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 ‘Th e Tinderbox’: Military Culture and Literary 

Culture from Romanticism to Realism   

  David   Hopkin               

  ‘Th e Tinderbox’, which appeared in a collection of  Fairy-Tales Told for Children  in 

1835, was not Hans Christian Andersen’s fi rst published work, but it was the fi rst in the 

genre in which he would make his reputation. Th is tale of a discharged soldier’s 

acquisition of a magical tinderbox, and his use of it to gain riches and power, remains 

one of his most popular.  1   However, contemporary Danish reviewers were shocked by 

its ‘moral indiff erence’ and equally dismayed by its disorderly style, characteristic of 

oral speech.  2   Modern critics remain disconcerted: according to Maria Tatar, its soldier 

hero is ‘Brutal, greedy and impetuous, he is not much of a role model for children 

listening to the story’.  3   Th e soldier kills, for no particular reason and with no remorse, 

the witch who directed him to wealth. Later he uses three magical dogs summoned by 

the tinderbox to carry a princess to his room at night. When the king sentences him to 

death for this act of  l è se- majest é   he orders the same dogs to kill the king, queen and 

counsellors. He becomes king himself and marries the princess. Her views on these 

events go unmentioned. 

 Th e plot of ‘Th e Tinderbox’ (ATU562 in the typology of folktale types) is clearly 

related to that of ‘Aladdin’, albeit transferred to a European setting.  4   Th e story of ‘Aladdin’, 

which fi rst appeared in Antoine Galland’s 1710 French translation of the  1001 Nights , 

enjoyed an enormous vogue in nineteenth- century Denmark thanks to Adam 

Oehlenschl ä ger’s 1805 theatrical version.  5   Andersen identifi ed with the Aladdin character, 

and many of his best-known stories feature ‘rags- to-riches’ plotlines.  6   However, it was not 

he who fi rst relocated this magic plot to the Occident. In the introduction to his 1835 

 Fairy-Tales , Andersen wrote that these were typical oral entertainments that accompanied 

workers’ gatherings in the hop gardens in summer or in the spinning- rooms in winter 

where he had heard them, growing up in a poor neighbourhood of Odense. One should 

treat such declarations about the oral origins of a printed text with caution: in eras of 

censorship authors had sound reasons for masking their own creativity behind the 

concept of collective composition. However, we know that versions of ‘Th e Tinderbox’ 

were circulating in the plebeian oral culture of Restoration Europe. We can even make an 

educated guess about who told it to Andersen. To explain how, we need to go back twenty 

years to this tale’s fi rst appearance in print in the Grimms’ collection. 
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 ‘Th e Blue Light’ was included in the second volume of the fi rst edition of the Grimm 

brothers’  Children’s and Household Tales  in 1815.  7   Neither volume found favour with 

the book- buying public at the time, but in retrospect we can recognize that this was the 

most signifi cant literary event of the Restoration. Not only were the  Tales  themselves 

endlessly recycled – as schoolbooks, plays and operas – but they would spawn imitators 

across the continent. Th e Grimms’ domesticated nationalism was the ideal literature 

for a bourgeois public, and in particular the burgeoning market in children’s books. But 

it sat less well with the expectations of the restored authorities. Th e bodies of murdered 

kings proliferated worryingly through their tales.  8   

 In the 1815 iteration of ‘Th e Blue Light’ a soldier is dismissed by a king aft er years of 

service, and hopelessly wanders through the country: a story appropriate to the times. 

He fi nds work with an old woman, who gets him to fetch a blue light from the bottom 

of her well. When he refuses to pass it to her she drops him into the depths. To console 

himself the soldier lights his pipe with the blue light, at which point a magical servant, 

a little black man, appears. Th e little man is ordered to beat the witch to death, then to 

provide the soldier with gold. Th e soldier returns to the city, puts up at the best inn, and 

orders his servant to bring him the daughter of his former employer: ‘Th e king sent me 

away and let me starve . . . Now . . . She will have to wait on me and do what I command.’ 

