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TACK AND TeE B E A L I S V ~ ~  

The quintessential British folktale, 'Jack and the Beanstalk" 
rcpliiys a conflict familiar from the stories of Odysseus and the 
Cyclops, Dazjid and Goliath, Tom Thumb atd the ogre. The 
suenk, but shrewd, Jack manages to defeat a dim-witted giant, 
Lzcqtiire his wealth, and rettirn home triumphant. While this 
stor?, is tuidely disseminated in England and its former 
colonies, it htrd few anczlogues in other h d s ,  though it has now 
taken root it1 many ctiltures. N o  single authoritative text for 
"Jack and the Beanswlk" has evoltled to establish itself as the 
ms t r r  narrative from which all other variants derive. Instead, 
tlwre are LZ number of competing litera? versions that tlraw, in 
v;lqin,y degrees, from oral sources. 

The adz~ennrres of Jack were first recorded by Benjamin 
Tahart in 1807 tzs The History of Jack and the Bean-Stalk. 
Tilbitrt no doubt relied cnl oral versions in circulation at the 
rim?, tholi,qh he clilhned to base his tale on un "original mami- 
script. " What is particularly striking abolit Trbmt's Jack is his 
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evolution from an "indolent, careless, and extravagant" boy 
into a son who is both "dutiful and obedient." Instead ofmar- 
rying a princess and ascending to a throne, Jack lives with his 
mother "a great many years, and continued to be always 
happy. " 

Tabart's]ack becomes an exemplary character, a role model 
for children listening to his story. He is not at all a master thief 
wlw makes off with the giant's possessions but a dispossessed 
boy who is recovering what by rights belonged to him. From a 
fairy, Jack learns that his father was swindled and murdered 
by the giant up in the beanstalk and that he was destined to 
avenge his father's death. A powerful moral overlay turns 
what was once probably a tale of high adventure and shrewd 
maneuvering into a morally edifying story. 

When Joseph Jacobs began compiling stories for his anthol- 
ogy English Fairy Tales, he dismissed Tabart's "History of 
Jack and the Bean-Stalk" as "very poor" and reconstructed the 
version he recalled from childhood. Drawing on the memory of 
a tale told by his childhood nursemaid in Australia around 
1860, lacobs produced a story that is relatively free of the mor- 
alizing impulse that permeates Tabart's story. The British folk- 
lorist Katherine Brigs has referred to Jacobs's version as the 
"original," but it is in fact simply one of many efforts to recap- 
ture the spirit of the oral versions in widespread circulation 
during the nineteenth century. 

In the southern Appalachian mountains, Jack has become a 
popular hero, a trickster figure who lives by his wits, with the 
diference that the American]ack steals guns, knives, and COV. 

erlets rather than gold, hens that lay golden eggs, and self- 
playing harps. A 1952 film aduptation of ''Jack and the 
Beanstalk" stars Bud Abbott and Lou Costello, with Costello 
playing Jack, an adult "problem child. " 

whi 

gav~  
sold 

they 

111, 
wringi; 

"CI- 
said J; 

"Q;. 

you,"-l 
with t 

lRll 



HERE WAS ONCE upon a time 2. bIi/I<)-ti /mc. -I I , ; l r  hIiIk\-\~Ilirc ccises r o  

a Door widow who had an onlv ;:i\tr ~ n i l k  i > ; ~ >  I1t.c.n - L , ~ I I  lip I-wchol(>gists ;IS a 
- i 

son'named Jack, a cow named Milkv 111;irkcr for rllc ~ 1 1 ~ 1  01- II;I;IIIC\., :I r i ~ n c  \\.IILSII 
t he  ihilcl Intrsr I.c:in t o  xl . ; ir ;~rc from thcs 

whitea2 And all they had to live on was the milk the cow 
,,,t i h  k,,2r ],, L:o inii , lc, lce 

gave every morning, which they carried to the market and 1:,,k I ,.;,,.,, I ,,,,,,, ,,,,, ..!,,,, ,I,, ,< !,, ,,,,, J,,., 
sold. But one morning Milky-white gave no milk, and 
they didn't know what to do. 

MAXFIELD PARRISH, 
"Ferry's Seeds," 1923 

A fey Jack is ahout to plant the magic beans in this adver- 
tisement for Ferry's seeds. 

"What shall we do, what shall we do?" said the widow, 
wringing her hands. 

"Cheer up, mother, I'll go and get work somewhere," 
said Jack. 

