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FAIRYTALE MOTIVES IN THE CASE OF SLOVENIAN ADVERTISEMENTS

There has been little interest in fairytale motives which appear in Slovenian mass media, i.e. advertisements. In contrast to American or German folklore traditions from 1960 onward, in which, for example, Linda Dégh [3], Alan Dundes with Carl R. Pagter [4] and Werner Bies [2] discussed in their books and articles the importance of the appearance of old and new folklore forms for the contemporary way of life. Once we become aware of the use of fairytale motives in advertisements, we see that they appear in many shapes and sizes. We can broadly divide them into three types which I will mention further on: the clearly recognisable fairytale motives, not so obvious/slightly hidden motives and motives that become apparent only with deeper analysis.

If we look at the development of Slovenian folkloristics, the influences from abroad (German, British, American schools) are obvious. Apart from ethnology and anthropology who managed to establish themselves as separate fields of study, folklore stayed incorporated in literary studies up to the late 1980’s. This meant that, in general, research was focused mainly at oral narratives such as folk songs, poems, myths, folktales, etc. Folk music and dance were also incorporated in studies, but that was it. Folkloristics did not accept media as a part of its field of study. The most problematic categories seemed to be oral versus written or visual transmission, one-way communication, played or staged performances versus spontaneous creativity, etc. As a result of such division a large segment of popular culture (movies, books, theatre shows, games, etc.), where folklore flourished, was not recognised by folklorists as being worthwhile their interest. At the same time (or perhaps even earlier) mass media grasped folklore traditions as a fertile field for addressing a vast audience. It is important to mention at this point one of the most interesting characteristics of this folklore usage, and that is the fact that mass media and popular culture adopted and at the same time changed those folktale motives according to the medium needs. This is perhaps the most obvious in advertisements. 

It would not be possible for me to study this topic today without several changes that have happened over the last three decades in Slovene folkloristics. From early 1990’s onwards, folkloristics was taught as one of the subjects at the Department of ethnology and cultural anthropology. In this time it became more and more obvious that folkloristics has to research traditional and current folklore phenomena [5, 423]. Most of the current phenomena, though, weren’t seen as “real” folklore but as unauthentic, fake folklore or folklorism. No matter how we call the new forms of folklore, it is a fact that they exist. Things become additionally complicated as the fields of ethnology, anthropology and folkloristics becoming more and more intertwined. When conducting a research about a certain folklore phenomenon, one must take into account its context, historical frame and variants.

Advertisements have been using folklore for many years. As I mentioned before, there have been severe changes of folklore elements in general as a result of their entering into contemporary mass media. There are many examples of fairytale motives in modern advertising, but why are those motives so popular? The answer, according to Linda Dégh, speaking about American advertisements, is magic. “Magic is in demand, magic sells” she states in one of her works [3, 34]. We can apply her point of view to Slovene advertisements, too. Fairytales and their motives function as symbols of persuasion once they are used for advertising purposes. Fairytale heroes are often disguised in advertisements as ordinary people [3, 44-45]. Advertisements offer us a view of a magical world, where all your problems can be solved through purchasing the right item or service. There is always hope that we will become as successful, pretty and popular as the person in the advertisement with a hint of magic. Let us take a look at some Slovene examples of fairytale motives in advertising. 