Th e king attempts to trace the culprit, and fi nally the soldier is caught without his 

magic light. Th rough the prison bars, he asks an old comrade to fetch his bundle from 

the inn. On the way to the scaff old he asks for one last favour, to smoke his pipe. Th e 

little black man appears and the soldier orders him to ‘Beat everyone here to death and 

tear the king into three pieces.’ Th e king begs for mercy; the soldier takes the kingdom 

and the princess.  9   

 Th e Grimms collected rather than authored their tales. Th ey did not give a source 

for this story, only noting that it came from Mecklenburg, but this and other stories so 

labelled had been sent to the brothers by August von Haxthausen, who recorded them 

from a Mecklenburg soldier he was serving with in the Swedish army on the Holstein 

frontier in 1813–14. Soldiers, Haxthausen wrote to the Grimms, told such tales while 

on watch duty.  10   

 Th e Grimms were not just collectors and writers, they were activists. Jacob took the 

opportunity, when secretary of the Hesse-Kassel delegation to the Congress of Vienna, 

to distribute a ‘Circular concerning the collection of Folk Poetry’.  11   Both the ‘Circular’ 

and the  Children’s and   Household Tales  were sent all over Europe, including Denmark, 

where selections were published in 1816 and 1823 (though neither included ‘Th e Blue 

Light’). Danes such as Mathias Winther and Mathias Th iele were inspired by the 

Grimms to collect Danish folk tales. Th iele was an early patron of Andersen’s, and they 

were neighbours while the latter was writing ‘Th e Tinderbox’. Andersen was certainly 

familiar with the Grimms’ work and the reception of his oeuvre was dependent on the 

literary fashion that the Grimms had initiated.  12   

 Th e Hungarian Gyorgy Gaal, librarian of the Esterhazy family, was similarly 

galvanized by the Grimms: he published a collection of  Tales from the Magyars  in 1822. 

Most of his tales were obtained from soldiers in the 12th Cumanian Regiment of 

Hussars, which was stationed in Vienna.  13   Th e fi rst tale is ‘Th e Wonderful Tobacco Pipe’, 

a version of same story as ‘Th e Blue Light’ and ‘Th e Tinderbox’. Again the hero is a 
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soldier of dubious morality; the magical helper in this iteration is a bronze king (in a 

revolutionary moment the soldier contemplates decapitating him before he learns how 

useful he is). He does, however, kill his own sovereign, whose daughter he has ordered 

to be brought to his room every night, and assumes his place. ‘Th en’, in an echo of 

Napoleonic imperial policy, ‘all the neighbouring kings and princes became his 

satellites and dependents’.  14   

 Other versions of this same tale found their way from oral narration into print 

during the Restoration. Friedmund von Arnim, the son of the Grimms’ friends Achim 

von Arnim and Bettina Brentano, collected one on the Saxon-Bohemian border.  15   

Johannes Wilhelm Wolf, the Grimms’ most ardent disciple, published a version from 

the Low Countries in 1845.  16   In 1846 the Moravian journalist Mat ě j Mik š  í  č ek edited a 

Czech version.  17   Although recognizably the same plot, the discrepancies between these 

versions suggest that they derived, as their authors claimed, from oral storytelling. Th e 

texts themselves contain indications they had passed through a barracks. Th e hero of 

Arnim’s tale, for example, uses military language. He looks for a ‘nachtquartier’, he asks 

where he can ‘logiren’ and eat a ‘portion’. Another feature in this and many other 

versions (including Gaal’s) indicative of a military context is that the hero’s interactions 

with innkeepers occupy much more space than those with the king and his daughter. 

Food, bedding and lodgings preoccupied common soldiers of all nations, to judge by 

their surviving letters, and the tales echo this.  18   

 We can deduce from these texts that this retelling of ‘Aladdin’ probably originated in 

the Napoleonic period. It is possible that an ur- narrative lies behind all the extant 

recordings, perhaps a play or a puppet show. However, this is speculation. What is clear 

is that it was popular among soldiers, and the tale’s diff usion owes something to the 

multi- national mingling that occurred in the armies of the Napoleonic wars. 

