden, but the secret of the disabling marriage plot has been inscribed on the 

dismembered women. By entering upon these forbidden rooms, the lesson to be learned 

is that the passive female is vulnerable to dismemberment. The active heroine, however, 

in the face of this lesson utilizes the knowledge provided by these dismembered women. 

With the knowledge of the corrupt marriage plot, the heroine is able to escape her own 

fate. 

The uncanny’s effect, the known becoming strange, is an element identifiable in 

both queer theory and disability theory. Cripping’s relevance becomes clear when listing 

Freud’s examples of uncanny sources: the inanimate brought to life (in particular, dolls), 

female genitalia, involuntary and compulsive repetitions, the double and anything related 

to death, corpses, and the return of the dead. Once identified, the difficulty lies in the 

explanation for why the recurrence of something once familiar  is now experienced as 
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disturbing. Rendering the familiar as crip will disturb concealed heterosexual and able-

bodied compulsions. 

 Once employed, the uncanny capabilities of the crip existence can defamiliarize 

the fairy tale heimlich narrative. However, the tales’ rigid structure demands a conclusive 

and cathartic ending. The crip  unheimlich destabilizes the notion of the known and the 

knowable, undermining the position of the home as a stable and safe literary space and its 

symbolic  function  within  the  normative  heterosexual  and  able-bodied  narrative.  The 

spacial potential of the crip uncanny irrupts when it should not appear, and through its 

materialization, it affirms the formation of heterosexual and able-bodiedness as heimlich 

but also underlines the precariousness of this refuge. Tales such as “Fitcher’s Bird” and 

“The Robber Bridegroom” are included in the Grimm’s collection because they fit within 

the parameters created by the brothers, but comparatively they are the more disturbing of 

the tales, not just because of the gore and violence, but because of the unsettlement of the 

marriage plot.

However, Freud insists that one must be extremely careful in using the category 

of  the  uncanny since  not  everything  which  recalls  repressed  desires  and  surmounted 

modes of thinking belongs to the prehistory of the individual and the race and can be 

considered uncanny. In fairy tales, for instance, the world of reality is left behind from 

the very start, and the animistic system of beliefs is frankly adopted. Wish-fulfillments,  

secret powers, omnipotence of thoughts, animation of inanimate objects, all the elements 

so common in fairy stories, can exert no uncanny influence here; for, as we have learnt, 

that feeling cannot arise unless there is a conflict of judgment as to whether things which 

have been “surmounted” and are regarded as incredible may not, after all, be possible; 
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and this problem is eliminated from the outset by the “postulates of the world of fairy 

tales.” (Freud, 18)

In  Freud’s  essay,  he  argues  against  the  possibility  of  an  uncanny  effect  in 

conventional  fairy tales,  such as those by Hans Christian Anderson and the Brothers 

Grimm. Though he cites the severed hand in Wilhelm’s Huff’s fairy tale as an example of 

the uncanny, he claims that the “feeling cannot arise unless there is a conflict of judgment 

as to whether things which have been 'surmounted' and are regarded as incredible may 

not, after all, be possible; and this problem is eliminated from the outset by the postulates 

of the world of fairy tales” (18).  While Freud’s understanding of the uncanny may not 

exist within the postulates and constructs of the fairy tale, I argue that there is room for 

another kind of uncanny experience. An understanding of a crip uncanny will destabilize 

the  postulates  and  constructs  that  are  defined  by  heterosexual  and  able-bodied 

assumptions.

But Freud blames the fairy tale’s satisfaction in its resolutions for why the effect 

of the uncanny is diminished in its narrative. For example, in regards to the instance of an 

apparent death followed by its re-animation, Freud insists “but things of this sort too are 

very common in fairy stories. Who would be so bold as to call it uncanny, for instance, 

when Snow-White opens her eyes once more?” (16) I agree that re-animation of bodies in 

fairy  tales  have  become  unremarkable  as  a  result  of  the  expected  and  imperative 

heterosexual and able-bodied satisfactory conclusion. But I believe that a reworking of 

the uncanny can update the distinct uncanny effect of the unintended recurrence of the 

same thing. I present an adjustment of the able-disabled understanding of the interrupted 
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body,  the  dismembered  body,  the  dead  body,  in  order  to  recapitulate  Freud’s 

understanding of the uncanny and the re-animation of the body.

With his  own understanding,  Jack Zipes  also believes  that  the uncanny exists 

within fairy tales. In chapter seven of  Fairy Tales and the Art of Subversion (170-194) 

Zipes quotes and modifies Freud in order to show how the element of the uncanny is one 

of the “significant elements” of the fairy tale. He argues that “the pattern in most fairy 

tales involves the reconstitution of home on a new plane, and this accounts for the power 

of its appeal to both children and adults” (Fairy Tales and the Art of Subversion, Zipes 

175). For Zipes, the uncanny does not mean exclusion: “one does not turn away from an 

uncanny home, but is drawn to it, as well as repulsed, hurt and terrified by it” (175). In 

these tales, the heroines find themselves forced to enter into a home they do not wish to 

but yet they still do not understand completely why they feel this unease.

The  key  to  the  theoretical  link  between  queer  and  disability  theory  and  the 

uncanny, is the idea of the uncanny in relation to the normal. The disabled body is seen as 

unheimlich because it is the familiar that has become estranged. The un is the token of 

repression. The repression of the vulnerability of the human body inevitably makes an 

uncanny  spectacle  of  the  disabled  body.  Disability  accentuates  the  instability  of  the 

material  body;  the  unheimlich disabled body confronts the able  body,  highlighting its 

vulnerability. The body is inescapably entwined with sexuality. So then interrupted states 

of  the  body,  the  unheimlich body,  must  implicate  both  heterosexual  and able-bodied 

subjectivity. 

In her essay on “The Queer Uncanny,” Olu Jenzen examines how the cultural and 

epistemological  placing  of  the  queer  to  heterosexuality  resembles  the  relation  of  the 
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unheimlich to the heimlich and she argues that “by paying attention to the uncanny in the 

meaning of that which ‘ought to have remained secret and hidden but has come to light,’ 

and which relates to the second semantic connotation of  heimlich, meaning concealed, 

kept from sight and secret, we can see how the uncanny structures the cultural space of 

‘the closet’  and ‘the open secret.’” (3) The queer understanding of the closet,  and its 

spatial  connotations of a domestic,  hidden, and confined space relates to the uncanny 

paradox of the unhomely in the heart of the home and the revelation of its threat. The 

unheimlich names a  secret  that  must  remain  hidden, and the closet’s  spatial  structure 

symbolizes the open secret, so that the spatial location of the closet in the domestic or the 

home, houses the heimich, unheimlich dichotomy. 

According  to  Jenzen,  encountering  the  queer  unheimlich in  close  proximity 

magnifies the failure of the effort to conceal the patriarchal family’s open secret in closet-

like spaces. Here I want to recall the previous point made by Zipes that the pattern in 

fairy tales  is  to  reconstitute  the  home on a  new plane.  With  this  in  mind,  I  wish to 

reconstitute the forbidden rooms to Jenzen’s idea of closet-like space. In “Fitcher’s Bird” 

the uncannied, dismembered fiancées are hidden in the basin of the bloody chamber; in 

“Robber Bridegroom” the uncanny feast is hidden in the cellar. These rooms both hide 

the source of the uncanniness and provide the scene for the disablement of women by the 

murderous grooms. 

