Chapter 3

Once Upon a Time in the Future: The
Relevance of Fairy Tales







hy not begin with a true story, an anecdote? It is relevant here.W

On March 1, 2000, I spent an hour answering questions about children’s literature on the Wisconsin Public Radio program “Conversations” with Kathleen Dunn, and at one point I was discussing why I thought the Harry Potter novels had spread throughout the world and sold in the millions. I went into an elaborate explanation about the power of advertising and media hype as well as myths about J. K. Rowling, the unknown author, who pulled herself up by her bootstraps to become a famous author. But as I finished my explanation, an eager young man called into the program and informed me that I was mis- taken. “Your thesis is wrong,” he said. “Harry Potter is really Cinderella all over again, and we’re always drawn to Cinderella.”
Some years ago, in one of the more interesting studies of the fairy tale in German, Die Zaubergärten der Phantasie: Zur Theorie und Geschichte des Kunstmärchens (The Magic Gardens of the Imagination: On the Theory and History of the Literary Fairy Tale), Friedmar Apel argued:
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[T]he history of the literary fairy tale is also the history of the struggle of the imagination against its increasing suppression by reality. Compared to other poetic forms the possibilities for the elaboration of this problem- atic are limited for the fairy tale. … While other genres could preserve their forms in that they continued to tolerate the idea of the unity of world and soul only negatively within themselves, the fairy tale has this conceivability as its prerequisite no matter how much it is relativized. The cessation of this conceivability means for the fairy tale that it must abandon its role as the representative form of the marvelous if it does not want to disintegrate into mere entertainment literature through a pretended harmony and detachment from the processes of life.1
Indeed, Apel went so far as to argue that the fairy tale had lost its deeper significance by the beginning of the twentieth century because it had not and could not develop the appropriate forms and means to deal with the torn relationship between the imagination and reality. Beauty and harmony cannot be attained and maintained in reality as absolute values, and it is the incapacity of the fairy tale as genre to deal with the dissonance of modern life that foreshadows its swan song.
Though Apel traces the historical predicament of the genre with great lucidity and concern for its social and philosophical aspects, it appears to me that he was much too rash in dismissing the genre as too rigid to adapt itself to the changing conditions of reality and unsuitable as a genre to be able to reflect critically upon the social and material tensions that constitute our beleaguered modern and postmodern sensibilities. It is not that Apel was wrong in his assessment of the genre’s predicament, but he failed to take into account the genre’s deeply ingrained adapt- ability and “evolvability,” especially its potential as a meme. He did not consider how its utopian function has actually expanded in the twen- tieth and twenty-first centuries to include a kind of negative dialectic that has imbued it with a significant self-critical feature and enhanced possibilities for aesthetic variation and experimentation. Moreover, the predicament of the fairy tale since the twentieth century is one that plagues all of modern art, and Apel is aware of this when, in comment- ing on the great Austrian writer Hugo von Hofmannsthal’s fairy tale “The 672nd Night,” he states:
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The problematic is to be sure not only one that confronts the fairy tale, not only one of Hofmannsthal’s early works, but it contains the paradox of all modern art: it wants the beautiful for life, but it withdraws from the beautiful by seeking to hold on to it, otherwise it will reinforce negativ- ity in the portrayal. The diluting of the boundary between imagination and reality appears therefore as guilt in Hofmannsthal’s [fairy tale]. The creation of the fairy-tale world, the mastery of the means of a form is not an aesthetic-technical problem, but rather an ethical one, the responsi- bility of the poet vis à vis life.2
Here Apel puts his finger on what I consider the most important problem for all writers and especially writers of fairy tales—the ethical one. Why choose to write a fairy tale? What is involved in the selection process? How does the fairy tale as meme latch on to the writer? What does a writer hope to accomplish in using this genre to address children or adults? What responsibility does a writer bear when construing uto- pian or dystopian alternatives to our contemporary world? Are writers of fairy tales unethical and irresponsible when they create false happy endings and delude us into believing that harmony is possible in our rapidly changing postmodern globalized war-torn world? Is it unethical to publish fairy tales in all their mass-mediated modes to make as much profit as one can by playing with our utopian desires? Of course, most of the fairy tales produced in the twentieth and twenty-first centuries have become more geared to pure entertainment and are trite retellings of tales told to pass the time away. Yet, overall the fairy tale has not lost its relevance throughout the world. In fact, one might even argue that, with the increase of literacy throughout the world, the literary fairy tale produced as book, hypertext for the Internet, advertisement for commodities, script for film, radio, and television, comic, cartoon, and cultural artifact has grown in relevance.
Why such relevance? Why do we attach so much value to the literary fairy tale for young and old? What is the prognosis for the future of the fairy tale at the beginning of the twenty-first century? How are we being configured to respond to new configurations of the fairy tale? Are the stock phrases that begin and end traditional fairy tales—“once upon a time” and “happily ever after”—empty of all meaning? Is it hopeless and senseless to want to depict and think about our lives as fairy tales?

It is, of course, impossible to answer all these questions, but I would like to explore the moral, aesthetic, and political value of fairy tales for the twenty-first century by discussing some aspects of relevance the- ory developed by Deirdre Wilson and Dan Sperber and what Sperber calls an epidemiology of representations in his book Explaining Culture because they shed light on why the fairy tale is still so significant for American culture, if not for global culture. Then I will present a brief overview of some of the more recent developments in the genre with a focus on the multiple “Cinderella” versions that have been produced within the past twenty years in an endeavor to grasp the significance of this phenomenon. Underlying my analytical exploration is the the- sis presented in the first two chapters that the fairy tale as genre has become contagious and spreads like a meme in different strains. It is a strange viral genre because it contains positive and negative effects within socialization processes. As it has evolved and spread, it acts like a meme that undergoes multiple mutations in interaction with the envi- ronment. It is encoded and carries relevant information that enables us to know the world and uses this information both to expose and con- ceal the problematic nature of social relations. It is perhaps this tension between disclosure and closure within the metaphoric conventions of the genre that make it so viable as an appealing form of communication and narration.


RelevAnce  THEORY  AnD  EpIDEmIOlogY
Ever since the publication of Relevance: Communication and Cognition (1986) by Deirdre Wilson and Dan Sperber, there has been a great inter- est in relevance theory by scholars not only in linguistics and cognitive psychology, but also in literary studies, communication, and philoso- phy.3 It is very easy to misunderstand relevance as a theoretical concept, that is, to understand it more as a philosophical concept that pertains to categories of significance and value and determines what is pertinent about an object or expression for the needs of the producer and recipi- ent. But Wilson and Sperber approach relevance in light of advances made in sociobiology and cognitive psychology; they understand human

cognition in relation to a biological function of information process- ing and seek to understand how parts of the brain work efficiently to provide us with relevant information to increase our knowledge of the world. They operate with two governing principles: (1) human cogni- tion tends to be geared to the maximization of relevance, and (2) every act of ostensive communication communicates a presumption of its own optimal relevance.4
By ostension or ostensive communication they mean an act that manifests its intention and draws attention to what is relevant. They insist that relevance is not a commodity, but a “property of inputs to cognitive processes. It can be a property of stimuli, for example, which are inputs to inferential processes. Stimuli, and more generally phenom- ena, are found in the environment external to the organism; assump- tions, which are the output of cognitive processes of perception, recall, imagination or inference, are internal to the organism. When we claim that human cognition tends to be geared to the maximisation of rele- vance, we mean that cognitive resources tend to be allocated to the pro- cessing of the most relevant inputs available, whether from internal or external sources. In other words, human cognition tends to be geared to the maximisation of the cumulative relevance of the inputs it processes. It does this not by pursuing a long-term policy based on computation of the cumulative relevance achieved over time, but by local arbitrations, aimed at incremental gains, between simultaneously available inputs competing for immediately available resources.”5
Among the ways we try to know the world and ourselves in relation to our environment, we have used and continue to use the fairy tale as a metaphorical mode of communication. It is a socially symbolic act of representation and communication. For centuries we have developed the oral and literary capacity within our brains to communicate relevant information about specific conditions and relations in our lives and to use and change this information as we adapt to our changing environ- ments for survival. There is a domain or module within our brains that enables us to form and conceptualize information according to vari- able linguistic conventions, and we have developed a strong genetic dis- position to forming and cultivating mental and public representations