Demobilized soldiers then carried the story as they wandered through a pacifi ed 

continent. Evidence of soldiers’ narration is to be found even in those texts whose 

narrator remains unknown, for example in the hero’s profession, their tobacco 

addiction, in the themes, such as desire for revenge against former commanders but 

also comradeship with lower ranks, in the language larded with military argot. 

 How then did it reach the young Andersen? Th e obvious source is his father, a 

shoemaker and volunteer in the Danish army deployed in Holstein between 1812 and 

1814 (on the opposite side to the Mecklenburger who told ‘Th e Blue Light’). Andersen 

 p è re  is exemplary of all those commoners inspired by the epic of Napoleon’s ascent and 

his overthrow of the existing social order.  19   ‘Th e Tinderbox’ employs the same stylistic 

elements as tales that we know were in Andersen’s father’s repertoire, such as the 

marching rhythm ‘Left , right – left , right’ which introduces its hero.  20   

 ‘Th e Tinderbox’ is an example of a new concept of literature that developed in the 

wake of the Napoleonic wars, one that drew its inspiration not from classical models 

but from the oral vernacular. From such material a national culture, refl ective of and 

suitable for a mass, participatory society, could be fashioned. By the nineteenth century 

the curators of these cultural wellsprings were to be found among the poor and the 

marginalized. But in earlier epochs, before social complexity generated class 

antagonisms and before elites had been seduced by imported cultural exotica, such 

tales were part of a common literature shared by entire peoples. As the process of class 
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diff erentiation quickened in the nineteenth century, it was vital that this patrimony be 

revived, or so argued the Grimms and their followers. Aft er 1815, while overt democratic 

and nationalist movements were suppressed, the concepts of ‘the people’ and ‘the 

nation’ were nonetheless invoked in titles such as Gaal’s  Tales of the Magyars , Wolf ’s 

 German Tales and Legends  and Th iele’s  Danish Folk Tales . Th e people and the nation 

formed a cultural unit which could, moreover, serve to legitimize political claims. 

Unsurprisingly, some of these cultural activists were also political activists, including 

both Jacob Grimm and Mat ě j Mik š  í  č ek, respectively delegates in 1848 to the Frankfurt 

Parliament and the Prague Slavic Congress. 

 Yet the example of ‘Th e Tinderbox’ also illustrates the diffi  culties Romantic authors 

faced when using folklore to argue for a common, enduring and national culture. Th e 

material and their ambitions did not fi t. We can be fairly certain that the story does not 

predate Galland; it was not, therefore, an inheritance from the distant past but a 

relatively modern invention. It is in no sense national as we have already encountered 

German, Hungarian, Danish, Czech and Flemish versions. And while it was popular, it 

was especially so in one occupational milieu. It did not belong to ‘the people’ but rather 

refl ected the experiences and concerns of a particular group: soldiers. 

 Soldiers’ culture was more visible in this period because the expansion of armies 

fostered interactions between common soldiers and intellectuals in uniform such as 

Haxthausen and Winthur. However, their interest in soldier’s culture was rather 

haphazard and not an invocation of the revolutionary idea of the ‘nation in arms’. Th e 

Grimms’ most important soldier storyteller, the veteran sergeant of dragoons Johann 

Friedrich Krause, apparently provided the brothers with his fi rst tales (in 1811) in 

return for some old clothes.  21   Gaal turned to his hussars because he was on friendly 

terms with their colonel. Wolf set off  in the spring of 1848 for the remote Hessian 

Odenwald where he imagined that he would fi nd narrators unsullied by urban 

contact, only to learn that his brother- in-law, Lieutenant Wilhelm von Ploennies, 

had a richer source literally under his command in the Hesse-Darmstadt army. ‘He 

ordered the soldiers to march in one by one and tell or sing what they knew.’ Some 

tales they brought with them from home, but others had been ‘retold since time 

immemorial in the army, they had already been heard around the camp fi res of earlier 

campaigns.’  22   

 Romantic authors had stumbled upon a phenomenon that would be better 

documented by later generations of folklorists: there was a distinct tradition of military 

storytelling that was shared across many European armies. Isolated indications of this 

tradition had already reached the reading public. In 1784 an anonymous author 

published the ‘Tale of La Ram é e’ which he claimed to have overheard told by one 

sleepless soldier to another in an inn. Th e story, the author noted, ‘is very old. It dispels 

the boredom of soldiers in the barracks and prisons. Th e story varies in facts and style 

according to the narrator who recounts it . . . Th ere are stories of La Ram é e as a child, as 

a soldier, as a smuggler, as a prince of adventures.’  23   During the Restoration, La Ram é e 

remained the star of stories told in the army. J. Delmart heard his tale in the Saint 

