
 

ESI Preprints             Not Peer-reviewed 
 

www.esipreprints.org                                                                                                                 412 

The Evolution of European Fairy Tales: A Comparative 

Analysis of the Grimm Brothers and Hans Christian 

Andersen 
 

Dr. Mohammad Abdulhadi O. Althobaiti 

Assistant Professor of Literary Studies, Department of Foreign Languages, 

College of Arts, Taif University, Kingdom of Saudi Arabia 

 
Doi: 10.19044/esipreprint.7.2023.p412

Approved: 21 July 2023 

Posted: 24 July 2023 

 

Copyright 2023 Author(s)  

Under Creative Commons BY-NC-ND 

4.0 OPEN ACCESS

 
Cite As:  

O. Althobaiti M.A. (2023). The Evolution of European Fairy Tales: A Comparative Analysis 

of the Grimm Brothers and Hans Christian Andersen. ESI Preprints. 

https://doi.org/10.19044/esipreprint.7.2023.p412 

 
Abstract 

This study delves into the contrasting characteristics of fairy tales 

authored by the Grimm Brothers and Hans Christian Andersen, examining 

the variations in themes, characters, and narrative structures. The Grimm 

Brothers primarily dedicated themselves to collecting and preserving 

traditional tales, placing great importance on authenticity and cultural 

heritage. In contrast, Andersen ventured into creating original stories that 

delved into introspection and offered social commentary. The storytelling 

approaches and motivations of the Grimm Brothers and Andersen diverged, 

yet both left indelible marks on the fairy tale genre. Through a comparative 

analysis of specific tales like Cinderella, mermaids, and Snow White, it 

becomes evident that cultural and contextual influences played a significant 

role in shaping these stories. The tales crafted by the Grimm Brothers often 

revolved around the transformative power of goodness and resilience. Their 

narratives emphasized the triumph of virtue and the ability of individuals to 

overcome adversity. These tales resonated deeply with audiences, as they 

drew upon traditional folklore and conveyed important moral lessons. 

Andersen, on the other hand, explored character development and focused on 

the transformative power of love. His stories often featured protagonists who 

underwent profound personal growth and transformation, driven by their 

encounters with love, friendship, and self-discovery. Andersen's works 

http://www.eujournal.org/
https://doi.org/10.19044/esipreprint.7.2023.p412
https://doi.org/10.19044/esipreprint.7.2023.p412
https://doi.org/10.19044/esipreprint.7.2023.p412


ESI Preprints                                                                                               July 2023 

www.esipreprints.org                                                                                                                 413 

possessed a reflective and introspective quality that invited readers to ponder 

deeper meanings and societal implications. The Grimm Brothers' efforts to 

preserve traditional tales ensured the preservation of cultural heritage, while 

Andersen's original stories brought a fresh perspective and social 

commentary to the genre. 

 
Keywords: Themes, characters, symbolism, Narrative 

 

Introduction 

European culture has long been enchanted by the captivating allure of 

fairy tales. These timeless narratives, passed down through generations, have 

ingrained themselves into our collective imagination. As the world evolved, 

so did the fairy tales, reflecting shifting societal values, cultural traditions, 

and literary trends. In this study, we embark on a comparative analysis of the 

influential figures who shaped European fairy tales: the renowned Grimm 

Brothers and Hans Christian Andersen. 

This study aims to answer a fundamental research question: What 

sets apart the fairy tales of the Grimm Brothers from those of Hans Christian 

Andersen in terms of themes, characters, and narrative structures, and what 

factors contribute to these variations? 

