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Seven Ways of Thinking about Fairy Tales (and their Children) 

 
Course Description: 
Children’s literature is an unusual field of 
study.  Children rarely write children’s books, nor have 
they produced any body of academic research on 
children’s literature.  Instead, adult authors write for an 
imagined (or imperfectly remembered) child reader, and 
adult academics develop research based on the 
foundations of consciously (or unconsciously) 
constructed models of childhood.  Our class will grapple 
with this defining problem of children’s literature—the 
difficulty of constructing the child reader—by applying a 
variety of critical approaches to European fairy tales 
and their descendants.  We’ll begin by reading fairy 
tales that were published in England, Germany, France, 
and Russia in the 17th to 19th century. We’ll then turn 
to modern versions of these tales and finish by 
examining recent novels and films that adapt 
conventions of traditional fairy tales to explore the 
complexities of modern life.  In thinking about how the 
child reader may be imagined, we’ll use a variety of 
critical approaches that, to varying degrees, overlap 
with and answer one another.  In a nod to the folklorist 
Max Lüthi, who tended to see sevens everywhere he 
looked, I’ve chosen the following approaches for our 
class:  interactions between text and image, socio-
historical criticism, formalism, psychoanalytic theory, 
feminism, reader response theory, and posthumanism.  
 
Required Texts: 

 Martin Hallett and Barbara Karasek, eds. Folk and Fairy Tales, 4th ed (Broadview) 
 Emma Donoghue, Kissing the Witch (Harper Collins) 
 Francesca Lia Block, The Rose and the Beast (Harper Collins) 
 Philip Pullman, I was a Rat! (Scholastic) 
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 Neil Gaiman, Coraline (Harper Collins) 
 Hayao Miyazaki (dir.), Spirited Away (video) 
 One or two other texts TBA 
 Three or four PDFs of scholarly studies (to be made available on WebCT ), various film clips 

(to be screened in class) 

Course Requirements: 
Writing in this course will take the form of a series of brief, connected assignments that lead to the 
term paper. 

 regular attendance and engagement in class discussions                        
 two very brief, informal position papers     
 a critical review of an article or book chapter                                          
 a research proposal and term paper 
 a final exam   

 


