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be difficult to see it as the mother night of all the coming nights of the New Year.

(Meyer 328)74

The duality of Holle was present in the folk belief of women especially. Since the women

were the spinners, it was their responsibility to observe the spinning ban, and to make

sure that their work was done on time. The women knew that they needed to spin all of

their flax in order to please Frau Holle. The fear of punishment may have motivated the

women to spin all of their flax, but they also knew that Frau Holle would give a generous

reward for being diligent and industrious.

Relationship to other Mythological Figures

There is a connection between many of the mythological figures that have been

discussed in this work and Frau Holle. The similarities between Frau Holle and other

major figures in Germanic mythology should not be overlooked. Frau Holle is linked

with many of the most forceful figures of Germanic mythology, including Odin, with

whom she is associated during the Wild Hunt. Also, Frau Holle is known for protecting

animals, with cats being her favorite. This is where Frau Holle's similarity to Freyja 7 5 is

evident (Bachtold-Staubli 1483).76 In the Prose Edda: Tales From Norse Mythology,

Snorri Sturluson calls Freyja "... the most renowned of the goddesses [in Norse

74 "M it den b6sen Geistern, den nordischen Julburschen, kommen aber auch zu Besuch die Gottheiten
Wodan oder Berchtold mit dem watenden Heer, dessen leises Rauschen ein gutes Jahr, dessen Ungestilm
Krieg anktindet. Man fflichtete vor ihm Wagen und Pflug in die Scheune. Die fleif3igen Spinnerinnen aber
spannen dicht vor der Festzeit, wahrend deren die Spindel ruhte, eine ganze Nacht durch, die
Durchspinnacht, bis alle Rocken leer waren, und besetzten den Tisch mit reichlicher Speise. Denn nun kam
die Gottin Berchta mit den Schr-atlein oder Holda, um nach der Spinnarbeit zu schauen und die Faulen zu
strafen und dann sich an jenen Speisen zu erlaben. M6glicherweise nannten die Angelsachsen nach dem
Besuch solcher miitterlichen Gottheiten die Weihnacht Modraniht, die Nacht der Mutter, die schwerlich als
Mutternacht aller kommenden Nachte des neuen Jahres aufzufassen ist."
75 Along with Frau Holle, there are many different spellings on Freyja's name. Unless used in a direct
quote, the spelling will be Freyja, according to Snorri Sturluson.
76 "Frau H. schUtzt die Tiere. Die Katze ist ihr Lieblingstier, man mag dabei an Freya denken."
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mythology]" (53) and furthering the connection between Freyja and Frau Holle, he says

that "when she [Freyja] goes on a journey she sits in a chariot drawn by two cats" (53).

Frau Holle is also known for her protection of animals, particularly cats. In this respect,

Frau Holle bears a resemblance to the goddess Freyja. Along with her similarity as

patroness of cats, Frau Holle also resembles Freyja in her role as the controller of the

snow. "... [A]nd just as our ancestors saw the goddess Freya as creator of the glistening

snow, so Frau Holle appears in folk legend as the celestial weather woman and snow

fairy" (Paetow 129).7 Between the connection with the animals and the myths

surrounding the weather, it can be said that there are also parallels between Freyja in

Norse mythology and Frau Holle in Germanic mythology. "Nineteenth-century research

on myth generally establishes that the Germanic goddesses Freyja, Frouwa, Holla and

Berchta usually differ only in name" (Riittner-Cova 70).78

In addition to Frau Holle's similarity to Freyja, there are also parallels between

Frau Holle and the Germanic gods Odin and Thor. Her ability to affect the weather and

make it snow upon the earth is similar to Thor's ability to affect the rain. "She causes the

snow as Donar does the rain" (Grimm, Mythologie 222).79 Hedwig von Beit also

mentions her similarity to the goddess Frigg: "So, for example, in Frau Holle [...], it is

the spindle that pulls the girl down into the well to Frau Holle, who is one manifestation

7 "...und so wie unseren Vorfahren die Gcttin Freya als Erzeugerin des glanzenden Schnees gait, also
erscheint Frau Holle auch uberirdisch als Wetterfiau und Schneefee in der Volkssage."
78 "Die Mythenforschung des 19. Jahrhunderts weist allgemein nach, dass sich die germanischen Gottinnen
Freyja, Frouwa, Holla und Berchta meist nur vom Namen her unterschieden."
79 "Sie erregt den Schnee wie Donar den Regen."