within social and cultural institutions that make the fairy tale relevant as a literary genre because it is both efficient and ostensive.
In his book Explaining Culture: A Naturalistic Approach, Sperber makes a distinction between mental representations consisting of beliefs, intentions, and preferences and public representations consist- ing of signals, utterances, texts, and pictures. The fairy tale is both mental and public representation, and certain fairy tales become so sig- nificant within a culture that we become disposed to re-representing it in manifold ways in the course of history. We also tend to replicate par- ticular fairy tales, which become “classical” and assume memetic quali- ties. It is almost as if they were second nature in us. Sperber is interested in the question as to why some representations are propagated and take root, so to speak, in general and in specific contexts, and others do not. To answer this question he developed a theory of an epidemiol- ogy of representations to explain how certain ideas or representations become contagious. By no means does he want to suggest that cultural representations are pathological or that they are like viruses that mutate only occasionally. Sperber insists that “representations are transformed almost every time they are transmitted, and remain stable only in limit- ing cases. A cultural representation in particular is made up of many versions, mental and public ones. Each mental version results from the interpretation of a public representation which is itself an expression of a mental representation.”6
In Chapter 1 I used a biological model of the evolution of a natural species to explain how the fairy tale as a species originated, evolved, and spread in western Europe,7 but I did not pay enough attention to human agency in discussing the means by which fairy tales are transmitted and the importance of inferential and intentional transformation. Sperber’s theory provides a more substantial basis for understanding why certain fairy tales stick in our lives, and I want to use it to elaborate some of my ideas about the transmission and dissemination of fairy tales to the present. Sperber maintains:
[A]n epidemiology of representations is not about representations, but about the process of their distribution. In some cases, similar represen- tations—for example, versions of the same myth—are distributed by a repetitive chain of public and mental representations; in other cases,

many different representations, the contents of which do not at all resemble one another, are involved in the same distribution process. In particular, some of the representations involved may play a regulatory role by representing how some of the other representations involved are to be distributed. The distribution of these regulatory representations plays a causal role in the distribution of the other representations in the same complex. Institutional phenomena, I maintain, are characterized by such hierarchical causal chains.8
In the case of the literary fairy tale we know that it emanated from and evolved within an oral tradition of storytelling and that the communication and transmission of literary tales gradually became institutionalized through print and word of mouth by the seventeenth century. What is important to bear in mind is that neither the insti- tutionalization of the fairy tale as genre nor the individual tale as text itself has remained fixed, and one of the problems with using structur- alist approaches, such as the one developed by Vladmir Propp’s Mor- phology of the Folk Tale, to understand the “nature” of the fairy tale as literary genre or the oral tale is that it fails to consider the interrelation between oral and literary traditions and the mutations and variations of the literary fairy tale that has numerous strains. Sperber emphasizes this point:
A process of communication is basically one of transformation. The degree of transformation may vary between two extremes: duplication and total loss of information. Only those representations which are repeatedly communicated and minimally transformed in the process will end up belonging to the culture. The objects of an epidemiology of representations are neither abstract representations nor individual con- crete representations, but, we might say, strains, or families, of concrete representations related both by causal relationships and by similarity of content. Some of the questions we want to answer are: what causes such strains to appear, to expand, to split, to merge with one another, to change over time, to die? … The diffusion of a folktale and that of a military skill, for instance, involve different cognitive abilities, different motivations and different environmental factors. An epidemiological approach, therefore, should not hope for one grand unitary theory. It should, rather, try to provide interesting questions and useful tools, and

to develop the different models needed to explain the existence and fate of the various families of cultural representations.9
If we are to use an epidemiological approach effectively to understand the changing importance and function of the fairy tale at the beginning of the twenty-first century, we need some guiding or operative principles to explain particular representations and phenomena and how and why they continue to spread and to be spread. Therefore, I want to present some theses that may help us grasp why the fairy tale, and in particular why a fairy tale like “Cinderella,” remains so ostensively relevant in American and also in British culture, not to mention the continental.10 First, there is no such thing as a pure literary fairy tale or a sepa- rate literary tradition. The fairy tale developed out of an oral cognitive mode of communication and narration; it was continued and expanded through print, which generated another mode of transmitting relevant information. When fairy tales came to be printed as public represen- tations, they were read privately and publicly, remembered and retold
orally, and republished, always with changes.
Often the first texts were printed in Latin, especially in Europe. Rhe- torical and linguistic conventions were gradually established through the institutionalization of vernacular languages. Though most of the lit- erary fairy tales published in Italy during the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries tended to be short, anywhere from five to ten pages, there were numerous tales published by French writers at the end of the sev- enteenth century that were forty pages or more, and by the eighteenth century there were numerous fairy-tale novellas and novels. The literary forms varied depending on what the authors considered to be the most efficient means to transmit their relevant messages, but undoubtedly they remembered basic nodal points and ideas that they may have heard or recorded to write a tale intended to fit generic expectations and out- side audience expectations.
Second, from the sixteenth century to the present, fairy tales have
been transmitted in different ways, depending on the relevant infor- mation they were intended to communicate and on their function within a given social context or institution. For instance, fairy tales were recited at courts for entertainment and social communication about manners, norms, and mores, and they were performed as ballets,

masques, operas, and plays. As the bourgeoisie ascended to power in the nineteenth century, the relevant content of the transmissions changed and the cultural, linguistic, and psychological disposition of the people also underwent transformation. The fairy tales were printed as books, broadsides, and chapbooks and read in public and private. They became part of costume balls in which people would assume particular fairy-tale characters. They were part of charades and parlor games. By the end of the nineteenth century the fairy tales were transmitted by radio and film, through advertisements of different kinds, and a plethora of illus- trated books and postcards. With the rise of film, cartoons, comic strips, and musical shows at the beginning of the twentieth century, fairy tales became a major staple of all forms of the mass media.
Third, there were different social functions of the literary fairy tale,
which was initially not intended for the entertainment or education of children, and yet, children had for centuries listened, remembered, and communicated through fairy tales because of their relevance to their lives. Until the mid-eighteenth century most of the fairy-tale publica- tions were produced for adult audiences. It was not until the publica- tion of Sarah Fielding’s The Governess, or Little Female Academy (1749) and Mme. Leprince de Beaumont’s Le Magasin des enfans (1757) that fairy tales began to be published specifically for children. The func- tions of the tales varied, depending on the sociocultural context. For sure, entertainment and instruction were always part of their function, but they were designed to communicate ideas about natural instincts, social relations, normative behavior, character types, sexual roles, and power politics. Their modes ranged from the comic to the tragic, and the mode of transmission depended on the environment and context in particular societies—the court, the fireside, the field, the ship, the din- ing room, the hearth, the tavern, the nursery, the classroom, the library, the radio, the cinema, and now the computer screen.
Fourth, it is difficult but possible to declare, as Apel has done, that
there is something innate or inherent in the fairy-tale genre that endows it with its unique quality. One could ask: Is the fairy tale by its nature disposed toward happiness, hope, and harmony? Is it disposed to inform- ing others as recipients and participants in a civilizing process about pertinent moral predicaments and conflicts and to assisting people to