Freud  attributes  to  disability  a  disempowering  quality  with  his  allusions  to 

castration anxiety. If disabling is in a sense castrating, then, by dismembering the sisters 

and unknown maiden in “Fitcher’s Bird” and “The Robber Bridegroom”, the murderous 

grooms  are  in  a  way  further  weakening  these  female  figures,  who  from a  Freudian 
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perspective are already ‘castrated’. However, in these tales, the heroines take charge over 

these  uncanny  limbs.  The  heroine  of  “Fitcher’s  Bird”  reassembles  her  sisters  back 

together, unscathed and in “The Robber Bridegroom” the heroine utilizes the unknown 

maiden’s dismembered ring finger to convict her fiancé.

First, I will discuss the way that the heroine of “Fitcher’s Bird” manages her fate.  

In a sense, the tale of ‘Fitcher’s Bird’ is about the separation and reunification of the 

family structure paralleled by the separation and reunification of family members’ limbs. 

The story concludes with the limbs reassembled and along with it is the reestablished 

family structure.  The man responsible  for  both of  these divisions  is  a  wizard named 

Fitcher who kidnaps young, beautiful girls, brings them back to his home and forces them 

to be his wife. Before he marries them, however, he puts them to a test. 

Fitcher pretends to leave town, and before he does he provides his new victim 

with a key and an egg. He strictly forbids the young girl from entering the room that the  

key  unlocks,  as  well,  he  instructs  her  to  carry  the  egg  with  her  at  all  times.  Tatar 

interprets the wizard’s scenario of “don’t go into the room that this little key opens,” as 

the  invitation  to  violate  his  prohibition  Tatar  argues  that  “stories  about  forbidden 

chambers often position women as victims of curiosity,  even though their curiosity is 

nearly always justified” (Annotated Grimm, 203). It is as if he forbids her from entering 

the room because he expects her to enter, or as if he wants her to enter because he forbids 

it,  so  that  once  she  does,  it  only  further  reinforces  his  notion  of  feminine  curiosity. 

Moreover, according to Tatar’s notes, critics have read the egg and key as charged with 

symbolic sexual meaning and that the story is encoded with issues turning on trust and 

disobedience in the context of a marriage. These types of interpretation seem to lay a 
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greater  emphasis  on  the  tale’s  theme of  feminine  curiosity.  My greater  focus  on  the 

discovery of what is behind the door is not meant to dismiss the importance of this issue; 

however, it does not provide any judgment in regards to the issue of female disobedience. 

Regardless,  the  wizard is  an  opportunist  who takes  advantage  of  a  gesture of 

compassion. The tale begins with the wizard, Fitcher, disguised as a beggar. He goes to 

the home of three beautiful sisters with the intention to take one as his wife. The oldest 

opens the door, and he asks for something to eat. Out of compassion, she gives him a 

piece of bread but as soon as he touches her she is forced by magic to jump into the 

basket on his back. He takes her back to his home filled with riches and then gives her the 

key and the egg and leaves. In his absence, she explores the riches of the house until she 

eventually comes across the forbidden door. She tries to resist temptation but eventually 

her curiosity gets the best of her and she opens the door. 

Inside the room she discovers a large bloody basin filled with the cut up parts of 

dead girls and an ax. Out of terror she drops the egg and it falls into the basin and is  

stained with blood. No matter how many times she washes the egg, she cannot remove 

the stain. When the wizard returns home, he immediately asks to see the key and the egg.  

When he sees the red stain, he sees the evidence of her trespass and he immediately drags 

her into the bloody chamber, cuts her into pieces and throws her into the basin with the 

other dismembered girls. He returns to the house and repeats the entire process with the 

second sister, whose fate is the same as the first, as “he tosse[s] her into the basin with the 

others” (203) This casual description of the basin’s multiplicity of victims signals that the 

dismembered girls lose their autonomy and become a part of a pile, bodies in a basin of 

blood filled with other bodies. 
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But then Fitcher goes back for the youngest of the sisters and puts her to the test. 

Clever and sly, she places the egg down in a safe place before she starts her exploration 

of the house. When she comes across the forbidden door, as her sisters did before her, she 

unlocks it with the key and discovers her dismembered sisters piled up in the bloody 

basin  but  because  she  ignored  Fitcher’s  instruction  to  carry  the  egg,  she,  unlike  her 

sisters, avoids mutilation. 

Besides her slyness, the youngest sister also possesses the ability to rehabilitate 

her  own dismembered  sisters.  Despite  Freud’s  claim  against  the  uncanny  of  the  re-

animation of dead bodies in fairy tales, I believe this is an uncanny moment because it 

has a double-like quality.  If the feeling of the uncanny is intensified by what is most 

familiar, then it makes sense that the sight of one’s sisters would be the most familiar, 

and closest to one’s self recognition. So in effect, the revulsion is doubled. There is the 

horror of her sisters’ death and the anxiety of her own inclusion in this fate. As well, the 

loss of home-life is revealed to her within her estranged home. 

However, she is able to prove and position herself as able-bodied in contrast to 

her incapacitated kin by reassembling her sisters’ limbs. Her able-bodied act rehabilitates 

her loved ones and reverses the murderous aggression of the wizard. She triumphs over 

male disablement of women and becomes the preserver of life. In Pauline Greenhill’s 

queer interpretation of ‘Fitcher’s Bird’, ‘The Robberbride Groom’, and ‘Bluebeard’, she 

emphasizes how ‘Fitcher’s Bird’ is considerably more female centric compared to other 

variants. A common theme in both ‘The Robberbride Groom and 'Fitcher’s Bird’ is that 

women must work together to escape the dangerous homes of men.
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Now the sisters have been transformed back into whole beings, essentially the 

youngest has reversed their punishment for their transgression. She then hides her sisters 

in  a  room for  when  the  wizard  returns.  I  believe  this  new room echoes  the  bloody 

chamber. Just like how Fitcher placed the unheimlich room within the heimlich home, the 

youngest sister now establishes her own secret room, hiding her sisters from the wizard. 

This creates for the wizard an unheimlich within his own heimlich home. Since she has 

thought  ahead and set  aside the egg,  there is  no stain to  expose her  violation  to  the 

wizard. Not only does the youngest sister defy the powers of the wizard by making her 

sisters whole again, she also preserves the egg, protecting it from bloodied defilement by 

putting it in a safe place. Since he cannot find a stain, the wizard concedes that she has 

passed the test and he no longer has any power over her. They are set to be married. The 

heroine now claims the powers of the wizard, but unlike him, she uses magic to restore 

life, not produce death.

With her newfound position of power over the wizard, the youngest sister orders 

the wizard to take a basketful of gold back to her parents on his own back. In the baskets 

of gold, she cleverly hides her sisters and tells them to send for help. Then she instructs 

the wizard to carry the basket no matter how heavy it weighs on his back, prohibiting him 

from rest. She warns him that if he stops, she will know because she will be watching  

him from the window. Every time he stops walking, one of the sisters in the basket calls  

out to him to keep walking; tricking him into thinking it is his bride’s voice. As he carries 

the basket to the parents’ house, the youngest sister, still at the wizard’s house, makes 

preparations for the wedding feast. She then transforms herself into a hybrid creature, 

half human, half animal, dipping her body in honey and rolling in feathers. And to entice 
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her bridegroom to his death, she fashions what is to function as her own double: a skull 

decorated with flowers and jewels, which Fitcher will believe, at least from a distance, to 

be his bride. 