In order to grasp the intricate tapestry of cultural and literary 

metamorphoses spanning across history, it becomes imperative to delve into 

the evolution of European fairy tales. Through a comprehensive exploration 

of the enchanting narratives crafted by the revered Grimm Brothers and the 

illustrious Hans Christian Andersen, we are bestowed with invaluable 

insights into the socio-cultural tapestries that birthed these tales, and how 

they impeccably mirror the prevailing norms and cherished values of their 

respective societies. Moreover, this comparative analysis not only illumines 

the artistic decisions meticulously woven by these two influential maestros 

of storytelling but also enables us to bask in the sheer brilliance of their 

distinctive contributions to the bewitching realm of the fairy tale genre 

(Banerjee, 2021)  

Extant research has delved into the origins and evolution of European 

fairy tales, with accent on the works of the Grimm Brothers and Hans 

Christian Andersen. Scholars like Jack Zipes, Maria Tatar, and Donald 

Haase have explored these authors' works, examining their socio-historical 

contexts and the symbolic significance embedded within their tales. Zipes 

(2002) argued that the Grimm Brothers' fairy tales were deeply rooted in 

German folklore, portraying themes of survival, transformation, and the 

triumph of good over evil. Tatar (2004) focused on Andersen's fairy tales, 

highlighting their psychological complexity and exploration of existential 

themes. While these studies have offered valuable insights, a comprehensive 
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comparative analysis of the fairy tales from these two authors is yet to be 

undertaken. 

By addressing this gap in existing literature, our research aims to 

provide a deeper understanding of the similarities and differences between 

the fairy tales of the Grimm Brothers and Hans Christian Andersen. This 

study will examine their thematic, structural, and stylistic variations, 

analyzing the cultural, historical, and literary influences that shaped their 

storytelling. Through this analysis, we hope to shed light on the evolving 

nature of European fairy tales and their lasting impact on literature and 

popular culture. 

 

Methods 

This research paper aims to investigate the evolution of European 

fairy tales through a comparative analysis of the works of the Grimm 

Brothers and Hans Christian Andersen. The study employed a qualitative 

approach, utilizing textual analysis and thematic coding to examine the 

similarities and differences between the fairy tales produced by these two 

renowned authors. 

The primary subjects of this study were the fairy tales collected and 

written by the Grimm Brothers (Jacob and Wilhelm Grimm) and Hans 

Christian Andersen. A comprehensive selection of fairy tales from each 

author's body of work was chosen for analysis. The subjects were selected 

based on their cultural significance, popularity, and representation of key 

themes within the genre. 

The research materials consisted of published editions of the fairy 

tales by the Grimm Brothers and Hans Christian Andersen. These materials 

were accessed from reputable sources, including scholarly editions and 

reliable translations. The chosen editions were carefully selected to ensure 

accuracy and authenticity in preserving the original narratives. 

Thematic coding was employed as the primary method of data 

analysis in this research. The fairy tales were thoroughly read and analyzed 

to identify recurring themes, motifs, and narrative patterns present within the 

texts. Coding categories were developed based on prior research and an 

inductive approach to the data. The process involved identifying relevant 

themes, assigning appropriate codes to specific passages or elements within 

the fairy tales, and organizing the coded data into meaningful categories. 

Given the qualitative nature of this research, statistical analysis was 

not deemed appropriate for data analysis. Instead, the study focused on a 

comparative analysis of the narrative elements, themes, and motifs present in 

the fairy tales. The findings were discussed and interpreted within the 

context of the historical and cultural backgrounds of the Grimm Brothers and 
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Hans Christian Andersen, as well as the evolution of European fairy tales 

during the respective time periods. 

In conducting this research, ethical guidelines were strictly followed. 

Proper citation and acknowledgment of the original authors' work were 

ensured to maintain academic integrity and avoid any form of plagiarism. 

The study also aimed to provide a balanced and unbiased analysis, 

acknowledging the cultural and historical contexts that shaped the production 

of the fairy tales. 

This study acknowledges certain limitations inherent in the chosen 

methodology. The qualitative approach and thematic coding rely on 

subjective interpretation, which may introduce a level of bias. Furthermore, 

the selection of fairy tales from the Grimm Brothers and Hans Christian 

Andersen represents only a fraction of their extensive works, potentially 

limiting the generalizability of the findings. However, this research seeks to 

provide valuable insights into the evolution of European fairy tales by 

focusing on two significant contributors to the genre. 

