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Curse and cursing are widely disputed terms within anthropology. To curse means to wish or invoke harm to another person by means of another agent [Britt: 27]. In the Middle Ages, the Church manipulated the power to bestow God’s curse and vengeance. However, the Protestant Church found this practice unacceptable. 
The seventeenth century was marked as a period of significant religious and cultural changes. And during the early modern period the act of cursing took multiple forms – divine or human, ritualized or spontaneous, licit or illicit, powerful or ineffective. 

Cursing was an extensively spoken and circulated topic not only within the Early Modern English society but also it was both an explicitly and implicitly presented matter and leitmotif in the Early Modern English drama. Many plays present passages full of obvious or hidden instances of curses and cursing. Fairy tales are another literary genre which suggests a context which abounds in passages with curses. The following article discusses the topic of the curse and cursing in one of the Early Modern English plays – “The Old Wives Tale”, written by George Peele, in close comparison to one of the most famous fairy tales “The Three Heads in the Well”, which belongs to the cycle of tales known as The Kind and the Unkind Girls, classified as AT 480 in the international Folktale catalogue. The article will mainly focus on different occasions of curses’ manifestation, their dramatic effects and functions. The present article also brings together another interesting theme: the Early Modern English Drama and the folklore. And though study of folk literature is a relatively new discipline, scholars have begun recently to investigate the links between early modern drama and folklore to a much greater extent [Lamb: 1-26]. In turn, folktales often preserve narratives and ideas which allow to interpret play-texts which might be otherwise challenging to decode. In this sense the fairy tale “The Three Heads in the Well” is an important key for decoding the play and “The Old Wives Tale”. 

In order to be able to understand how the fairy tale and Early Modern English plays are connected, it is worth drawing attention to some details connected with the development of a fairy tale’s tradition. In the early modern period in some European countries, the elaboration of literary fairy tales began to develop very quickly. However, in the early modern period, England did not develop fairy tales as a separate literary genre. Many different arguments are in favor of this claim. Jack Zipes argues that the Puritan intolerance toward amusement of fairy tales’ character did not allow to develop literary fairy tales in Early Modern England [Zipes 2007: 144-5], by declaring fairy tales “sacrilegious, heretical, dangerous, and untruthful” [Zipes 2001: 850]. And though it took time for the literary genre of fairy tales to develop and flourish in England, one thing remains undisputable and definite: the ancient motifs of the oral folklore tradition were already adopted by many Early Modern English dramatists. And among the works that abundantly used the fairy and folk tale motifs is Peele’s romance comedy “The Old Wives Tale”, in which Peele included many mixed elements from classical myths and folklore. 

In this connection such stories as fairy tales might be a useful link in order to understand drama. The fairy tale has its own moral, which is explicitly revealed at the end of the story. Interestingly, through the material analysis it becomes obvious that the moral is fulfilled and displayed through the acts of cursing and blessing. However, the acts of blessing and cursing are presented quite differently in Peele’s work. They are not plot devices, but only episodic moments in the play. However, the moral that is revealed in these episodes bears satirical and ironic overtones.  In “The Three Heads in the Well”, the kind girl is beautiful, and after receiving a blessing becomes more attractive and charming, and marries a prince. Whereas the unkind girl is ugly, and after being cursed becomes more grotesque and gets a cobber as her husband. The play-moral, however, emphasizes the importance of the generosity and kindness as the highest virtue - whoever is generous, despite her physical appearance, will be treated appropriately. And in contrast, if a girl is beautiful, she is not necessarily kind as well. The play-moral, unlike fairy-tale moral, suggests compensation between deafness and shrewish tongue, blindness and ugliness. In the play, the line between the rewards and punishment is not strictly emphasized as it is done in the fairy tale. Peele's dramatic adaptation of the folk-tale is valid in terms of the play without any reference to the tale itself. However, when his changes are considered in terms of the tale as it is known in oral tradition, his satirical intent becomes obvious. 
This article presents material on curses and cursing in the socio-historical context, and then analyses curses and the act of cursing in one of the Early Modern English plays in reference to a folk-tale.  Taking into consideration the theoretical material and the analysis of the tale and the play, it becomes also obvious that curses and cursing, though often being prohibited and condemned by the society, by the Church, even by Law, were still widely circulated in explicit and implicit forms by Early Modern English dramatists.
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