Rapha ë l barracks of Bordeaux in the 1820s; Nestor Roquelan heard another at the camp 

of Compi è gne in 1834; Charles Jacque, who spent fi ve years in the French army, 

illustrated a version for the  Mus é e Philipon  in 1842; a diff erent adventure was related by 
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L é o Lesp è s in an 1846 novel that capitalized on his own military experiences.  24   Several 

nineteenth- century soldier memoirs recall how his tales dispelled military ennui.  25   La 

Ram é e was also the hero of the fi rst version of ‘Th e Tinderbox’ recorded in France.  26   

 Because a specifi c literature dedicated to the pleasures, pains and humour of 

soldiering developed in nineteenth- century France, barracks’ storytelling has been 

richly described there.  27   However, scholars in other countries have come to the same 

conclusion as the Russian folklorist Vladimir Propp that ‘We must distinguish the 

soldier’s tale as a special kind of folktale . . . with a defi nite repertoire and specifi c 

stylistic traits.’  28   Th e  Biblioth è que universelle des romans  already indicated one element 

of soldiers’ style, prolixity: ‘Some make [the Tale of La Ram é e] last three days, and 

others three weeks.’ Barracks storytelling was a means of killing time; aft er lights out, 

the storyteller was expected to continue until his audience had fallen asleep. Th e 

narrator would periodically call out ‘Cric!’ and if the audience did not respond ‘Crac!’ 

he would halt his narration. Brevity was not a virtue and soldiers had many tricks to 

spin out their narratives. (Th is facet of soldiers’ storytelling was unappreciated by 

Romantic collectors who took the Grimms’ succinct texts as their models.) 

 According to another Russian folklorist, Yuriy Sokolov, ‘Th e soldier’s tale (and it 

almost always proves at the same time to be a tale about a soldier) not only developed 

its own imagery and types, but it also has, in its vocabulary, as well as in its style and 

rhythm, its own “soldier- tale” poetics.’  29   Th e marching rhythm we have already 

encountered in Andersen’s ‘Tinderbox’ was a commonplace of barracks storytelling. 

French soldiers initiated the journey from the quotidian world to the marvellous fairy- 

tale realm with this introductory call- and-response formula: ‘Cric! Crac! Sabots! 

Cuill è res  à  pot! Sous- pieds de gu ê tres! En route! Marche’.  30   Whenever their hero 

embarked on a journey they repeated the formula ‘March today, march tomorrow, by 

dint of marching one goes a long way’.  31   In addition to military slang and copious 

swearing, soldiers also employed distinctive phrases such as ‘back in the time when 

Pontius Pilate was a corporal in the Swiss Guards’, ‘brave as a sabre’, ‘no more sardines 

[stripes] on his sleeve than he had wigs on a spit’ . . . Writers even employed a distinctive 

barracks dialect, already indicated in the 1784 ‘Tale of La Ram é e’, which is the only text 

in this collection not written in standard French.  32   And of course the tone of soldiers’ 

tales was noticeably coarser than in those deemed fi t for children. As one soldier 

memoirist put it, recalling his fi rst experience of the barracks in 1816, ‘Th e storyteller 

seeks, through a barrage of desperately crude jokes, to strike the imagination of his 

audience, and almost always he gets carried away by excessively scabrous descriptions 

of his characters’ love- making.’  33   

 An attempt has been made in the  Enzyklop ä die des M ä rchens  to defi ne the soldiers’ 

repertoire. It includes ‘Th e Tinderbox’ alongside ‘Th e Danced- out Shoes’ (ATU306), 