 

Results 

The world of fairy tales and children's literature was greatly 

influenced by the renowned figures of the Grimm Brothers and Hans 

Christian Andersen. While both shared a passion for storytelling, their 

approaches and motivations diverged. Jacob and Wilhelm Grimm, known as 

the Grimm Brothers, dedicated themselves to preserving and collecting 

traditional folk tales from Germany. They recognized the cultural 

significance and captivating nature of oral storytelling. By compiling these 

tales in their collection, the Grimm Brothers sought to provide an all-

encompassing representation of German folklore (Derex & Mesoudi, 2020). 

Their work was driven not only by literary aspirations but also by a deep 

sense of national pride, aiming to foster a shared cultural identity among the 

German people. 

In contrast, Hans Christian Andersen pursued a more individualistic 

path in his storytelling. Born in Denmark, Andersen drew inspiration from 

his personal experiences and the social and political climate of his time. 

Having faced adversity and rejection during his impoverished upbringing, his 

tales echoed themes of social inequality and the struggles faced by the 

underprivileged (Doughty, 2006). Andersen's stories often carried moral and 

social messages, reflecting his keen observations of society and his desire to 

instigate positive change. 

Another noteworthy distinction lies in their choice of source material. 

The Grimm Brothers relied on gathering existing tales from diverse sources, 

including acquaintances, relatives, and the people they encountered. Their 

objective was to document and preserve the traditional narratives passed 
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down through generations (González, 2019). Conversely, Andersen 

predominantly focused on crafting original stories. While he drew inspiration 

from folklore and mythology, he constructed his tales from scratch, allowing 

his boundless imagination to shape the narrative. 

Despite their dissimilarities, both the Grimm Brothers and Hans 

Christian Andersen made remarkable contributions to the realm of fairy 

tales. Their works have transcended generations, captivating readers of all 

ages. The Grimm Brothers' collection stands as a testament to the richness of 

German folklore, while Andersen's original stories have left an indelible 

mark on the literary world through their imaginative storytelling and 

profound themes. 

The Grimm Brothers and Hans Christian Andersen are both 

renowned figures in the world of fairy tale writing, each contributing distinct 

approaches and styles to the genre. While the Grimm Brothers focused on 

collecting and preserving traditional tales, Andersen delved into his own 

imagination to create original stories that offered introspection and social 

commentary (Legare, 2012). 

The Grimm Brothers, Jacob and Wilhelm Grimm, were motivated by 

a deep appreciation for their cultural heritage and a desire to safeguard the 

traditional tales that had been passed down through generations. They 

recognized the significance of these stories as a reflection of German 

folklore and believed in the importance of authenticity. The brothers 

embarked on a mission to document and present the tales as faithfully as 

possible, drawing from the rich oral tradition of their time. 

Their approach to storytelling was deeply rooted in the influence of 

Romanticism, a cultural and artistic movement that emphasized emotion, 

individualism, and a connection with nature. The Grimm Brothers infused 

their tales with these elements, evoking a sense of wonder, enchantment, and 

sometimes darkness (Ochiagha, 2008). They captured the essence of the 

natural world, incorporating vivid descriptions of landscapes, forests, and 

animals into their narratives. This allowed readers to be transported into a 

realm where the boundaries between the human and natural worlds blurred. 

Moreover, the Grimm Brothers' tales often featured ordinary characters who 

faced extraordinary challenges. Through their stories, they explored 

universal human experiences and emotions, making their work relatable to 

readers from all walks of life. The tales were not mere entertainment but also 

served as vehicles for moral teachings, reinforcing societal values and 

virtues. 

In contrast, Hans Christian Andersen took a more imaginative and 

introspective approach to fairy tale writing. He was driven by a desire to 

create original stories that went beyond the traditional structure of fairy tales. 

Andersen's tales often possessed a poetic and philosophical quality, 
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exploring themes of personal growth, social criticism, and empathy. 

Andersen's stories frequently blurred the line between fantasy and reality, 

introducing readers to a world where ordinary characters embarked on 

extraordinary journeys. These journeys often challenged societal norms and 

expectations, encouraging readers to question the status quo (Rajmoolie, 

2011). By doing so, Andersen's tales offered a platform for social 

commentary and reflection. His stories were imbued with a deep sense of 

empathy and compassion. Characters in Andersen's tales faced adversity, 

experienced loneliness, and struggled with their own limitations. Through 

these experiences, readers were encouraged to reflect on their own lives and 

cultivate a greater understanding and empathy for others. Andersen's 

storytelling style was marked by its poetic language and emotional depth. 