After she invites all of his friends to the ceremony, she takes the decorated skull  

up  to  the  attic  and  faces  it  to  look  out  of  the  window.  The  display  created  by  the 

decorated skull  produces a symbol  linking the bride with beauty and death.  She dips 

herself in honey and covers herself in feathers until she looks like a strange bird. Her 

disguise makes her so unrecognizable that, as she passes by the wedding guests, they ask 

her where the wizard’s bride is. The clever heroine tells them that she is looking out of 

the attic and keeps on walking. Then she comes across the wizard who asks her the same 

question and she gives him the same reply. After successfully tricking the wizard and his 

guests to go into the house, the heroine’s brothers arrive, lock all the doors and set the 

house on fire so the wizard and his gang are burned alive. In the end, just like Perrault’s 

Bluebeard, the brothers finish off the villain, even though in “Fitcher’s Bird” it is the 

bride who manages to outwit the groom. The presence of the brothers further emphasizes 

the re-establishment of the familiar in the tale’s conclusion; however, their final act of 

retribution  against  Fitcher  undercuts  the youngest  sister’s  role  as  able-bodied  rescuer 

because of the brothers’ status as masculine males.

The marriage plot of “The Robber Bridegroom” has its similarities, but in this 

tale, the crip uncanny provides a unique opportunity for the heroine to establish her own 

voice within the narrative. The heroine of this tale is a miller’s daughter who has been 

engaged,  against  her  better  judgment,  to  an  unknown man  of  wealth  by her  father’s 

decision. The bridegroom induces an uncanny feeling for the heroine: “whenever she set 
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eyes on him or when her thoughts turned to him, she was filled with dread" (188). He 

complains that she hasn’t yet been to his home and requests of her to do so. Her intuition 

is to distrust him, but just as she had to with her father, she must do as told. She follows 

the trail of ashes laid out for her to his house, but as a precaution, she scatters a trail of 

peas and lentils behind her.

When she gets to his home she discovers a sinister-looking house that is dark and 

quiet. Suddenly, a voice calls out a warning, that she should turn back because the house 

is the den of cannibals and she is to be their meal. She realizes that the voice is coming  

from a caged bird.  However,  she does  not heed the  bird’s warning and continues  to 

explore the empty house. In the cellar, she finds an old woman in the cellar who reaffirms 

the caged bird’s warning The old woman tells the girl, “you think you’re a bride about to 

be married, but the only wedding you’ll celebrate is a wedding with death” (189). This is  

an ironic reversal, because the old woman is correct that she will celebrate a wedding 

with death, but it is not her own, but the death of her murderous fiance. This holds true 

for “Fitcher’s Bird” as well.

Greenhill’s point that “Fitcher’s Bird” is female-centric is also applicable to “The 

Robber Bridegroom”. The heroine is protected by an old woman who conspires with her 

so that both can escape from the den of robbers. The old woman says “At night, when the 

robbers are asleep, we’ll escape. I’ve been waiting a long time for this moment” (189). 

She hides the young girl behind a barrel because the gang of robbers is also a gang of 

cannibals and the old woman tells her that they will chop her into pieces and eat her with 

salt. This aspect of the tale, leads Tatar to believe that “The Robber Bridegroom” can be 

seen  as  “elaborating  both  on  the  hazards  of  marriage  and  on  the  alliances  between 
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women, young and old” (189). However, once the two leave the robber’s den, the old 

woman is no longer mentioned. In the tale’s conclusion, the heroine’s rescue is finalized 

with the aid of the wedding party,  which overshadows the female-empowered escape 

from the oppressive, male-dominated den.

Just as the old woman explains their dire situation, the heroine’s fiancé and his 

gang come home drunk with a  sobbing maiden.  Hidden behind a  barrel,  the heroine 

watches the men force their victim to drink three glasses of wine until her heart bursts. 

The heroine witnesses what was to be her fate as the gang tears off the maiden’s clothes  

and lays down on her on the table and chops her into pieces, which they eat with salt. As 

the gang feasts, one of the robbers notices a gold ring on one of the fingers. He tries to 

take it off but the ring will not budge. To remedy this situation, he decides to chop the 

finger off with an ax. But when he does so, the finger going flying across the room and 

lands right in the heroine’s lap. The old woman prevents the robbers from searching for 

the finger and thus discovering the young bride behind the barrel, by distracting them. 

She then pours a sleeping potion into their wine so that the two women can escape the 

cellar and follow the trail of peas and lentils back to the mill. Once the young girl returns 

home, she tells her father everything, just as it happened. This is the first instance of the 

heroine developing her own voice.

When the wedding day comes, the bridegroom and all of the miller’s relatives and 

friends gather for a feast. During the meal, everyone around the table is asked to tell a 

story, but the bride sits in silence. When she is asked by her bridegroom to contribute, the 

young girl proceeds to recount a dream. This dream, ironically, turns out to be the tale of 

her trip to the murderers' den and the cannibalistic feast she witnessed in the cellar. She 
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narrates  her  own story;  providing  an  uncommon  instance  of  a  first  person  narrative 

embedded in the typical third person style narrative of fairy tales.

In the introduction of her translation of “The Robber Bridegroom”, Tatar says that 

the “sensationalized account of the murder of the young woman kidnapped by robbers 

suggests a connection to the Bluebeard story and its description of the mutilated bodies of 

Bluebeard’s  former  wives.  But  in  this  tale,  the  heroine  manages  to  use  her  narrative 

powers  to  defeat  her  criminal  bridegroom (187).  The heroine  uses  storytelling  as  an 

instrument for survival and provides the evidence needed to seize her murderous fiancé 

and bring him to justice. Throughout her story she eerily repeats three times the line, “My 

dear,  I  must  have been dreaming all  this” (192).  In his  essay on the uncanny,  Freud 

confesses that the repetition of the same thing will not appeal to everyone as a source of 

uncanny  feeling,  but  from  his  observation  he  sees  that  “this  phenomenon  does 

undoubtedly,  subject  to  certain  conditions  and  combined  with  certain  circumstances, 

arouse  an  uncanny  feeling,  which,  furthermore,  recalls  the  sense  of  helplessness 

sometimes experienced in dreams (10). In a way, the heroine’s repetition of the line “My 

dear I must have been dreaming all this”, is an appropriation of the uncanny feeling she 

experienced in the bridegroom’s home.  So with her narrative,  via the helplessness of 

dreams, she can reproduce a similar uncanny feeling for her fiancé at his wedding.

To help extrapolate  the uncanniness of the heroine’s dream narrative,  I find it 

useful to refer to Ronald R. Thomas’s book, Dreams of Authority: Freud and the Fictions  

of the Unconscious. In his discussion of Gothic fiction, he finds that it “consistently raises 

the  possibility  that  the  dream  originates  from  some  supernatural  possession  of  the 

dreamer  by  an  alien,  uncontrollable  force”  (69).  This  unknown,  uncontrollable  force 
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relates to disability theorists critique of the disabled body as alien to the ‘whole body’ 

which elicits the uncanny effect. So in a way, the heroine’s dream narrative refigures her 

uncanny encounter with the unheimlich finger as a crip encounter. 

In an interesting choice of words, Thomas says that the possibility of dream as an 

uncanny,  supernatural  possession  “becomes  entangled  with  some  psychological 

repression  on  the  part  of  the  dreamer,  a  repression  that  disables  him  or  her  and  is  

expressed  in  the  dream”  (69).  In  her  dream  narrative,  the  heroine  constructs  and 

expresses to the wedding party her disabling experience in the robber’s den.  Thomas 

describes  the  dream  narrative  as  the  dreamer’s  “attempt  to  come  to  terms  with  the 

disturbing  power  of  the  dream  either  by  taking  control  over  it  and  recognizing  its 

psychological  origins  or  by  denying  responsibility  for  the  dream and  ascribing  it  to 

demonic origin” (69). In “The Robber Bridegroom”, the dream narrative is not the latter 

but the former, it is the heroine’s attempt to come to terms with the disturbing knowledge 

she acquired in the robber’s den; her observation of female disablement within a hostile 

marriage plot.

