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A fairy tale is a story with magical elements, showing idealized or extremely happy 
endings. Though a fabricated story, and at times with intentions not true, it is a close 
cousin of myth, legend, romance, fantasy, fable and fiction. In spite of their tiny nature, 
many a good number of fairy tales have survived thousands of years, inspiring kids of all 
centuries. Though initially designed for kids, the fairy tales serve the purpose of being 
didactic in their objective. The instructive stories have always helped in making the 
younger minds think of good morals and the elder minds to relish and dream of perfect 
little Utopian lives. The phrases “Once upon a time”, “Long long ago” and “Happily ever 
after” are still power packed in reviving the spirits of story lovers, in spite of the age and 
the gender. The term fairy tale simply does not imply the meaning of light winged tales 
which are mighty enough to carry away the readers to worlds of perfection. As Donald 
Haase infers, “For some, the term denotes a specific narrative form easily identified 
characteristics but for others it suggests not a singular genre but an umbrella category 
under which a variety of other forms may be grouped” (322-25). Studies show that an 
undercurrent lies between the historical events and the popular folklores of magic which 
slowly were brought under the term fairy tales.  
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Every fairy tale has been an echo of magical events in the life of pious and humble 
protagonists, usually of the female gender. These magical incidents are introduced in the 
realistic lives of the protagonists and the reasons for introducing these elements remain 
unexplained by the conventions of writing. A normal human life is suddenly taken up by 
the magical elements which change the flow of incidents, within fraction of seconds. 
These magical elements have always spiced up the sequence of events in these tales, that 
the readers too advocate or support the changes instead of questioning the logical flow of 
the story or the intrusion of anomalous happenings. Though the linear flow of the story 
line seems to be disturbed or deviated, readers, both young and old, have an everlasting 
appetite for such incidents, owing to the Utopian life they make the readers visualize or 
reimagine. This is where Samuel Taylor Coleridge succeeds as a critic, because the 
readers are entrapped in accordance to his phrase “willing suspension of disbelief”. The 
myriad visions created by these tiny tales have a deep impact on normal human psyche, 
because they produce a world where every normal human being would love to flee to, in 
order to escape from the normal mundane life.  
The origin of these fairy tales is quite interesting. Beginning with an objective of being a 
folklore, explaining the traditional beliefs that several communities have shared in 
common, they have a history tracing back to the transformation of legendary tales. 
Moreover, the tradition of story-telling has occasionally clubbed events from history into 
fairy tales and vice versa. They, once, displayed an array of supernatural creatures or 
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entities like dwarfs, dragons, elves, fairies, giants, gnomes, goblins, and griffins, 
mermaids, talking beasts, trolls, unicorns and witches.  
The genre has its etymology rooted in the French language. The word originates from the 
French word “conte de fees”, which meant fairy tale, and was first used by Madame 
d’Aulnoy. This dates back to the 17th century. Records also say that the title of the genre 
is a derivative of the German word “Marchen”, which means wonder tale. The name 
shows that the tales are attributed in presenting wonders and magic. The present paper 
aims to trace the elements of magic and magical realism in select fairy tales.  
A clear line of demarcation between magic and magical realism is that magic involves 
only fantasy, whereas magical realism is a scenic flow of reality, where suddenly magical 
circumstances steer the flow of the story. The scenes would resemble the normal lives of 
human beings while suddenly supernatural elements or situations spring up from nowhere 
and take up the charge of accelerating the story. The present paper analyses the popular 
tales of Cinderella and Rumpelstiltskin, tracing the elements of magic in the real lives of 
ordinary human beings. 

Cinderella is the story of a young girl who had to suffer from the hands of her 
step-mother and step-sisters, in terms of household work and their wild jibes. She is ill-
treated and half-fed. Once when the sisters are invited to a ball, given by the king’s son. 
The sisters make plans to present themselves in the best of their attires, with the help of 
the best hair dressers in the town. Cinderella too, wishes to be present at the ball, which 
she knows that it will never be possible because she is in rags and has no good dress to 
wear for the ball. It is at this juncture, magical realism pops in in the form of the fairy 
godmother, who helps Cinderella get dressed up like a princess, with a touch of her wand. 
Magical realism pours out more from the wand of the fairy godmother when she 
transforms an emptied pumpkin into a chariot, six mice which become the horses to draw 
the carriage, a rat-turned coachman and the lizards which become the footmen in the 
chariot. On the condition of returning sharp when the clock strikes twelve, Cinderella 
leaves for the ball and as is expected of a fairy tale, she turns out to be the centre of 
attraction at the ball. The king’s son is impressed only by her and longs for her company. 
However, Cinderella, runs back home at the strike of twelve. The consequent day too, she 
is presented as a rich princess in the ball, with a train of admirers behind her. When she 
leaves at the strike of the clock, she leaves one of the glass slippers, in haste. The king’s 
son is much impressed by her that he safeguards the single glass slipper and in due course 
sends messengers far and wide I search of the girl whom the slipper would befit. With all 
spices of magical realism added to a poor girl’s real life, Cinderella’s leg fits into the 
glass slipper.  

