
C. S. Lewis, author of the children’s classic The 
Chronicles of Narnia, thought deeply about reading 
and writing for children. In his essay “On Three 
Ways of Writing for Children,” he cautions:

We must meet children as equals in that 
area of our nature where we are their equals. 
. . . The child as reader is neither to be 
patronized nor idolized: we talk to him as 
man to man.1

We at the Great Books Foundation believe, just as 
Lewis did, in the importance of not condescending 
to children in the literature we provide them. At 
each level of the Junior Great Books program, 
we strive to give children the very best literature 
that is appropriate to their age group and suitable 
to the aims of Shared InquiryTM discussion. For 
younger children, we have found that folktales 
provide this kind of serious, thoughtful literature.

Folktales embody universal themes that are of 
compelling interest to children—themes that 
address their curiosity about the world and that 
speak to their own fantasies, fears, and hopes. 
 For example, “Tom Tit Tot,” a variation of 
“Rumpelstiltskin,” shows the need to control one’s 
impulses and the dif fer ence be tween willfulness 
and being strong willed. “Jack and the Beanstalk” 
reveals the delicate interplay of courage, wit, 
luck—and possibly unscrupulousness—upon 
which worldly success may depend. “Cinderella,” 
on the other hand, demonstrates the tendency for 
true virtue to triumph—despite all odds, to rise 
out of the ashes.

Not only do folktales present themes important 
to children, they do so in a way that is particularly 
suited to the young reader. Centuries of retelling 
have refined and condensed their profound ideas 
into stark, recognizable metaphors. With their 
forthright plots and archetypal characters—
virtuous, tenacious heroes and heroines and 
strong, terrifying evildoers—these powerful 
tales are retold in a manner that can touch the 

inexperienced mind of a child. Lewis calls folktales 
“admirable hieroglyphics” that convey “psychology, 
types of character, more briefly than novelistic 
presentation and to readers whom novelistic 
presentation could not yet reach.”2 At their best, 
these bare mysterious tales so capture the imagi-
nation that they truly attain a symbolic power 
not unlike that of the great literary metaphors, 
such as Franz Kafka’s “The Metamorphosis” (in 
Adult Great Books, Fifth Series) or Robert Louis 
Stevenson’s “The Strange Case of Dr. Jekyll and 
Mr. Hyde” (in Junior Great Books Series 9).

Because it is the hallmark of folktales to condense 
and suggest meaning—because they must be read 
symbolically rather than literally—they are an 
ideal vehicle for Shared Inquiry discussion. As P. L. 
Travers, the author of the “Mary Poppins” stories, 
rightly observes:

It is their role to say much in little. And 
not to explain is to set up in the hearer or 
the reader an inner friction in which one 
question inevitably leads to another and the 
answers that come are never conclusions. 
They never exhaust meaning.3

By stubbornly resisting reduction to a single 
rational meaning, folktales provide rich oppor-
tunities for interpretation. Of course, the more 
highly crafted a particular version or retelling of a 
given story, the greater its potential for discussion, 
for allowing readers to discover meaning from 
a variety of perspectives. And so the folktales 
published in Junior Great Books are versions 
whose deeper meanings are inseparable from the 
poetry of their telling—their precision of detail, 
their vivid images, and the music and rhythm of 
their prose.

Most retellers, for example, are content simply to 
repeat, in more or less graceful fashion, the bare 
formulae of the folk material, whereby the eldest 
child is the “most clever,” the middle one “neither 
clever nor dull,” and the youngest, predictably, 
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the “fool.” In contrast, Post Wheeler’s thoughtful 
attention to detail in his “The Little Humpbacked 
Horse” calls the concepts of cleverness and 
foolishness into question, and the reader is 
profitably able to inquire: If Danilo was “the most 
knowing lad in the place,” and Gavrilo “knows 
enough to take care” of himself, why is Little Fool 
Ivan the one to catch the white mare? What does 
it mean to say: “it takes a fool to find a treasure”?

“The Little Humpbacked Horse” also provides an 
example of the poetry of language and image to be 
found in the best folktales:

The white mare’s eyes darted forth lightning. 
She curled her neck like a snake, reared on 
her hind legs, and shot off like an arrow. She 
raced over fields, she flew like a bird over 
ditches, she galloped like the wind along 
mountains and dashed through thick forests. 
But run as she would, and rear and snort 
as she might, she could not throw off Little 
Fool Ivan. He clung to her tail and stuck to 
her back like a burr.4

Post Wheeler’s retelling of “The Little 
Humpbacked Horse” illustrates how imaginative 
penetration and recreation of the folk material 
results in provocation to thought as well as 
enchantment of style.