grasp alternatives for resolving them through particular metaphors and motifs? Is this disposition its special appeal and part of its function? Or do human beings have a basic utopian potential, a utopian disposition, somewhat like a natural force, that has been socially cultivated, as Ernst Bloch has argued?11 Hopes, wishes, and dreams were not always fulfilled in the early fairy tales for adults, but they tended to be fulfilled for young readers. The notion of the happy fairy-tale ending became an ideological notion mainly in the nineteenth century, and even then, many authors such as George MacDonald and Oscar Wilde explored the disappoint- ment of hope and unhappiness in their fairy tales. Are fairy tales part of a nostalgic longing for a happy past that never was? Indeed, fairy tales seem to be about the past but open up future vistas for the possibility of transformation. Fairy tales, even when they are preserved in their tra- ditional and conventional forms, appeal to all audiences because they reinforce the notion of transformation and allow, through condensed and relevant forms, for easy memorization.
Fifth, the transformative and utopian qualities of the fairy tale appeal
to young and older audiences and make it both stable and flexible as a literary form. Instituted within the family, schools, cinema, television, and computer in the twentieth century as the acceptable form for read- ers and spectators of all ages, the fairy tale is flourishing in American and British society in the twenty-first century. If we consider it in terms of Jean Michel Adam and Ute Heidmann’s concept of généricité,12 how it refers to other genres and cultural artifacts, borrows from them, mixes them, and cultivates them to enrich itself, we have a better understand- ing of the durability of the fairy tale in the twenty-first century.
Finally, an epidemiological approach to fairy tales can enable us to understand how strains of fairy tales are formed and spread as types of memetic communication. For instance, if it is relevant to know what dangers and risks a child, especially a young girl, might face when her mother dies, information about the circumstances she may confront will be communicated among people in different forms and will alter as environmental stimuli change. The father of the girl might remarry; he might remarry a woman with children; he might remarry a woman who is jealous of the daughter and may want to advance the cause of her own children; he might neglect and abandon his daughter; he

might die and leave the girl without any protection. The girl might feel unwanted, guilty for causing her mother’s death and hence want to dirty or besmirch herself, abandoned, longing for the love and protec- tion of her dead mother, desperate for love from someone outside her family. The initial situation, the death of a mother who leaves behind a daughter, gives rise to different predicaments for the child—predica- ments that will need cures, and information to bring about the cure once it is communicated. The formation of the cures as relevant stories is computed in the brain, and if a metaphorical mode of signaling to other people what might occur in a given situation becomes effective, it will be chosen over other modes of communication and become a relevant cultural representation. As a metaphorical mode of representa- tion, whether it may be oral, iconic, or written, the fairy tale effectively draws our attention to relevant information that will enable us to know more about our real life situations, and through its symbolical code and flexible structure, it allows for personal and public, individual and col- lective interpretations. The relative formation of a strain within the fairy-tale genre offers the possibility for contested discourses about the transformation of social and political relations.


FAIRY-TAle TRAnsmISSIOn
Before turning to “Cinderella” as a case study about the relevance of the fairy tale today, I will provide a brief account of some of the numerous ways in which the fairy tale is transmitted as cultural representation and forms a vital part of the different cultural discourses. I shall focus mainly on texts of different kinds produced during the 1990s and the early part of the twenty-first century, and I shall be more descriptive than critical in order to present a background against which “Cinder- ella” is being memorialized for future generations. I shall also maintain that the fairy tale has assumed epidemic proportions, and that there are strains of the viral genre that we contain to spread more effectively than others.
Let us begin with the various collections of fairy tales that bring together texts by different authors within specific frames. Perhaps the

most prolific anthologists, aside from Mike Ashley in the United King- dom, are Ellen Datlow and Terri Windling in the United States. During the 1990s and early part of the twenty-first century they edited seven important anthologies: Black Thorn, White Rose (1993), Snow White, Blood Red (1994), Ruby Slippers, Golden Tears (1995), Silver Birch, Blood Moon (1999),  Back  Heart,  Ivory  Bones  (2000),  A  Wolf  at  the  Door  and  Other Retold Fairy Tales (2000), intended mainly for young readers, and The Fairy Reel (2004). Their collections contain works by prominent writers such as Joyce Carol Oates, Tanith Lee, Neil Gaiman, Charles De Lint, Gregory Maguire, and Jane Yolen, as well as unknown authors whom they regard as part of fin de siècle fairy-tale renaissance. As Datlow and Windling state in the introduction to their most recent anthology:
In this series, some of the finest writers of mainstream, horror, fantasy, and children’s literature gather together to explore the many pathways, dark and bright, leading to enchantment. The diversity and range of their wonderful tales demonstrates our central premise: that classic folk- tale motifs still have much to offer fiction writers, and readers, today. … As we move from one century to the next, it is interesting to note that the current popularity of fairy tale literature echoes the fairy tale renais- sance that occurred at the turn of the last century.13
The range of reinterpretations of classic fairy tales in Datlow and Windling’s anthologies is vast, whereas Mike Ashley’s three collec- tions of comic fantasy published between 1997 and 1998 bring together mainly satiric, ironic, and mock versions of fairy tales by well-known authors such as Terry Jones, Terry Pratchett, Harry Harrison, and oth- ers. In addition he has edited one of the better anthologies of unusual fairy tales from the nineteenth century to the late twentieth century. All his titles begin with “mammoth”—The Mammoth Book of Fairy Tales (1997) or The Mammoth Book of Comic Fantasy (1999)—and they are indeed mammoth. More specific and smaller are collections such as Alan Foster and Martin Greenberg’s Smart Dragons, Foolish Elves (1991); Ed Gorman and Martin H. Greenberg’s Once Upon a Crime (1998), mystery fairy tales by well-known authors; Terri Windling’s The Armless Maiden and Other Tales for Childhood’s Survivors (1995), stories that deal with child abuse; Michael Ford’s two anthologies, Happily Ever After: Erotic Fairy Tales for Men (1995) and Once Upon a Time: Erotic Fairy

Tales for Women (1996); Mike Resnick and Martin Greenberg’s Aladdin: Master of the Lamp (1992), variations of this one tale from The Ara- bian Nights, which provided the material for Susan Schwartz’s anthol- ogy, Arabesques: More Tales of the Arabian Nights (1988); Denise Little’s Twice Upon a Time (1999), which contains fairy tales with a new twist; Art Spiegelman and Françoise Mouly’s Little Lit: Folklore and Fairy Tale Funnies (2000), unusual fairy-tale cartoon strips; Kathleen Ragan’s Fear- less  Girls,  Wise  Women  and  Beloved  Sisters:  Heroines  in  Folktales  from Around the World (1998); Jane Yolen and Heidi Stemple’s Mirror, Mirror: Forty Folktales for Mothers and Daughters to Share (2000); and Martin Greenberg and Janet Pack’s Magic Tails (2005), contemporary fairy tales and fables about cats. These collections present a variety of viewpoints on particular topics and are different from those volumes by individual authors who have a particular ideological perspective and style through which they wish to convey their message. For instance, there are a num- ber of feminist authors who are more or less successful in revising and subverting traditional patriarchal narratives. Some of the more interest- ing works here are Francesca Lia Block’s The Rose and the Beast (2000), Emma Donoghue’s Kissing the Witch: Old Tales in New Skins (1997), Priscilla Galloway’s Truly Grim Tales (1995), Virginia Hamilton’s Her Stories:  African  American  Folktales,  Fairy  Tales,  and  True  Tales  (1995), Katrin Tchana’s The Serpent Slayer and Other Stories of Strong Women (2000), Nancy Walker’s Feminist Fairy Tales (1996), and Jane Yolen’s Not One Damsel in Distress: World Folktales for Strong Girls (2000). Another related and innovative approach to fairy tales can be found in Peter Cashorali’s Fairy Tales: Traditional Stories Retold for Gay Men (1997). Almost all the rewritings of the traditional fairy tales have a greater awareness of the complexities of sexuality and gender roles and have sought to explore traditional fairy tales with a social consciousness and awareness in keeping with and critical of our changing times. Impor- tant here are Adèle Geras’s trilogy The Tower Room (1990), Watching the Roses (1991), and Pictures of the Night (1992), Tanith Lee’s Snow White (2000), Gail Carson Levine’s Ella Enchanted (1997), The Princess Test (1999), The Fairy’s Test (1999), and Princess Sonora and the Long Sleep (1999), Robin McKinley’s Deerskin (1993) and Spindle’s End (2000), and Donna Jo Napoli’s The Prince of the Pond (1992), The Magic Circle (1993),