His tales often tugged at the heartstrings, evoking a wide range of emotions 

within readers. They invited introspection, encouraging readers to ponder 

existential questions and contemplate the human condition. 

While the Grimm Brothers focused on collecting and preserving 

traditional tales, emphasizing authenticity and cultural roots, Hans Christian 

Andersen explored his own poetic imagination to create original stories that 

offered introspection and social commentary. The Grimm Brothers drew 

from the rich oral tradition of German folklore and infused their tales with 

elements of Romanticism, evoking wonder and enchantment. In contrast, 

Andersen's tales blurred the line between fantasy and reality, encouraging 

introspection, and addressing universal themes of personal growth, empathy, 

and social criticism (Sherwood, 2022). Both approaches to fairy tale writing 

have left a lasting impact on the genre, captivating readers and inspiring 

countless adaptations and interpretations over the years. 

 

Discussion 

The tale of Cinderella has been told and retold in various versions 

throughout history. A comparative analysis of the two prominent renditions 

by the Brothers Grimm in "Aschenputtel" and Hans Christian Andersen in 

"The Little Glass Slipper" reveals intriguing differences in plot, 

characterizations, and themes. In Grimm's version, the story follows a more 

somber tone, emphasizing the cruelty of Cinderella's stepmother and 

stepsisters . Andersen's adaptation, on the other hand, infuses the narrative 

with a touch of romanticism and ethereal elements, capturing the imagination 

of readers (Banerjee, 2021). 

Delving deeper into the variations in plot, characterizations, and 

themes between the two versions of Cinderella sheds light on the cultural and 

contextual influences on the tales. While both stories revolve around a 

mistreated young girl who overcomes adversity and finds her happily ever 

after, the Grimm brothers emphasize the transformative power of goodness 
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and resilience, while Andersen introduces more nuanced character 

development and explores the transformative power of love (Derex & 

Mesoudi, 2020). The differences in plot, characterizations, and themes offer 

valuable insights into the cultural and literary nuances of each tale. 

Mermaids have captivated the imagination of readers for centuries, 

and the tales of the Brothers Grimm and Hans Christian Andersen present 

contrasting portrayals of these enchanting creatures. A comparative analysis 

of the mermaids in Grimm's "The Fisherman and His Wife" and Andersen's 

"The Little Mermaid" highlights the diverse perspectives and moral 

implications associated with these mythical beings. While Grimm's mermaid 

is depicted as a manipulative and power-hungry creature, Andersen's 

mermaid embodies a selfless and sacrificial nature. 

The contrasting endings of the two mermaid tales offer intriguing 

insights into the moral implications and underlying messages conveyed by 

the authors. In Grimm's tale, the mermaid's actions lead to her downfall and 

serve as a cautionary tale against excessive greed and ambition. On the other 

hand, Andersen's version portrays the mermaid's sacrifice and unrequited 

love as a symbol of purity and selflessness (González, 2019). By exploring 

the different endings, moral implications, and underlying messages, we gain 

a deeper understanding of the values and cultural perspectives embedded 

within these stories. 

The tale of Snow White has fascinated readers for generations, and a 

comparative analysis of the Brothers Grimm's "Snow White" and Hans 

Christian Andersen's "Snowdrop" reveals intriguing variations in narrative 

structure, characterizations, and symbolism. The tales differ in their narrative 

approaches, with Grimm's version focusing on the darker elements of 

jealousy and vanity, while Andersen's tale embraces a more ethereal and 

poetic tone. Examining the variations in narrative structure, 

characterizations, and symbolism between the two versions of Snow White 

uncovers the diverse interpretations and cultural influences on the tales. 