-
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of the Germanic first mother Frigg" (126). This shows a link between Frau Holle's

mythological origins and the fairy tale.

Much of what has already been said of Frau Holle, for example, that she is the

life-giving and life-taking shepherd of souls, and that the souls of unbaptized babies go to

her for nurturing and upbringing is also mentioned by Grimm. He notes: "According to

widespread folk belief, the souls of children who died unbaptized were taken up into the

raging host; since they weren't Christian, they remained pagan and fell to the pagan gods

Wuotan or Hulda" (Mythologie, 223).81 Frau Holle's multiple existences, within the fairy

tale and outside of it, further her popularity, and her connection to very popular gods in

Norse belief enhances her image in Germanic mythology.

In this thesis, the central figure is Frau Holle. Through her association with

folklore and mythology, the figure was first legitimized in the eyes of the people of the

land, coming from the oral tradition and finally resulting in the mass production of her

life on paper. For many centuries Frau Holle was a figure of the sagas, and similar views

came from folk belief, before she was integrated into the structure of the fairy tale Aarne-

Thompson 480. "Folktales are not mere creatures of chance. They exist in time and

space, and they are affected by the nature of the land where they are current, by the

linguistic and social contacts of its people, and by the lapse of the years and their

accompanying historic changes" (Thompson 113). From her mythological origins, Frau

Holle clearly plays a major role in folk belief and tradition. Frau Holle did not suddenly

80 ,So wird z.B. in Frau Holle (KHM Bd. I Nr. 24) das Madchen gerade von der Spindel gleichsam in den
Brunnen hinabgezogen zu Frau Holle, die eine Erscheinungsform der germanischen Urmutter Frigg ist."
8! "In das wftende heer wurden aber nach dem weit verbreiteten volksglauben die seelen der ungetauft
sterbenden kinder aufgenommen, da sie keine Christen wurden, blieben sie heidnisch und fielen
heidnischen gottern zu, Wuotan oder Hulda."
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appear to fill the void of a mother figure in folk belief. Her figure has a long and rich

existence prior to the fairy tale and continues in the popular tradition outside of the fairy

tale.

The question that now needs to be addressed is this: how much of her rich origins

in myth and legend is evident in her role in the fairy tale? There are many instances

where the figure in the fairy tale parallels the mythological figure. First, there is the

matter of her appearance. In mythology she is often described in great detail: an ugly hag

with tattered clothing, long teeth, burning eyes and unkempt hair-all in keeping with her

frightening or punitive function. More rarely, she is a "beautiful, spectral figure in a long,

white robe with a veil" (Ranke 150), but her clothing is usually not mentioned when she

is being described in a positive light (Wylie-Ernst 139). In the fairy tale, however, we

learn only that she is old and has long teeth. The good girl is initially frightened of her,

but quickly discovers her kindness and generosity. The storyteller was thus very selective

in the way that she described Frau Holle to the Grimms: Frau Holle was only merely

frightening, but very kind-though not at all beautiful. This is a much tamer Frau Holle

than the one in mythology-just ugly enough to instill a little fear, but still endowed with

magical powers to reward and punish. Thus, the fearsomeness of her visage in the fairy

tale does not signify her punitive function as neatly as it can in mythology-although it

certainly does for the lazy girl.