Zel (1998), Sirena (1998), Spinners (1999), written with Richard Tchen, and Beast (2000). These books focus on a single classical fairy tale and are intended for young adults, matched, or perhaps I should say over- matched, by the extraordinary number of picture books for younger readers. Some of the more innovative works are Alma Flora Ada’s The Three Golden Oranges (1999), Tony Blundell’s Beware of Boys (1991), Michael Buckley’s detective series, The Sisters Grimm: The Fairy Tale Detectives (2004), The Sisters Grimm: The Unusual Suspects (2005), and The Sisters Grimm: The Problem Child (2006), Lauren Child’s Beware of the Storybook Wolves (2000), Brock Cole’s Buttons (2000), Sally Gardner, I, Coriander (2005), Dom DeLuise’s Hansel and Gretel (1997), Virginia Hamilton’s The Girl Who Spun Gold (2000), Charlotte Huck’s Toads and Diamonds (1996), Lincoln Kisten’s Puss in Boots (1992), Jonathan Lang- ley’s Rumpelstiltskin (1991), Susan Lowell’s Little Red Cowboy Hat (1997), Marianna Mayer’s Baba Yaga and Vasalissa the Brave (1994), Katherine Paterson’s The Wide-Awake Princess (2000), Jon Scieszka’s The Frog Prince Continued (1991), Diane Stanely’s Rumpelstiltskin’s Daughter (1997), Mike Thaler’s Hanzel and Pretzel (1997), Brian and Rebecca Wildsmith’s Jack and the Meanstalk (1994), and Paul Zelinsky’s Rapunzel (1997).
In the United Kingdom during the 1998 national year of reading, the
British publisher Scholastic brought out an interesting series of inex- pensive illustrated fairy-tale books by well-known authors who sought to reinterpret classical tales: Henrietta Branford, Hansel and Gretel, Berlie Doherty, The Snow Queen, Anne Fine, The Twelve Dancing Princesses, Alan Garner, Grey Wolf, Prince Jack and the Firebird, Susan Gates, The Three Heads in the Well, Adèle Geras, The Six Swan Brothers, Michael Morporgo,  Cockadoodle-doo,  Mr.  Sultana!,  Philip  Pullman,  Mossycoat, Alan Temperley, The Simple Giant, Jacqueline Wilson, Rapunzel, Kit Wright, Rumpelstiltskin, and Diana Wynne Jones, Puss in Boots. Finally, mention should be made of numerous novels and collections of tales for adults that either make use of fairy-tale motifs, create new forms of fairy-tale telling, or retell a classical fairy tale in highly provocative and innovative ways. Among the more significant works in chronologi- cal order are A. S. Byatt, Possession (1990), Sheri Tepper, Beauty (1991), Kathryn Davis, The Girl Who Trod on a Loaf (1993), Margaret Atwood, The Robber Bride (1993), A. S. Byatt, The Djinn in the Nightingale’s Eye

(1995), Gregory Maguire, Wicked (1995), Graham Joyce, The Tooth Fairy (1996), Robert Coover, Briar Rose (1996), Nancy Springer, Fair Peril (1997), Murray Bail, Eucalyptus (1998), Stephen Mitchell, The Frog Prince: A Fairy Tale for Consenting Adults (1999), Peg Kerr, The Wild Swans (1999), Mary Sharratt, Summit Avenue (2000), Tanith Lee, White as Snow (2000), Robin McKinley, Spindle’s End (2000), Gregory Frost, Fitcher’s Brides (2002), A. S. Byatt, Little Black Book of Stories (2003), Gregory Maguire, Mirror Mirror (2003), Shannon Hale, The Goose Girl (2003), Robert Coover, Stepmother (2004) and A Child Again (2005), Aimee Bender, Willful Creatures (2005), and Lauren Slater, Blue Beyond Blue (2005). Many of these authors have their own websites or are listed on websites on the Internet. In fact, there are hundreds of fascinating fairy-tale websites or hits with hypertexts of varying quality including interactive programs. Among the most interesting are “The Endicott Studio of Mythic Arts,” “Folklore and Mythology Electronic Texts,” and “Fair e-Tales.” There are also publishers like Greenwood, Norton, August House, Oryx, and ABC-CLIO that publish many books that deal with folklore and fairy tales; Tor and DAW produce important fan- tasy and fairy-tale collections; most large publishers of children’s books, especially Scholastic and Penguin in the United States and United Kingdom, will offer a great variety of fairy-tale books; a new journal, The Fairy Tale Review, edited by Kate Bernheimer and dedicated to publishing original fairy tales, made its appearance in 2005; scholarly journals such as Marvels & Tales, The Journal of American Folklore, Folk- lore, Children’s Literature, The Lion and the Unicorn, Children’s Literature Quarterly, The Horn Book, and many popular publications such as Sto- rytelling World and Storytelling Magazine produce significant articles on fairy tales; and several academic presses, such as Wayne State University Press, Pennsylvania University Press, Princeton University Press, and Indiana University Press, publish monographs concerned with different aspects of the genre.
If I were to include the large number of advertisements, cartoons,
films, videotapes, radio programs, toys, merchandise, and wearing apparel that make use of fairy tales, it would appear that we were liv- ing in a fairy-tale universe. Indeed, there may be some truth to this as many of us seek to regulate our lives in keeping with fairy tales or

the transmission of fairy tales. The external stimuli of fairy tales are immense; fairy tales act on us in infancy and continue to play a role in our lives through old age. Fairy tales are not just contagious, when considered from an epidemiological perspective, they are injected into our systems almost as a cure for dreaded social diseases.
The appeal of fairy tales still has a great deal to do with utopian transformation and the desire for a better life, and the manner in which we make it relevant in our mental representations will be in reaction to the outside stimuli and to moral codes instituted by hegemonic groups within a respective society. The more social relations make us discontent and feel as though we were objects alienated from our own communities, the more we seek a haven in mental projections of other worlds. But our disposition toward fairy tales is not uncritical. We do not blandly accept the cultural representations of fairy tales without chang- ing or contesting them in our minds and through physical acts that lead to public cultural representations. The fairy tales that become memes are not mechanically replicated. We re-form the “replicators” based on our experience with the world around us and our desire to reshape our lives and environment. More than ever before in history we have fairy tales about fairy tales, or fairy tales that expose the false promises of the traditional fairy tales and leave open the question of a happy ending or even end on a tragic note. Some never end. In fact, the fairy-tale experi- mentation is overwhelming, and there are now particular strains within the fairy-tale genre, the so-called canonical tales, that have produced their own discourses. In other words, as I demonstrated in my book, The Trials and Tribulations of Little Red Riding Hood, a particular fairy tale comes to embody a discourse that becomes culturally relevant, and it is over the body of a particular constellation or figure such as Little Red Riding Hood that writers articulate positions regarding aspects of that tale. In the case of “Little Red Riding Hood,” I argued—and still argue—that ostensive communication concerns relevant information about rape or violation of the body. The tale has become culturally rel- evant through the narrative means and strategies that we have meta- phorically and socially construed to constitute its relevant quality. As I discussed in the previous chapter, we use the tale pertinently to com- ment in one way or another on sex and violence as can be seen in such

recent and different cultural representations as Matthew Bright’s cult film Freeway (1996), Todd Edwards’s animated film for children, Hood- winked (2006), Francesca Lia Block’s short story “Wolf” (2000), Patricia Santos Marcantonio’s Red Ridin’ in the Hood and Other Cuentos (2005), and the picture books Ruby (1990) by Michael Emberley and Beware of the Storybook Wolves (2000) by Lauren Child. Other tales in the classical fairy-tale canon have come to embody and represent other discourses equally important, and they appear to assume a prominent role in the general cultural discourse at critical periods and reflect cultural predica- ments and tendencies. “Cinderella” appears to be a good case in point.