‘Th e Princess in the Coffi  n’ (ATU307), ‘Th e Smith and the Devil’ (ATU330), ‘Bear-Skin’ 

(ATU361), ‘Th e Man as Heater of Hell’s Kettle’ (ATU475, the tale retold by Jacque in 

1842), ‘Lamb’s Heart’ (ATU785), ‘Th e Devil’s Riddle’ (ATU812) and ‘Th e King and the 

Soldier’ (ATU952).  34   I would add ‘Th e Knapsack, Th e Hat and the Horn’ (ATU569) 

and ‘Th e Th ree Snake Leaves’ (ATU612). But many other tales could be made to fi t the 

barracks milieu, even the venerable ‘Th e King and the Abbot’ (ATU922, which was 

narrated by the soldier- storyteller Bouton, according to Lesp è s). 
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 Th ere was a repertoire favoured by soldiers, but their tales were also linked 

thematically. Soldiers’ tales oft en featured a hero who was himself a soldier (or a 

deserter, never portrayed negatively in these narratives). Th ey had a marked preference 

for tales which involved descents into a metallic underworld, as in ‘Th e Tinderbox’ 

(and ATU306). While such undertakings were hazardous, the characteristic displayed 

by soldier heroes is less courage than sangfroid. Th ey are unperturbed by all encounters 

because they have seen it all before. Hence they are not unwilling to be employed by the 

Devil himself (ATU361, ATU475), but they are just as likely to be patronized by a saint 

or God (ATU330, ATU785). Th e point of these encounters is to demonstrate that the 

soldier treats both with equal composure, and is able to best both in a trial of wits. His 

rules are not their rules. He is generous when he has food and drink, but will rob 

without compunction when he does not. Soldier heroes are very insistent on their 

rights, which is what generates so much dialogue between them and innkeepers in 

versions of ‘Th e Tinderbox’. Th e standard introduction to French soldiers’ tales has the 

discharged hero marching back 100 miles because a centime has been unfairly deducted 

from his pay. 

 Although soldier heroes desire promotion, their relations with offi  cers are generally 

poor. A burning sense of grievance animates them: when La Ram é e is granted three 

wishes by Saint Martin, his fi rst is that his pay should be made up to the correct amount, 

his second is to fi nd his brigadier in his knapsack, whom he then has beaten to a pulp 

on an anvil. When the soldier is employed to heat the cauldrons in hell he fi nds his 

former offi  cers under the lids: ‘Ah, you crumb! Fancy meeting you here! You used to 

step on me, but now I’ve got you under my foot.’  35   Relations with the sovereigns they 

serve can be just as brutal. Even on the occasions when the soldier saves the king 

(which is the plot of ATU 952), he treats him with contempt as a greenhorn, and pours 

insults on him. If not politically radical, such stories were openly subversive both of 

military discipline and the established authorities. 

 Relations with other ranks are usually better, but there are also limits to camaraderie 

as the hero is just as willing to rob, abandon or even kill his companions if the need 

arises; his expectations are that they would do the same. His ideal is to have mastery 

over himself, but he has little interest in the fate of others. 

 Sokolov viewed soldiers’ tales as a commentary on their circumstances: ‘Developed 

by the exceedingly diffi  cult struggle for existence, the soldier’s cunning and 

resourcefulness help him, in the tale, to attain the satisfaction of his desires: he knows 

how to win for himself both a night’s lodging and a dinner. Th e majority of the subjects 

of the soldier’s tales . . . are diff erent variations of this theme.’  36   Hence physical needs – 

food, drink, tobacco, lodgings – are omnipresent. Th e endless repetition of these items 

has an oddly disenchanting eff ect. Th e fairy- tale as a genre is defi ned by magic, but in 

soldiers’ tales their fantasies focus on satisfying immediate, material desires. Such 

invented satisfactions off ered catharsis. 