"We've tried that before, and nobody would take 
said his mother. "We must sell Milky-white and 

with the money start shop, or something." 
''All right, mother," says Jack. "It's market day today, 



ARTHUR RACKHAM, 
"Jack and the Beanstalk, " 1933 

A quaint fellow offers the na?ve Jack 
a handful of beans for the cow teth- 
ered at  the end of the rope he is 
holding. 

4. s11t1,p as L( I IPC)~~C.  Fo1kt:iles :Ire us~~;llly 

Ilt.\~oiJ of irony, but this j~ lc l~ment  is clc:~rly 

inrcn~lccl r o  cmphnsi:e Jack's g~~llihilit\~ :inJ 

to set the StilzC for the Rx)lish harc:li11 hc 

1n;lkes. Contrary to conventional wis~lom. 
which iJcntiiies fiiiry-talc heroc.!: ;IS :icti\vc, 

h;lnJsonle, anJ cunning, Jack  nil his. Gdk- 

Ioric cousins are ~IeciJcJly un~vorlL!1y figrlrcs, 

ii~nocent, silly, 2nd ~i~ilc.lcss. Yer J:lck (like 
most $irnplctc)~ls, ni~mhskulls, 2nd ~~nocllcs) 

slips into the role k ) f  n c ~ ~ n n i n g  crickstcr. In 
Eliry r;iles, chnractcr tr:\ir~ shift :~lmast impcr- 

ccptibly into their opp~vites  ;IS rhc plot 

unii~l~ls .  

ARTHUR RACKHAM, 
'yack and the Beanstalk," 1918 

Jack inspects the beans that he has 
been offered in exchange for his cow. 
He and the bargain hunter are seen 
in profile, while Milky-white, ' 
looks straight ahead at the ol 

tne cow, 
3server. 

and I'll soon sell Milky-white, and then we'll see what we 
can do." 

So he took the cow's halter in his hand, and off he 
started. He hadn't gone far when he met a funny-looking 
old man, who said to him: "Good morning, Jack." 

"Good morning to you," said Jack, and wondered how 
he knew his name. 

"Well, Jack, and where are you off to?" said the man. 
"I'm going to market to sell our cow here." 
"Oh, you look the proper sort of chap to sell cows," said 

the man. "I wonder if you know how many beans make 
five." 

"Two in each hand and one in your mouth," says Jack, 
as sharp as a needle. 4 

L'Right you are," says the man, "and here they are, the 
very beans themselves," he went on, pulling out of his 
pocket a number of strange looking beans. "As you are so 
sharp," says he, "I don't mind doing a swap with you- 
your COW for these beans." 

"Go along," says Jack, "wouldn't you like it?" 
"Ah! You don't know what these beans are," said the 

man. "If you plant them overnight, by morning they grow 
right up to the sky." 
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6. Teat big cull woman. Jacobs objected to the 
fairy that Jack first meets o n  his way to the 
giant's castle: "The object [of the fairy's 
account]  was t o  prevent the tale tiom 
becoming an  encouragement to theft! I h a w  
had greater confidence in niy ynunz friends, 
and have delcted the hiry who diJ  not exist 
in the tale as told to me." Some oral tales s u p  
gcst that the giant stole his wealth from Jack's 
hther, hilt most, like Jacobs's version, elimi- 
nate the hinr and show Jack's first c'iicc)unter 
as a meeting with the ogre's nifc. 

7. My m m  is un ogre. Jack't, biological father 
does not :ippear in the talc. Like fairy tales 
[hat split the mother into a good, J e L d  h ~ o -  
logical mother and a vigorous, evil step- 

mother, "Jack a n J  the Beanstalk" can he sccn 
a5 dividing the father into n benevolent, dcnd 
father and n powcrtul, cannibalistic father. 

8. rl~c ogre's wife wus not llillf SO bud uf'ter '111. A 
metrical rendering o f  the story pithlished in 
1807 under the title The Histoq of' 1Votht.1. 
Tuwklk, and the Murveb~is Atchieeanents [SIC] 
of Her Son Jack turns the giant's servant into 
Jack's ally, arhoni he  marries after Jec:~pitat- 
ing the giant. Xlost versions of thc talc >how 
the ogre's wife as a protective figure who tries 
to shield Jack from the cannibalistic assaults 
of her husband. 