In Cinderella’s story, magical realism pours out from the wand of the fairy 
godmother. Magical realism had its origin in Latin American literature. The art 
movement of the time influenced the writers who travelled often to Europe and back to 
their homeland. This genre was responsible in opening new mythical and magical 
perspectives on reality. The term Magical Realism was first used in English in 1995. It 
was derived from the term Magischer Realismus, which was first used by the German art 
critic Franz Roh. As Roh says, “This new art is situated resolutely between extremes, 
between vague sensuality and highly structured schematics, as true philosophy may be 
located between ingenuous realism and exalted idealism.” (23) 
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Another attribute of this element in literature is that it did not embody one 
particular coherent style. The variations in style is apparent depending on the genre of 
literature it is employed with. As Farisavers, there are five primary characteristics. “First, 
the text contains an “irreducible element” of magic; second, the descriptions in magical 
realism detail a strong presence of the phenomenal world; third, the reader may 
experience some unsettling doubts in the effort to reconcile two contradictory 
understandings of events; fourth, the narrative merges different realms; and, finally, 
magical realism disturbs received ideas about time, space, and identity.” (7)  

Similarly, in the story of Rumpelstiltskin, the readers behold a miller who has a 
daughter, whom the miller boasts as a girl with an extraordinary talent to turn straw into 
gold. The king, on hearing this, locks her in a chamber with some heaps of straw. Her 
pleas revealing that her father has boasted to the king fall on deaf ears. In the room, she 
sits weeping, when a dwarf helps her to spin the straw into gold. This he does in 
exchange of her necklace and her ring for two consecutive days, respectively. The greedy 
king wants more and more gold and orders her to turn heaps of straw into gold, with an 
assurance that he would marry her if the straw gets turned. On the third day, when she 
has nothing of gold to give to the dwarf, he agrees to help her on the condition that she 
would have to give away her first child, after she is a queen. With the least hope that she 
would become a queen, she agrees to the dwarf’s condition and he helps her. The king, 
overwhelmed with joy on seeing a chamber full of straw turned to gold, marries her. 
Days pass by and she gives birth to a child. The dwarf returns demanding her child and 
she is reminded of the promise she has made to the dwarf. Grief stricken, she pleads to 
him to spare her child and offers all wealth that she has. However, the dwarf remains 
stern in his decision. In spite of his rigid demand, the tears in her eyes disturbs his mind. 
Hence, he offers her a three-day time to recollect his name and tell the same. The girl 
hunts for names that would be the dwarf’s. She sends messengers far and wide and one of 
them comes to her rescue, telling that he saw a dwarf playing on the mountainside, 
singing a song, uttering a name Rumpelstiltskin. The girl comes to realize that this is the 
dwarf’s name and tells him, when he comes to take the child with him.  

In this story, magical realism shifts role when the dwarf turns the straw into gold. 
A dwarf, with magical power, coming to the rescue of a girl in tears is something that 
rouses the questioning power of the readers. Though the readers are quelled with 
Coleridge’s definition of suspension of disbelief, the power of reasoning and logic raise 
their head in the mind of every reader. Scott Elliott says that magical realism includes 
two types of magic – “the impossible and the implausible” (42-9). The impossible magic 
tells the readers that it is not possible, whereas, the implausible magic arouses a sense of 
questioning and logic in the minds of the readers.  

Being possessed with an inquisitive nature, every human being would be curious 
to encounter something unusual. Though branches of studies like Science, Philosophy, 
History and Religion, rush to the help of these inquisitive human beings to infer meaning 
to all unusual things that happen, some incidents go unexplained. However, the reader is 
potential enough to realize that the magic has been intentionally incorporated, with a 
motive of either carrying a message or for the sole purpose of entertainment. Another 
important attribute is that the success of the tale lies in the widening of the imaginative 
power of the readers. The stories analysed in the present paper too, may carry underlying 
meaning telling that in times of distress, some magic would happen or some individual or 
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stranger would play the role of the fairy godmother or the dwarf, to save people in 
trouble, provided they are of a true and humble nature. It is not necessary that the magic 
should only from the wand, turning pumpkins to gold chariots or straw to gold. To quote 
the words of Dobyns, “The function of the magic is to heighten our emotions and further 
our understanding of the story.” (15) Moreover, the emotional issues in these fairy tales 
may seem trivial, when compared to other genres of fiction. However, the readers are 
ought to realize that it is the intensity of the emotions that make wonders happen or that 
trigger the magic in these tales. This is because magical stories do not appeal to the adult 
psyche and it requires special interpretation to reiterate the idea driven by the story, be it 
a moral lesson or a lesson on ethics. Hence, justice is done to the incorporation of 
elements of magical realism in fairy tales.  
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