In general, though, the duality in her appearance is a function of the duality of the

role she plays, as punisher or rewarder. Just as diligent spinners are rewarded when their

distaff of flax is spun by the designated time in mythology, so the good girl in the tale is
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diligent in spinning and ultimately rewarded. Conversely, the lazy girl is punished for her

disobedient ways, which parallels the mythological threat that Frau Holle poses to those

who disobey the Arbeitsverbot. It is Frau Holle's duality-her constant ability to see

things in black and white, right and wrong and just and unjust-that makes her a useful

figure in both the myth and fairy tale. The aspect of fear is, however, represented to a

much lesser degree in the fairy tale, where the harshness of the mythological figure and

the rigidness of her character do not come through as strongly.

Further, the image of the full, ripe apple tree in the fairy tale is a manifestation of

Frau Holle's influence in mythology on the crops, and more importantly, fertility.

Perhaps the most important link between the fairy tale figure and the mythological figure

is her influence on the seasons. The girls each receive specific instructions from Frau

Holle in the fairy tale on how to properly shake her feather pillows until the feathers fly.

It is at this point in the fairy tale where the Grimm brothers make an explicit remark

about the figure in popular tradition. In Hessen it is said that when it is snowing, Frau

Holle is shaking her feather bed. This is a prominent reference to the mythological figure

as the maker of snow. Also important here is the aspect of Frau Holle inviting each of the

girls into her home, thus taking each of the girls into her care. This echoes her welcome

of unbaptized babies into her entourage in mythological tradition.

What keeps Frau Holle at the center of the Germanic culture is the "dynamic cross

influences between literary and oral traditions..." (Wylie-Ernst 281). Crossing over from

the fairy tale, Frau Holle has a life of her own and is active within the German culture.

The most important point is that she is still known today. She hasn't become an irrelevant
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part of the past. As shown throughout this chapter, her popularity has been maintained for

centuries. From the Frau Holle Teich to controlling the snow and to her association with

the Twelve Nights, she transcends and merges the gap between the fantasy world and

society.
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Chapter 4

CONCLUSION

Once upon a time there was a mythological figure known variously as Frau

Holda, Hulda, Hulle, Holl or Holle; whom in Germany they eventually came to call Frau

Holle. She was and is still well known as the maker of snow, for when it snows it is oft

said that Frau Holle is shaking her feather pillows. Frau Holle is mainly known through

the folk tale of the same name, Frau Holle, which is a story of two girls (one industrious,

one lazy) who embark on identical but separate journeys to maturity; one girl is

ultimately successful the other is not. Frau Holle's mythical roots can be seen in the folk

tale. This thesis has endeavored to provide an analysis of Frau Holle as a tale which

serves to teach its readers something as well as to link the folktale to the mythological

figure.

The inspiration for this thesis came from reading the fairy tale Frau Holle, as it is

known in the Grimm brothers' KHM. It was the Grimm brothers who founded the science

of folklore, and their stories have become the most widely read collection of fairy tales

ever written. "Fairy tales, whether told orally or composed on paper, are characterized by

fantasy and magic" (Ashliman 187) and are distinguished from mythology in that the

latter "... is a sacred narrative explaining how the world and man came to be in their

present form" (Dundes, Sacred Narratives, 1). The figure of Frau Holle probably

originates from the MeiBner region in Hessen and others from Thuringia. The mythology

surrounding Frau Holle provides clues that suggest a close connection between Frau

Holle and Berchta.
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As the analysis of the fairytale shows, Frau Holle is rich in symbolic undertones.

Looking at the fairy tale as a series of encounters, there are four objects (the spindle,

well, oven, and apple tree) which serve to guide the girls along the path of maturation.

Each of the challenges that the girls face provides an opportunity for them to encounter a

magical object, and to either comply with or refuse what is asked of them. I found that

the industrious girl in the fairy tale was on a journey of maturation, and because of her

willingness to serve Frau Holle she was rewarded with gold. She demonstrates a sense of

humility and kindness, and is subsequently blessed with gold as an outward sign of her

good nature and worth. She then returns home a valuable member of society, having fully

matured.