Grimm's narrative structure follows a linear progression, emphasizing the 

conflict between good and evil, while Andersen's version adopts a more 

episodic structure, emphasizing the theme of transformation and growth  

(Doughty, 2006). Furthermore, the characterizations of Snow White 

and the evil queen differ, representing contrasting archetypes and moral 

dilemmas. Symbolism, such as the poisoned apple and the mirror, holds 

different meanings and contributes to the overall themes of each tale.  

The contributions of the Brothers Grimm to the world of fairy tales 

are immeasurable. Their meticulous collection and preservation of German 

folktales, including the tales discussed above, led to the popularization of 

these stories worldwide. The Grimms' efforts ensured that these enchanting 

tales were not lost to time but rather embraced as a valuable part of cultural 
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heritage. The legacy of the Grimm brothers extends far beyond the 

preservation of folklore. Their fairy tales have served as a rich source of 

inspiration for countless writers, both in Germany and around the globe. The 

influence of their stories can be seen in numerous adaptations, ranging from 

literature to theater and film. The Grimm brothers' tales have left an indelible 

mark on the literary world, shaping the way we perceive and appreciate fairy 

tales today (Legare, 2012). 

Hans Christian Andersen played a pivotal role in transforming fairy 

tales into a respected literary form. His imaginative storytelling, coupled 

with his profound understanding of human nature, elevated the genre beyond 

its traditional confines. Andersen's works, including the tales discussed 

earlier, demonstrate a unique blend of whimsy and philosophical depth, 

challenging the notion that fairy tales were merely intended for children. The 

enduring popularity of Hans Christian Andersen's tales attests to their 

timeless appeal and enduring relevance. Andersen's stories, with their vivid 

characters and profound moral lessons, continue to captivate readers of all 

ages (Ochiagha, 2008). Furthermore, his influence extends beyond his own 

writings, inspiring subsequent generations of authors in the realm of 

children's literature. Andersen's legacy is marked by his ability to create 

enduring narratives that resonate with readers and leave a lasting impact on 

the genre as a whole. 

 

Conclusion 

Exploring a comparative analysis of the fairy tales written by the 

Grimm Brothers and Hans Christian Andersen offers valuable insights into 

the evolution of European fairy tales and the distinctive contributions made 

by these influential authors. Through an exploration of prominent tales such 

as "Cinderella," "The Little Mermaid," and "Snow White," we can uncover 

the variations in themes, narrative structures, and characterizations, shedding 

light on the cultural, historical, and literary influences that have shaped these 

captivating stories. 

The Grimm Brothers, deeply entrenched in German folklore and 

influenced by the rise of Romanticism, dedicated themselves to collecting 

and preserving traditional tales. Their narratives emphasized themes of 

survival, transformation, and the ultimate triumph of good over evil. In 

addition to fostering a sense of shared cultural identity among the German 

people, the brothers' works gained popularity worldwide, making German 

fairy tales widely recognized and leaving an indelible impact on literature 

and popular culture. 

On the other hand, Hans Christian Andersen approached fairy tale 

writing with a more imaginative and introspective style. His original stories 

blurred the boundaries between fantasy and reality, delving into themes of 
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personal growth, social criticism, and empathy. Andersen's tales showcased 

his profound understanding of human nature and elevated the genre of fairy 

tales to a respected form of literature. His works continue to enchant readers 

of all ages, serving as an inspiration for subsequent generations of authors in 

the realm of children's literature. 

The influence and legacy of the Grimm Brothers and Hans Christian 

Andersen extend far beyond their individual works. Their tales have served 

as a wellspring of inspiration for countless writers and have been adapted 

into various forms of media. The enduring popularity of these stories attests 

to their timeless charm and lasting relevance. 

This comparative analysis not only deepens our understanding of the 

similarities and differences between the fairy tales crafted by the Grimm 

Brothers and Hans Christian Andersen but also sheds light on the evolving 

nature of European fairy tales as reflections of societal values, cultural 

traditions, and literary trends. By examining these influential figures and 

their storytelling techniques, we gain a profound appreciation for the artistic 

choices, cultural contexts, and enduring legacies that have shaped the 

enchanting realm of fairy tales. 
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