“CInDEREllA”
During the last decade of the twentieth century there have been an astonishing number of picture books, novellas, novels, poems, hyper- texts, plays, toys, and films that have transformed the representation of that dirty humiliated good girl who proves herself to be beautiful and a winner/survivor despite all the ashes and cinders that are heaped upon her. We recognize her for what she is—a true princess. At the same time, it is very difficult to establish her true identity in the twenty-first century, for she has become totally multicultural in the United States, primarily French or European in the United Kingdom, and in some cases transformed into a dog, penguin, dinosaur, or hog. For example, these are some of the picture books recently published in the United States and United Kingdom: Shirley Climo, The Egyptian Cinderella (1989), The Irish Cinderella (1996), The Persian Cinderella (1999); Jewell Reinhart Coburn, A Hmong Cinderella (1996), Angkat: The Cambodian Cinderella (1998), Dormitila: A Cinderella Tale from the Mexican Tradition (2000); Sheila Hébert Collins, Cendrillon: A Cajun Cinderella (2000); Joanne Compton, Ashpet: An Appalachian Girl (1994); Jude Daly, Fair, Brown & Trembling: An Irish Cinderella Story (2000); Pamela Duncan Edwards and Henry Cole, Dinorella: A Prehistoric Fairy Tale (1997); Adèle Geras, Cinderella (1996); Vanessa Gill-Brown, Rufferella (2000); Diane Goode, Cinderella: The Dog and Her Little Glass Slipper (2000); Alvin Granowsky, That Awful Cinderella (1993); Rebecca Hickox, The

Golden Sandal: A Middle Eastern Cinderella Story (1998); Ellen Jackson, Cinder Edna (1994); Nina Jaffe, The Way Meat Loves Salt: A Cinderella Tale from the Jewish Tradition (1998); Ann Jungman, Cinderella and the Hot Air Balloon (1992); Deborah Lattimore, Cinderhazel: The Cinder- ella of Halloweeen (1997); Adeline Yen Mah, Chinese Cinderella and the Secret Dragon Society (2005); Rafe Martin, The Rough-Face Girl (1992); Marianna Mayer, Baba Yaga and Vasalissa the Brave (1994); Barbara McClintock, Cinderella (2005); Frances Minters, Cinder-Elly (1994); Bernice Myers, Sidney Rella and the Glass Sneaker (1996); Janet Perlman, Cinderella Penguin or, the Little Glass Flipper (1992); Penny Pollock, The Turkey Girl: A Zuni Cinderella Story (1996); Robert San Souci, Sootface: An Objibwa Cinderella Story (1994), Cendrillon: A Caribbean Cinderella (1998), Cinderella Skeleton (2000), and Little Gold Star: A Spanish Ameri- can Cinderella Tale (2000); Vivian Sathre, Slender Ella and Her Fairy Hogfather (1999); Alan Schroeder, Smoky Mountain Rose: An Appala- chian Cinderella (1997); Judy Sierra, The Gift of the Crocodile: A Cinder- ella Story (2000); Francesca Simon, Don’t Cook Cinderella (1996); Mike Thaler, Cinderella Bigfoot (1997); William Wegman, Cinderella (1993); and Arthur Yorinks, Ugh (1990). In addition Judy Sierra has published an Oryx multicultural anthology of different versions of “Cinderella” from various countries, and Neil Philip has produced a collection of “Cinderella” versions in The Cinderella Story (1989) that date back to the eighteenth century. There are also feminist versions in the works of Donoghue, Block, and Yolen, and there are interesting book-length versions for young and adult readers. For instance, as part of her princess tales series, Gail Carson Levine has published Cinderellis and the Glass Hill (2000) for ages seven to twelve and Gregory Maguire has produced Confessions of an Ugly Stepsister (2000) for young adults. One of the most important fairy-tale films of the 1990s was Ever After, which was also transformed into a book, and of course, Tom Davenport’s impor- tant work, Ashpet: An Appalachian Folktale (1989), produced as a video for public television and classroom use, is one of the more insightful interpretations of the “Cinderella” tradition. Three textbooks—Theda Detlor’s A Fresh Look at Fairy Tales: A Thematic Unit Exploring Gender Bias in Classic Stories (1995), Monica Edinger’s Fantasy Literature in the Elementary  Classroom:  Strategies  for  Reading,  Writing,  and  Responding

(1995), and Gail de Vos and Anna Altmann’s New Tales for Old: Folk- tales as Literary Fictions for Young Adults (1999)—offer effective ways to analyze and use “Cinderella” with young readers. The renascence of storytelling in the United States and United Kingdom has brought about a renewed interest in retelling the classical fairy tales, and in one issue of Storytelling World, several well-known storytellers presented the introduction to their different versions with titles such as “Cinder Ellie,” “Benizara and Kakezara,” “Shmutzie,” “Liberating Cinderella,” “Words Into Flowers: Les paroles de fleurs,” Cinder Girl,” “The Feisty Little Flea,” “Pick a Pumpkin,” “The Untold Story of a Cinderella,” “Walking in Cinderella’s Shoes,” “Chipper,” and “Cinder Elephant.”14 For back- ground reference, there are two informative websites, David K. Brown’s “Cinderella  Stories”  (http://ucalgary.ca/~dkbrown/cinderella.html)  and “The Cinderella Project” (http://www-dept.usm.edu/~engdept/cinderella/ cinderella.html); both provide links to other sites. Other innovative and fascinating interactive sites such as Joline Blais, Keith Frank, and Jon Ippolito’s “Fair e-Tales” (http://www.three.org/fairetales/) provide multi- ple ways to reread and reinvent “Cinderella,” “Little Red Riding Hood,” and “Rapunzel.”
During the past six years I have assisted filmmaker Joanna Kiernan and artist Joellyn Rock, who developed extraordinary projects related to “Cinderella.” In the proposal that she sent to the National Endow- ment for the Humanities, Kiernan outlined her television program with accompanying digital video disc and website as follows:
Cabinet of Spells: Cinderella will dramatize and comment on versions of Cinderella from the 9th century to the present from Germany, Italy, France, Scotland; the Middle East; China; and Nigeria in Western Africa. Fairy Stories are now considered children’s Literature, but this is a very recent development, and the program intends to speak to adult and young adult audiences. As well as Cinderella, the program will look at two versions of the related story of Donkey Skin, a variant of Cin- derella where the father is the abusive parent, forcing his daughter to flee from his incestuous demands. With over 1000 known variants and many contemporary re-tellings, Cinderella is probably the most popular fairy tale in the world, while conversely, the Donkey Skin story has been largely suppressed during the last two centuries, its telling once again timely. The program allows the ancient art of storytelling to lead the

viewer into its rich historical material. While the Cinderella with the glass slipper and pumpkin coach is known by nearly everyone in the Americas and Western Europe, other variants of the tale are surpris- ingly unknown. The program will show how the shifting social contexts, performance environments, and multiple re-tellings of the tale have pro- duced a contemporary Cinderella that synthesizes conflicting voices and messages. The result is often a reduction of meaning, and the loss of the vivid testimonial the story offers of women’s experience. Cabinet of Spells will address that problem by untangling the different voices that lie embedded in the tale, and uncovering startling historical informa- tion about the real conditions of women’s lives in the past. Through the viewing experience this ubiquitous and still beloved fairy tale will be de-familiarized and deeply enriched.15
I shall return later to Kiernan’s significant remarks about the rela- tionship between “Cinderella” and “Donkey Skin,” and why there is a spreading of one tale and an obfuscation of another, both intimately related to each other, just as the Russian Vasalisa tale is. In her MA thesis proposal at the University of Minnesota–Duluth, Rock wrote:
Storytellers and Graphic Designers occupy a similar role as communica- tors of cultural iconography and canon. The Vasalisa Project will explore the subversive potential of the storyteller/designer by mixing and remixing messages both visually and textually. In its eclectic aesthetic, the project will mine the resources of an artistic network, soliciting writing and imag- ery via the internet. Through this collaborative process, it will attempt to build a sense of community. In its interactive form, the project will offer its audience a sense of agency. The resulting product will provide an alter- native to the tidy packaging of fairy tales by media corporations.16
The narrative that she created along with the images was published in Marvels & Tales as “Barebones,” and it has a distinctly feminist perspec- tive intended to animate a response from viewers. The first part reads:
once there was
and once there was not a little girl named vasalisa
vasalisa vassalissa

wassilisa
she was the sweetest thing, a really
REALLY
good girl.
Her mother dressed her in the perfect good-little-girl-little-outfit
with a black skirt and a white apron, a white blouse and a red vest
all embroidered and painstakingly designed.
On her feet, Vasalisa wore little red boots. On her head:
a scarf
decorated with colorful patterns
that had been passed (with viral ferocity) from generation
to generation was tied babuska-style
beneath her chin.
Her long braids twisted like DNA down her back. Her mother loved her very much,
doted on her
wished she might stay this sweet and doll-like forever.17
This passage is part of the first node of a series of nodes that consti- tute the text and images of Rock’s version of “Vasalisa the Brave,” the good Russian girl, who suffers humiliation after humiliation in her quest for self-respect and autonomy. But does she really gain self-respect and autonomy in a marriage with a prince? Will she be free of abuse in her marriage? Will she be recognized for who she is? Is there truly a happy ending to her suffering? If so, why do we keep revisiting this story? Why is it so infectious?

