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NORWEGIAN FOLK TALES were collected and published in the mid 19th century by Peter Christian Asbjørnsen (1812-1885) and Jørgen Moe (1813-1882). The folk tales were early on illustrated by our leading artists, and contributed to the development of a national identity. The book contains 20 of the most wellknown folk tales, such as: White-Bear-King-Valemon, Little Freddie and his Fiddle, The Seventh Father of the House, The Princess who Always had to have the Last Word.



This is a book published in the series NORWEGIAN HERITAGE. A series of books about a range of Norway’s best-known national icons. The respective titles deal with significant figures within arts and literature, science, sports and society, as well as the country’s many natural wonders, important historical periods and cultural topics. Each book offers the reader an updated introduction to readers who wish to familiarize themselves with a given subject.

See www.norwegian-heritage.no for more titles and information about the series.

The books are published in Norwegian and English.
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Foreword

In Henrik Ibsen’s play Peer Gynt, Mother Åse describes what her preferences were when her sorrows became too numerous and her thoughts too weighty:


One uses brandy, another one, lies;

O yes, we lived on fairy-tale feasts

about princes and trolls and all kinds of beasts.

And bride-stealing too.



So have countless generations done before her, and we still do – we seek refuge in the domain of fairy tales when the real day-to-day world becomes too difficult. People have used fairy tales in this manner at all times and all over the world; the first known collection, the Indian Panchatantra (‘The Five Principles’) dates from the early centuries AD, and the best known, the Arabic collection The Thousand and One Nights, was compiled during the 9th century AD.

In Norway we’ve had folk tales for several hundred years. What distinguishes our folk tales is that they lack a known author, that they’ve been transmitted orally through the ages, and that they do not claim to be truthful. They are ‘stuff and damned lies’, to quote Ibsen once again, and often contain super-natural elements. Furthermore they are rarely set in a specific location or moment in time, but take place in timeless and general circumstances (for instance: ‘There was once a man who was travelling …’, or ‘There was once a king who had a daughter …’)

In addition, the folk tales often have an underlying ‘moral’ message, albeit quite an ambiguous one. Granted, the good generally get to reap the spoils, while the wicked are punished and must suffer, if not die. But that doesn’t necessarily imply that goodness is right and will prevail. In many Norwegian folk tales luck, lies, insolence, and extreme willfulness are at least as important conditions for success as being nice and industrious. Mere humility, obedience, diligence and devotion rarely gets one anywhere. And neither does raw, physical strength (typically, most trolls end up having their heads chopped off). The hero in a folk tale must first and foremost have brains – not in a bookish sense, but rather as in streetwise; the ability to grasp an opportunity when he sees one, the imagination to wriggle out of the trickiest situations, and an irreverent distrust of all figures of authority.

It is common to distinguish between different types of folk tales. The three main categories are the ordinary folk tales, the animal tales and the joke tales. The first ones are normally quite long and tell stories of super-natural phenomena, including trolls and goblins, witches and magic. In this selection, examples would be Soria Moria Castle and White-Bear-King-Valemon.

The animal tales are, as in the French writer La Fontaine’s animal fables, stories about animals with human qualities and weaknesses. They speak, think and feel like humans – or, rather, like humans would have done had they been incarnated in the body of a fox or a cock, a pig or a goose. Examples in this book are The Hare who had been married and The House Mouse and the Country Mouse.

As the name implies, the joke tale is a story whose aim is to make fun and ridicule, preferably of specific high-raking figures such as the king, the priest and the bailiff. The mill that grinds at the bottom of the sea and Squire Per are examples in this collection.

In Norway the names Asbjørnsen and Moe are almost synonymous with the words ‘folk tales’. That is because the folklorists and friends Peter Christian Asbjørnsen and Jørgen Moe travelled around rural areas of southern Norway in the first half of the 19th century collecting and recording legends and tales from oral traditions that had existed for centuries. Like so many other European linguists, the two were inspired by the German Grimms brothers’ groundbreaking work in the early 19th century. Their first collection, Norwegian Folk Tales, was originally published in four booklets between 1841 and 1844.

Jørgen Moe (1813–1882) became acquainted with Peter Christian Asbjørnsen (1812–1885) while they were both students, and together they spent several decades collecting a vast quantity of legends and tales. When Moe later chose to concentrate on the priesthood (he eventually became bishop of Kristiansand), the work was left to Asbjørnsen, who continued to collect and publish folk tales. His major collected work, Norske Folke- og Huldre-Eventyr i Udvalg, which this selection is taken from, was published in 1879.

The 1879 edition was also the first which was illustrated with the classical drawings by some of the country’s leading artists in the second half of the 19th century, including Hans Gude, Eilif Peterssen, Otto Sinding, Adolph Tidemand, and Erik Werenskiold. In particular Werenskiold and the artist Theodor Kittelsen were to brand the folk tales with their powerful and influential depictions of horror and witchcraft, comedy and conflict, and, not least, the Norwegian landscape.
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