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1.   Introduction:   Where’s   the   queer   in   Grimm?   
 

The   fairytales   written   by   Jacob   and   Wilhelm   Grimm,   first   published   in   1812,   are   still   a   common  

inclusion   in   childrens’   collections   today.   The   most   popular   of   the   Grimm   tales   are   instantly  

recognisable;    Rumplestiltskin,   Rapunzel,   Hansel   and   Gretel    …   recognisable   but   not   particularly  

interesting;   at   least   to   me.   Fair   maidens   are   handed   out   as   reward   prizes   by   their   fathers,  

marriage   presents   a   satisfying   (seemingly   inevitable)   resolution   to   any   and   every   plot,   the  

narrative   is   too   often   allegorical   and   moralistic,   pivoting   on   notions   of   revenge   and   karmic  

come-uppance.   Jack   Zipes,   folklorist   and   translator   of    The   Complete   Fairy   Tales    (the   particular  

translation   from   which   I’ve   worked),   says   that   the   tales   provide   us   an   escape   from   reality,   an  

opportunity   to   ‘catch   a   glimpse,   traces,   of   concrete   utopias’   that   we   might   actually   realise   upon  1

returning   to   our   own   world.   But   in   what   ‘concrete   utopia’   do   the   aforementioned   things   happen?   I  

think   he   means   that   the   tales   give   us   hope   that   justice   will   triumph.   But   revenge   is   not   really  

justice.   A   world   in   which   evil   and   cruelty   are   permitted   as   retribution   for    other    evils   does   not   a  

utopia   make.  

 

At   a   Black   Lives   Matter   rally   recently   in   Boorloo,   I   saw   many   iterations   of   placards   reading   along  

the   lines   of:    Injustice   anywhere   is   a   threat   to   justice   everywhere.    I   felt   annoyed   -   as   if   justice  

exists   anywhere   -   and   alarmed   by   my   own   pessimism.   I   empathise   with   Zipes;   it    is    important   to  

believe   in   and   imagine   a   world   where   justice   exists,   a   world   that   we   wish   to   inhabit.   Judith   Butler  

concurs:   

Fantasy   is   not   the   opposite   of   reality;   it   is   what   reality   forecloses,   and,   as   a   result,   it   defines   the  
limits   of   reality,   constituting   it   as   its   constitutive   outside.   The   critical   promise   of   fantasy,   when   and  
where   it   exists,   is   to   challenge   the   contingent   limits   of   what   will   and   will   not   be   called   reality.  
Fantasy   is   what   allows   us   to   imagine   ourselves   and   others   otherwise;   it   establishes   the   possible   in  
excess   of   the   real;   it   points   elsewhere,   and   when   it   is   embodied,   it   brings   the   elsewhere   home.  2

 

But    …   yeah,   the   particular   fantasy   world   of   the   Grimm   fairytales   is   not   some   utopia.   It’s   a   scary  

and   hideous   and   monstrous   place.  

1   Open   Stacks:   The   Seminary   Co-op   Bookstore   Podcast ,   12   November   2018  
2  Judith   Butler,    Undoing   Gender  
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I   understand   it’s   pointless   to   take   issue   with   Jacob   and   Wilhelm   about   the   misogyny,   racism,   and  

general   Protestant   conservatism   that   plague   the   collection.   The   social   inequities   and   religious  

undertones   of   19th   century   German   culture   are   so   solidly   written   into   these   stories,   they’re   like   a  

fableist   brick   framework,   holding   each   line   firmly   in   (ideological)   place.   Hence   it   seems  

unnecessary   to   point   out   that   there   are   many   reasons   why   I   often   find   reading   these   tales  

exceedingly   boring   ( tedious,   frustrating,   banal ).   