If we take together all the thousands if not hundreds of thousands of endeavors (many of the oral kind) that pertain to “Cinderella,” can we speak of a “Cinderella epidemic” today? Or is it more appropriate to speak about a “Cinderella complex,” which Colette Dowling in 1981 called “a network of largely repressed attitudes and fears that keeps women in a kind of half-light, retreating from the full use of their minds and cre- ativity. Like Cinderella, women today are still waiting for something external to ‘transform their lives.’”18 But is Cinderella really passive? If we recall, in two of the earliest literary versions of “Cinderella,” Giam- battista Basile’s “Cat Cinderella” (1634) and Mme. d’Aulnoy’s “Finette Cendron” (1698), she did not hesitate to kill to get what she wanted, and even in the Grimms’ version, she takes an active role by provoking her discovery through an ostensive act as does the heroine of many of the “Donkey Skin” tales. So, I have my doubts as to whether the thousands or hundreds of thousands of “Cinderella” tales constitute a “Cinder- ella complex.” It might be more pertinent to discuss them in relation to what some psychologists have called the “Cinderella syndrome,” in discussing how foster daughters have used the tale to attract attention to their maltreatment by their foster parents.19 But the question that the Cinderella discourse opens up, perhaps the underlying relevance of the tales from the very beginning, concerns child abuse or infanticide, which many of our canonical fairy tales touch upon—something that really should not come as a surprise to us.


THE TRUTH ABOUT CInDEREllA
In a recent study, The Truth about Cinderella: A Darwinian View of Parental Love, Martin Daly and Margo Wilson maintain that there is nothing special about the European tradition of stories about wicked stepmothers and stepfathers who unjustly mistreat their stepchildren. “Innocent children are victimized by vicious, neglectful, exploitative stepmothers and stepfathers all over the world. Cinderella’s domestic situation is iconic.”20 Indeed, there is an iconic constellation that per- tains to familial relations where there is a stepmother or stepfather. Daly and Wilson demonstrate that there is something about the human

condition, a genetic disposition, which explains why biological parents are more inclined to treat their children with more kindness and love than stepparents give their stepchildren. In fact, Daly and Wilson are not afraid to talk about stepfamily dysfunction, and they raise signifi- cant questions directly related to the spread of the “Cinderella” tale:
What are the simple epidemiological facts about problems in one family circumstance versus another? Do children really incur risks of various sorts when one parent dies or departs and the remaining parent takes a new partner? And if so, to what degree: are we talking about a slight elevation of risk, or something more dramatic? These would seem to be rather obvious questions for research, but as we shall see, they have been surprisingly neglected. And that is unfortunate, because it turns out that the risk differentials are immense.21
Daly and Wilson explore the behavioral patterns of animals and humans to show that there are certain striking similarities in situations that involve nongenetic parents. Animals, particularly the males, will not exert energy or emotions to look after offspring that are not their own and in some cases will kill the offspring. The major factor that con- tributes to this abusive behavior is related to the allocation of resources. In the case of humans, parents often resent obligations to children who are not their own, and they generally will not take time and spend energy in guaranteeing their survival, which may threaten their own genetic lineage. For the most part they do not provide them with the same care and love that they would provide their genetic children. Daly and Wilson reveal that the risk factor for child abuse is greater in fami- lies with stepparents than in those with two genetic parents, and this situation is widespread and has probably existed for centuries. As they explain:
Step-parents do not, on average, feel the same child-specific love and commitment as genetic parents, and therefore do not reap the same emo- tional rewards from unreciprocated “parental” investment. Enormous differentials in the risk of violence are just one, particularly dramatic, consequence of this predictable difference in feelings. The Darwinian process favours attributes that contribute to their own proliferation rela- tive to alternatives. That’s all that it favours, all it can favour. It follows that the motives, emotions, attentional priorities, and so forth—have

been shaped by the process of natural selection to be effective means to the ends of personal and kin reproductive success. In this light, we may expect the psychology of parental solicitude in any species to be designed to allocate parental investment discriminatively, in ways that will pro- mote the individual parent’s genetic posterity (inclusive fitness).22
Although Daly and Wilson cannot provide absolute “truth” that stepparents and dysfunctional families are at the basis of the Cinder- ella tales and form a kind of Cinderella syndrome or discourse, they do enable us, I believe, to grasp how and why “Cinderella” is contagious and has spread and will continue to spread in different forms in the twenty-first century. If we accept the notion that humans are genetically disposed toward discriminating in loving and rearing their own biologi- cal children, and if we also accept that environmental stimuli such as family formation and cultural representations, in particular, tales about stepchildren and their parents, play a role in the manner in which we store, remember, and retell relevant material for cognition and adapta- tion, then it is not difficult to grasp why “Cinderella,” as mental and cultural representation and part of a relevant oral and literary genre that has been accepted and developed “memetically” over the past five centuries, has such a profound meaning for contemporary society. We live at a time when there are numerous divorces, numerous families with stepchildren and stepparents, numerous dysfunctional families, and a high rate of child abuse. “Cinderella” as imaginative narrative does not mince words but uses words and images to tell things as they are, or as they might potentially develop for stepchildren—with hope that we can understand and overcome abuse. But does it tell the whole story?
As Daly and Wilson point out, most abuse in stepfamilies is caused by the stepfather, not the wicked stepmother. If this is the case, why is the stepmother singled out as the wicked character in the tales? Daly and Wilson suggest that more women died from childbirth before the twentieth century and that there were more families with women as stepmothers. There are also some other reasons. It is well known that the Brothers Grimm changed many biological mothers to stepmothers because they did not want to cast disrespect on their own mother or mothers in general. Moreover, one could also argue that, though the father figure in Cinderella tales up to the present does not physically

harm his daughter, he does contribute to her suffering through benign neglect and abandonment. Generally speaking, he does nothing to help her or to protect her. If anything he enables the stepmother and stepsisters to exploit Cinderella and to degrade her. In other words, he contributes to the abuse by absenting himself from his daughter’s side. Clearly, though one may interpret “Cinderella” in other ways, its primary theme concerns child abandonment and abuse. The tale asks from the very beginning: What will happen to a child when her mother dies and the father remarries? It is a question that is also asked by the “Donkey-Skin” tales, closely related to the Cinderella discourse, and there, of course, the issue of incest and abuse by the biological father is raised.
If “Cinderella” caught on centuries ago, that is, took root in differ- ent ways in the minds of numerous people in Europe, was remembered through word of mouth and print, and became contagious and stuck, it was, I contend, because it was addressing issues of child abandonment, family legacy, sibling rivalry, and parental love. Many of these contested areas or issues remain with us, or they have been transformed in some way. Though the more traditional versions of Perrault’s and Grimms’ “Cinderella” continue to be replicated, there have been highly signif- icant transformations that signal shifts in perspective with regard to abused stepchildren. Moreover, even the “traditional” Cinderella tales still speak to a predicament in stepfamilies that has not been resolved and perhaps may never be. Consequently, this “strain” of the fairy-tale tradition will continue to spread. But what are some of the alternatives to the Perrault and Grimm versions? Are they more pertinent for the twenty-first century? Do they offer more hope?