The lazy girl duplicated the industrious girl's journey to maturation but was

unsuccessful. By refusing to provide the needed assistance to the oven and apple tree and

then by not helping Frau Holle, she is quite the opposite of the heroine. Instead of being

showered with gold, Frau Holle takes her to the gate and showers her with pitch which

stays on her forever as punishment for not completing the tasks diligently. Her character

thus becomes visible in her outward appearance. It was shown that each of the girls was

presented with exactly the same circumstances, and depending on the responses of each

girl, the process of maturation was either successful or not. There is a satisfying sense of

justice at the end of the tale, as readers see that good prevails over evil and is ultimately

richly rewarded.

One might question the extent to which is the maturation process is the

identifying mark of the two girls in the fairy tale. Could it simply be that each of the girls

-

I
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is staying true to character? Is it really maturing when one is given a set of trials and is

successful when one was already successful in the first place? The fairy tale presents us

with two parallel experiences. Each of the girls had the same circumstances, outside of

the industrious girl's mistreatment by her stepmother. It is also possible that despite her

"good" girl nature, the industrious girl could have still completed all of her tasks, gotten a

reward, and not matured at all. Similarly, if she was "good" from the beginning, how

much can she be said to have matured? However, it is the presence of each of the

challenges that are before her and what those mean symbolically for her that define the

maturation. It is possible, though, that the lazy girl was lazy by nature, rather than out of

immaturity.

The figure Frau Holle in the fairy tale played the role ofjudge, but can also be

seen as a mother figure. The contrast between Frau Holle and the stepmother is similar to

the contrast between the industrious girl and the lazy girl. In the fairy tale it is Frau Holle

who distinguishes between good and bad actions, and decides what the appropriate

compensation or consequence should be. This is where the connection begins with the

mythological figure. It is Frau Holle's duality, the generous and punitive side of the

mythological figure, which is represented in the fairy tale-albeit to a lesser degree than

in the mythology.

The mythological figure Frau Holle existed in the oral tradition long before her

characterization in the fairy tale. It was through the folk belief system and the traditions

that surrounded her that Frau Holle gained her popularity. This mythological figure, who

originated in Hessen and Thuringia, is the basis for the fairy tale. She played a major role
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in folk belief, and was a prominent figure in the old Germanic culture. It is exactly her

ability to transcend the written page that makes this figure so extraordinary. The

mythological figure Frau Holle is firmly planted in the traditions of culture, allowing her

to cross over from the mythological world to the written and mass-produced page of the

fairy tale as the culture of myth receded, thus preserving the figure in people's minds.

Recommendations for Future Research

The mythology surrounding Frau Holle is very intriguing. During my research I

found quite a bit of information on the variant of Frau Holle named Berchta or Perchta. It

is unclear to me at this time whether or not the figure Frau Holle and the figure Frau

Berchta or Frau Perchta are the same entity. I believe it to be worthwhile to do an

extensive study on these figures, by visiting the places where these figures are the most

prominent. I have found some research that suggests that Frau Berchta and Perchta are

the southern German and Austrian/Tyrolean variants of Frau Holle. Future research may

shed further light on the mysteries surrounding these two figures. There are many rituals

and festivals surrounding Frau Perchta, and in my opinion one of the only ways to find

out more information about these mysterious figures is to go to the place where they are

most prominent in the folk culture.

Additionally, there have been studies done specifically based upon the Tale Type

Index, including Warren E. Roberts' study, The Tale of the Kind and the Unkind Girls:

AA-TH 480 and Related Tales. I think it would be a great contribution to the research and

study of the fairy tale if a study were done on the tales most comparable to Frau Holle.

The classification system according to Aarne and Thompson is already available (as



63

mentioned in Chapter One); however there are plenty of tales that are less similar to Frau

Holle. I think it would be interesting to take the most similar stories and compare them to

Frau Holle. In The Folktale, Stith Thompson mentions fairy tales from other countries

that are "possibly to be considered a special variation of Frau Holle [the kind and the

unkind girl story] ... " (126). Those are the "Basque, French, Danish and Swedish"

versions (126). It would be interesting to compare and contrast the appearance, traditions

and the character of Frau Holle in these variants.