The uncanny reversal of the tale occurs through the heroine’s shift in her narration 

from past tense to present tense. The dream narrative is told in past tense, but when she 

finalizes  her  narrative  back  into  reality,  she  switches  to  present  tense.  When  in  her 

recount of the cannibalistic feast she reaches the part where the finger uncannily flies 

across the room and lands in her lap, she concludes the dream narrative and miraculously 

produces  the  real  thing:  “And here  is  the  finger  with  the  ring  still  on  it”.  With  the 

evidence in hand, the wedding party seizes the robber, and he is promptly executed.
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Using  a  theoretical  understanding  of  queer  and  disability,  I  have  read  for  an 

uncanny in “Fitcher’s Bird” and “The Robber Bridegroom” that follows the lead of Jack 

Zipes’s argument that “the very act of reading a fairy tale is an uncanny experience in 

that it separates the reader from the restrictions of reality from the onset and makes the 

repressed unfamiliar familiar once again” (Art of Subversion, Zipes 174). He believes that 

when listening to a fairy tale,  the reader experiences an estrangement from a familiar 

world  into  a  fairy  tale  world,  which  induces  an  uncanny  feeling  that  can  be  both 

frightening and comforting. When the heroine from “The Robber Bridegroom” narrates 

her uncanny dream, she produces this feeling for the listening wedding party. Regardless, 

her voice is still limited and it is up to contemporary feminist revision to pick up where 

her narration ends.

The voice of the heroine in “The Robber Bridegroom” is an appropriate stepping 

stone  towards  the  direction  of  feminist  fairy  tale  intertextuality.  The  themes  of  this 

chapter will permeate the analysis of The Bloody Chamber. Compulsory able-bodiedness 

and the comatose state will be unstable, and the disabling of women in the forbidden 

room will be a greater opportunity for transgression.



60

Chapter  3:  Disabling  Able-Bodiedness  and  Fairy  Tale  Intertextuality  in  Angela 

Carter’s The Bloody Chamber

In this chapter I will look at the short stories, “The Bloody Chamber” and “Lady 

of the House of  Love” by Angela  Carter,  found in her  collection  of fairy tales,  The 

Bloody Chamber. The first story, “The Bloody Chamber”, re-imagines Charles Perrault’s 

tale of “Bluebeard”.  Carter’s heroine of “The Bloody Chamber” is a young, nameless 

piano player  who becomes  married  to  a  much older,  much  wealthier  man  called  the 

Marquis.  The  seventh  story  in  the  collection,  “Lady  of  the  House  of  Love”  is  an 

estranged  reading  of  Perrault’s  “Sleeping  Beauty”.  In  this  version,  Carter  transforms 

Sleeping Beauty into a beautiful vampire named Countess Nosferatu. The plot sequences 

of these tales are in the vein of rites of passage and in the end the heroine transcends her  

liminal  status.  Both  the  pianist  and  the  Countess  find  themselves  in  a  liminal  state 

existing between life and death. For the pianist,  she enters a liminal space within the 

bloody chamber of her husband. For the Countess,  she is  a liminal  being,  a  vampire 

forced to live in her own bloody chamber. I believe that these liminal states are the source 

of queerness in the tales that contributes to a refiguring of able-bodied heterosexuality in 

the literary fairy tale.

Liminality  is  a  period  of  transition  where  normal  limits  of  thought,  self-

understanding, and behavior are relaxed - a situation which can lead to new perspectives. 

In  a  liminal  state  one's  sense  of  identity  dissolves  to  some  extent,  bringing  about 

disorientation. Liminality in literature is often found in the genre of the Bildungsroman, 

which focuses on the psychological and moral growth of the protagonist from youth to 
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adulthood. Defined as “a novel of formation”, however, it has traditionally been thought 

of as a young man’s quest; women were expected to have different standards of maturity 

and seldom set off on their own to discover themselves. Often heroines of fairy tales have 

their own path towards the end of their marriage plot that is different from their male 

counterparts. As will be seen, Angela Carter supplies an alternate path.

Marriage  as  a  liminal  rite  of  passage  was  first  introduced  to  the  field  of 

anthropology in 1909 by Arnold Van Gennep in his seminal work, Les rites de passage. 

Van Gennep described rites of passage as having the following three-part structure: first 

is  separation,  second is  liminal  period,  and third is  re-assimilation.  The young piano 

player goes through this process but because of the terms of her liminal period in the 

bloody chamber, Carter’s re-assimilates her heroine into a new able-bodied configuration 

of  a  heterosexual  union.  And  as  a  result  of  Countess  Nosferatu’s  liminal  state  as  a 

beautifully disordered vampire, she cannot be re-assimilated back into a compulsory able-

bodied society, so instead of marriage, she dies.  It was not until the second half of the 

20th century, though, that the terms “liminal” and “liminality” gained popularity through 

the  writings  of  Victor  Turner.  Turner  borrowed  and  expanded  upon  Van  Gennep’s 

concept of liminality, ensuring widespread usage of the concept not only in anthropology 

but other fields as well.

In  literature,  liminal  spaces  traditionally  give  the  occupant  both  power  and 

torment. By existing in two states or being two things simultaneously, the occupant has 

qualities of both. At the same time, he or she is condemned never to be fully accepted in 

either  state.  The two halves  of  a  liminal  being's  experience  do  not  seem to  make  a 

satisfying whole. For the heroine of “The Bloody Chamber”, her liminal space exists in 
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the forbidden room, where she confronts herself in the face of her husband’s previously 

murdered  wives.  The heroine of “The Lady of  the House of love” is  a  half-being,  a 

vampire in-between life and death, lustfully killing humans to live despite that she desires 

to  be  human  herself.  Through  eroticism,  Carter’s  language  toys  with  the  boundaries 

between sex, violence and death. Even though technically in these two tales one heroine 

dies and the other lives, Carter has reframed their narratives to allow for an ambiguity 

that questions the power of the recuperative kiss and the able-bodied rescuer.

The  themes  that  I  discussed  in  the  last  chapter  follow  through  into  this  one 

because despite that  The Bloody Chamber  as a whole explicitly works with Perrault in 

mind, Carter’s tales are intertextually sound. Carter published The Bloody Chamber two 

years after translating the fairy tales of Charles Perrault into English. Many of her stories 

are  based  on  his  versions,  although  they  draw  from  diverse  sources,  including  the 

Brothers  Grimm.  I  would  like  to  consider  the  intertextual  differences  between  the 

Perrault and Grimm versions and their folkloric roots in relation to Carter’s work. The 

most  salient  differences  between Perrault  and the Brothers Grimm,  according to Jack 

Zipes, are “in the tone of the texts, ironic versus naïve, and in the ending, happy versus 

tragic” (Zipes, Little Red Riding Hood 147) It seems that the difference in tone is due to 

the differing intentions of the authors. Whereas Perrault used satire and irony to address 

the literary elite, the Brothers Grimm made a noticeable effort to preserve the illusion of 

the naïve narrator, which was considered crucial to the ‘authenticity’ of the text. Carter’s 

tone often follows suit with the ironic, tragic tone of Perrault but she retains a similar 

interest in this idea of ‘preserving authenticity.’ 
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Throughout the collection, the heroines are plagued by Carter’s understanding of 

the moral of a fairy tale. As she writes in The Sadeian Woman (76-77): “To be the object 

of desire is to be defined in the passive case. To exist in the passive case is to die  in the 

passive case – that is, to be killed. This is the moral of the fairy tale about the perfect  

woman.” 