 * * * *

By reading and discussing folktales in Shared 
Inquiry, children come to appreciate literature 
of richness and depth, and have the opportunity 
to grapple with profound and sustaining truths 
that have stood the test of untold ages. But more 
than that, Shared Inquiry allows children to 
take possession of these truths for themselves, to 
internalize the essential meanings of humankind. 
Jean E. Karl, an esteemed publisher and editor 
of children’s literature, writes eloquently on the 
importance of this internalization process:

“The child is father of the man,” 
Wordsworth said. What is lost in the shaping 
of an individual in childhood because 
there is too little chance to perceive strong 
truths . . . can never be wholly recovered. 
Furthermore, if a young reader never has a 
book that reveals the incomparable pleasure 
of grasping, of creating for the self, a new 
idea, a tragedy has occurred.5

In addition, by reading and thinking about 

folktales, children become familiar with 
literary forms and conventions, thematic and 
metaphorical structures, encountered in more 
elaborate or sophisticated works. Young readers 
accustomed to the common folktale technique 
of repeated elements—such as the repetition of 
events in “The Fisherman and His Wife” and 
“Jack and the Beanstalk”—will more readily 
comprehend the nuances of repeated events and 
motifs in Charles Dickens’ A Christmas Carol 
or Thomas Mann’s Death in Venice. Similarly, 
children who have carefully read the Junior Great 
Books stories depicting heroes and heroines who 
must embark on an arduous journey, overcoming 
severe difficulties in order to arrive finally at a 
higher level of existence—stories such as “The 
Ugly Duckling,”  “The Little Humpbacked 
Horse,” “Vasilissa the Beautiful,” “Caporushes,” 
and “Beauty and the Beast”—will later recognize 
similar existential patterns of spiritual journey and 
rebirth in such diverse works as the biblical story 
of Jonah and the whale, William Shakespeare’s The 
Winter’s Tale, and Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart’s 
opera The Magic Flute.

Of course, stories that contribute successfully 
 to children’s intellectual and imaginative 
development must also speak to them on an 
emotional and moral level—and folktales are 
admirably suited to this task too. By presenting 
universal themes in their essential forms, so as 
not to confuse the young reader, folktales give 
substance to many of the child’s own concerns, 
such as the need to acquire self confidence and self 
reliance in “The Brave Little Tailor,” and fears of 
being abandoned by those on whom one depends 
in “Cinderella” or “Vasilissa the Beautiful.” The 
difficulties and challenges of growing up can be 
explored humorously, as in “The Master Cat,” or 
lyrically, as in “Beauty and the Beast.”

However, folktales in Junior Great Books are not 
simple didactic stories or cautionary tales. As Karl 
points out:

Good books do not preach; their ideas are 
wound into the substance of the book and 
are clearly a part of the life of the book itself. 
Visions that are too obvious are visions that 
can be too easily put aside. The best visions 
are those that the readers seem to discover 
on their own as they read and shape to their 
own views.6



In “Beauty and the Beast,” for example, the 
power of the story’s central theme—learning to 
move beyond appearances and discover the inner 
beauty of others—would be weakened if the 
message were explicit. Instead, children come to 
a clearer understanding of the nature of beauty 
and the transforming power of love by grappling 
with such questions as, Why does the Beast turn 
into a handsome prince only after Beauty realizes 
she loves him as he is? Like all true literature, 
folktales present their ideas subtly, by implication, 
conveying their meaning to children through the 
tangibles of the story rather than through abstract 
precepts.

An important aspect of meaning in many folktales 
is their moral significance. Inherent in the 
experience of reading these tales is exposure to 
the truth that no human being can escape—the 
necessity to distinguish good from evil, both 
within ourselves and without. Many well meaning 
individuals assume that children should be 
spared the difficulties of judging good from evil. 
Nevertheless, as the child psychologist Bruno 
Bettelheim notes, “children know that they are not 
always good; and often, even when they are, they 
would prefer not to be.”7

By acknowledging that one must struggle to 
overcome that which is destructive in one’s own 
nature, and by simultaneously holding out the 
possibility of eventual triumph—the achievement 
of authentic selfhood—folktales validate children’s 
own sense of themselves and the real world around 
them. As Bettelheim explains in his study of the 
meaning and importance of fairy tales, The Uses 
of Enchantment, folktales get across the message to 
children that “a struggle against severe difficulties 
in life is unavoidable, is an intrinsic part of human 
existence—but that if one does not shy away, but 
steadfastly meets unexpected and often unjust 
hardships, one masters all obstacles and at the end 
emerges victorious.”8

