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Full Text: 

[(essay date autumn 1990) In the following essay, the Ingwersens compare Andersen's "The Little 
Mermaid" to the Disney adaptation of the short story.]

A. The Tests

Any student of folklore will point to the importance of "the test" in the magic tale. Heroine or hero, 
according to the epic expectations invoked by the genre, must inevitably pass one or a series of tests 
to eliminate the lacks in her or his life and to earn the reward of living happily ever after with the 
sexual partner encountered on that "quest for fulfillment."

In the magic tale, the protagonists may initially fail the tests posed, but they ultimately prove their 
mettle. Hans Christian Andersen's texts are strongly indebted, of course, to the folktale (and, in this 
case, ["The Little Mermaid"] to the magic tale), but the poetic narrative examined in this context, to 
a large degree, also echoes the undeserved sense of deprivation and utter isolation commonly 
experienced by the protagonists of the ballad. In that genre, in stark contrast to the magic tale, the 
passing of a test does not guarantee that those who have demonstrated their honor or moral integrity 
will be rewarded. Although the textual universe of the magic tale is just, the world of the ballad 
discloses the often gross unfairness of life. The fate of the knight in "Elverskud" or of the courageous 
young hero of "Germand Gladensvend" comes to mind, for those two pass grueling tests with flying 
colors, only to be cruelly destroyed.

Against this background of genre, the most important tests that the little mermaid must pass shall be 
examined employing models proffered by folkloristic narratology.1 It is tempting and easy to find 
scores of tests, but only the most striking ones will be discussed here. For clarity's sake, they are 
numbered.

(1) The little mermaid, unlike her sisters, is not satisfied with distant glimpses of what lies above her 
own element. She continues to strive--as foreshadowed in the garden imagery--for transcendence. 
This striving is evident in her saving the ship-wrecked prince from drowning, for she thereby rejects 
the seductive and destructive nature that should be hers as a mermaid.

(2) When the little mermaid realizes that she has to make a sacrifice in order to become a human 
being in body, she willingly does so: she gives up her tantalizing voice to gain shapely human legs in 
place of a tail.
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It should be noted, in the two instances mentioned above, that our heroine is miserably failing her 
nature as a mermaid, but splendidly passing her tests as someone attempting to transcend her present 
level of existence.

(3) Now that the little mermaid has acquired those human features that will enable her to pass as a 
human being, she sets out to take what seems to be the final test, the securing of the prince's love, 
which will grant her an immortal soul. But, being mute, she, who in her former element was the 
foremost singer in the whole world of land and of sea, cannot express her feelings of love and 
longing, and her exquisite looks and expressive dancing turn her into a mere pet for the prince. When 
the prince falls in love with and weds the princess, whom he believes has saved him, the little 
mermaid seems to have failed in her quest. During the wedding feast, she expresses all her sorrow 
over that realization through her body--beauty is born from pain--as she dances her "dance of death." 
That certainty of an inevitably tragic destiny echoes the grim recognition of human bondage voiced in 
the ballads.

(4) But another test is in store for our heroine. During the wedding night on the ship, the young 
woman--she can hardly be called "little" or "mermaid" anymore--naturally feels dejected, jealous, and 
completely alone. She is, however, given a chance to return to her former level of existence--on the 
condition that she take the life of the prince by stabbing him. The "mermaid" could then live on. But 
such a life would seem to be for a very short span of years for one who has come to love immortality 
and who has sought it in vain. The same might be true of a life lived with the prince, although she 
does not realize it. The fact that she throws the knife into the water and, thus, sacrifices herself may 
suggest that she passes her final test as a mortal, because she possesses a love for the prince that, in its 
selflessness, is beyond any love he can feel for her; but it should be added that her sacrificial act may 
also reflect a spiritual being's refusal to return to a lower existence, a life that would now amount to 
nothingness for her. Whether she turns to foam or joins her sisters is actually immaterial, for both 
would be forms of extinction.

When she passes that third and final test and achieves the transcendence for which she has, knowingly 
and unknowingly, been striving, Thanatos replaces eros, but within the textual universe, it is more 
correct to say that eros eliminates or conquers over thanatos. Like the hero or heroine in the magic 
tale, she has gained all she ever wanted--in the terms of a spirituality that is unknown to the magic 
tale.

In a magic tale, the conquering protagonist ends up with the ideal partner, half the kingdom, and quite 
often with treasures galore; however, in Andersen's text the reward is purely spiritual. In some magic 
tales maturation is a major theme, but it is achieved for the sake of this world only; in Andersen's tale 
the protagonist also learns what is the real goal of her quest, and her reward lies in transcendence. By 
sacrificing herself, she has again rejected a soulless life, and as she assumes spirit form, she regains 
her voice and can finally express her love of the heavenly, just as she has acquired the independence 
to achieve it (see Matthew 10.30 and 16.25-26).

She, a would-be soul formerly imprisoned in a physical body, is about to pass her ultimate test and to 
earn the reward of an eternal spiritual existence. Such a yearning for the spiritual seems foreign to 
Scandinavian magic tales but was often and ardently expressed in Andersen's works. There, one can 
rise like a diaphanous sea mist before the warming rays of the sun, only to disappear in its warmth.

B. Disney's Text
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The mermaid's tale as that of a soul's longing for transcendence is completely ignored by the Disney 
version. The movie is nevertheless truer to the folktale struggle between good and evil than 
Andersen's tale is.

Andersen's sea was nearly a matriarchy (there was a queen mother, a king, and many princesses)--but 
Disney's shows only the negative side of feminine rule and the positive side of masculine rule. The 
evil sea witch who has demanded for her help the sacrifice of the mermaid's voice proves to be the 
princess whom the prince falls in love with. She is intent on usurping power both on land and in sea. 
Thus, when her true troll nature is exposed and her power over the prince broken, the mermaid 
receives back her voice--and her true love, the prince. They will live happily ever after--as any mortal 
couple. With the destruction of the sea witch, the beings of the sea can also live happily ever after--
under their proper ruler, "the king."

Disney's neat folktale ending is satisfying; but its change in emphasis from the strength of good to the 
strength of evil in female power is troubling, even though the substitution of mortal love, eros, for 
spiritual love, agape, is familiar from profane ideas of happiness, both ancient and modern. The 
public seems to prefer lovers to saints--and Disney assumes it prefers a definite patriarchy to the 
ambiguities of a matriarchy.

Note

1When one fairly clear-cut and restricted approach is taken, as it is above, an exhaustive reading 
cannot and should not be expected. Such matters as the text's ambiguities and its ideological and 
artistic problems might have eventually been discussed, but only if departures were to be taken from 
this quite formal approach; thus, that more complete reading of the text could only be achieved if the 
text were examined in a dialogic manner--that is, in conjunction with the other methods, so that light 
could be shed on the text from various angles. Andersen's multilevel texts tend to require such 
teamwork, but the folkloristic approach puts the tale into a intertextual genre-framework that suggests 
both its proximity to, and distance from, the tradition that was one of Andersen's inspirations.
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