Blindness and Blood Stains in “The Bloody Chamber”

The first  story,  "The Bloody Chamber",  is  based on the legend of  Bluebeard, 

which I have already mentioned is linked to “Fitcher’s Bird.” The common intertextual 

theme of Perrault’s, Carter’s, and the Grimms’ versions is female curiosity. On the one 

hand, these tales are gruesome, cautionary tales about the dangers of marriage, and on the 

other hand, they detail the perils of greed and curiosity.  However, the marriage plots end 

with different results. In Perrault, the heroine and her sister and brothers are all rewarded 

with marriages and wealth that have been deemed appropriate by the narrator. In Grimm, 

the heroine and her sisters are reunited with their family and there is no marriage. In 

Carter it  is  ambiguous as to whether the heroine is  married at  all,  she lives with her 

mother and a blind man she fell in love with when she escaped from the Marquis.

The plots in these tales all start off similarly, with marriage that is not out of love, 

but is arranged. In Perrault’s tale, a wealthy man turns his attention to the two beautiful 

young daughters of his neighbor, a widow. Neither girl wants to marry the man because 

of his ugly blue beard. But seduced by luxury, the youngest daughter eventually agrees to 

accept Bluebeard's hand. Soon after the wedding, Bluebeard makes the same request that 

Fitcher made of his fiancé. He leaves the young girl with a forbidden key. Like all those 
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before her, the heroine of “Bluebeard” discovers the bloody room of murdered wives and 

drops  the  key in  a  puddle  of  blood.  Once Bluebeard  sees  the  key,  he  sentences  her 

execution but she delays her death by asking for time to say her prayers. 

Her delay works, and just as Bluebeard raises the ax, her brothers arrive and they 

rescue their sister and slay her murderous husband. The tale ends with a redistribution of 

Bluebeard’s wealth amongst the family; the heroine is remarried, her sister is rewarded 

with  a  proper  marriage,  and  her  brothers  are  awarded  promotions.  The  successful 

marriage  plot  is  glorified.  This  is  a  different  ending than  “Fitchers  Bird”,  where  the 

heroine and her sisters leave unmarried and the wedding is in fact the groom’s funeral. 

Regardless, both of these tales conclude with the elimination of any bodies out of place. 

Everyone  is  able-bodied,  rich  and  unscathed.  I  believe  that  Carter’s  tale  queers  the 

marriage plot by inserting a disabled character into the conclusion. In conjunction, the 

heroine’s body herself becomes permanently scarred by the blood stain from the key. The 

Marquis’ last and final wife, the young piano player, takes up home with her mother and 

her lover, a blind piano tuner that was hired by the Marquis. They live modestly,  and 

used the Marquis’ inheritance to establish a school for music.

At first, the heroine of “The Bloody Chamber” is no different from those before 

her. But unlike them, her narrative is in retrospective first person. In present tense, she 

goes back to the age of seventeen, when she is married off to a Marquis. She is a poor 

pianist,  and is attracted to the considerably older Marquis because of his wealth. The 

Marquis  has  already  been  married  three  times,  and  his  last  wife  disappeared  under 

mysterious circumstances. Despite her unease at the Marquis's impenetrable personality, 

the heroine is excited to move into his extravagant seaside castle and hopes that once they 
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start living together in the castle, he will reveal his true self to her. Unfortunately for her, 

she discovers that his true self is in the bloody chamber, that her new husband is a serial 

killer  who cruelly  murders  his  wives.  Her  initiation  into  adulthood  occurs  when she 

unlocks the door to the forbidden room of murdered wives.

Unknowing what lies behind the door, the young girl is under the belief that her 

rite of passage occurred with the loss of her virginity in the marriage bed. Traditionally it  

is so, but Carter’s use of language links the scene of the bedroom and the scene of torture 

in a way that both echo each other. The violent nature of the bedroom establishes a tone 

that when it comes to the encounter in the bloody chamber, the violent nature of the room 

becomes erotic.  The language used to describe the encounters that take place in each 

room mimics each other. As well, the way that the heroine interacts and connects with the 

murdered wives leads to a new sexual awakening. 

The  sequence  of  events  in  the  bloody  chamber  and  the  sexual  language 

corresponds to the violent sex rite of passage enacted in the bedroom, but this time, she is 

the active partner. There is the initial act of penetration. When she unlocks the door, the 

“key slid[es] into the new lock as easily as a hot knife into butter.” (27) There is the act of 

undressing. After she enters, in the dark, she sees in the middle of the room a catafalque, 

a raised platform used to hold the coffin during a funeral. When she dares to examine the 

occupant more closely, she tries to light one of the candles that surround the dead wife’s 

body.  But each time she strikes “a match to light those candles round her bed, it seemed 

a garment of that innocence of mine for which he had lusted fell away from me.” (28) In 

this scene, she is metaphorically undressing, but the dead wife is already “quite naked, 

under a thin sheet” so that when the young girl touches “her, very gently, on the white 
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breast; she was cool, he had embalmed her.” (28) She sees on the dead body the blue 

imprint of the Marquis’s strangler fingers. The young girl is intimately connecting to her 

predecessor’s dead body through her connection with the man who took her virginity. 

And just as the piano player’s first sexual encounter had ended with blood, so 

does this encounter. In the bedroom there are twelve mirrors surrounding the bed, so that 

when she loses  her  virginity,  the scene is  bluntly summed up as  “a dozen husbands 

impaled a dozen brides.” (17) In an ironic tone, the fresh blood that the heroine drops the 

key into belongs to the Marquis’s last wife, a Romanian countess pierced by a hundred 

spikes in an iron maiden.  The multiplicity of spikes speaks of the dozens of impaled 

brides. Now with the full closure of the sex rite and the knowledge gained, the young girl 

bursts  “into a  tumult  of  sobbing that  contained pity  for  his  other  victims  and also a 

dreadful anguish to know I, too, was one of them.” (29) Because the poor girl sold her 

virginity  for  a  wealthy  marriage,  she  is  fated  to  join  the  other  slaughtered  women. 

Fortunately for her, a rescue is in the works. 

Unlike the Perrault and Grimm versions, where brothers swoop in last minute and 

save the day, Carter’s rescue comes in the form of the young girl’s able-bodied mother 

and the disabled, blind piano tuner.  After she leaves the bloody chamber, she tries to call 

her mother for help but the phone is dead. Luckily, her mother had already intuited that 

something  was  wrong during  the  last  time  that  the  young  girl  had  called  her  out  of 

loneliness. Before she had entered the bloody chamber, she called her mother but could 

not find the words to express her unhappiness, so she told her about the gold bath taps. 

She then burst into tears. Her mother knew that no one cries over gold bath taps, so she 

traveled to the castle and arrived on horseback just in time. 
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In the meantime, Jean-Yves, the blind piano tuner, finds her distraught after the 

failed phone call and she tells him about the room with murdered wives. Together, they 

attempt  to  scrub the  bloodstain  off  the  key but  it  refuses  to  disappear.  The Marquis 

returns early, claiming that his trip has been cancelled. The heroine tries to stay calm and 

distract him so he will  not request to see the key.  Despite her attempts  to put on an 

unaffected air and seduce the Marquis, he senses what has happened and demands to see 

the key. When he sees the bloodstain, which has turned into the shape of a red heart, he 

sentences the heroine to decapitation and presses the key against her forehead so that the 

bloodstain transfers permanently to her skin. This is the moment of fairy tale fantasy in 

Carter’s tale, the divergence from realism. Also, this is a departure from the Perrault and 

Grimm versions. In “Fitcher’s Bird”, the heroine’s sisters are magically reassembled and 

unscarred. Instead, Carter fails to eliminate the marked body; she visually and magically 

scars her heroine.