The evocative Russian folktale “Vasilissa the 
Beautiful”—a story that gives full recognition 
to dark aspects of the human condition—is 
an instructive case in point. A variation on the 
Cinderella story, “Vasilissa the Beautiful” embodies 
several of the most powerful fairy tale motifs: a 
motherless girl, despised and mistreated by her 
wicked stepmother and jealous stepsisters, is 

forced by them to journey into a deep dark forest 
to the hut of an even more wicked woman—a 
cannibalistic witch, the Baba-Yaga—where she 
must complete a series of nearly insurmountable 
tasks under the threat of death. Vasilissa overcomes 
her enemies and wins the heart of a Tsar, but she 
does so with the help of a beneficent force—the 
memory or internalized experience of her loving, 
dead mother. This nurturing spirit of trust and self 
confidence is represented in the tale by a little doll 
left to Vasilissa by her dying mother—a doll that 
comes alive, comforting and advising her, on the 
condition that she provide it with food and water.

The evil threat of the Baba-Yaga is vividly evoked 
by this image of her dwelling place:

But at evening [Vasilissa] came all at once 
to the green lawn where the wretched little 
hut stood on its hens’ legs. The wall around 
the hut was made of human bones, and on 
its top were skulls. There was a gate in the 
wall, whose hinges were the bones of human 
feet and whose locks were jawbones set with 
sharp teeth. The sight filled Vasilissa with 
horror, and she stopped as still as a post 
buried in the ground.9 

The image is terrifying, and it is meant to be so, 
but the fear invoked by the story and this image is 
not the same as the fear called forth by a realistic 
story, or even a ghost story—a horror story that 
“might” be true. Children familiar with folktales, 
even very young children, recognize that they are 
in a symbolic world, the realm of  “once upon 
a time.” They understand that “Vasilissa the 
Beautiful”—with its wicked witches and bones— 
is not meant to be taken at face value. In the 
words of the poet Samuel Taylor Coleridge:

Don’t worry about the apparent terror and 
bloodshed in children’s books, the real 
children’s books. There is none there. It only 
represents the way in which little children, 
from generation to generation, learn in ways 
as painless as can be followed, the stern 
environment of life and death.10

Children who have experience with folktales 
know that the stories—unlike many realistic 
stories—will end happily. They also know that in 
fairy tales, as the poet W. H. Auden writes, “There 
is no joy or success without risk and suffering.’’11 
Thus, while Vasilissa’s plight evokes pity and 
terror in the sensitive reader, it also inspires hope 
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and confidence. Indeed, as in most folktales, the 
“Vasilissa” story suggests that the evil force of the 
Baba-Yaga and the beneficent force of Vasilissa’s 
true mother are inseparable. With out the Baba-
Yaga and the wicked stepmother, there would be 
no story. Vasilissa’s courage, perseverance, and wit 
would not have been tested, nor would she have 
acquired the independent spirit and initiative 
that ultimately win her the respect and love of the 
Tsar. With heroic courage Vasilissa meets fearful 
dangers: her successful struggle—what J. R. R. 
Tolkien would call the miraculous grace of the 
Happy Ending12—offers children reassurance and 
joy, while honestly recognizing the reality of pain 
and sorrow.

Some might argue that the inevitable happy 
ending of a good fairy tale gives children a false 
impression of the world, but we believe that it 
is this very spirit of redemption that speaks so 
powerfully to young readers. Once again, Lewis 
writes eloquently of the unusual ability of folktales 
to enlarge and enrich the child’s inner life:

Let there be wicked kings and beheadings,  
battles and dungeons, giants and dragons, 
and let villains be soundly killed at the end 
of the book. Nothing will persuade me that 
this causes an ordinary child any kind or 
degree of fear beyond what it wants, and 
needs, to feel. . . . And I think it possible that 
by confining your child to blameless stories 
of child life in which nothing at all alarming 
ever happens, you would fail to banish the 
terrors, and would succeed in banishing all 
that can ennoble them or make them  
endurable. For in the fairy tales, side by 
side with the terrible figures, we find the 
immemorial comforters and protectors, the 
radiant ones.13

And finally, the real world—the actual world in 
which children must eventually take their place, 
with all the attendant responsibilities of family, 
workplace, and citizenship—is equally enriched 
when one is strengthened by a belief in “the 
radiant ones” of the finest folktales.
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