ConTEmpoRARY CInDEREllAS
There appear to be two distinct tendencies in the transmission of “Cin- derella” texts in the 1990s and the early part of the twenty-first century that indicate how writers will continue to transform and adapt the basic plot about an abused or unwanted child as survivor: the picture books and stories included in anthologies for very young readers between five

and ten do not alter the traditional narrative very much; the stories and novels for readers ten and above, especially those intended for young adult and adult readers, make dramatic changes in the plot and often focus on aspects unrelated to abuse or they minimize the issue of abuse. Of course, it is difficult to discuss all the texts and illustrations that have been produced during the past fifteen years, and consequently I will comment only on some select examples from the two groups I have mentioned. In each case I will deal with books that are, in my opinion, indicative of tendencies that will have a bearing on the development of the fairy-tale genre as a whole.
In analyzing the recent epidemic of “Cinderella” picture books, the first question that comes to mind is: Why so many when there is so much duplication? The answer here is obvious. The publishing industry is based on a competitive market, and each company, large and small, wants to capitalize on the memetic fame of Cinderella. The result is that there are numerous mass-market cheap “Cinderella” books that repeat the same message. Perhaps the most popular text or icon today is that of Disney’s Cinderella, which continues to float throughout the world in various viral forms. It is probably not an exaggeration to assert that mil- lions of children will grow up exposed to some form of the traditional “Cinderella” narrative, often a mix of the Perrault, Grimm, and Disney versions, and even the revised texts and pictures that contest or ques- tion the conventional plot and forms that rely on the basic motif of the abused stepchild or orphan. Here are some examples of how different books begin more or less the same and end on a harmonious note.
Once upon a time a sweet pig named Ella lived with her father. Then Father Pig got married again. His new wife and her two daughters were very mean. Father Pig was a traveling salesman and was away from the ranch more days than he was home. So Ella got all the meanness those steppies dished out.23
Now lis’en. Smack in the heart o’ the Smoky Mountains, there was this old trapper livin’ in a log cabin with his daughter. One night, while Rose was fryin’ a mess o’ fish, the trapper, he starts lookin’ dejected-like.
“I reckon it’s hard on ye, not havin’ a ma,” he said. “Tell me, Rose would ye lak me to git hitched again? There’s a widow woman with

two daughters down the road a piece. Way I see it, we’d all fit together neater’n a jigsaw.”
“I don’t mind,” said Rose, settin’ a plate o’ corn bread on the table. “You go a-courtin’, Pa, if you think it’s best.”
So before the huckeberries was fit for pickin’, the trapper got him- self hitched for the second time. That’s when the trouble started a-brewin’.24

Long ago in a cabin deep in the shadow of Eagle’s Nest Mountain, lived a serving girl called Ashpet. She’d been hired out since she was a young girl to the Widow Hooper and her two daughters, Myrtle and Ethel. All day long the Hooper women thought of chores for Ashpet to do, “After you’re done washin’ up, there’s firewood that wants bustin’, and our sup- per to cook. And don’t forget to tend to the animals.”
Now Ethel and Myrtle were as ugly as they were lazy, but Ashpet was fresh-faced and regular featured. Those two girls were so jealous that whenever anyone came to their cabin, they stuck Ashpet under a wash- tub. And they never let her go anywhere.25

Once upon a time there lived a fine gentleman who had a beautiful home on St. Charles Avenue in New Orleans. He had one child, a daughter. She was très belle! He gave her all that he could buy and spoiled her ter- ribly because she had no mother. The little girl did wish for a mother and her père knew this. So he married a woman with two daughters, hoping it would make his petite fille happy. The new belle-mère had not been married one day when she became very jealous of her husband’s child. She gave her stepdaughter all the hard and dirty work to do while her own daughters pampered themselves all day long.26
Long, long ago in the land of Cambodia, there lived a lonely fisherman and his daughter, Angkat. Their riverside home in a quiet inlet was shel- tered by waving palms. Being dutiful and obedient, Angkat was the joy of her father’s life.
Beyond the fisherman’s pond there lived a widow and her daughter, Kantok. She was a girl of great beauty but had no redeeming qualities.
While cleaning his fish ponds one day the lonely fisherman and the widow met. They were soon married. The minute Angkat and Kantok became stepsisters the new wife insisted that her daughter be known as Number One daughter in the family. That was the most important of family distinctions.

Angkat protested, “But I am my father’s daughter, and I am entitled to be the Number One child!” Discontentment filled the air and in no time at all, there was little peace in the new family.27

There once lived a fisherman whose wife had drowned, leaving him with a small daughter named Maha. Nearby lived a widow with her own young daughter. Every day she went to the fisherman’s house to care for Maha, and every day she said, “You poor motherless child! I love you like my own.”
“Father,” begged the girl, “You should marry our good neighbor so you won’t have to cook your own food or mend your own clothes, and then I can have a mother and a sister.”
Her father stroked her hair. “Ah little one, I shall never marry, for stepmothers are often jealous of another’s child.”
But Maha continued to beg, and by and by the fisherman and the neighbor were married.
At first all went well, but as time passed the woman saw how much the fisherman loved his daughter. She saw how lovely and clever the girl was, and how pale and clumsy her own daughter seemed in comparison. As the months went by, Maha was forced to do more and more of the work, and during the day when the fisherman was gone, her stepmother fed her nothing but a few dried dates.28

Once there was a rancher who married for his second wife the orneriest woman west of the Mississippi. She was meaner than a rattlesnake, and she had two daughters who were the spitting image of her. The rancher also had a daughter, who was just as sweet and gentle as she could be. Her name was Cindy Ellen.
Cindy was a pretty good cowgirl, too. Riding her little gray horse, she wrangled and roped and galloped and loped with the best buckaroos on the range
But as soon as the wedding was over, that snaky old stepmother began to pick on poor Cindy Ellen. She was so good she made her step sisters look bad. So her stepmother made her do all the dirty work around the ranch.29
At the far edge of Baba Yaga’s forest there lived a mean-spirited woman with her two ill-tempered daughters and her stepdaughter, Vasilisa. Whereas the other girls were cruel and ugly, Vasilisa was kindness itself and beautiful beyond measure.

Vasilisa’s mother had died when the girl was quite young. Her father had soon remarried, more for the child’s sake than for his own, believing his daughter should have a mother’s love as she grew up. But while his intentions were for the good, the results were sadly the opposite.30
In two Native American story books, Sootface: An Ojibwa Cinder- ella Story by Robert San Souci and The Rough-Face Girl by Rafe Mar- tin, the initial situation concerns a widower with three daughters, and the two eldest maltreat the youngest so that her face becomes marred. In another unusual Native American version, The Turkey Girl: A Zuni Cinderella Story by Penny Pollock, an orphaned girl, who does not keep her promise to magical turkeys, is left in rags at the end of the tale. But, for the most part, no matter how extraordinary or ethnic the storybook may be, the abused girl (and sometimes it is a boy) generally triumphs in the end. For instance, in Jude Daly’s Fair, Brown and Trembling, the tale begins in a similar way to the Native American versions, but in a different setting:
Once upon a time, high among the green hills of Erin, there stood a castle. In it lived a widower and his three daughters: Fair, Brown, and Trembling. Fair and Brown always wore new dresses to church on Sun- days. Trembling stayed at home. “You must do the cooking,” said her sisters. But the real reason they would not let her out of the house was because Trembling was very beautiful, and they were terrified she would marry before they did. (1)
Of course, Trembling is helped by the henwife to appear in magnifi- cent array at the church door every Sunday. The Prince of Emania pur- sues her and defeats some other princes to marry her. The tale ends on this “bright” note: “In time they had fourteen children, and they lived ever after in great happiness. As for Fair and Brown … they were put out to sea in a barrel with provisions for seven years—and were never seen again!” (24–25).
Now whether having fourteen children brings happiness or causing your sisters to die is fair punishment is something for readers to decide. What is interesting is that this “Irish tale,” based on Jeremiah Curtin’s Myths and Folk-lore of Ireland, was written and illustrated by the South African artist Jude Daly. Many of the writers of the storybooks have the ostensible objective to recapture and restore some kind of ethnic

