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REVIEW OF THE FAIREST OF THEM ALL: SNOW WHITE AND 21 TALES OF MOTHERS AND DAUGHTERS

"Storytellers draw on heterogeneous versions of a story, mixing and mingling, erasing and preserving, destroying and restoring. Each teller adds something new to the accumulated layers to give a story texture and depth," Maria Tatar declares in The Fairest of Them All: Snow White and 21 Tales of Mothers and Daughters (Tatar 2020, 21). In this rich collection of motley tales from across the world, Tatar offers an engaging reflection upon the shape-shifting nature of the fairy-tale genre, reminding us that fairy stories are often far more intriguing, complex and disturbing than Disney's animated feature films would have us believe. As Tatar's insightful commentary guides us through twenty-one variations on "The Beautiful Girl" trope stemming from various cultures and centuries, we are inevitably led to questioning the authoritative nature of some of its most central symbols and motifs: in these tales indeed, apples often make way for poisoned combs, laces, rings and nails, dwarves are swapped for brothers and robbers, and not all coffins are made of glass. (38) Tatar, a professor of folklore and mythology at Harvard University and a specialist of German literature and fairy-tales, prefaces her collection with a thorough and engaging essay on the fairy-tale genre as seen through the prism of "Snow White" stories. In it, she retraces the evolution of the tale, from the Grimms' early attempts at divorcing female antagonists from nuclear family structures through the coining of the wicked stepmother archetype (18), to the unsurprising appeal of Disney's animated feature on Nazi Germany, which praised the film for its artistic merit and efforts to revitalise traditional German culture (31)(32)(33). Tatar also offers us an interesting alternative to the Arne-Thompson-Uther Index (ATU) when she argues for the renaming of the "Snow White" tale-type into "The Beautiful Girl" in order to avoid the problematic implications of colour symbolism within a contemporary cultural context. "Snow White can be found in nearly every place that stories are told, and she rarely has white skin.
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Her one constant attribute is her beauty, and Disney's 'skin white as snow' is an exception in the fairy-tale universe rather than the rule," she reminds us (x), before suggesting that the narrative core of the tale lies, in fact, within the violent confrontation between (step)mother and daughter. This idea is built upon further by the many illustrations included by Tatar within the collection, and serving as a visual indicator of the enduring cultural fascination for monstrous mothers and beautiful heroines suspended between life and death.

Far from aligning herself with contemporary feminist criticism and revisionism of the fairy-tale genre-which she nonetheless alludes to within the introduction-Tatar produces a collection of dark, disenchanted fairy-tales in which violence is omnipresent and heroines are seldom empowered. Many stories thus contain vivid mutilation scenes, such as "Maroula and the Mother of Eros," in which the heroine is forced to carry a sack containing the dismembered corpses of her children-as well as own, chopped hands-around her neck as a sign of penance. (87) Some fairy-tale endings are also distinctively unhappy: "The Death of the Seven Dwarfs", for instance, leaves little to the imagination regarding the fate of the eponymous characters; the short tale brutally concluding on their "bodies [buried] outdoors in the garden" while "[no] one has any idea what happened to [the heroine]." (84) A particularly intriguing variant on the traditional "Snow White" plot, "The Witch's Daughter", also reaches a frustratingly cruel conclusion when, after a series of trials and tribulations, the protagonist breaks the curse placed upon his wife one day too early, causing her to declare that "it is not

[their] destiny to be together" before willingly embracing a now permanent death. (178) Tatar's collection, however, is not all violence and darkness. Albeit implicitly, it also explores the causes and nature of the tragic mother/daughter plot, and offers some interesting variants to traditional themes of maternal abuse, sexual rivalry, and mutual destruction. In fact, many tales directly echo psychoanalytic theories presenting the binary split of maternal characters in fairy-tales as the illustration of an infantile coping strategy: "By splitting the Weibel 3 mother into a good (often dead) mother and an evil stepmother, mother-in-law, or witch," Tatar explains, "fairy tales enable children to preserve positive feelings about their own parent even as they indulge in all manner of morbid fantasies about the 'bad' mother." (54) "The Mirror of Matsuyama", one of the most uplifting tales within the collection, daringly concludes with the eventual reconciliation of female characters: "Even the girl's stepmother, when she knew what had really taken place, was ashamed and asked forgiveness. And the child, who believed she had seen her mother's face in the mirror, forgave, and trouble forever departed from the home." (150) Positive female relationships are also depicted through the recurring presence of helpful sisters eager to bond with the heroine, such as in "The Enchanted Stockings" and "Princess Aubergine." The latter tale is also particularly striking in the way it portrays an empowered heroine unapologetically-and repeatedly-causing violent harm to the wicked queen and her children as a means of self-protection (96-97; 101).

With this charming yet disturbing collection of stories about beautiful girls and wicked sorceresses, Tatar reminds us of the richness and diversity inherent to the fairy-tale genre.

Strangely reminiscent of traditional fairy-tale princes, she sets out to reawaken us-or at least our sense of wonder-by reenchanting a tale too often reduced to the simplified, saccharine adaptations currently dominating popular culture. One can only wish that Tatar's collection would do more than hint at even more recent retellings and revisions of "The Beautiful Girl" trope, as our understanding and appreciation of them would only be heightened by Tatar's many insights on folklore and fairy-tale studies. Indeed, numerous contemporary tales-among which Tanith Lee's White as Snow (2000), Gregory Maguire's Mirror, Mirror (2003) 

  , and Catherynne M. Valente's Six Guns Snow White (2013)-are filled to the brim with cruel mothers, crueller daughters, wicked mirrors and sleeping princes awaiting us. . The Fairest of Them All: Snow White and 21 Tales of Mothers and Daughters. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2020.