Jean-Yves  accompanies  the  heroine  to  the  courtyard,  where  the  Marquis  has 

prepared a chopping block for her. However, right when he lifts his sword to decapitate 

the heroine, her mother bursts into the courtyard and kills the Marquis with a bullet to the 

head. It is explained that the young girl’s phone call to her mother impelled the maternal 

intuition that lead to her rescue. In the tale’s closure, the narrator brings us to the present.  

Even though she escaped the Marquis, no amount of washing or makeup can cover the 

red mark on her forehead. She says she is glad Jean-Yves cannot see the mark, because it 

spares  her  shame.  In this  sense,  the final  sentence  of Carter’s  tale  is  saying that  the 

heroine is grateful for her husband’s disability, a far cry from the traditional able-bodied 

prince.  However,  Carter  does  not  give  in  to  the  traditional  fairy  tale  closure  where 
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everything is neat and tidy. It is unclear as to what exactly causes the heroine’s shame. 

One possibility is that the stain on her forehead is the embodiment of the young girl’s 

complicit role in her objectification by the Marquis. 

The Marquis requests, as preparation for her decapitation, that the heroine bathe 

and dress herself in a white muslin shift. When she goes into the music room where he 

has instructed her to wait until he calls for her, she finds Jean-Yves there and is surprised 

to see that she has not been abandoned. The piano tuner says to her, “I can be of some 

comfort to you. Though not much use” (37). It is ambiguous as to what exactly is of no 

use. Is it because of his disability and cannot save her or because regardless of her rescue, 

she has earned her place in the bloody chamber by marrying the Marquis not out of love 

but money? But from the knowledge gained from entering the bloody chamber, she now 

realizes who her true love is. When the Marquis calls for the heroine, she narrates “My 

lover kissed me, he took my hand. He would come with me if I would lead him” (38). 

Leading the piano tuner down to the courtyard places the heroine in the position of the 

able-bodied subject while the Marquis wishes her disablement. 

When the Marquis sees her new companion, he mocks him: “Let the blind lead 

the blind, eh? But does even a youth as besotted as you are think she was truly blind to 

her own desires when she took my ring?” (38) This question paradoxically labels the 

heroine as simultaneously blind and not blind. She has been disabled by the Marquis but 

through that process she has learned the lesson of marrying out of greed.

The blind piano tuner does not fit the traditional fairy tale’s able-bodied, male 

rescuer archetype. As the heroine’s mother performs this role, he becomes the assistant to 

the able-bodied rescuer. When she arrives on horseback, he attempts to open the gate that 



69

is keeping her out but has difficulty. Fortunately, the Marquis freezes for an instant at the 

sight  of  the  mother  which  provides  the  pianist  with  the  opportunity  to  “dart  to  the 

assistance of my lover as he struggled sightlessly with the great bolts that kept her out” 

(39). Here he still retains the status as her love even though he is seen as an assistant to 

the able-bodied hero. Also, lover, unlike beloved, is an active word.

In the eyes of the Marquis, the piano tuner’s literal blindness is not a threat to 

his own able-bodied heterosexuality.  According to Freud, he is symbolically castrated. 

The perceived non-threat of the disabled male’s  sexuality is  evident  in the Marquis’s 

hiring of the piano tuner in the first place when he puts the pianist to the test. In the final  

scene where the literal blind male and the metaphorically blind female are liberated from 

able-bodied  patriarchy,  the  narrator  explicitly  makes  reference  to  the  Marquis  as  her 

husband  and  the  piano  tuner  as  her  lover.  This  distinction  indicates  the  heroine’s 

realization  of  her  own  sexual  subjectivity  as  she  acknowledges  the  disabled  male’s 

sexuality  and  understands  the  oppressive  institution  of  marriage  represented  by  the 

Marquis.

The  marriage  plot  of  “The  Bloody  Chamber”  is  like  its  predecessors,  the 

marriage plot disrupted. The heroine’s encounter in the forbidden room is her liminal 

period between child and adult, and life and death. Her rescue arrives in the form of a 

disabled male and an able-bodied mother on horseback. The Marquis is murdered and the 

heroine returns home with her mother and the blind piano tuner. In “Fitcher’s Bird” there 

is no marriage and in “Bluebeard”, everyone is appropriately married. Perhaps, Carter’s 

version synthesizes  both,  since it  is left  unsaid as to whether the heroine marries  the 

disabled man. In fact, the heroine herself is left marked, by a visible scar of the blood 
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stain she earned by entering the bloody chamber. Carter does not follow suit with the 

fairy tale tradition that systematically eliminates disability in the conclusion. 

Beauty as Disorder in “The Lady of the House of Love”

The seventh story in Carter’s collection continues Carter’s trend of subverting the 

original tale’s marriage plot. “The Lady of the House of Love”, is an alternative reading 

of Perrault’s “Sleeping Beauty”. In the Perrault version of “Sleeping Beauty”, there are 

two narratives. There is the original first narrative of the one-hundred year sleep.  The 

Grimm version shares this sleep narrative, but the Perrault contains a second cannibalistic 

narrative. While the Grimms’ version ends in marriage, the Perrault version continues the 

marriage plot, disrupting it with an ogress mother-in-law who threatens to eat the heroine 

and her children.

The  tales  of  the  Grimm’s  “Briar  Rose”,  Perrault’s  “Sleeping  Beauty”,  and 

Carter’s “The Lady of the House of Love” have their similarities and differences in terms 

of their marriage plot. However, each author has their own ideas on what constitutes a 

successful  marriage  plot.  The  Grimms’  tale  deviates  from  its  folkloric  roots  and 

concludes with the marriage of Briar Rose and the prince. Perrault’s version continues 

with the second narrative of an ogress stepmother, a villain similar to the wicked queen in 

“Snow White” and who shares the same fate. Perrault’s cannabilistic plot begins with the 

impregnation  of Sleeping Beauty.  Details  concerning pregnancy were usually omitted 

during the Grimms’ editing process. While “Sleeping Beauty” ends with punishment, the 

death of the ogress stepmother, “Briar Rose” simply ends with rehabilitation of the entire 

catatonic castle. Intertextually, Carter consolidates the absent ogress stepmother with her 
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tale’s sleeping heroine, resulting Countess Nosferatu. The end result is a heroine who is 

both villain and victim: an insatiable vampire. 

One  narrative  link  between  “Sleeping  Beauty”  and  “Briar  Rose”  is  that  the 

heroine is originally fated to death upon reaching adulthood. Her predestined death is 

only circumvented through substitution. Doomed to a deep sleep, the young girl is fated 

to recuperation and consequently assimilation back into society through marriage. Carter 

subverts the marriage plot by tapping into the heroine’s original destiny. The Countess is 

not  assimilated  back  into  society  through  marriage;  instead  her  escape  from  her 

vampirific curse is her death. And in a twist of fate, the soldier, her able-bodied ‘prince’ 

to the rescue, may be fated to die as well.

