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The purpose. The article deals with the genre and stylistic features of 

Bruno Ferrero’s fairy tales. These tales are a vivid example of the latest fairy 
tales-parables of the turn of the twentieth and twenty-first centuries, trans-
lated into many languages and quite popular among the readership.  The 
study identifies their main features and examines the transformational aspects 
of the initiation rite, taking into account the content specifics and characteris-
tics of these texts. Certain plot models undergo the same transformation. The 
emphasis is placed on the study of modifications of the initiation rite and its 
modern implementation in the fairy tale world. Research methods. The re-
search used a system of historical, hermeneutic and structural methods. The 
author relies on the theoretical-empirical scientific method, uses the method-
ology of literary cognitivism, which is determined by the specifics of literary 
research. Research results. The study identifies their main features and exam-
ines the transformational aspects of the initiation rite, taking into account the 
content specifics and characteristics of these texts. These changes are based 
on the requirements of the time, the author’s needs, and the level of compe-
tence of the recipient. Originality of the study consists in analyzing Bruno 
Ferrero’s Christian fairy tales, which have not actually been the object of lit-
erary studies, as well as an attempt to examine and describe initiation rites in 
modern literary fairy tales, including Christian ones. The practical signifi-
cance of the article is that it is possible to use the results of the study in re-
search and educational courses related to the study of foreign literature, chil-
dren’s literature, the possibility of following the lineage of tradition in fairy 
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tale creation and determining the level of innovation in the production of a 
new literary fairy tale. These studies can also become part of cultural studies 
related to the study of the phenomenon of popular literature.  

Key words: fairy tale, literary fairy tale, fairy tale-parable, initiation rite. 
 

Initiation implies the change of an individual from one social status to 
another and a fundamental change in the neophyte’s life situation. This is a 
change in the conditions of existence, which results in a completely different 
person. Initiation is the only thing that can change a human being if he or she is 
ready for it. «The rite of initiation, as one of the archetypical situations of 
mythological origin, is connected with the idea of renewal, rebirth, gaining a 
new quality, as well as with entering other spheres» [8]. This rebirth and radical 
change of characters is one of the features of fairy tales, as well as modern par-
able tales, in which the hero often appears different as a result of trials and self-
examination or is punished if he fails to pass them. Let’s try to explore how this 
works at the present stage on the example of Bruno Ferrero’s fairy tales. 

The Italian priest Bruno Ferrero is one of those authors who is well 
known and actively read. Readers fell in love with him because of his par-
ables and fairy tales, small stories about the search for and return of a person 
to the present, and stories about God. One among these books is the book 
«Forty Tales in the Desert» (1991). The priest says about its appearance as 
follows: «Since I worked a lot with children, I needed to put some material in 
the hands of catechists. I started writing because there was a need to somehow 
interest people during sermons and catechesis. Parables were the best way to 
interest children, the best genre... I don’t remember what the first parable was 
about, but the first collection was the book Forty Tales in the Desert» [4]. 
Each of Bruno Ferrero’s tales ends with an explanation of the story, often in-
cluding quotes from the Bible and his own reflections.  

The characters of the Italian author’s fairy tales are people, sparrows, 
turtles, butterflies, stars, beauty, disgust, wolves, rooster. They search and 
learn, relying on Christian guidelines or negating them. The unity of the fairy 
tale mystery is provided by the moral after each story. It is the main teaching 
and interpretation.    

«Forty Tales in the Desert» and other collections of Bruno Ferrero’s 
fairy tales and parables were written after his ordination as a priest and began 
to be published in the 90s, when the author was about 45 years old, a period 
of growth, a certain life and Christian experience.  

In general, in the second half of the twentieth and early twenty-first cen-
turies, we can observe a return to the parable narrative, which reinterpreted 
the previous experience of wars, crises, disappointments, and downfalls of the 
twentieth century, and continued the parable narrative of the early twentieth 
century. Novels-parables, fairy tales-parables, and parable stories are becom-
ing a part of contemporary literature. Their themes include ontological mean-
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ings, life and death, good and evil, authenticity and artificiality, faith and dis-
belief, and the search for self and purpose. «A parable is an instructive alle-
gorical story in which the plot is subordinated to the moralizing part of the 
work. In the modern European literature, P. has become one of the means of 
expressing the writer’s moral and philosophical reflections, often opposite to 
the generally accepted ideas prevailing in society. Here, P. does not depict, 
but informs about a certain idea, taking as its basis the principle of the parab-
ola: the narrative seems to move away from the given time-space and, moving 
along the curve, returns back, illuminating the phenomenon of artistic com-
prehension in the philosophical and aesthetic aspect» [16]. 

