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“The wolf looks as if it might eat me up”
DIFFERENT FORMS OF REPRESENTATION OF THE WITCH AND  
THE WOLF IN THE TEST

Maya Götz, Andrea Holler

130 German children were shown 
variants of the witch and the wolf 
from the Fairy Tale Test (FTT)1 and 
asked which characters they were 
afraid of and which ones they would 
like to see in their own fairy tale book 
or film.

“The eyes of the witch in the film Sleep-
ing Beauty. I often had nightmares, and 
I saw these eyes over and over again! 
I felt they had something inherently 
dangerous about them.” Valerie, 20 
years old, can still keenly remember 
watching Disney’s Sleeping Beauty at 
the age of 4 and then having nightmares 
for a long time as a result. Frightening 
children and promoting their resilience 
do not, however, go together well. Tele

vision experiences that trigger fear – 
particularly when the emotions are so 
intense that they enter into children’s 
nightmares – always have a tendency 
to warn, intimidate and activate avoid
ance strategies. Children frightened by 
television develop avoidance strategies 
to protect themselves from concrete 
television content (changing channels, 
never watching certain series again) 
and, to a certain extent, they transfer 
this to their everyday lives. They avoid 
swimming in dark lakes or the sea, 
take detours on the way to and from 
school because a particular corner 
of the street looks like one they have 
seen in a film, etc. (Götz, 2014; Holler & 
Müller, 2014; Götz, Lemish & Holler, 
forthcoming).  

Promoting resilience, however, means 
promoting selfconfidence, creating 
opportunities for selfefficacy experi
ences, and giving children the courage 
to actively confront their problems. 
Promoting this through television does 
not mean telling stories without emo
tion or any kind of threatening charac
ter in them. Yet media producers must 
be very conscious of the emotional 
limits of their respective target group 
so that they can reach them emotion
ally – without frightening them. 
There is evidence that the appear
ance of a character can already make 
younger children afraid. If the character 
then also behaves in an evil way, this 
can lead to intense fear reactions, 
particularly among television begin
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ners (Unterstell & Müller, 2014a). It 
is therefore important to analyse the 
representation of antagonists in detail. 
The study that follows offers an initial 
approach in this respect. 

THE STUDY: DIFFERENT VISU-
ALISATIONS IN THE TEST

With the aid of images of the witch 
and the wolf from the Fairy Tale Test 
(Ill. 16), 130 German children between 
the ages of 4 and 82 were asked in inter
views which image frightened them the 
most and which they would like to see 
in a fairy tale book or film. Their an
swers and justifications offer interesting 
insights into age and gendersensitive 
tendencies.  

WHICH WITCH IS THE MOST 
FRIGHTENING?

In psychoanalytical interpretations, 
the character of the witch in fairy tales 
often embodies the worst maternal 
aspects. She is full of hatred, overpow
ering, and her actual horror inheres in 
her “perverted motherliness” (Thomas, 
1989). She is a screen upon which chil
dren can project their own feelings and 
experiences, for the women (and men) 

children encounter are not exclusively 
associated with experiences of caring 
and understanding. In the witch they 
can perceive these aspects too, allow
ing themselves to engage with their 
own unpleasant feelings such as fear 
and aggression. In the FTT, experiences 
that have been suppressed or denied 
are exposed through, for example, the 
character of the witch. There are also, 
however, other typical projections onto 
the character of the witch: narcissistic 
feelings, sibling rivalry, and the fear of 
being punished or of doing something 
wrong (“superego”) (Coulacoglou, 
2003). The character of the witch can 
also take on important functions.     
We showed the children 3 represen
tational variants of a witch (Ill. 13): 
1.  the fairylike witch, young, in pre
cious robes; 2. the stepmother witch, 
middleaged, with no specific facial 
expression but with an uplifted hand 
prone to beating children, and 3. the 
traditional, old and ugly witch, with an 
unkempt and unpleasant appearance 
(Coulacoglou, 2003). 
The children were subsequently asked: 
“Which witch frightens you the most?” 
In response to this, three quarters of 
the children pointed to the traditional, 
old witch with a stick (Ill. 7) – among 
these, there were considerably more 
4 to 5yearolds than 6 to 8yearolds.

When justifying this, every third child 
explicitly calls her “evil”, and children 
often describe aspects of her as “scary”. 
Preschool children think her facial 
expression and gestures are evil, and 
they perceive her as aggressive. Primary 
school children can, to a certain extent, 
more clearly imbue this with meaning: 
“Because she just has such an evil look 
on her face and is wearing scary things. 
Because she has such long fingernails, 
which means she can scratch me and 
give me very deep wounds” (Luisa, 
age 7). 
If the fairylike witch is experienced as 
frightening, then it is often the magic 
wand which gives rise to the feeling of 
being under threat: “She might cast 
a spell on me, and I don’t want her 
to” (Dennis, age  7). Children see the 
wand as a symbol of power, which is 
accompanied by their own feelings of 
powerlessness. This is often a threaten
ing idea, particularly for boys who grow 
up with many women around them 
whom they perceive as powerful.