A third person narrator tells the story of "The Lady of the House of Love," which 

is set in an abandoned Romanian village on the eve of the First World War. The main 

character,  Countess  Nosferatu,  is  queen  of  the  vampires.  She  is  all  but  completely 

isolated, having only her governess, an old deaf-mute crone for company. Like the blind 

piano tuner, the deaf-mute crone is another insertion of a disabled figure in the heroine’s 

life. So while the Countess’s vision is impaired, her only aid is a deaf-mute which does 

not equal able-bodied status. The other aspect of her indentured life as a vampire is that 

the Countess must sleep in a coffin during the day. At night she sucks the blood from 

young men lured into her chamber by the deaf-mute. The Countess bemoans her vampire 

identity, and is disgusted each time she finishes feeding. She finds solace in her deck of  

Tarot cards even though each day they always lay out the same fate: "wisdom, death, 

dissolution".
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But then one day, a vacationing young British soldier enters the Countess's village 

on a bicycle. The narrator explains that the young man is special because he is a virgin 

destined to fight in the war in France. Here he is attributed able-bodied status and it is 

linked to his heterosexuality. The day of his arrival, the Countess for the first time draws 

a different hand from her Tarot; it reads, "love and death". When the soldier reaches the 

town square,  the  deaf-mute  approaches  and signals  an  invitation  to  him towards  the 

Countess's castle. At first the soldier is afraid of what lies within the castle, but he shrugs 

off his fear easily because he does not believe in supernatural things. Carter is directly 

referring to the fairy tale’s magical and realistic nature. But what she is saying is that this  

Sleeping Beauty is so made up that she cannot be real. 

The governess leads the soldier into the Countess's chamber. When she holds up 

her lantern to his face, the Countess collapses as though blinded. As she falls, she knocks 

her  cards  to  the  floor.  Once  the  governess  has  revived  her,  she  puts  on  a  pair  of 

sunglasses so that she can bear the soldier's presence. The soldier finds himself charmed 

by the  Countess's  pitifully  beautiful  appearance  and manner.  Her  physical  perfection 

mesmerizes him. Finally, lust overtakes the Countess and she leads the soldier into her 

bedchamber and begins to undress. As she does so, she violently shakes from nerves and 

knocks her sunglasses off her face and onto the floor, where they shatter. When she tries 

to pick up the pieces, she cuts her hand. The soldier kisses the bleeding gash. Carter has 

taken the curse of the prick from the original tale and combined with the recuperative kiss 

of the prince that wakes the sleeping princess. So in a way, in Carter’s tale, the curse and 

the kiss become one in the same.
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The next morning, the soldier wakes up on the Countess's floor to find that the 

windows are open and light is flooding into the room. He finds the Countess hunched 

over and dead, with a withered rose near her corpse. Now in the light of day,  she no 

longer looks inhumanly perfect. Before she died, she got what she wished for and became 

human. So the soldier takes the rose, leaves the castle behind, and rejoins his regiment. 

Back in his barracks, the young hero tries to "resurrect" the rose by putting it in water.  

When he returns some time later, he can smell the rose's unnaturally strong scent from 

down the hall. Upon entering his room, he discovers that the rose has become perfect 

again. With this magical resurrection, the story ends with the soldier and his regiment 

departing for France, and his death at war.

By  pulling  from  vampire  legend,  Carter  warps  the  able/disabled  and 

active/passive dichotomies commonly found in the traditional sleeping beauty narrative. 

The heroine,  Countess Nosferatu,  is  introduced as “the beautiful  somnambulist  [who] 

helplessly perpetuates her ancestral crimes” (93). In this case, the predator is an unwilling 

victim of a cruel inheritance and her prey is a male virgin. However, the soldier and the 

Countess are still  structured within able bodied gendered roles, where able-bodiedness 

connotes masculinity and feminity represents lack, defect, and disabledness.

Like the perfect woman of the fairy tale, Countess Nosferatu is described as “so 

beautiful  she  is  unnatural;  her  beauty  is  an  abnormality,  a  deformity”  (94).  Carter 

reverses the understanding of idealized feminine beauty, attributing it to the able-bodied 

conscience of the disabled object as the exhibition “of those touching imperfections that 

reconcile  us to  the imperfection  of the human condition”  (94).   Carter  undercuts  the 

conventional value for feminine beauty in the fairy tale by revealing its disabling effect 
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on the heroine’s subjectivity. As if speaking about the universal perfect fairy tale heroine, 

she diagnoses “her beauty [as] a symptom of her disorder, of her soullessness” (94). The 

Countess’s disorder is her lack of subjectivity and her confinement to the fantasy of the 

masculine imagination.

Defined  passively,  she  is  indifferent  to  her  confinement  “as  if  she  were 

dreaming it. In her dream, she would like to be human” (95). The dreaming, an element  

pulled  from the  original  tale’s  sleeping  plot  line,  is  her  appropriate  performance  of 

assigned gender. Dreaming here is a passive act so her own dream is an identity of her 

own, unlike the dream narrative constructed by the heroine of “The Robber Bridegroom”. 

In this sense, the story’s idea of agency is to become human. Instead, she is a vampire, 

she is the “hereditary commandant of the army of shadows who...torment prepubescent 

girls with fainting fits, disorders of the blood, diseases of the imagination” (95). In her 

inheritance  she  is  victim of  the  patriarchal  system that  created  her,  however,  in  her 

passivity she then perpetuates those oppressions for all prepubescent girls on the verge of 

womanhood. Again, her liminal state is the source of her empowerment and torture.

Michael Davidson says in “Phantom Limbs: Film Noir and the Disabled Body” 

that disabled bodies are volatile bodies because “they make visible the field of sexuality 

itself, not as a set of drives toward an object but as an array of positions, desires, acts and 

practices” (18). Her vampiric desire for love is her sickness. Her volatile body “with the 

hectic,  unhealthy  beauty  of  a  consumptive”  (101)  is  designed  for  the  seduction  and 

devouring of her prey. In order to contain feminine sexuality and the unruly body, the 

Countess and her volatile hunger, is confined, or quarantined, to the Chateau. 
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One of the symptoms of the Countess’s ‘condition’ is her sensitivity to light, she 

“must apologize for the lack of light... a hereditary affliction of the eyes” (102). When the 

crone raises her light to show the Countess the soldier’s face it causes her to cry out and 

make “a blind,  appalled gesture with her hands,  as if  pushing him away”  (102).  Her 

inability to see is exacerbated by the young bicyclist, so there is ambiguity as to what 

blinded her, his face or the light. She tells the soldier that when he “came through the 

door  retaining...  all  the  golden  light  of  the  summer's  day  of  which  I  know nothing, 

nothing...it  seemed  to  me  you  had stepped off  the  card  into  my darkness  and,  for  a 

moment, I thought, perhaps, you might irradiate it” (103). The soldier’s presence both 

blinds the Countess and holds the potential to cure her of her hereditary affliction.

By stepping  into  her  boudoir,  the  soldier  has  positioned  himself  as  her  prey. 

However,  he  says  that  it  is  a  “folly  to  believe  one’s  eyes"  (104).  His  fundamental  

disbelief in what he sees before him sustains him and though he feels unease, he cannot 

feel terror. The narrator says that due to his virginity he does not yet know what there is 

to be afraid of. And “due to his heroism, which makes him like the sun... what he sees  

before him is an inbred, highly strung girl child, fatherless, motherless, kept in the dark 

too long and pale as a plant” (104). The soldier is not employing any power of the gaze. 

Instead, the power of his rational look takes on a stare-like quality that sees disability 

instead of the sexually desirable. While she performs her role as the temptress he does not 

see her as a sexualized object. Instead he sees her as a vulnerable, child-like disabled 

object as she tries to lure him into her bedroom to devour him.

The  piano  tuner  and  the  soldier  are  both  able  to  see  the  feminine  disabled 

subject. In the last sentence of “The Bloody Chamber”, the pianist says that she is glad 
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the piano tuner  cannot  see the red mark on her  forehead though “not for fear of his 

revulsion, since I know he sees me clearly with his heart” (51). Even though it is the 

soldier who says it is “a folly to believe one’s eyes”, in the Countess’s boudoir, it is “not 

so much that he does not believe in her; he can see her, she is real" (104). The blind piano 

tuner is able to look past the pianist’s loss of innocence, her virginity, through his literal 

blindness. The soldier, due to his virginity,  is unable to see the monstrously feminine 

seductress.  Rather,  he  sees  the  disordered  girl  in  need  of  sunlight.  Neither  stare  is 

oppressive because they do not see the idealized feminine beauty of the perfect fairy tale 

woman, but also do not desire it.

