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The ugly duckling comes out of the egg
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The nightingale sings to the king
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The little mermaid sees the prince on the shib
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Thumbelina in the beautiful flower
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Introduction

Hans Andersen

Hans Christian Andersen was born in Denmark
in 1805. He was the son of a poor shoemaker,
and his mother couldn’t read or write. At the
age of fourteen he left home and went to Copen-
hagen, the biggest city in Denmark. There he
found work as an actor.

He wasn’t very successful as an actor, but
Collin, a director of the theatre, helped him to
get a place in a very good school to complete
his secondary education. In books that he wrote
later, Hans Andersen describes one of the
teachers there who was very unkind to the
poor boy from the country. That didn’t stop
Hans from going (again with Collin’s help) to
Copenhagen University.

Soon after he left the university, he began
writing plays for the theatre, poems, and stories.
His writing made it possible for him to travel
widely in Europe and the countries round the
Mediterranean Sea.

He wrote travel books, and in 1835 the first
collection of four fairy tales appeared. It was
popular in Denmark, but it was not translated
until 1846, when the English book had great
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Introduction

success. After that, books of his fairy tales,
nearly always in sets of four stories, were
always translated at once.

Fairy tales
The stories in this book are among the best

loved of the hundred and sixty-eight fairy tales
Hans Andersen wrote. One of them is such a
favourite in Denmark that you will find a lovely
figure of the little mermaid sitting on a rock
in Copenhagen Harbour. Another has put the
words “ugly duckling” into the English lan-
guage, meaning “a person less attractive, skilful,
etc, than others in early life but developing
beyond them later”.

A fairy tale was once “a story about fairies
and other small magical people”. As you can
see from the examples in this book, Hans
Andersen’s stories are not all about such crea-
tures. Perhaps we ought to call them just Tales
Told for Children, the title of his 1835 book of
four stories in their English translation.

Hans Andersen’s fairy tales have two special
qualities. First, he understood the minds of
children, and especially the world of children’s
imagination. For example, children don’t mind
about language problems in their fairy stories.
An old woman, a cat, and a hen can all make
themselves understood by an ugly duckling.
The nightingale can talk to the king. Thumbeli-
na talks to a field mouse, a mole, and a bird.

vi
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Introduction

The second quality is that Hans Andersen’s
people are real, with real people’s weaknesses.
In some stories the “people” are human beings,
like those in The Nightingale:

People wrote long books about the new
nightingale. Not many people could read
these long books, but everyone said that
they liked them.

And in other stories they are animals:

One day the field mouse said, “My friend
[the mole] is coming to see me. He is very
rich and he has a big house with a lot of
rooms. If you marry him, you will be very

happy.”

There are no animals and no fairies in the story
of The Emperor’s New Clothes, but the fun is the
kind of fun that children can enjoy. The “hero”,
of course, is the little boy who wasn’t afraid of
seeming foolish. The weaknesses are among
the grown-up people, and it is very good to be
able to laugh at them for a change.

viii.
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