WHAT KIND OF WITCH DO 
CHILDREN WANT TO SEE IN A 
FAIRY TALE FILM?

If children are asked to choose which 
of the witches should be in their fairy 
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tale film or book, most 
(52 %) choose the fairy
like witch (Ill. 8). This 
is the preferred form 
of representation for 
nursery children and 
many girls. The reason 
given for choosing the 
fairy witch is often her 
beauty: “Because she 
looks the most beau
tiful, with her dress” 
(Luana, age 6), “like a 
wedding fairy – she’s 
just nice” (Petra, age 7). 
Every second child who 
chooses the magic fairy 
includes the magic 
wand as the decisive 
element in his/her 
justification. Margot 
(age 5), for example, 
says: “Because she’s so 
beautiful, and she has 
a magic wand with 
stars.” Magical power is 
associated with beauty, 
positive events and, in 
this sense, symbolically 
less with wickedness 
and more with the 
hope for a good witch. 
This therefore suggests 
that many children – 
particularly nursery 
children and many 
girls – would prefer to 
avoid the horror of the old witch.   
There is a significantly more positive re
ception of the traditional witch among 
the boys, but some girls too would pre
fer this form of representation, for “she 
looks more like a witch” (Milena, age 
8). By making assertions such as “she 
looks like the one in Hansel and Gretel” 
(Roman, age 6) or “she is ugly – witches 
are ugly too” (Maria, age  7), children 
are referring to prevailing scripts which 
come to their minds in this context. For 
some, it is also explicitly a delight in 
dangerousness. Here it tends to be the 
boys who would prefer the old witch 
because “she looks really dangerous” 

(Lennox, age 6), is “horrible” (Peng, 
age 8), and “is the most evil, like a 
skull” (Steffen, age 7). Here, the witch’s 
dangerous appearance is appealing, 
producing a certain delight in the thrill 
(Unterstell & Müller, 2014b).
If witch 2 in everyday clothing is cho
sen, this is on the one hand precisely 
because she does not symbolise the 
horror the children associate with the 
other characters: “Because she does not 
look so evil” (Meta, age 5) or “This witch 
is the nicest, this witch looks evil [points 
to witch 1], this one is too violent for 
me [points to witch 3]” (Mirja, age 6). 
But there are also very different ways of 

interpreting this witch, as 
6yearold Steven says: “I 
think she’s beautiful”. Or, 
as Marlen (age 6) explains: 
“Because she has such a 
beautiful dress on.”  
It is therefore primarily 
the representational form 
of the old witch, who is 
not beautiful, with raised 
stick and furious facial 
expression, which most 
children are afraid of. 
At first sight, preschool 
children and many girls 
would like to avoid this 
fear experience, prefer
ring to choose a beautiful 
witch. Some girls and a 
large proportion of boys, 
however, certainly would 
like to have the evil old 
witch. This corresponds 
to their expectations of a 
witch character; they are 
also interested in danger 
and delight in thrill.  

WHICH WOLF IS 
THE MOST FRIGHT-
ENING?  

Similarly, the children 
were shown 3 illustra
tions of a wolf (Ill.  46). 
In the Fairy Tale Test 

wolves stand symbolically for the 
threat of unconscious, antisocial and 
engulfing forces (the “Id”). As a frame 
of reference, Coulacoglou calls the wolf 
in Red Riding Hood the embodiment 
of sexuality in its most primitive sense 
(Coulacoglou, 2003, p. 21). Bettelheim 
sees in the wolf the externalisation 
of dangerous, overpowering, Oedipal 
emotions (Bettelheim, 1989). And Kast 
sees in the wolf the embodiment of 
the heroine’s libidinal nature and of 
her thus far marginalised zest for life, 
a zest for life she encounters in the 
embodiment of the wolf (Kast, 1989). 
According to Lafforgue, fairy tales with 
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Ill. 7: Which witch is the most frightening one?

Ill. 8: Which witch would you like to see in a fairy tale film or book?3
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wolves in them provide a 
metaphor for negative 
inner actualities, exter
nalising these and thereby 
also bringing them under 
control or extinguishing 
them (Lafforgue, 1990, 
cited in Coulacoglou, 
2003). How do children 
deal with this character 
in the 3 versions?  
The cards the children 
are presented show 1. a 
starving, emaciated wolf, 
nothing more than skin 
and bones, 2. a sedate 
wolf, sitting with a blank 
expression on its face and 
no hint of hunger or wick
edness, and 3. an angrier 
wolf, salivating and baring 
its teeth. 
The wolf the children fear 
the most is very clear: 95 % 
named wolf 3 (Ill. 9). This 
also corresponds to Cou
lacoglou’s findings in her 
study in Greece and other 
countries (Coulacoglou, 
2003). In our sample, every 
second child’s reason for 
this is the teeth: “Because 
it is baring its teeth” (Den
nis, age 7). Or: “It has sharp 
teeth.” For children, this 
symbolises concrete dan
ger: “[The wolf] looks as if 
it might eat me up” (Leander, age 5).   