9. Fee-fi-fo-finn The  rhyme appears in vnri- 
:lnt tjrms, most notably when it is recited in 
 kin^ Lcar as "Fie, foh, and fume, I smcll the 
t.looJ of a Brittish m:ln." T h e  verse w:~s first 
uttered hy the t w o - h e a d 4  LVc:lsh g i :~nt  
Thunderdel: "Fce, fnu, f u ~ n ,  1 I sn1c.H the 
blood of an Endish man, :' Re hc alive, or be 
he dencl, I'll grind his lwnes to make niy 
brcnd." 

he reached the sky. And when he got there he found a 
long broad road going as straight as a dart. So he walked 
along and he walked along and he walked along till he 
came to a great big tall house, and on the doorstep there 
was a great big tall woman. 

"Good morning, mum," says Jack, quite polite-like. 
"Could you be so kind as to give me some breakfast?" For 
he hadn't had anything to eat, you know, the night before 
and was as hungry as a hunter. 

"It's breakfast you want, is it?" says the great big tall 
womam6 "It's breakfast you'll be if you don't move off 
from here. My man is an ogre7 and there's nothing he 
likes better than boys broiled on toast. You'd better be 
moving on or he'll soon be coming." 

"Oh! Please, mum, do give me something to eat, mum. 
I've had nothing to eat since yesterday morning, really 
and truly, mum," says Jack. "I may as well be broiled as die 
of hunger." 

Well, the ogre's wife was not half so bad after a1L8 So 
she took Jack into the kitchen, and gave him a hunk of 
bread and cheese and a jug of milk. But Jack hadn't half 
finished these when thump! thump! thump! the whole 
house began to tremble with the noise of someone coming. 

"Goodness gracious me! It's my old man," said the 
ogre's wife. "What on earth shall I do? Come along quick 
and jump in here." And she bundled Jack into the oven 
just as the ogre came in. 

He was a big one, to be sure. At his belt he had three 
calves strung up by the heels, and he unhooked them and 
threw them down on the table and said: "Here, wife, broil 
me a couple of these for breakfast. Ah! What's this I smell? 

~ee-fi-fo-fumy9 
I smell the blood of an Englishman, 
Be he alive, or be he dead 
I'll have his bones to grind my bread." 

"Nonsense, dear," said his wife. "You're dreaming. Or 
perhaps you smell the scraps of the little boy you liked SO 



MAXFIELD PARRISH, 
"Jack and the Giant, " 1908 

A defiant Jack stands in the palm of the ogre, whose smile 
betrays his contempt for this diminutive fellow. The oil paint- 
ing appeared on the cover of Collier's National Weekly Maga- 

t zine in 1910. 

much for yesterday's dinner. Here, you go and have a 
wash and tidy up,l0 and by the time you come back, your 
breakfast will be ready for you." 

So off the ogre went, and Jack was just going to jump 
out  of the oven and run away when the woman told him 
not to. "Wait till he's asleep," says she. "He always has a 
doze after breakfast." 

Well, the ogre had his breakfast, and after that he goes 
to a big chest and takes out of it a couple of bags of 
goldll l and down he sits and counts till at last his head 
begins to nod and he began to snore till the whole house 
shook again. 

Then Jack crept out on tiptoe from his oven, and as he 
was passing the ogre he took one of the bags of gold under 
his arm, and off he pelters till he came to the beanstalk, and 
then he threw down the bag of gold, which, of course, fell 

10. haw 11 ~rttsh and ritlv ~tp, The monsters of 
bin. talcs and children's literature are often 
doubles of the pnjtagonist. representing the 
unsivili:ed self with all its unrestrained 
impulses. The giant is somewhat like a big 
haby, who is treated by his \life like an unruly 
child. 

11. pki. Jack usually takes gold, n hen that 
Inys gr71dc.n e,ggs, and a harp that plays itseli. 
brrt Fame variants show him ste;~ling a cro\vn. 
je\\.c.lry, ,:;I Stn,  or a light. In a Blue h d g e  
htountnin vcrsiun, Jack steals a rifle, a skin- 
ning knife, :ind ;I coverlet tricked out with 
go1'it.n hlls .  The last object usually sings, 
plays music, or z;~lls out in some way to 
;~\\:tken the giant. 



MAXFIELD PARRISH, 
"Giant with Jack at His Feet," 1904 

The giant's primitive club contrasts 
as powerfully with Jack's delicate 
sword as the giant himself with Jack. 
The cover illustration for Poem of 

Childhood reveals the beauty and 
strength of youth. 

