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Leon Stumble’s Book of Stupid Fairytales
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Synopsis  
Leon Stumble’s Book of Stupid Fairytales is a book about writing a book. Structurally it consists of ten very funny fractured fairytales set within the framework of another story, the tale of a hopeless writer called Leon Stumble and his girlfriend Cassie, who is a nice witch. Cassie, forbidden by witch law to tell ordinary people what she is, tries with small magical actions to make Leon realise her true identity, but Leon, who is amazingly unobservant, continues to believe that she is an aerobics instructor. Cassie’s continuing vain efforts to enlighten him form a running gag in the connecting story about how Leon Stumble finally becomes a published writer.

Leon has been writing children’s books for ages, but as his works are educational and include such dismal titles as Fun With Coal, he has had no success. It’s Cassie who suggests he might do better by writing fairytales. Typing up the titles of well-known stories on Leon’s computer, she magically changes a letter or two in each one so that, for example, ‘The Princess and the Pea’ becomes ‘The Princess and the Peg’. To please Cassie, Leon decides to write brand-new fairytales to fit these titles. In Leon’s stories, Cinderolla is a beautiful robot girl on wheels, and Little Reg Riding Hood is a boy called Reg who loves to design and make his own clothes. Each story ends with a moral that has no bearing on it whatsoever. Like Leon, the stories really are very stupid.

When Leon has written five stories, he and Cassie go to the Honeybump Publishing Company to show them to the supercilious publisher, Una Spooner. Una (slightly manipulated by Cassie’s magic) decides that a book of stupid fairytales might be just the thing she wants, but asks to see more of his work before making a decision. Leon writes five more stories, Una claims the credit for them, and the story ends with the book’s official launch in front of a crowd of two reporters. (Yes, Leon does manage to guess Cassie’s secret at last, and there’s a really happy fairytale ending.) 
Writing style 
Doug MacLeod has worked as a writer/producer on many Australian TV comedy shows, most recently as a script editor on the popular Kath and Kim series. His brilliance as a writer of comedy shines through in the succession of jokes and one-liners in Leon Stumble’s Book of Stupid Fairytales, and also in the hilariously inventive plot situations where the ‘real’ fairytales shine crookedly through the distorted versions. 

The writing in this book is crisp, fast-paced and deadpan, often mock-heroic (in a clever parody of the formal style that marks most traditional tales), and marked by sharp satirical commentary on human behaviour and society. But there is playfulness and warmth, too, and it is clear that the writer has affection for his flawed and often ridiculous characters. Elements of burlesque add their own stylised humour: it isn’t difficult to see that these stories, with their energy and rapid-fire dialogue, have their roots in live comedy.  Doug describes the book as having been written ‘purely for fun’, and says that he ‘tried to cram as many jokes as possible into each story’.  
Author inspiration

Doug got the idea for the book after seeing a misprint in a genuine book of fairytales. Instead of ‘Jack and the Beanstalk’, the title appeared on one page as ‘Jack and the Branstalk’. It occurred to him that by changing just one tiny bit of a title, you could come up with an idea for a very different story altogether.
Illustrator inspiration

Craig Smith was inspired by Doug MacLeod’s comic imagination:  ‘He will push an idea … until it becomes ludicrous. So ludicrous that it is a very, very funny place to be, sort of joyous. I share Doug’s sense of humour, and am excited and energised by it … Doug is an absolute master of satire. Though his style is gentle, his satirical wit is sharp. As an illustrator, I often feel my job is to soften his humour and make it presentable to our younger audience. One technique I use for that is the delicious satisfaction of crafting the body language within an illustration. That is, in what posture the characters are drawn. At its best, this can be wonderfully expressive and funny.’  

Editorial comment

This hilariously twisted new book turns everything on its head: its humour is both very witty and very, very silly; and the sly, sharply observant comments on the world of writing and publishing add another quite sophisticated dimension.  It’s Craig and Doug’s funniest book since their debut together in 1986 with the outlandish and very popular collection of cautionary tales Sister Madge’s Book of Nuns, and it should have great appeal to children – perhaps especially to boys – aged 9 to 11. And to grown-ups too. 
Notes for teachers

Leon Stumble’s Book of Stupid Fairytales is an ideal text for discussions about language, writing styles, and comedy.
· Doug MacLeod says that ‘on average, there are about three jokes per page, which is pretty good going’. Is he exaggerating? Ask students to take a story and list all the jokes they can find. Some are quite small, and it may take a couple of readings to pick them up! At the same time, find the visual jokes in Craig Smith’s artwork. 
· Talk about different kinds of word play, including such things as puns, double meanings, cryptic crosswords, word squares (where one word is changed into another of the same length by altering one letter at a time) and charades.
· In this book Doug MacLeod makes many deliciously satirical comments on the world of children’s writing and publishing. What is the purpose of satire? Why, and how, do writers and artists make fun of different aspects of society? 
· Find out about the real world of publishing. 
· Take one of the stories (e.g. ‘Snow White and the Seventy Dwarfs’) and compare it with the original version. Spot the similarities as well as the differences.
· Doug MacLeod says: ‘It seems a pity that Leon Stumble didn’t have a go at ‘Aladdin and his Magic Lump’. So why don’t you?’ Ask students to come up with some stupid fairytales of their own.
· Find other books in which traditional stories or fairytales have been retold in a humorous way (e.g. Roald Dahl’s Revolting Rhymes, published in 1982).