 Th e other expectation of the fairy- tale is that it should achieve a happy ending 

through a wedding, but this can go missing from soldiers’ tales. Soldier narrators 

appear suspicious of women, and at least two tale types (ATU 612 and ATU 569) build 

their betrayal by the love- object into the plot. In these instances, as in ‘Th e Tinderbox’, 

soldiers show no compunction about killing women, an expression of the underlying 
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misogyny of soldiers’ culture. At the fi nale of Krause’s version of ‘Th e Knapsack, Th e 

Hat and the Horn’, the hero discovers his princess bride, who ‘was constantly bothered 

by the fact that she had to take such an old guy for her husband’, has stolen three of his 

magic objects: he uses the last remaining to him to destroy her, the king, the city and 

everything else.  37   Revenge on women, as on social superiors, is oft en a more potent 

motivation in soldiers’ tales than a happy ending. 

 Th e purpose of storytelling in European armies was primarily to entertain large 

groups held in enforced leisure. But an occupational culture is about more than passing 

the time. For new recruits, having something to tell was cultural capital with which 

they could ease their entry into an intimidating environment. But in Hungarian 

regiments, if a new arrival knew no stories, he was made to shout into the stove ‘Oh 

mother! Haven’t you brought me up to be a big brute of an ass, who hasn’t even been 

taught to tell a tale!’  38   As narrators adapted to the rhythms of the barracks, they 

demonstrated their membership of the group through adherence to its aesthetic 

preferences. Th e swagger and savagery of the barracks style created a cultural divide 

between soldiers and the communities from which they came and to which they 

returned. Just as veterans retained their moustaches and their pipes as markers of their 

status as experienced men of the world, so they maintained the storytelling techniques 

learnt in the army. Th eir ability as narrators in turn enhanced their reputation in their 

home villages. 

 An occupational culture is, in eff ect, a set of norms, albeit ones that are never strictly 

defi ned. Th rough storytelling, military norms were established that had nothing to do 

with King’s Regulations. Th e soldier had to dispense with the moral lessons inculcated 

at home, in school and in church. He was defi ned by his adherence to a purely material 

value system and a fatalistic outlook. He should be brave, certainly, but he should not 

be a fool. He had to steal, he had to despise his offi  cers, he had to look out for the main 

chance. His relations with women should be determined by what his comrades found 

entertaining. Of course, this process of acculturation was never entirely concluded: 

recruits brought their own cultural ammunition with which to resist the process, and 

they were subject to other, competing pressures. However, soldiers’ autobiographies 

from the Restoration period demonstrate that many did adapt themselves to this 

occupational culture. 

 For example, soldiers incorporated elements of the stories they heard into their 

memoirs. When Louis Gabriel Montigny recalled his march from Venice to Moscow in 

1811, he used the established formula ‘March today, march tomorrow . . .’  39   Tales that 

soldiers heard became prisms through which they comprehended their own 

experiences.  40   For example, Sergeant Leberton compiled his  Voyage militaire  sometime 

between 1806 and 1814, while a prisoner- of-war in England. As the name implies, it is 

basically a route map of his travels as a member of the 89th demi- brigade and almost the 

only time Leberton steps outside this litany of dates and places is in a section he labels 

‘aventure’, which relates to his time in Haiti in 1803. He writes ‘the bailiff  of our base [the 

sugar estate where they were billeted] wanted my lieutenant and me to make a hunting 

party of three to go aft er parrots and buntings. We did so and went into a forest mixed 

with briars and thorns. We separated from each other in this forest. I followed 

a ravine that took me near to a house where there were brigands [rebels]. I saw a 
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nightingale perched on a palm- tree. I fi red at it and I could not have been more surprised 

to see coming out of this house about twenty armed black brigands, who fi red on me.’ 

Leberton ran away and got lost in the forest, but fi nally recognized an empty house close 

to where he was staying. Th en he went to the window to see if his companions had 

returned. ‘I saw my lieutenant and the bailiff  starting to laugh when they saw how my 

boots were torn. I told them Gentlemen, if you had had the diffi  culties I had during my 

hunt you would not laugh like this . . . Th e bailiff  said to me You were lucky to have 

escaped from such great danger. I forgot to tell you when we set off .’  41   

 A folklorist would recognize in this ‘aventure’ an echo of ATU301, ‘Th e Th ree Stolen 

Princesses’, which was popular among barrack storytellers; the fi rst version recorded 

in France appears in a soldier’s memoir from 1833.  42   Th e story starts with three 

companions, oft en three soldiers, making a home in a deserted house in the forest. 