12. to t l y  his luck once more. Jack has been 
seen as a capitalist risk taker who has the 
kind of entrepreneurial energy required in 
the new economies developing in the British 
Empire. His expropriation of the "uncivi- 
lized" giant has been read as an allegory of 
colonialist enterprises. 

ANONYMOUS, 
''jack and the Beanstalk" 

While the ogre is sleeping, Jack slips 
over to the table to grab one of the 
bags of money. 

into his mother's garden, and then he climbed down and 
climbed down till at last he got home and told his mother 
and showed her the gold and said: "Well, mother, wasn't I 
right about the beans? They are really magical, you see." 

So they lived on the bag of gold for some time, but at 
last they came to the end of it, and Jack made up his mind 
to try his luck once morel2 at the top of the beanstalk. 
So, one fine morning he rose up early, and got on to the 
beanstalk, and he climbed and he climbed and he climbed 
and he climbed and he climbed and he climbed till at last 
he came out on to the road again and up to the great big 
tall house he had been to before. There, sure enough, was 
the great big tall woman a-standing on the doorstep. 

"Good morning, mum," says Jack, as bold as brass. 
"Could you be so good as to give me something to eat?" 

"Go away, my boy," said the big tall woman, "or else my 
man will eat you up for breakfast. But aren't you the 
youngster who came here once before? Do you know, that 
very day my man missed one of his bags of gold?" 



"That's strange, mum," said Jack. "I dare say I could tell 
you something about that, but I'm so hungry I can't speak 
till I've had something to eat." 

Well, the big tall woman was so curious that she took 
him in and gave him something to eat. But he had 
scarcely begun munching it as slowly as he could when 
thump! thump! they heard the giant's footstep, and his 
wife hid Jack away in the oven. 

All happened as it did before. In came the ogre as he 
did before, said: 

"Fee-fi-fo-fum, 
I smell the blood of an Englishman, 
Be he alive, or be he dead 
I'll have his bones to grind my bread," 

I 
and had his breakfast of three broiled oxen. Then he said: 
"Wife, bring me the hen that lays the golden eggs." So she 
brought it, and the ogre said: "Lay," and it laid an egg all 

ARTHUR RACKHAM, 
'Yuck and the Beanstalk," 1933 

The ogre's wife warns Jack to keep still, but he cannot resist 
poking his head out from the oven to watch while the ogre 
looks with satisfaction at the golden egg laid by his hen. 



AKONYMOUS, 
'yuck and the Beanstalk" 

Jack peers out from his hiding place 
to watch as the ogre looks at the 
hen that lays golden eggs. 

WARLX'ICK GOBLE, 
'yuck a d  the Beanstalk," 1923 

Jack makes a graceful descent down 
the beanstalk with the hen that lays 
golden eggs. Bean pods and blossoms 
create a dramatic decorative effect. 

of gold. And then the ogre began to nod his head, and to I 
I 

1 
snore till the house shook. ? 

Then Jack crept out of the oven on tiptoe and caught 
hold of the golden hen, and was off before you could say 

6 
i 

"Jack Robinson." But this time the hen gave a cackle 
which woke the ogre, and just as Jack got out of the 
house, he heard him calling: "Wife, wife, what have you 
done with my golden hen?" 

And the wife said: "Why, my dear?" 
But that was all Jack heard, for he rushed off to the 

beanstalk and climbed down like a house on fire. And 
when he got home he showed his mother the wonderful 
hen, and said "Lay" to it; and it laid a golden egg every 
time he said "Lay." 

Well, Jack was not content, and it wasn't very long 



before he determined to have another try at his luck up 13. alppel. A copper is 3 large kettle used for 

there at the top of the beanstalk. So one fine morning, he ~ ~ " I l n 5  0' '0 boil 1"nh.  

rose up early, and got on to the beanstalk, and he climbed 
and he climbed and he climbed and he climbed till he got 
to the top. But this time he knew better than to go 
straight to the ogre's house. And when he got near it, he 
waited behind a bush till he saw the ogre's wife come out 
with a pail to get some water, and then he crept into the 
house and got into the copper.13 He hadn't been there 
long when he heard thump! thump! thump! as before, 
and in came the ogre and his wife. 