Recently, short parable stories, often with religious content, have become 
especially popular, telling about Christian qualities and values in an easy-to-
understand way, using examples from today’s life. Their purpose is not only to 
entertain the reader, but also to demonstrate the possibility of change in the life 
of any person using the example of the characters undergoing initiation. The 
main task of a parable is to appeal to the human state of mind, to give the reader 
a hint, as it should be, to prompt reflection [21, p. 199].  

«Initiation (Latin: initiatio – performance of a sacrament, initiation) is a 
rite that marks the entry into a new stage of development within a particular 
social group. In a wide sense, it is a set of actions (mainly ceremonial) by 
which a change in the social status of a person is improved and formally con-
solidated, he or she is included in a certain closed group, acquires special 
knowledge, as well as functions and powers» [13, p. 54]. Traditional society 
is a system of communities connected vertically and horizontally. The com-
munity that enjoys full social rights is the elite community of traditional soci-
ety, its center. To join such a community, initiation is required; the right to be 
there is not obtained by itself.  

In the early 20th century, the French ethnographer Arnold van Gennep 
first proposed a classification of rites of passage, distinguishing between rites 
of separation, intermediate rites, and rites of inclusion. According to the re-
searcher, the initiation rite, which involves a person’s involvement in a certain 
community (age or secret), belongs to the intermediate rites. Initiation is a 
transition to a new space, a journey (imaginary and real) beyond one’s home 
to another world, always sacred. Exile and exclusion are rites of separation 
and desacralization. The structure of initiation involves several levels: the in-
dividual is separated from the social group, the stage of testing and boundary 
situations, the hero returns to his social group in a new status [7]. 

The ritual of initiation follows the scheme of symbolic dying and being 
born, which was one of the first to be discussed by James Fraser in «The 
Golden Bough», where he systematizes and studies materials from folk cus-
toms, primitive beliefs, ancient and modern religions, showing a holistic pic-
ture of beliefs and rituals through the ages. One of the defining cults is the 
cult of Life, to which initiation rites are subordinated [24].    
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Mircea Eliade defined the concept of initiation as a set of rituals and 
verbal instructions aimed at radically transforming the religious and social 
status of the initiate. From the point of view of philosophy, initiation is a 
change in existential conditions, the formation of spiritual growth. After the 
trials, a person necessarily becomes different [23]. The researcher identified 
three types of initiations: collective rituals (for example, the transformation 
from childhood to adulthood), the second type is rituals aimed at joining se-
cret communities. The third type is initiations related to mystical professions 
(witchcraft, shamanism). 

According to Jane Harrison, those who are initiated (meaning a rite of 
initiation for young people, their second birth for the adult world) imitate the 
twice-born Dionysus, the son of Zeus and the Theban princess Semele. Zeus, 
who appeared before the princess surrounded by lightning, burned his mortal 
beloved by accident, but managed to snatch the preborn Dionysus from the 
flames and sewed him into his thigh. On the due day, God gave birth to the 
child and gave him to the Nymphs to bring up. Harrison suggested that the 
first birth brings a person into the world, and the second birth is for his or her 
community. Thus, the new is established, and the purpose of the initiation 
ceremony is to imitate the social birth of a person [25]. According to T. Sha-
drina, «in order to emphasize the importance of the secondary birth, the au-
thor suggests comparing the psychological characteristics of a modern person, 
for whom there is no specific important moment of maturity for young peo-
ple; and an ancient person, for whom the formation of an adult personality 
takes place in a few days during the actual rite. Of course, these features are 
attributed to the psychological state of a person, which is determined by the 
degree of intellectual development.» [20] 