WHICH WOLF WOULD CHIL-
DREN LIKE TO SEE IN A FAIRY 
TALE? 

If the children in our sample could 
choose a wolf to be a character in their 
own fairy tale film or book, the wolf 
most frequently chosen is the neutral 
wolf 2, followed by wolf 3 (Ill. 10). In
terestingly, age is not a differentiating 
factor here, but there are significant 
differences in terms of gender. Three 
quarters of all girls and a third of all 

boys choose the more neutral wolf. 
They describe it as “sweet” (Erik, age 6), 
“nice” (Margot, age 5) and “friendly” 
(Elli, age 5). It is described as “beautiful” 
several times, and Ruben (age 4) justi
fies his choice thus: “Because it’s a girl.” 
This is the wolf that is not obviously 
lifethreatening, and which tends to 
remind children of an amicable dog. 
Significantly more boys than girls choose 
the snarling wolf 3. The typical reasons 
they give are “because it is evil – the 
others aren’t” (Tobias, age 5). This rep
resentational variant is very clearly ac
companied by danger and malice, which 
some children consciously choose as 

Ill. 9: Which wolf frightens you the most?4

Ill. 10: Which wolf would you like to see in a fairy tale film or book?

part of their understand
ing of the symbolisation 
of the evil wolf. 
The wolf that is chosen 
least frequently is wolf 1. 
If this one is chosen, then 
it is chosen for logical 
reasons within fairy tales 
children know well, such 
as Red Riding Hood and 
Peter and the Wolf: “Be
cause this one is the right 
one for gobbling up the 
grandmother and Red 
Riding Hood, because he 
looks hungry” (Agascha, 
age 6).
The representation 
that frightens children 
the most is even more 
unequivocal in the case 
of the wolf than in the 
case of the witch vari
ants. Once again, most 
children – particularly 
many girls and younger 
children – would avoid 
the frightening rep
resentation. To allow 
them to access the fairy 
tale, therefore, it is im
portant to proceed cau
tiously with characters 
who have an explicitly 
dangerous or cruel ap
pearance.  

CONCLUSION: WHO CAN 
COPE WITH EXPLICITLY 
THREATENING CHARACTERS, 
AND HOW MUCH THREAT 
CAN THEY TAKE?

It is very easy to identify which forms of 
representation, among the 3 variants of 
the witch and the wolf presented, are 
the most frightening for 4 to 8year
olds. It is even more unequivocal in the 
case of the wolf with the dangerous 
teeth than it is in the case of the witch, 
for some children even interpret the 
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fairylike witch as particularly powerful 
and malicious. 
If children could choose which represen
tation they would most like to have in 
their fairy tale, the majority – preschool 
children and many girls in particular – 
would choose a less frightening charac
ter. It is important to ensure that they 
in particular can access the fairy tale via 
a less frightening form of representa
tion. Following the psychoanalytical 
approach of the FTT, these antagonistic 
characters offer these children in par
ticular the opportunity to confront, for 
example, the more libidinal and wilder 
aspects of themselves, which become 
increasingly prominent and which also 
sometimes break the rules. The peda
gogical and psychological objective for 
girls in particular should be to “take a 
look at” these aspects of themselves too, 
aspects their genderspecific socialisa
tion otherwise often does not concede 
to them. Here, a neutral wolf or a fairy
like witch could give children an initial 
way into the fairy tale, and they could 
still become more evil and voracious 
over the course of the story.
For some children – and in this sample 
it is a quarter of the children – it is 
precisely the dangerous moment that 
is appealing. They choose the evil wolf 
and the old witch, or they say they 
would like to have the fairylike witch 
in their fairy tale film because she is so 
evil and dangerous. It tends to be the 
6 to 8yearolds who have this inclina
tion, but interestingly, it is the same 

proportion of boys and girls. For these 
children, it is a thrill, a mixture of “fear, 
pleasure and confident hope” (Balint, 
1959/1987). If children have already had 
experiences in which they were able to 
consciously perceive and overcome fear, 
with the result that they always felt safe 
again in the end, they can experience 
thrill. Fairy tales offer children an op
portunity to push precisely this kind of 
boundary. This means media producers 
must have indepth knowledge of their 
target group. It is important to make it 
possible for younger children to access 
controllable fear experiences, and – 
presumably in other media texts – for 
the 7 to 8yearolds to have a pleasantly 
spinechilling experience with observ
ably dangerous but nonetheless always 
controllable antagonists.
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