 

That   being   said,   there   are   obviously   things   I   find   interesting   about   these   tales,   too.   Some   of   the  

lesser-known   tales   are   really    odd ,   in   an   unsettling   way.   Bodily   transformation,   interspecies  

kinship,   and   queer   family   making   are   recurrent   themes,   in   true   Harawayan   style.   I   feel   genuine  

child-like   glee   as   characters   sprout   feathers   and   befriend   goats,   and   without   surprise   or   alarm,  

communicate   with   the   Devil,   and   Death;   striking   bargains   and   asking   for   help.   I   also   feel   a   morbid  

fascination   as   a   character   discovers   her   sisters’   dismembered   bodies,   or   a   disquieting  

queasiness   reading   the   tale   of    How   Some   Children   Played   at   Slaughtering,    (which   you   can   infer  

from   the   title,   was   not   a   fairytale   ending).   Then   there’s   the   mild,   but   totally   unsettling   and  

intriguing   feeling   of    unease.    It’s   like   watching   a   David   Lynch   scene   play   out;   in   the   middle   of   what  

appears   to   be   a   very   “normal”   scene,   you   realise   that,   quite   certainly,   it   is   not-normal   at   all.   These  

stories,   the   odd   ones,   don’t   wrap   up   neatly.   They   appear   to   follow   their   own   rules   of   causation  

and   resolution   but   continue   to   baffle   me,   evading   my   attempts   to   decipher   them.   So,   to   challenge  

the   translator,   Zipes,   I   don’t   believe   the   tales   allow   us   ‘to   catch   glimpses,   traces   of   concrete  

utopias’ ;   they   allow   us   to   glimpse   a    less    concrete   reality;   one   that   does   not   reflect   the   values   of  3

our   world,   but   exist   under   their   own   rules.   A   guessing   game.   A   listening   game.   

 

The   tales   are   also   really   disgusting;   very   visceral,   dripping   and   messy.   I   find   myself   revelling   in  

the    fluidity    of   them;   both   the   literal   presence   of   many   fluids   (blood,   tears,   milk,   honey,   water),   and  

also   the   metaphorical   slipperiness   of   the   characters’   physical   forms.   Experiences   of   bodily  

transformation   are   frequent   and   various;   twelve   brothers   are   transformed   into   ravens   when   their  

sister   picks   twelve   white   lilies ;   people   turn   into   frogs   (all   the   time:   why   frogs?);   and   the   Devil   (so  4

very   slippery)   takes   the   shape   of   an   old   man ,   an   old   woman,   a   dragon ,   has   one   cloven   hoof  5 6 7

3   Open   Stacks:   The   Seminary   Co-op   Bookstore   Podcast ,   12   November   2018  
4   The   Twelve   Brothers    from    The   Complete   Fairytales    translated   by   Jack   Zipes  
5   The   Maiden   Without   Hands    from    The   Complete   Fairytales    translated   by   Jack   Zipes  
6   The   Devil   and   his   Grandmother    from    The   Complete   Fairytales    translated   by   Jack   Zipes  
7   The   Devil   in   the   Green   Coat    from    The   Complete   Fairytales    translated   by   Jack   Zipes  

8  



 

and   one   human   foot,   and   becomes   as   tall   as   a   fir   tree   and   as   small   as   a   mouse   across   the   many  8

tales   he   features   in.   In   one   story,   a   brother   and   sister   transform   themselves   into   a   rosebush   and  

a   rose,   then   a   church   and   a   chandelier,   then   a   pond   and   a   duck,   in   order   to   escape   their  

murderous   cannibal   cook   and   her   goons .   In   another,   a   sister   succeeds   in   returning   her   brothers  9

to   human   form   after   seven   years   spent   as   swans,   only   to   have   the   youngest   retain   one   wing  

instead   of   a   left   arm,   the   result   of   an   unfinished   incantation;   the   shirt   imbued   with   the   power   to  

transform   him   was   missing   a   left   sleeve .   10

 

These   constant   shifts   between   bodies   (human   and   animal,   partial   and   otherwise)   can   be   read  

through   a   trans-   theory   perspective,   especially   the   strand   of   trans   studies   that   views   embodiment  

as   a   fluid   ‘architectural   project’ .   Writer   and   scholar   Lucas   Crawford,   for   instance,   writes   of  11

embodiment   as   ‘a   series   of   “stopovers”   in   which   the   body   is   lived   as   an   archive   rather   than   a  

dwelling,   and   architecture   is   experienced   as   productive   of   desire   and   difference   rather   than   just  

framing   space.’   12

 