Claude Lévi-Strauss («Primitive Thinking») conducted cultural and eth-
nological research based on the study and research of primitive societies, as 
well as the study of «untamed thought» present in the activities of all civiliza-
tions. The researcher distinguished between the social and the natural. It is the 
contradiction between the two that causes the appearance of initiation rites. 
Initiation is the emergence of a new class, a class of initiated men who differ 
from ordinary men and women [12]. Their purpose is to become mediators. 
Dressing up and masks play an important role in initiation rites. In these ritu-
als, where the hero defeats monsters, the mask personifies the boundary be-
tween the natural and the subnatural, the sacred and the profane, indicates a 
connection with the other world, and acts as a record of the social code on the 
initiate’s body [14]. J. Campbell devoted a lot of attention to the rite of initia-
tion in heroic myth. The traveler must go through the following stages of the 
trial: receiving the message about the need to travel, the journey itself, the 
battle, passing into the infernal world, returning from it with a treasure [22]. 
V. Balushok in his work Initiation Rites of Ukrainians and Ancient Slavs points 
out that among different groups of the Ukrainian people there were developed 
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initiation rites that ritualized the maturation and upbringing of young people 
and their transformation into adults and full members of society [2, p. 3].  

Symbolic initiation is automatically performed and is associated with 
the coming of a particular age. Participation in it is safe and easy, but there is 
no catharsis or rebirth. For example, the rite of being baptized in modern 
Christianity. Symbolic initiations can take place more or less openly for out-
side observers. Real initiations are rare, closed, and secret. The term initiation 
now refers to, «1. Youthful age initiations and initiation rituals in general, 
which are associated with the socialization of young people; 2. Rites that ritu-
ally formalize the entry into various secret societies that are no longer associ-
ated with adolescence and social maturity and are usually available to mem-
bers of the same sex; 3. Priestly, shamanic and witchcraft initiations; 4. Initia-
tion rituals of induction; 5. Initiation to a higher ritual status, or so-called 
“calendar” initiations; 6. Women’s initiations» [2]. 

Initiation plays an important role in fairy tales. Always retaining the 
same essence – the process of testing and growing up – it symbolizes death 
and birth (the death of an inexperienced young man and the birth of an experi-
enced full-fledged member of the tribe, a warrior, hunter, hero, man), and is 
usually very variable in its forms. But despite all the variations, initiation has a 
single matrix: the neophyte who undergoes it separates from the tribe, from 
home, endures trials, gains skills and abilities, receives certain knowledge, in-
cluding sacred knowledge, symbolically dies, and then comes to life in a new 
hypostasis and returns home in a different, usually higher status [15]. It also be-
comes an important component of modern fairy tales of a parable type.  

«Forty Tales in the Desert» begins with the introduction «To Shorten 
the Road», which explains that «Very often days seem to be long roads and 
even steep uphill climbs... The short tales in this book will try to make the 
road a little shorter. And if they also serve for something else, so much the 
better» [19, p. 4]. Forty fairy tales are like Moses’ forty years in the desert, 
and Jesus was in the desert for forty days: «When Jesus goes into the desert, it 
reminds us of the expulsion of man from the Garden of Eden. Indeed, it was a 
catastrophe: a person from a place of joy, happiness, peace, a place where 
nothing was lacking and he did not suffer and did not have to die, was ex-
pelled as a result of his bad choice. In a sense, instead of a blooming green 
garden, man found himself in a desert that brings suffering and death» [10] 
After returning from the desert, «The time has come», he said. «The kingdom 
of God has come near. Repent and believe the good news!» (Mark 1:15). 

Bruno Ferrero offers the reader an imaginary journey of 40 fairy tales, 
after which the reader becomes different. And any journey is best shortened 
by interesting stories, and «whoever hears at least one fairy tale will certainly 
be changed» [19, c. 4]. The symbolic desert in his tales is a place to find wis-
dom and return to the familiar world with it. Here, it is not the hero who sets 
out on a journey (although in some fairy tales the hero is), but the reader. The 
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time spent reading fairy tales is his time in the desert, time spent alone with 
the book, and the end of reading is the return to the familiar world, but with a 
different moral and sensual experience.  

