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The article reviews the recently reprinted Czech monograph Slavici, mofské vily
a bolavé zuby: Pohddky H. Ch. Andersena: mezi romantismem a modernitou (Nightin-
gales, Mermaids and Toothaches: Andersen’s Fairy Tales between Romanticism and Mo-
dernity) by Helena Bfezinova. By outlining the Czech context of research in the field of
children literature and analyzing Bfezinovd’s book, the review shows the substantial
contribution of the publication for the Czech speaking audience. Biezinova careful-
ly analyzes several examples of Andersen’s work to convincingly show its ambiguous,
disturbing potential, which was lost in the vast majority of Czech retellings and ad-
aptations. Consequently, Andersen’s work is commonly perceived as purely children’s
literature in the Czech context. Bfezinova questions this notion by thoroughly uncov-
ering Andersen’s subtle play with genre norms and readers’ expectations on multiple
text layers. Bfezinovds book is intended not only for literary experts, but also for a
wide audience of readers with her eloquent and witty writing. Her primary focus is
a narratological analysis, however, she makes good use of translation studies, literary
history, linguistics, and philosophy as well. In her close readings, she shows Andersen’s
simple, yet highly sophisticated stories as rooted in romanticism but also anticipatory
of modernist themes such as the crisis of language and subject.

Keywords: Helena Brezinovd, Hans Christian Andersen, Danish literature, fairy
tales.

In 2018, Helena Brezinova published a monograph focused on Hans
Christian Andersen’s work titled Slavici, mot'ské vily a bolavé zuby: Pohdd-
ky H.Ch. Andersena: mezi romantismem a modernitou (Nightingales,
Mermaids and Toothaches: Andersen’s Fairy Tales between Romanticism
and Modernity). The book received a warm critical response in Czechia,
from scholars as well as journalists writing for non-expert audiences.
Moreover, it was awarded the Golden Ribbon, the most prestigious Czech
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prize for children’s literature authors, illustrators, translators, and schol-
ars. In 2020, the publishing house Host produced a slightly revised reprint
of the monograph. In the Czech context, it is rather unusual for a book of
literary scholarship to attract this much attention and praise even among
non-professional readers. However, Brezinovas work has persuaded a
wide audience that her analysis and interpretations of Andersen’s stories
are worth reading. One may identify several causes of the book’s success.

First of all, prior to Slavici, mofské vily a bolavé zuby, there had
been no comprehensive work dealing with Andersen’s writing available
in Czech, even though Andersen’s fairy tales have been popular since
their first publication in 1863 [Vimr, 2014, s.32]. Therefore, Brezinova
remembers to include key facts on Andersenss life and work. As a result,
she provides a good point of departure for further Andersen research.
But still, she never loses sight of her goal: “to introduce Andersen’s fairy
tales as sophisticated literature for grown-ups” [Bfezinova, 2018, s. 283].
Pursuing this goal, she presents clear and easy to follow arguments. Ac-
cordingly, her book is suitable for everybody, not just literary experts.
She draws on her teaching experience at Charles University, where she
“could note the pleasure and surprise in [her] students when they dis-
cover the sophisticated layers of the tales upon close reading in the orig-
inal Danish” [Bfezinova, 2018, s. 283]. The informative and entertaining
(occasionally even provocative) tone of her writing makes her mono-
graph exceptional in the Czech academic environment.

Even though Bfezinova maintains that Andersen’s texts are no chil-
dren’s stories (or not exclusively children’ stories at least), the book pro-
vides a significant incentive for the field of Czech children’s literature
criticism — and the awarded Golden Ribbon proves it. By comparing
the various translations of Andersen’s fairy tales, Bfezinova cannot
avoid the history of Czech discourse on children and children’s litera-
ture. Moreover, by saying that some of Andersen’s texts (or parts of those
texts) are hardly suitable for children (because they are morbid, nihil-
istic, frivolous, non-linear etc.), she implicitly defines what children’s
literature is — texts full of harmony, optimism, predictable structure etc.

