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The Little Mermaid

Far out at sea the water is as blue as the loveliest cornflower® and
as clear as the purest crystal. But it is very deep, deeper than anchor®
ever yet reached; many church towers would have to be piled one upon
the other to reach right up from the bottom to the surface. Down there
dwell the Sea-folk.

Now you must by no means fancy that there is nothing there but a
bare white sandbank. No, indeed! The most wondrous® trees and
plants grow there, the stalks and leaves of which are so supple that they
wave to and fro at the least motion of the water, just as if they were
living beings. All the fishes, small and great, glide among the branches
just as the birds fly about the trees up here. In the deepest spot of all
lies the Sea-King’s palace. The walls are of coral and the tall, pointed
windows of the clearest amber®, while the roof is of mussel®-shells,
which open and shut according to the tide; and lovely they look, for in
every one of the shells lies a glistening® pearl, any of which would be
the glory of a Queen’s crown.

The Sea-King had been a widower for many years, so his aged

mother kept house for him. She was a wise woman and very proud of

her noble birth, by reason of which she always went about with twelve
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oysters on her tail, the other important folk being only allowed to wear
six. Nevertheless she was very well-esteemed®, especially because of
the loving care she took of the little sea-princesses, her granddaughters.
They were six pretty children, but the youngest was the loveliest of
them all. Her skin was as delicately tinted as a rose-leaf, and her eyes
were as blue as the deepest sea, but, like all the others, she had no
feet, her body ending in a fish’s tail,

All day they used to play in the great rooms of the palace, where
living flowers grew upon the walls. When the large amber windows
were opened, the fishes would swim into them just as the swallows fly
into our houses when we open the windows; only the fishes swam right
up to the little princesses, ate out of their hands, and let themselves be
patted.

Around the palace was a large garden full of bright red and dark
blue trees, the fruit shone like gold, and the flowers like burning fire,
as the stalks and leaves moved to and fro. The soil itself was the finest
sand, but blue as sulphur ®flames. A wondrous blue tint lay over
everything; one would be more inclined to fancy that one was high up
in the air and saw nothing but sky above and below than that one was at
the bottom of the sea. During a calm, too, one could catch a glimpse®
of the sun; it looked like a crimson® flower from the cup of which
light streamed forth.

Each of the little princesses had her own garden-plot where she
could dig and plant as she pleased. One gave her flowerpot the form of
a whale®, another preferred hers to look like a little mermaid; but the
youngest planted hers in a circle to imitate the sun and would only have
flowers which shone red like it. She was an unusual child, silent and
thoughtful, and while her sisters delighted to adorn® their gardens with
all the strangest things they could get from wrecked vessels, all that she
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would have, besides the rosy-red flowers which resembled the sun, was
a pretty statue of a handsome boy, hewn out of pure white marble,
which had sunk to the bottom of the sea during a shipwreck. She
planted by this statue a rosy-red weeping willow, it grew splendidly and
its fresh branches hung over the statue, nearly down to the sandy
bottom where the shadows took a violet hue and moved to and fro like
the branches. It seemed as if the top of the tree were at play with its
roots, each trying to snatch kisses.

Her greatest joy was to hear about the world of mankind above.
She made her old grandmother tell her all she knew about ships and
towns, people and animals. What struck her as specially wonderful was
that the flowers which grew upon the earth should give forth fragrance®,
which they did not do at the bottom of the sea; and that the woods
were green and that the fishes among the branches could sing so loudly
and beautifully that it was a joy to listen to them. It was the little birds
that her grandmother called fishes; her listeners would not otherwise
have understood her, for they had never seen birds.

“When you have reached your fifteenth year,” said the
grandmother, “you shall have leave to rise up out of the sea and sit in
the moonshine on the rocks and see the big ships sail by, woods and
cities you shall also see.”

In the following year one of the sisters would be fifteen years old,
but how about the others? Each was a year younger than the one
before, so the youngest would have to wait five whole years before it
would be her turn to come up from the bottom of the sea and see what
our world is like. But each promised to tell the others what she had seen
and what she had thought the most remarkable on the first day; for their
grandmother did not tell them half enough, and there were many things
they wanted to know about.
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But none of them was so full of longing as the youngest, just the
one who had the longest to wait and was so silent and thoughtful. Many
a time she stood at the open window and looked up through the dark
blue water where the fishes dashed about with their fins and tails. She
could see the moon and stars; of course, they shone quite faintly, but
at the same time they looked twice as large through the water as they
look to us. When something like a dark cloud glided across, she knew
that it was either a whale swimming overhead, or else a ship with many
people on board, who certainly never dreamt that a pretty little mermaid
stood below and stretched her white arms up towards the keel of their
vessel.

And now the eldest princess was fifteen years old and might rise to
the surface of the sea. When she came back she had hundreds of things
to tell about, but the nicest of all, she said, was to lie in the
moonshine on a sandbank in the calm sea, and to see close by the shore
the large town where the lights were twinkling, like hundreds of stars,
to hear the music and the noise and bustle? of carts and men, to look at
the many church towers and spires, and to hear the bells ringing. It was
just because she could not go ashore that she longed so for all these
things.

Oh! How the youngest sister listened. And afterwards, when she
stood in the evening at the® open window, and looked up through the
dark blue water, she thought of the great city with all its noise and
bustle, and even fancied she heard the church bells ringing.

The next year the second sister had leave to mount up through the
water and swim where she pleased. She rose just as the sun was going
down and she thought the sunset the prettiest sight of all. The whole sky
looked like gold, she said, and the beauty of the clouds was beyond
description. Red and violet, they had sailed right over her; but far
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