The initiation rite can take place in a forest, and to get to the kingdom, 
the hero crosses forests and seas. The kingdom itself can be underground or 
on the seabed or in a deep abyss, which become places of symbolic death. 
Water plays an important role in both initiation and in the cognition of basic 
truths, as in one of the stories:  

On Sunday, when a woman came home from church, she was preparing 
dinner. Her husband decided to drink from it and asked her:  

– Could you tell me what the father said in the sermon today?  
– I don’t remember, – the woman admitted.  
– Then why do you go to church to hear sermons you don’t remember?  
– Look, dear, the water washes the potatoes, but it doesn’t stay in the 

bowl, and yet my potatoes are well washed.  
It is not necessary to memorize all the sermons. It is important to allow 

God’s Word to «wash» us [19, p. 52]. 
There is no need to talk about the symbolism of water in mythology, 

folklore, and religion. Everything begins with water and ends in water. Water 
gives life and takes it away, gives rebirth, and can be a portal between worlds. 
Water symbolizes the death of the old man, the selfish man, the man who ca-
res only about himself, who only seeks fame, wealth, and worldly pleasures. It 
is this person who needs to be drowned. Repentance is a turning away from 
the old selfish person to turn to love, to a person who has a brother and sister, 
to whom heaven opens and who hears the voice of the Father [5]. 

According to M. Eliade, death in initiation is necessary in order to say 
goodbye to the past existence and be reborn in another existence [7]. Not just 
to be reborn, but to become different and wear a beautiful pearl in your soul. 
Bruno Ferrero writes about pearls as treasures of the soul in his fairy tale The 
Pearl. An oyster complains to another that she is in excruciating pain. The 
other one is happy that it is healthy and does not feel anything. Cancer, who 
overhears their conversation, explains: «Yes, you are well and healthy, but the 
pain your neighbor feels inside is a pearl of incredible beauty.» The author 
himself comments on this story as follows, «The greatest affection is that of 
the first oyster. When a grain of sand hits it, it wounds it. The oyster does not 
cry, scream, or despair. Day after day, it changes its patience into a pearl, a 
masterpiece of nature» [19, p. 54]. 

Bruno Ferrero offers another interpretation of treasure. For example, in 
the fairy tale «The Rooster and the Diamond», a hungry rooster finds a dia-
mond. He knows that people value such stones, but for him, who is looking 
for seeds, it means nothing. In strength we find an explanation, «Those who 
care only about ‘nibbling’ pass by very great values without noticing them. 
To discover something truly valuable, one must want to discover it. «Do not 
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give what is holy to the dogs; nor cast your pearls before swine, lest they 
trample them under their feet, and turn and tear you in pieces.» (Matthew 7:6) 
[19, с. 50]. 

The characters of fairy tales can find themselves outside their home not 
only in the forest, sea, underground, and other kingdoms on the edge of the 
earth, but also in the desert.  

In North Africa, a missionary saw a Bedouin lying down on the ground, 
putting his ear down and listening to something. 

The surprised missionary asked him: 
– What are you doing? 
The Bedouin got up and answered: 
– I am listening... to the desert crying. It is crying because it would like 

to be a garden, a park... [19, с. 6]. 
Pope Francis thinks of the desert as a place where there is no sound ex-

cept for the wind and our breath, and therefore the desert makes it possible to 
separate ourselves from the noise of others and make room for what is impor-
tant – God’s Word, «The desert is the place of the Word with a capital W (...). 
In the desert, we hear the Word of God like a light sound. In the book of 
Kings it is said that the Word of God is like a thread of sounding silence. In 
the desert you can find an intimate closeness to God, the love of the Lord.(...) 
The desert is a place for the most important things.(...) Finally, the desert is a 
place of solitude. Even today there are many deserts around us. These are 
lonely and abandoned people. How many poor and old people live next to us 
in silence, on the margins, in rejection! They are not called for an audience to 
talk. But the desert will lead us to them, to those who silently ask for help» 
[10]. The path in such a desert is the path of mercy to the weakest, and the de-
sert road leads from death to life. If we enter the desert with Jesus, then «it 
will happen to us just like those deserts that bloom in spring, when buds and 
shoots suddenly sprout ‘out of nowhere. Let’s enter this desert of Lent with 
courage, let’s follow Jesus in the desert: with Him our deserts will flourish.» 

Bruno Ferrero’s fairy tales are characterized by the first type of initia-
tion, which is aimed at growing up, because, as the author says, «The problem 
lies in the fact that many people are immature, and this is becoming a problem 
for society – immaturity. Whereas the principle of education is to raise chil-
dren, to make them mature. For a child to grow up in a family, at least one 
person in the family needs to be mature, an adult. Meanwhile, in some fami-
lies, the only adult is eight years old and wears shorts» [4]. 