"Fee-fi-fo-fum, 
I smell the blood of an Englishman, 
Be he alive, or be he dead 
I'll have his bones to grind my bread," 

cried out the ogre. "I smell him, wife, I smell him." 
"Do you, my dearie?" says the ogre's wife. "Then, if it's 

that little rogue that stole vour gold and the hen that laid 

ARTHUR RACKHAM, 
'yuck and the Beanstalk," 1918 

With three cows dangling from his belt already, this ogre, 
who towers over his wife, sniffs the air and senses that there 
is even more to eat in the kitchen. Rackham's mastery in the 
art of drawing hands and feet becomes particularly evident in 
his rendition of the ogre. 



the golden eggs he's sure to have got into the oven." And 
they both rushed to the oven. But Jack wasn't there, luck- 
ily, and the ogre's wife said: "There you are again with 
your fee-fi-fo-fum. Why, of course, it's the boy you caught 
last night that I've just broiled for your breakfast. How 
forgetful I am, and how careless you are not to know the 
difference between live and dead after all these years." 

So the ogre sat down to the breakfast and ate it, but 
every now and then he would mutter: "Well, I could have 
sworn-" and he'd get up and search the larder and the 
cupboards and everything, only, luckily, he didn't think of 
the copper. 

After breakfast was over, the ogre called out: "Wife, 
wife, bring me my golden harp." So she brought it and put 
it on the table before him. Then he said: "Sing!" and the 
golden harp sang most beautifully. And it went on singing 
till the ogre fell asleep, and commenced to snore like 
thunder. 

Then Jack lifted up the copper lid very quietly and got 
down like a mouse and crept on hands and knees till he 
came to the table, when up he crawled, caught hold of 
the golden harp and dashed with it towards the door. But 
the harp called out quite loud: "Master! Master!" and the 
ogre woke up just in time to see Jack running off with his 
harp. 

Jack ran as fast as he could, and the ogre came rushing 
after, and would soon have caught him only Jack had a 
start and dodged him a bit and knew where he was going. 
When he got to the beanstalk the ogre was not more than 
twenty yards away when suddenly he saw Jack disappear, 
and when he came to the end of the road he saw Jack 
underneath climbing down for dear life. Well, the ogre 
didn't like trusting himself to such a ladder, and he stood 
and waited, so Jack got another start. But just then the 
harp cried out: "Master! Master!" and the ogre swung 
himself down on to the beanstalk, which shook with his 
weight. Down climbs Jack, and after him climbed the 
ogre. By this time Jack had climbed down and climbed 



ASONYMOUS, 
'yack and the Beanstalk" 

Axe still in hand, Jack shows his 
mother what happened to the ogre 
once the beanstalk was chopped 
down. The good fairy hovering over 
Jack appears in some versions of the 
tale to inform Jack that the ogre 
appropriated his father's wealth and 
that he is fully entitled to recover it, 
even by theft. 

down and climbed down till he was very nearly home. So 
he called out: "Mother! Mother! bring me an axe, bring 
me an axe." And his mother came rushing out with the 
axe in her hand, but when she came to the heanstalk she 
stood stock still with fright, for there she saw the ogre 
with his legs just through the clouds. 

But Jack jumped down and got hold of the axe and 
ga1.e a chop at the beanstalk which cut it half in two. The 
ogre felt the beanstalk shake and quiver, so he stopped to 
set ~vhat was the matter. Then Jack gave another chop 
wit11 the axe, and the beanstalk was cut in two and began 

ARTHUR RACKHAM, 
'yuck and the Beunstnlk, " 19 13 

The axe used by Jack to chop down 
the beanstalk goes flying through 
the air as the ogre tumbles down 
from his kingdom, feet first. Note 
that the ilecorati\*e frame reprises 
the beanstalk motif and adds a 
toi~ch of whimsy with the talking 
heads. 



14. ,nL1rric)tI 11 ~ 7 , ~ r ~ " t r  ~ I T ~ I I C . ~ S S .  l i l ~ k  ottcn lives to topple over. Then the ogre fell down and broke his 
h t ~ ~ ~ i l y  c.\.cr ;~llc 'r  with his morher, ns in crown, and the beanstalk came toppling after. 

I 

T;~h;lrt 's \ .er~ion,  I-ut !;lcolx Llr ohligecl to Then Jack showed his mother the golden harp, and 
cnJ  \\.ith t:~iry-r:~'  

what with showing that and selling the golden eggs, Jack i 
and his mother became very rich, and he married a great 
princess,14 and they lived happily ever after. 

E 