Fairy tales are inherent in our lives to the point where we may not even notice

their effects on our everyday lives-mundane or otherwise. They provide us with

examples of good and bad behavior, which contribute to our cultural background. Jacob

and Wilhelm Grimm undoubtedly sensed the important function that folk and fairy tales

had in society, given how meticulously they collected them. The lessons associated with

Frau Holle, however, extend well beyond the fairy tale. We have seen her origins in

Germanic mythology and how she permeates cultural traditions. This study is thus

integral in understanding the link between the past and present that Frau Holle represents

in her ongoing function in Germanic culture.
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APPENDIX

The complete tale is reproduced below, as it exists in the 1857 version of the KHM(133-

136).

Eine Witwe hatte zwei T6chter, davon war die eine sch6n und fleif3ig, die andere

h5Blich und faul. Sie hatte aber die hal~iche und faule, weil sie ihre rechte Tochter war,

viel lieber, und die andere mul3te alle Arbeit tun und der Aschenputtel im Hause sein. Das

arme Madchen muBte sich taglich auf die groBe StraBe bei einem Brunnen setzen und

muf3te so viel spinnen, daB ihm das Blut aus den Fingern sprang. Nun trug es sich zu, daI3

die Spule einmal ganz blutig war, da buickte es sich damit in den Brunnen und wollte sie

abwaschen; sie sprang ihm aber aus der Hand und fiel hinab. Es weinte, lief zur

Stiefmutter und erzahlte ihr das UnglUck. Sie schalt es aber so heftig und war so

unbarmherzig, daB sie sprach: "Hast du die Spule hinunterfallen lassen, so hol sie auch

wieder herauf." Da ging das Madchen zu dem Brunnen zuruck und wul3te nicht, was es

anfangen sollte; und in seiner Herzensangst sprang es in den Brunnen hinein, um die

Spule zu holen. Es verlor die Besinnung, und als es erwachte und wieder zu sich selber

kam, war es auf einer schonen Wiese, wo die Sonne schien und vieltausend B lumen

standen. Auf dieser Wiese ging es fort und kam zu einem Backofen, der war voller Brot;

das Brot aber rief: "Ach, zieh mich raus, zieh mich raus, sonst verbrenn ich: ich bin schon

1angst ausgebacken." Da trat es herzu und holte mit dem Brotschieber alles nacheinander

heraus. Danach ging es weiter und kam zu einem Baum, der hing voll Apfel, und rief ihm

zu: "Ach, schuttel mich, schuttel mich, wir Apfel sind alle miteinander reif." Da

schuittelte es den Baum, daB die Apfel fielen, als regneten sie, und schuttelte, bis keiner
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mehr oben war; und als es alle in einen Haufen zusammengelegt hatte, ging es wieder

weiter. Endlich kam es zu einem kleinen Haus, daraus guckte eine alte Frau, weil sie aber

so groBe Zahne hatte, ward ihm angst, und es wollte fortlaufen. Die alte Frau aber rief

ihm nach: "Was furchtest du dich, liebes Kind? Bleib bei mir, wenn du alle Arbeit im

Hause ordentlich tun willst, so soll dir's gut gehn. Du muBt nur achtgeben, dal3 du mein

Bett gut machst und es fleiBig aufschiittelst, dal3 die Fedem fliegen, dann schneit es in der

Welt; ich bin die Frau Holle." Weil die Alte ihm so gut zusprach, so fal3te sich das

Madchen ein Herz, willigte ein und begab sich in ihren Dienst. Es besorgte auch alles

nach ihrer Zufriedenheit und schuittelte ihr das Bett immer gewaltig, auf dal3 die Federn

wie Schneeflocken umherflogen; dafuir hatte es auch ein gut Leben bei ihr, kein boses

Wort und alle Tage Gesottenes und Gebratenes. Nun war es eine Zeitlang bei der Frau

Holle, da ward es traurig und wuBte anfangs selbst nicht, was ihm fehIte, endlich merkte

es, daB es Heimweh war; ob es ihm hier gleich vieltausendmal besser ging als zu Haus, so

hatte es doch em Verlangen dahin. Endlich sagte es zu ihr: "Ich habe den Jammer nach

Haus gekriegt, und wenn es mir auch noch so gut hier unten geht, so kann ich doch nicht

langer bleiben, ich muB wieder hinauf zu den Meinigen."