This author’s fairy tales-parables assume a reader-listener, because they 
are like tales for a traveler. Each tale ends with a peculiar power – the au-
thor’s own reflections and explanations and quotes from the Holy Bible: 
«There are many who do not prepare for the ‘long journey’. That is why that 
moment comes with painful anxiety. «Therefore keep watch, because you do 
not know the day or the hour». (Matthew 25:13) [19, с. 46]. And often this 
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explanation becomes a separate story of instruction. «Why did I start writ-
ing?» he says, «Today, people want to hear something extraordinary, because 
sometimes the words of the Church are quite boring. Jesus communicates 
with people through parables. And these little catecheses convert. As for writ-
ing stories, I wouldn’t have started writing if I didn’t need to» [3]. 

Initiation means death and birth, after which the previous status of a 
neophyte is destroyed. He has to leave his usual safe world and move to an-
other, unknown, and therefore dangerous, threatening one. It can be an under-
ground or above-ground world, another country, another city, the edge of the 
world, the underwater world. In the book Forty Tales in the Desert, it is not 
the characters who are initiated; it is the readers who must become neophytes. 
The tales themselves are subordinated to the teaching-force that accompanies 
each of them. Dialogic in nature, they have a folklore and biblical prototextual 
basis with a vivid authorial aphorism: «If there is a star in the sky of your life, 
don’t waste your time burning your wings to some dim lamp», «A person 
drives a car, flies an airplane, works with a computer, but cannot fully domi-
nate them», «Don’t risk following a small black speck and passing by a large 
blank sheet».  The heroes are often nameless, because the name does not mat-
ter, but the path, actions, and return are important; they are universal, like the 
time and space in which they find themselves, like those foreign cities, for-
tresses, kingdoms, countries, and seas. None of this matters, what matters are 
the virtues, how they are (un)obtained, and what the reader (un)becomes after 
traveling through the tales in the desert.      
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Мета. У статті розглянуто жанрові та стильові особливості ка-
зок Бруно Ферреро. Ці твори є яскравим зразком новітніх казок-притч 
межі ХХ-ХХІ століть, вони перекладені багатьма мовами та ось уже 
довший час є доволі популярними серед читацької аудиторії. У дослі-
дженні визначено їхні головні риси, а також простежуються трансфо-
рмаційні особливості обряду ініціації з урахуванням змістової специфіки 
та функціонального навантаження цих творів. Дослідницька методи-
ка. У дослідженні використано систему з історичного, герменевтично-
го та структурального методів. Авторка опирається на теоретико-
емпіричну наукову методику, використовує методологію літературоз-
навчої когнітивістики, що зумовлюється специфікою літературознав-
чого дослідження. Результати дослідження. Дослідження дає змогу 
виявити особливості новітніх літературних казок, у даному випадку 
християнських, зокрема їхній притчевий характер, а також трансфор-
мації та модифікації, яких зазнають персонажі у сучасному казкотвор-
чому контексті. Такої ж трансформації зазнають і певні сюжетні мо-
делі. Акцент робиться на вивченні видозмін обряду ініціації та його су-
часного втілення у казковому світі. Ці зміни відбуваються з урахуван-
ням вимог доби, авторських потреб та рівня компетентності реципіє-
нта. Наукова новизна дослідження полягає в аналізі християнських ка-
зок Бруно Ферреро, що фактично не були об’єктом літературознавчих 
досліджень, а також спробі розглянути та описати ініціаційні обряди в 
новітніх літературних казках, зокрема християнських. Практичне зна-
чення статті полягає у можливості використовувати результати дос-
лідження у наукових студіях та навчальних курсах, пов’язаних із вивчен-
ням зарубіжної літератури, дитячої літератури, можливістю про-
стежити тяглість традиції у казкотворчості та визначити рівень но-
ваторства у творенні нової літературної казки. Також ці дослідження 
можуть стати частиною культурологічних студій, пов’язаних із ви-
вченням феномену масової літератури.  

Ключові слова: казка, літературна казка, казка-притча, обряд 
ініціації.    
 
 