While two go off  hunting a third stays at home to prepare the meal, but on each of the 

fi rst two days the hunters return to fi nd their comrade battered and torn (which, as in 

this memoir, occasions a good laugh). Although neither victim will admit it, they have 

been thrashed by a dwarf that inhabits the place. Only the third manages to escape and 

then confronts his comrades about their failure to warn him. It is possible that Leberton 

had such a close shave, but when he recalled it he did so in the language of a fairy- tale: 

the brigands’ lair in the forest, the empty house, the torn clothes, the two uncaring 

companions. When trying to explain something which could not be encapsulated in a 

list of troop movements, he reached for a narrative schema with which he was familiar. 

 Soldiers’ storytelling was a means to perpetuate a military culture and to shape the 

identities of those who passed through the army. However, when soldiers’ tales were 

transferred to print they took on other functions. It was the Romantics who fi rst put 

such tales before the reading public of the Restoration, but as we have seen, the material 

did not fi t with their literary ideals. In fact the Grimms cut or soft ened many soldiers’ 

tales, including ‘Th e Blue Light’, before the appearance of the second edition 

in 1819. Th eir gross materialism did not fi t with Romantics’ spiritual yearnings, their 

blatant immorality did not fi t with expectation that literature should elevate feelings, 

their treatment of women was at odds with the emerging bourgeois conception of 

gender roles. Th ere is no higher cause in soldiers’ tales, and barely any conception of 

the common good. 

 One can make a case that it was the next literary generation, the realists, who really 

benefi tted from the discovery of soldiers’ oral culture. While the Romantics’ debts to 

folklore are well documented, those of the realists are comparatively little known, and 

yet they were just as, if not more, signifi cant. Realists wanted to look unfl inchingly at 

poverty, criminality and prostitution. A convincing portrayal of the illiterate masses 

meant realists had to make use of oral culture. Argots, superstitions, songs and tales 

were therefore incorporated into their works to create a potent rendering of popular 

life. Th e tone of soldiers’ tales made them particularly suitable for this purpose. Realist 

writers therefore borrowed their stylistic traits. For example Eug è ne Sue’s embittered 

‘Pique-Vinaigre’, the storyteller in the prison of La Force depicted in  Les Myst è res de 

Paris , introduced his narratives with the same ‘Cric! Crac!’ formula used in the 

barracks.  43   Realists used the storytelling soldier as a character, for instance the veteran 

Goguelat in Balzac’s  Le M é decin de campagne  (1833). 
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 Perhaps the bleakest use of the genre in realist fi ction is the ‘black fairy- tale’ in 

Georg B ü chner’s  Woyzeck  (1836–7). Although the play is largely set among soldiers, the 

tale is told by a grandmother to young women, a stereotypical storytelling scenario. Yet 

its message is the reverse of those comforting images of ‘Mother Goose’. 

  Once upon a time there was a poor little girl who had no father and no mother. 

Everyone was dead, and there was no one left  in the whole wide world. And the 

little girl went out and looked for someone night and day. And because there was 

no one left  on earth she wanted to go to heaven . . . And when she fi nally got to the 

moon, it was a piece of rotten wood . . . And when she got to the sun, it was a faded 

sunfl ower . . . And when she wanted to go back to the earth, she found that the 

earth was a tipped over chamber pot. And she was all alone. And she sat down 

there and she wept. And she sits there to this day, all alone.  44    

 Th is has oft en been described as an ‘anti- fairy-tale’, a rejection of the Grimms’ attempts 

to enchant the everyday.  45   However, for those who were paying attention, as B ü chner 

undoubtedly had, the same tone can be heard in the tale ‘Th e Tablecloth, Th e Knapsack, 

Th e Cannon Hat, and the Horn’, which Krause told the Grimms in 1811. It ends with 

the betrayed soldier who ‘had nothing left  but his little horn. So he blew it, and the 

villages, cities, and all the fortresses collapsed instantly into heaps of rubble. Th en he 

alone was king and blew his horn until he died.’  46    
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