We   chance   upon   so   many   of   the   Grimm   fairytale   characters   right   at   the   moment   that   their   bodily  

architecture   undergoes   a   drastic   change   in   design.   Sometimes   we   get   to   follow   them   through  

many   states   of   body-making,   a   tour   of   the   archive,   as   Crawford   calls   it.   In    The   Juniper   Tree,    for  

example,   a   woman   gives   birth   to     a   child   as   red   as   blood   and   as   white   as   snow,   who   was  

seemingly   conceived   by   the   eating   of   juniper   berries .   The   child’s   part-human-part-berry  13

genealogy   and   striking   physical   appearance   could   be   the   entirety   of   the   plot,   but   they   are   in   fact  

only   the   beginning   of   his   transformations.   After   being   murdered   by   his   cruel   stepmother   and  

cooked   into   a   stew,   his   loving   sister   gathers   his   bones   in   a   knapsack   and   plants   them   under   the  

juniper   tree   (the   place   of   his   genesis).   Suddenly   the   tree   limbs   swirl,   emit   smoke,   and   then   in   a  

poof;   a   sparrow   flies   from   the   foliage.   From   a   juniper   berry,   to   the   womb   of   a   human-woman,  

birthed   as   a   child   as   red   as   blood   and   white   as   snow,   murdered   and   turned   to   ragout   (Cannibal’s  

Special),   and   then   buried   and   reborn   as   a   sparrow   …   some   transformation,   huh.   He   does   get  

returned   to   a   human   again,   in   the   end,   returning   to   live   with   his   beloved   sister.  

8   The   Blacksmith   and   the   Devil    from    The   Complete   Fairytales    translated   by   Jack   Zipes  
9   Foundling    from    The   Complete   Fairytales    translated   by   Jack   Zipes  
10   The   Six   Swans    from    The   Complete   Fairytales    translated   by   Jack   Zipes  
11   Trans*    by   Jack   Halberstam   
12   Trans*    by   Jack   Halberstam   
13   The   Juniper   Tree    from    The   Complete   Fairytales    translated   by   Jack   Zipes  
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Involuntary   transformations   like   this   one   are   plenty,   (forced   under   karmic   retribution,   or   an  

incantation   of   some   sorcerer),   but   there   are   also   transformations   that   are   self-willed   into  

actuation,   or   brought   about   through   manual   labour   and   cleverness.   A   young   woman   betrothed   to  

her   father   escapes   the   castle   unseen   by   wearing   a   cape   made   of   a   thousand   different   pelts,  

resembling   a   strange   androgynous   creature   who   the   other   characters   name   All   Fur .   She  14

maintains   her   guise   as   this   mismatched,   hairy   being   without   the   other   characters   ever  

discovering   her   human   interior.   In    Fitcher’s   Bird,    a   bride   doomed   to   death   and   mutilation   at   the  15

hand   of   her   groom   escapes   by   rolling   in   honey   and   feathers,   transforming   herself   into   a   strange  

bird,   and   then   fashioning   a   decoy   bride   from   jewels,   a   flower   wreath   and   a   grinning   skull   (an  

ironic   symbol   of   her   evaded   fate).   When   the   wedding   guests   pass   her   by   on   the   road,   they’re  

oblivious,   asking:   “Where   have   you   come   from,   Fitcher’s   Bird?”  

 

These   transformations   are   often   anthropomorphic   (or   therianthropic),   say,   from   human   to   lion,   or  

vice   versa,   and   not   explicitly   gendered.   For   instance,   the   transformed   protagonists   in    Fitcher’s  

Bird    and    All-Fur    are   feathered   and   hairy,   non-human,   and   androgynous.   So,   not   trans-   in   the  

traditional   sense   but,   undoubtedly   a   kind   of   gender   play.   While   conservative   definitions   of   trans-  

hold   to   the   idea   of   a   person   assigned   being   one   gender   at   birth   and   transitioning   to   the   other  

(operating   between   a   binary   of   male   and   female),   new   language   and   ideas   have   emerged  

around   the   possibilities   of   between-ness,   flux,   and,   like   Crawford   puts   it,   ‘fluid   architecture’.   Jack  

(Judith)   Halberstam   explains   the   term    trans*    in   his   book   that   shares   the   same   title:  

 

…   the   asterisk   modifies   the   meaning   of   transitivity   by   refusing   to   situate   transition   in   relation   to   a  
destination,   a   final   form,   a   specific   shape,   or   an   established   configuration   of   desire   and   identity.  
The   asterisk   holds   off   the   certainty   of   diagnosis;   it   keeps   at   bay   any   sense   of   knowing   in   advance  
what   the   meaning   of   this   or   that   gender   variant   form   may   be   …   16

 