Last but not least, the Czech children’s book market has grown sig-
nificantly in the last years'. The almost intimidating amount of recently

1 In 2000, children’s books held 4 % share on the book market, in 2018, the share
grew to 14 %. See https://www.sckn.cz/zpravy-o-ceskem-kniznim-trhu/.
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published books makes buyers’ choices rather difficult, which in conclu-
sion helps the well-established “classics” of childrens literature. If you do
not know what to choose, you may reach out for something you already
know is good. Going through book covers in the bookstores, the name
“Andersen” is supposed to mean a seal of quality. However, as Brezinova
reminds us, one can truly not judge a book by its cover.

In the first part of the book, Bfezinova briefly compares several
Czech translations of selected fairy tales and explains how they relate
to the Danish original. She argues that a considerable part of available
Czech translations is inadequate?. According to Bfezinova, most of the
publications attempt to “simplify” the original fairy tales and make them
more fitting for children. Paradoxically, such translations tend towards
redundancy and also use a more complex, less child-like style. Supple-
mented by pleasing illustrations and labels such as “The Most Beautiful
Fairy Tales”, the stories are devoid of their original irony, poignance,
and nihilistic tone. The texts might be either abridged (of religious and
erotic allusions as well as narrator’s bitter exegetical comments) or ex-
panded — by homiletic, explaining remarks. The disturbing messages
of the stories are then lost in translation along with the original laconic,
lucid style, Brezinova remarks.

In the next chapter, the fundamental context of the fairy tale gen-
re and its transformations are outlined before Andersen’s play with the
genre’s conventions and readers’ expectations is exposed in detail. Bfez-
inova concludes that Andersen’s work was utterly subversive from the
beginnings of his writing. It is made clear the subversion applies not just
to the form of the stories but to their subject matter as well. Bfezinova
notices that the texts keep criticizing social order and demonstrates the
author’s subtle hints at these issues. In this regard, her conclusion in-
triguingly contrasts the interpretation of the literary scholar Jack Zipes
who describes Andersen’s work as “servile” [Zipes, 2006].

Furthermore, the book examines Andersen’s use of a folklore-like,
traditional narrator (Bfezinova chooses to use Walter Benjamins’s term
“storyteller”) and deals with the way Andersen’s stories originate in ro-
mantic prose but anticipate modernist fiction. In this regard, she op-
erates with Michael Halliday’s theory of register — the notions of the

2 The only adequate contemporary translations of Andersen’s fairy tales are pro-
vided by FrantiSek Frohlich.
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“field”, “tenor” and “mode” in particular. She finds a “striking contradic-
tion between the familiar voice of the storyteller and the topics that are
considered” [Brezinovd, 2018, s. 285]. What might seem like a simple,
traditional oral tale conveying a morale, is carefully uncovered as a so-
phisticated, cautiously structured piece dealing with the hopelessness of
human existence. Bfezinové describes this tension as a “dangerous play
with the addressee” [Brezinovd, 2018, s. 74] caused by the duality of the
texts’ mode and tenor, to use Halliday’s terms. She assigns the disturbing
thematic level of the texts to adult readers exclusively, arguing that “it is
not advisable for a child to fully understand the fairy tale” [Bfezinova,
2018, s. 12], demonstrating that the “adult-oriented” text level prevails
and concluding the fairy tales are not children’s stories. This conclusion
seems problematic. Children’s scholars such as Barbara Wall, Hans-
Heino Ewers and Zohar Shavit have used terms such as a “double” and
“dual address”, “Mehrfachadressierung’, and “ambivalent text” (respec-
tively), showing that forming an alliance of the implied author and the
adult implied reader (while ignoring the child implied reader) is one of
the commonly used strategies of childrens texts. Secondly, Bfezinova
mentions the romantics’ debate on the nature of childhood. Surely, the
notion of “childhood” is a heterogenic, dynamic one. “Children” as a
social group are culturally and socially constructed, even today. Unfor-
tunately, it is not always clear which notion of “children” Brezinova talks
about when she distinguishes what is and what is not child appropriate.

That said, Bfezinovas close readings are very thorough and insight-
ful. They elaborate on the “storyteller’s” characteristics and show how
Andersen deals with the crisis of communication, the crisis of modern
society as well as the crisis of the individual. In this respect, Brezinova
provocatively proposes to promote Andersen’s work not as “The Most
Beautiful Fairy Tales” but rather “The Clueless Fairy Tales” or “The Fairy
Tales of a Clueless Storyteller” [Brezinova, 2018, s. 256]. She keeps em-
phasizing the ambivalent, subversive, ironic nature of Andersen’s texts.