A relatively small number of Slovenian advertisements contain easily recognisable fairytale elements or motives. I have taken into consideration advertisements which have appeared in printed and visual media, such as television and billboards, in the last 5 years. Usually advertising for a certain product or service takes place in more than one medium simultaneously, so the separation of the advertisements, based upon the medium they appear in, is unnecessary for this paper. There are some interesting examples I would like to point out; for instance, around 2006 Reiffeisen Bank had a campaign promoting insurance with a question “What if there was no happy ending?” featuring Little Red Riding Hood (AT 333). She stands beside a bed with a wolf dressed as her grandmother. We know that the story finishes in a happy ending, but the ad wants us to imagine a different ending, which applies to our real lives and gives us the immediate guarantee for our “happy ending”. The same idea is presented with the images from Three Little Pigs (AT 124), where the pigs, squeezing in a corner, are just about to be attacked by the big bad wolf. Advertisement for Ariel washing powder tells a story of Sleeping beauty (410) as a children’s theatre play. Young prince rides to the scene on his wooden toy horse and kisses the sleeping beauty. She wakes up, but instead of getting up, she turns away and goes back to sleep, while the voiceover tells us that the softness of the fabric washed with Ariel is irresistible. The recent Stiffelkönig ad, displayed in the beginning of April 2011, shows Rapunzel (AT 310 - The Maiden in the Tower) outside the tower, admiring her shoes in a mirror. It is suggested that she didn’t wait for her love to ask her to throw him her long hair and wait for him in the tower; she came out herself in order to admire her shoes herself. The text “The most beautiful shoes of the whole land” explains that the beauty of the shoes sold by Stiffelkönig is thus so powerful; it can change the plot of a fairytale. There was also an interesting ad featuring seven Snow Whites in costumes from the Walt Disney movie. The advertisement for Dacia Logan said: “Spacious like a fairytale, truly cheap.” The motif is taken from the fairytale Snow White (AT 709), where there are seven dwarfs and Snow White. All above discussed examples have clearly recognisable fairytale motives.

Some advertisements contain fairytale elements which appear in general, for example kings, princesses and magic helpers, and are, consequentially, less obvious to the audience. An older commercial for Slovenian sports lottery contains two fairy godmothers who make three wishes come true, an ad campaign for NLB (New Ljubljana Bank) loans features a goldfish, which encourages us to live out our dreams by getting a loan. The goldfish asks almost cynically if we really believe that a goldfish can make our dreams come true, implying that only our actions (i.e. getting a loan) matter. Many fairytales feature animals or some other beings that make wishes come true for princesses and princes, servants, and other, mostly unhappy characters. Some advertisements feature characters wearing a crown (Petrol card), characters dressed in medieval costumes (Danone dessert) and fairytale heroes’ costumes, such as in the ad for milk and milk products (Ljubljanske mlekarne), etc. In the Ljubljanske mlekarne advertisement, people dressed in Snow White, Big Bad Wolf, Sleeping Beauty and knight costumes read bedtime stories to children. The voiceover says: “Feed the child in you.” All heroes are clearly recognisable as those from the most popular fairytales gathered by the Grimm brothers. All these advertisements try to convince consumers to buy products using magic. But their visual image is strongly influenced by Walt Disney movies. The combination of fairytale variants from various media creates an easily recognisable motif for the public. 

The majority of Slovene advertisements today contain some sort of an allusion to magic. Some speak of magic qualities of the product, such as magic formula, others point out the magical way of cleaning (Vileda magic) or advertise magic itself. The latter can be said for an advertisement for a TV series on a local television POP TV, which suggests to the viewers: “Be prepared for magic.”

In all above discussed examples, only fragments of fairytale motives appear. The fragmentation of fairytales is a phenomenon which enabled the existence of fairytales in the ever-changing world of the past and still makes their dissemination possible today. Linda Dégh speaks of “magic mart” [3, 72], which is, in the case of legends, “like a factory, in which old legends are renewed, modified, and improved, and new ones are created to commoditize magic” [3, 55]. The processes of renovation, modification and improvement can also be attributed to fairytales and their motives in mass media.

Slovenia is a very small advertising market and most of the global companies do not make special advertisements for this area. Most advertisements are just variants of the advertisements made for German or East European market with Slovene voiceovers. It is not surprising that the fairytales used in such advertising are mostly the ones collected by the Grimm brothers. They are among a few fairytales that are most recognisable among Americans, as Linda Dégh notices, and the same could be said for Slovenia. Slovenian advertising agencies, which make the advertisements according to results of the viewer studies, also use these fairytale motives in order to attract viewers’ attention and consequently higher sales of advertised products. It is interesting to see how usually only a fragment is used and often in a changed form. Seven dwarves, Snow White, uncertain ending of the fairytale, goldfish, Sleeping beauty asleep and Rapunzel saved from the tower by herself; everything changed but still recognisable. It is no wonder that there a is bigger and bigger interest among folklorists in the role of mass media in folklore transmission and communication [2]. We can conclude that advertising in general and Slovene advertising as a specific example has an important role in spreading folklore and/or fairytales in contemporary world.
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