While   some   characters   have   been   forced   into   bodies   that   they   desperately   wish   to   escape,   and  

some   characters   transform   their   bodies   to   escape   their   fate,   there   is   no   sense   of   finality   in   any   of  

their   transformations.   Most   importantly,   there   is   the   sense   that   all   bodies   have   the   potential   to  

14   All   Fur    from    The   Complete   Fairytales    translated   by   Jack   Zipes  
15  Disappointingly,   she   eventually   reveals   herself   to   the   King,   her   father,   and   ends   up   marrying   him   after   all.  
I   guess   the   pros   of   being   a   Queen   outweighs   the   cons   of   incest?  
16   Trans*    by   Jack   Halberstam   
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change   at   any   time,   moving   between   various   embodiments   of   human,   animal,   gender   and  

androgyny.   

 

Reading   the   tales   in   a   collection   rather   than   discretely   also   creates   a   multiplicity   of   bodies   and  

narratives,   a   leakage   from   one   tale   to   the   next,   one   body   to   the   other.   Just   as   each   body   is   an  

archive,   the   Grimm   collection   is   conversely   an   archive   of   bodies.   Reading   the   tales   in   succession  

gives   the   odd   impression   that   characters   are   flitting   their   way   between   stories,   inhabiting   multiple  

narratives   at   multiple   times.   Working   one’s   way   through   the   collection   becomes   a   fun   game   of  

non-linear   narrative   making,   and   inter-narrative   body   making,   if   you   choose.   It   brings   about   the  

exciting   idea   that   one   body   can   become   another,   or   become   many,   but   also   many   bodies   can  

become   one,   or   share   one.   [I’m   not   quite   sure   how   to   express   this   yet,   but   multiplicity   is   of  

interest,   especially   when   thinking   about   the   vocal   composition   in   this   project].   

 

At   this   point   I   feel   it   necessary   to   point   out   that,   not   identifying   as   trans-,   non-binary,   or  

gender-diverse   myself,   I   write   about   trans*   themes   and   theory   without   experience,   and   certainly  

without   authority.   However,   as   a   queer   woman,   sometimes   a   denim   butch,   sometimes   a   noisy  

femme,   always   a   Laurie   Anderson   wannabe,   I   write   with   excitement   and   hungriness   for   exploring  

the   ways   we   can   engage   with   and   find   pleasure   in   gender   play.   I   also   acknowledge   that   Fluidity  

and   slipperiness   are   two   things   I’m   fond   of.   Feathers   and   honey,   another   two.  

 

It’s   the   messiness   of   these   transformations   that   I   love   most.   Pauline   Greenhill   has   written   about  

the   Grimm   fairytale    Fitcher’s   Bird    in   particular,   amongst   her   many   other   analyses   of   fairytales  

from   a   queer,   feminist   perspective;  

 

The   tactile   image   of   Fitcher’s   Bird,   the   sticky   honey,   the   clinging   feathers,   evokes   the   same   kinds  
of   abjection   we   see   in   horror   films,   which   similarly   focus   on   what   is   culturally   defined   as   disgusting.  
But   crucially,   what   makes   these   substances   abject   is   that   they   are   out   of   place;   when   bodily   waste  
crosses   the   boundary   of   the   anus,   it   becomes   shit,   disgusting   and   dirty;   when   blood   crosses   the  
boundary   of   the   skin,   it   becomes   disgusting   and   dirty.  

 

When   honey   leaves   the   pot,   and   feathers   leave   the   pillow   case,   they   become   disgusting   and  

dirty.   But   also   transformative.   A   material   embodiment   of   liberation,   and   a   messy,   dripping,   oozey  

one   at   that.   Importantly,   ‘sticky   substances   aren’t   good   with   borders   and   boundaries;   when   pulled  
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apart,   they   don’t   fully   detach,   but   tend   to   adhere   to   both   sides.’   The   Sticky   (the   abject)   is   hence  17

a   useful   and   significant   tool   in   breaking   apart   and   quite   literally   messing   with   culture.   In   this   case,  

we   can   use   it   to   mess   with   the   cultural   and   ideological   boundaries   that   stand   firm   in   the   Grimm  

brothers’   stories,   and   to   get   gooey   with   the   barriers   that   divide   the   deeply   Protestant   19th   century  

Germany,   and   a   bunch   of   lefty,   experimental   musicians   feigning   as   a   folk   band   in   Perth,  

Australia,   2020.   