Brezinova focuses exclusively on a few selected tales including The
Little Mermaid, The Shadow, Aunty Toothache, The Will-0’-The-Wisps
Are in Town, said the Woman of the Marsh and The Little Green Ones.
She also translated the last three of these and included them in the mon-
ograph as they lacked an adequate contemporary Czech translation be-
fore. In this part of the book, Brezinova shows her excellent translation
skills.
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Conveniently, the publication also includes extensive English re-
sumes of all the chapters. Even though the book is rooted in the Czech
context of Andersen’s reception, the process of “Disneyfication” of An-
dersen’s fairy tales seems to be universally applicable and Brezinovd’s
interpretations are diligent, deep, witty, and occasionally disturbing at
the same time — just like the object of her professional interest. The
book offers not just academic rigor; Bfezinovd’s style that invokes An-
dersen’s poignancy also reminds the readers of the immense pleasure of
storytelling.
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«Slavici, motské vily a bolavé zuby: Pohddky H.Ch. Andersena: mezi romantismem
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a modernitou» («ComnoBby, pycanku u 3yb6Has 6omb: ckasku L. X. AHepceHa MeXIy
POMaHTU3MOM J COBPEMEHHOCTBIO» ). VICXOZis U3 YeIICKOTO KOHTEKCTa MCCIefOBaHMIT
B 00TaCTM JI@TCKOJ TUTEPATypPhl M aHa/MN3a KHUTM Bp)ke3HOBOIL, B CTaThe aKIleHTH-
pyeTcs CymiecTBeHas IO/b3a IyOMMKAIM JI/Is YeNICKOA3BIYHON aymuTopun. Bpixke-
3MHOBA TIATETFHO aHAMU3MPYET HECKOTbKO MPUMepPOB paboT AHJEpCeHa, C Lie/bio
NOKa3aTh MX HEOJHO3HAYHBIN, OyZOpakaliuii MOTEHIMas, KOTOPbIl ObUT yTepsH
B NOJIaB/IAIIEM OONbIIMHCTBE YEIICKMX MepeckasoB 1 afantaiyuil. CleoBaTenbHo,
npousBefieHVA AHlepCceHa B YElICKOM KOHTEKCTe OOBIYHO BOCIIPUHUMAIOTCS B Kade-
CTBE JICTCKOI TMTepaTyphl. Bp)Ke3anHOBa OIpoBepraeT 3To 3abmysK/ieHne, TIaTeTbHO
PacKphIBasi TOHKYI0 UTPy AHJIEPCEHa C )KaHPOBbIMM HOPMaMM ¥ OXKUIAHUAMYU YMTA-
Tejlell NPy 3HAKOMCTBE C HECKONIbKMMM YPOBHSAMM TeKCTa. biarofgapsa KpacHopeun-
BOMY U OCTPOYMHOMY CTW/IIO KHUTA BpP)Ke3HOBOI MOXKeT OBITh IpefiHa3HAueHa He
TOJIBKO /IS TMTEPATyPOBEOB, HO U JUIS IIMPOKOTO Kpyra unTaTeneir. OCHOBHas Leb
aBTOpPa — HAPPATOJIOTMYECKUIT aHA/IN3, OHAKO OHA TAKyKe XOPOILO B/IaJIeeT CTaThbAMM
IO MCCIIeIOBAHMIO [IEPEBOJIOB, MICTOPUENT TMTepaTyphl, TMHIBUCTUKM U Gymocoui.
[Ipunep>xuBasch Tpafuuny BHUMATEIbHOTO YTEHMsA OHA MOKA3bIBaeT KaK MPOCTBHIE,
HO OJHOBPEMEHHO yTOHYEHHbIE MCTOPUM AHJIEpPCEHA, OCHOBAaHHbIE HA POMAHTU3ME,
HPeABOCXUIIAIOT MOIEPHUCTCKIE TeMbI, TaKIe KaK KPU3NUC A3bIKA U IPeMeTa.

Knrouesbie cnoBa: Xenena bpxesunosa, [anc Xpuctan AHzepceH, faTcKas -
Teparypa, CKasKu
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