Die Frau Holle sagte: "Es gefallt mir, dal3 du wieder nach Haus verlangst, und

weil du mir so treu gedient hast, so will ich dich selbst wieder hinaufbringen." Sie nahm

es darauf bei der Hand und fiuhrte es vor ein grol3es Tor. Das Tor ward aufgetan, und wie

das Madchen gerade darunter stand, fiel ein gewaltiger Goldregen, und alles Gold blieb

an ihm hangen, so daB es fiber und fiber davon bedeckt war. "Das sollst du haben, weil du

so fleiBig gewesen bist," sprach die Frau Holle und gab ihm auch die Spule wieder, die
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ihm in den Brunnen gefallen war. Darauf ward das Tor verschlossen, und das Madchen

befand sich oben auf der Welt, nicht weit von seiner Mutter Haus; und als es in den Hof

kam, saB der Hahn auf dem Brunnen und rief:

"Kikeriki, Unsere goldene Jungfrau ist wieder hie."

Da ging es hinein zu seiner Mutter, und weil es so mit Gold bedeckt ankam, ward

es von ihr und der Schwester gut aufgenommen. Das Madchen erzahlte alles, was ihm

begegnet war, und als die Mutter h6rte, wie es zu dem groBen Reichtum gekommen war,

wollte sie der andern, haBlichen und faulen Tochter geme dasselbe Ghick verschaffen.

Sie mul3te sich an den Brunnen setzen und spinnen; und damit ihre Spule blutig ward,

stach sie sich in die Finger und stieB3 sich die Hand in die Dornhecke. Dann warf sie die

Spule in den Brunnen und sprang selber hinein. Sie kam, wie die andere, auf die schone

Wiese und ging auf demselben Pfade weiter. Als sie zu dem Backofen gelangte, schrie

das Brot wieder: "Ach, zieh mich raus, zieh mich raus, sonst verbrenn ich, ich bin schon

langst ausgebacken." Die Faule aber antwortete: "Da hatt ich Lust, mich schmutzig zu

machen," und ging fort. Bald kam sie zu dem Apfelbaum, der rief: "Ach, schiittel mich,

schuttel mich, wir Apfel sind alle miteinander reif." Sic antwortete aber: "Du kommst mir

recht, es k6nnte mir einer auf den Kopf fallen," und ging damit weiter. Als sie vor der

Frau Holle Haus kam, firchtete sie sich nicht, weil sie von ihren groBen Zahnen schon

gehort hatte, und verdingte sich gleich zu ihr. Am ersten Tag tat sie sich Gewalt an, war

fleiffig und folgte der Frau Holle, wenn sie ihr etwas sagte, denn sie dachte an das viele

Gold, das sie ihr schenken wurde; am zweiten Tag aber fing sie schon an zu faulenzen,

-
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am dritten noch mehr, da wollte sie morgens gar nicht aufstehen. Sie machte auch der

Frau Holle das Bett nicht, wie sich's gebuhrte, und schuittelte es nicht, daB die Fedem

aufflogen. Das ward die Frau Holle bald mude und sagte ihr den Dienst auf. Die Faule

war das wohl zufrieden und meinte, nun wurde der Goldregen komnen; die Frau Holle

fuhrte sie auch zu dem Tor, als sie aber darunterstand, ward statt des Goldes ein grol3er

Kessel voll Pech ausgeschuittet. "Das ist zur Belohnung deiner Dienste," sagte die Frau

Holle und schlol3 das Tor zu. Da kam die Faule heim, aber sie war ganz mit Pech bedeckt,

und der Hahn auf dem Brunnen, als er sie sah, rief:

"Kikeriki, Unsere schmutzige Jungfrau ist wieder hie."

Das Pech aber blieb fest an ihr hangen und wollte, solange sie lebte, nicht abgehen.
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