 

So,   clutching   these   core   ideas   of   embodiment,   trans*   (theory,   -formation,   -ience),   and   the   sticky  

(the   abject   and   grotesque),   this   project   has   culminated   in   a   freak-folk   album   that   re-tells   stories  

from   the   Grimm   fairytale   collection.   There’s   a   simple   satisfaction   that   conceptually,   it   seems   to  

fold   up   real   neat.   The   compositional   process   simultaneously   draws   from   the   folk   music   genre   and  

folktale   (literary)   genre,   and   tries   to   abstract   and   ‘queer’   both   of   these   traditions   (using   'queer'  

here   in   regards   to   both   'its   older   meaning   as   a   type   of   destabilising   redirection,   and   its   more  

recent   sense   as   a   reference   to   sexualities   beyond   the   hetero' ).   And   while   I   say   that    queering  18

the   Grimm   tales   is   part   of   the   process,   I   feel   that   the   queer    already    exists   in   them,   as   I’ve  

described   above.   It’s   more   like;   can   I   provide   a   musical   framework   for   the   already   queer   to   seep  

forth?   (‘Just   some   part   of   nature   that   keeps   pouring   and   pouring   and   pouring .’)   Suppose   I   must  19

figure   out   how   to   fashion   a   spile   and   allow   those   (queer)     fluids   to   flow   from   the   shive.  

 

So,   I’ve   taken   seven   of   the   two   hundred   and   seventy   nine   stories   from   the   Grimm   collection   and  20

written   them   into   a   collection   of   songs   and   experimental   in-betweens.   The   album   is   tangled   and  

confused,   a   freak-folkish   quagmire   that   takes   these   literary   and   theoretical   ideas   of  

transformation   and   mess   and   applies   them   compositionally.   The   album   title,    Of   Cloven   Hoof   in  

Honey,    doesn’t   refer   directly   to   any   one   tale.   The   term   ‘cloven   hoof’   describes   the   divided   foot   or  

hoof   of   ruminants,   like   goats   or   deer,   but   is   also   used   as   an   idiom   meaning   to   reveal   one’s  

devilish   nature.   It   of   course   comes   from   the   common   depiction   of   the   Devil   having   cloven   feet  

himself.   The   Grimm   tales   touch   on   this   a   few   times,   once   when   the   Devil’s   identity   is   revealed  

after   a   stranger   notices   his   unmatched   feet;   one   human   and   one   cloven.   Another   tale   tells   a  21

creation   story   of   the   Lord   and   the   Devil’s   animals.   After   being   tricked   by   the   Lord,   the   Devil   is  

17   Fitcher’s   Queer   Bird    by   Pauline   Greenhill  
18   Fitcher’s   Queer   Bird    by   Pauline   Greenhill  
19  Interview   with   Carolee   Schneemann   &   Odili   Donald   Odita,1997   
20  Note   that   I’ve   used   the   particular   translation   by   Jack   Zipes,   though   there   are   many   around  
21   The   Three   Journeyman    in    The   Complete   Fairytales    translated   by   Jack   Zipesl  
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enraged,   and   decides   to   ‘put   out   the   eyes   of   all   the   remaining   goats,   and   put   his   own   in   instead.’  

The   tale   finishes:   ‘This   is   why   all   goats   have   devil's   eyes,   and   their   tails   bitten   off,   and   why   he  

likes   to   assume   their   shape.’   22

 

The   motif   of   a   cloven   hoof,   an   unveiled   duality,   often   appears   in   the   stories.   In    Fitcher's   Bird,  

Greenhill   points   out   that   ‘those   who   appear   to   inhabit   the   grotesque   and   the   marvelous   (the  

women)   actually   embody   the   non-monstrous,   while   those   who   appear   ordinary   (the   men)   are  

authentically   fiendish.’   But   the   duality   is   not   always   operating   between   two   strict   binaries,   (good  

and   evil,   male   and   female,   real   and   not-real).   It   becomes   confused   and   sticky,   not   a   duality,   but   a  

multiplicity.   In   this   sense,   the   cloven   hoof   then   changes   from   a   symbol   of   deceit   and  

two-facedness,   to   a   symbol   of   more   complex   unknowing,   change-ability,   tangledness,   and   mess.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

22   The   Animals   of   the   Lord   and   the   Devil    in    The   Complete   Fairytales    translated   by   Jack   Zipes  
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