The Countess is condemned to a routine of passivity as she spends her nights 

sitting “under the eyes of the portraits of her demented and atrocious ancestors, each one 

of whom, through her, projects a baleful posthumous existence”. The eyes of the portraits 

possess  a  power  over  the  Countess  similar  to  that  of  the  mirrors  in  “The  Bloody 

Chamber”. Since she is a vampire, the Countess is unable to see herself in the mirror. In 

the story’s introductory paragraph, one of the manifestations of the various, troublesome 

revenants  that  drove the peasants  to  abandon the village  below her chateau was “the 

sound of sobbing in a derelict bedroom where a cracked mirror suspended from a wall 

does not reflect a presence” (1). Her vampiric existence refuses her a mirrored reflection 

which  prevents  her  recognition  of  self.  Instead  her  identity  is  reflected  back  to  her 

through the family portraits that line the walls. 

The omnipresent portraits chaperone the entire encounter between the Countess 

and the soldier.  While the Countess makes coffee,  the soldier notices that their “livid 

faces  all  seemed  contorted  with  a  febrile  madness  and  the  blubber  lips,  the  huge, 
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demented eyes that all had in common bore a disquieting resemblance to those of the 

hapless victim of inbreeding” (102). Here the inbreeding is the root of her disabled state. 

The entwinement  of  the  Countess’s  disordered  body and her  inheritance  evokes  how 

Briar Rose was fated to her cursed sleep because of her parents’ misinvitation.

The kiss is another reversal of their roles, the soldier kisses the heroine’s bloody 

finger rather than the vampire sucking his blood. When he gently takes the Countess’s 

hand the narrator says that. “He will kiss it better for her, as her mother, had she lived, 

would have done” (106). He adopts a nurturing, maternal role that steps outside of his 

masculine  archetype  of  reason.  This  maternal  quality  diminishes  the  gendered  non-

consensual quality of the original tale’s erotic revival of the passive sleeper via male kiss. 

The male kiss has been feminized and maternalized which blurs the heterosexual nature 

of the kiss. What he desires is to rehabilitate her back to normalcy. 

When he follows her back into her bedroom, he does so not because he has been 

seduced but because he is “fearful for his hostess’s health, her sanity... he would like to 

take her into his arms and protect her from the ancestors who leer down from the walls” 

(105). His motives are honorable, however his intentions lead to the possibility of another 

form of patriarchal ownership. The next morning after the kiss, he goes:

into the boudoir, his mind busy with plans. We shall take her to Zurich, to 

a clinic; she will be treated for nervous hysteria. Then to an eye specialist, 

for her photophobia, and to a dentist to put her teeth into better shape. Any 

competent manicurist will deal with her claws. We shall turn her into the 

lovely girl she is; I shall cure her of all these nightmares (107). 
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His cure for the Countess’s illness is mis-diagnosed. She dies in order to break the cycle  

of  ancestral  oppression  and  through  death  she  is  also  able  to  escape  the  soldier’s 

compulsory able-bodied intentions of rehabilitation.  

“The  Bloody  Chamber”  is  a  realistic  tale  with  one  magical  element,  the 

transference of the bloodstain from key to forehead. “The Lady of the House of Love” is 

on the other end of the spectrum. In fact, Carter’s heroine is an extreme of the magical  

element from “Sleeping Beauty” and “Briar Rose”. In their tales, they manage to sleep 

for one hundred years and never age. The Countess Nosferatu is not afforded that same 

treatment; the cost of her eternal beauty is to be undead. When she is awaken from her 

sleep, she dies. Through the fairy tale magic, Carter disables her heroines. The young 

piano player is magically scarred and the Countess Nosferatu’s beauty is a disorder. By 

disabling  her  heroines,  she  questions  their  gendered,  able-bodied  status  from  the 

traditional tale.

In this  chapter  I  have  argued that  the  marriage  plots  have  been subverted  by 

Carter’s  insertion  of  disabled  motifs.  Through this  insertion,  she has  transformed  the 

gender dynamic of the feminized disabled male as able-bodied rescuer in “The Bloody 

Chamber”. The result of this transfiguration destabilizes the able-bodied, heteronormative 

marriage plot from the fairy tale  tradition.  And in “The Lady of the House of Love” 

disability  served  as  a  critique  of  the  idealized  feminine  body  by  presenting  it  as 

disordered  which  then  calls  into  question  the  compulsory  able-bodiedness  of  the 

recuperative kiss. My reading of Carter’s tales has been informed by my previous crip 

analysis of the Grimm’s tales. With this perspective, I find that this rereading has shown 
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the  impact  that  an  intertextual  treatment  can  contribute  to  the  fairy  tale  genre  and 

adaptation.



80

Happily Ever After: A Conclusion

In  Graham  Allen’s  conclusion  of  Intertextuality,  he  credits  intertextuality  for 

reminding us as critical readers that “all texts are potentially plural, reversible, open to 

the reader’s own presuppositions, lacking in clear and defined boundaries, and always 

involved  in  the  expression  or  repression  of  the  dialogic  ‘voices’  which  exist  within 

society.” (209) These voices can be read in between the spaces of fairy tales beginning 

with its roots in oral folk tradition up to contemporary feminist revision. I have set up an 

argument for why crip theory is one way to listen to the voices within fairy tale intertexts. 

I believe that this perspective contributes to previous feminist critique of the traditional 

tales’ gender ideologies 

Since intertextuality  is  a  term which  continually  refers  to  the  impossibility  of 

singularity, Allen argues that it should be “a potent tool within any reader’s theoretical 

vocabulary.” (209) I have employed intertextuality as a tool to deconstruct the singularity 

of the fairy tale marriage plot. I focused on two types of narrative in the Brothers Grimm 

collection: the recuperative heterosexual kiss of “Briar Rose” and “Snow White” and the 

dismembering  of  fiancés  by murderous  grooms in  “Fitcher’s  Bird”  and “The Robber 

Bridegroom.”  In  the  first  narrative  type,  the  marriage  plot  successfully  concludes  in 

wealth, heterosexual marriage and compulsory able-bodiedness. In the second narrative 

type,  the marriage plot’s corruption is inscribed on the dismembered limbs of female 

victims and is revealed to the heroine in an uncanny encounter. I find that by shifting 

focus to these moments of able-bodied crisis and instability we can explore opportunities 

to further deconstruct the fairy tale marriage plot in other intertextual fairy tale narratives.
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Yet  just  as  Allen  applauds  intertextuality  for  not  allowing  the  possibility  of 

singularity,  he also stresses that this term “cannot be employed by readers wishing to 

produce stability and order, or wishing to claim authority over the text or other critics.” 

(209)  The  variety  of  approaches  towards  fairy  tale  analysis  is  a  testament  of  such 

impossibilities. However, I do believe that a crip reading of the Brothers Grimm tales 

intertextually can influence a reading of Angela Carter’s collection of fairy tales. In the 

second chapter  I  challenged  the  compulsory able-bodied  fairy tale  marriage  plot  and 

exposed its dependence on crip moments and spaces for narrative closure. This allowed 

me to re-think Carter’s heroines as subversively disabled. I also saw that queerness is 

found in the liminal states that Carter places her heroines in. 

In addition, my analysis provides the opportunity to push those themes further and 

potentially inspire future literary fairy tales This is why I would like to conclude this 

project with an attachment of a piece of my own fictional writing, “The Prince and the 

Frog”.
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