and national tradition and will endeavor to legitimate the effort by cit- ing historical sources at the beginning of narrative or as an afterword. While the intentions may be sincere, they are misleading, for the writ- ers cannot and do not have the foggiest notion of how and why these tales were relevant or significant in their original traditions. Nor can they contribute to an ongoing folk tradition. What the writers are cul- tivating, however, is a literary, oral, and iconic tradition that focuses on the treatment of stepchildren, orphans, foster children, or the youngest child in a family. And their narratives have a bearing on how we will remember and record the Cinderella-like versions in the future.
The picture books, despite apparent differences, have more or less the same outline: a widower remarries after his wife dies. He recedes into the background or vanishes after the marriage and permits his only daughter to be maltreated by her stepmother and stepsisters. The soiled girl, often given a degrading nickname, lacks love, protection, and guid- ance. She seeks help from another powerful female figure (perhaps her dead mother) who provides her with the resources to regain her self- respect and establish her true identity through marriage to a wealthy prince. She can find love and become a beloved object. What is striking about most of these lovely or humorous illustrated children’s books is that the stepmothers and stepdaughters or sisters are depicted as wicked and terrifying. The fathers are mostly well intentioned and disappear from the story. The key agent of power lies with a magical female who intervenes to assist the downtrodden girl and make her feel loved.
This plot or constellation is altered greatly in most of the works for
young adults and adults, but the writers of stories, novellas, and novels for older readers assume a deep knowledge of the traditional narrative about Cinderella. In fact, they depend upon this relevant knowledge as though it were part of the reading audience’s material experiences, as though they were already disposed to the tale. Therefore, they feel free to experiment in ways that the producers of storybooks do not feel they can take poetic license. Here I should like to cite some examples by Gail Carson Levine, Philip Pullman, Priscilla Galloway, Francesca Lia Block, Emma Donoghue, Gregory Maguire, and Mavis Jukes.
Levine, Pullman, and Galloway all shift the focus from a girl to a boy in novel ways. Levine, who has written a series of princess tales for

readers between the ages of seven and twelve, introduces a young farm- hand named Ellis who lives with his two brothers, Ralph and Burt, in an imaginary kingdom of Biddle. Evidently they are orphans, and Ellis is called Cinderellis because one of his inventions with flying powder backfired, and he became covered with soot and ashes from a chimney. Ellis is always trying to win the attention and respect of his two plod- ding brothers, but they neglect him, and he suffers from loneliness, as does Princess Marigold, who has no mother and whose father is always away on quests. Eventually, the father realizes his daughter is ready for marriage, and he prepares a contest to determine what knight might marry her. The king has a glass mountain built, and whoever can climb it on a horse can have Marigold for a bride. With the help of three magi- cal horses and powder, Cinderellis accomplishes the task.
Levine’s narrative is comical and not to be taken very seriously. The
problem faced by Ellis and Marigold, two humble and innocent char- acters who ooze sweetness, is loneliness and neglect, and once they encounter each other, it is clear they will no longer need their brothers or father to live happily ever after. This is certainly not the case with Roger in Pullman’s I Was a Rat!, which has more tragic-comic overtones than Levine’s trivial story. In this novel, a grubby young boy dressed in a tattered page’s uniform appears out of nowhere on the doorstep of a cobbler’s shop at ten in the evening. An old couple named Bob and Joan provides him with shelter and care. When he tells them he does not have a name, they are puzzled and explain to him what it means to have a name. Bob and Joan do not realize that Roger, the name they bestow upon him, was once Cinderella’s page and had indeed been a rat, but somehow the fairy godmother had not retransformed him into a rat. In his human condition Roger must learn what it means to be civilized, but at the same time, he is bent on proving to Bob and Joan that he truly was a rat. Indeed, he cannot prevent himself from acting like a rat in certain situations. What follows is a series of tragic-comic episodes in which Roger’s rodent behavior is greeted with punishment and horror by the adult world. Newspaper reports about his “dangerous” behavior are interspersed in the novel, and they create mass hysteria as they portray Roger as a monster. But he is merely a kind-hearted inno- cent who has great difficulty learning proper English expressions and

manners and is completely misunderstood by the world around him. Only Princess Aurelia, who was once Cinderella, can help prove that he is not a subhuman fiend or a venom-dipping beast from the nethermost pit of hell, but just a normal little fellow. In the end, Roger gives up his quest to be a rat again because he might be exterminated by people driven to hysteria by the mass media. Though he says it’s difficult being a person, he’s willing to become a cobbler/craftsman like Bob. So Roger stays with Bob and Joan, and Pullman ends the novel with sweet irony: “The world outside was a difficult place, but toasted cheese and love and craftsmanship would do to keep them safe.”31
Safe from whom, one must ask. Safe from society? Safe from the media? Safe from the forces of “civilization”? Roger’s tale is very remi- niscent of the profound true story of the nineteenth-century Casper Hauser, whose life has been the subject of plays and novels. This young man appeared one day in a German village out of the blue and could not speak or write. He had been mysteriously confined in a house in the woods until his late adolescence. When the well-intentioned people of the town discovered the young “savage,” they tried to “civilize” him and eventually caused his death. In Pullman’s novel, Roger is ironically a Cinderella figure, who learns that he will be victimized in society for appearing to be different and wanting to prove this difference. He does not triumph in the end. Rather he withdraws and seeks refuge from a world that misunderstands him. He merely survives.
Another male figure in a Cinderella tale, “The Prince,” by Priscilla
Galloway also feels misunderstood, and he recounts his story in a first- person narrative that reveals just how obnoxious he is. From the very first paragraph it is clear that we are dealing with a highly neurotic and narcissistic character: “Guilt. Guilt. Guilt. My analyst keeps telling me I need to work out my feelings of guilt. Such nonsense. My mother died when I was born. I killed her. My father kept provoking wars so that he’d have to go away and fight them because he couldn’t stand the sight of me, and no wonder, always reminding him.”32 In the course of his self-indulgent story we learn that he has had a homosexual affair with Stephen, his tutor, who was put to death by the prince’s father because of his disapproval of the relationship. In fact, he orders a ball and com- mands the prince to choose a wife, or the king will choose one for him.

The prince vows he will not marry, but he dances with a princess with glass slippers, and her toes remind him of Stephen, his former lover, and the foot fetish he had. When the young lady rushes away from him, he is left with a glass slipper and is obsessed with finding her.
Galloway’s provocative narrative is concerned with obsession and self-absorption. We learn nothing about Cinderella but all about a pathetic prince. The implications are clear: if this prince is what Cin- derella can expect, she will have nothing but trouble for the rest of her life. Galloway’s intriguing first-person narrative reveals the ambivalence of the happy ending of most Cinderella narratives. We know nothing about the prince except for his foot fetish.
In Emma Donoghue’s “The Tale of the Shoe,” we have another first- person narrative, but this time it is Cinderella’s voice that we hear, and it is the voice of an awakening and a new beginning. In grief about her mother’s death, the unnamed young woman endeavors to deal with her sorrow through work: “Nobody made me do the things I did, nobody scolded me, nobody punished me but me. The shrill voices were all inside. Do this, do that, you lazy heap of dirt. They knew every ques- tion and answer, the voices in my head. Some days they asked why I was still alive. I listened out for my mother, but I couldn’t hear her among their clamor.”33 Fortunately, one day a stranger appears, a friend of her mother, who describes herself as from her mother’s tree, and indeed, she provides the support and comfort that the young woman needs. She enables her to attend three balls until the young girl realizes she is in love with the older woman, and she throws the other shoe that she did not lose at the ball into the woods to leave for home with the strange woman. Donoghue’s story is a coming of age fairy tale that celebrates the self-awareness of a young woman and love that she feels for another woman.
This story is repeated with a slightly different emphasis in Francesca
Lia Block’s “Glass.” Told in a third-person narrative, a young woman who is somewhat inhibited and likes to stay at home, clean, and tell sto- ries to her sister, meets a strange woman with red and white hair, young and old, who begins to speak to her in whispers. She said:
You cannot hide forever, though you may try. I’ve seen you in the kitchen, in the garden. I’ve seen the things you have sewn—curtains of dawn,

twilight blankets and dresses for the sisters like a garden of stars. I have heard the stories you tell. You are the one who transforms, who creates. You can go out into the world and show others. They will feel less alone because of you, they will feel understood, unburdened by you, awakened by you, freed of guilt and shame and sorrow. But to share with them you must wear shoes you must go out you must not hide you must dance and it will be harder you must face jealousy and sometimes rage and desire and love which can hurt most of all because of what can then be taken away. So make that astral dress to fit your own body this time. And here are glass shoes made from your words, the stories you have told like a blower with her torch forming the thinnest, most translucent sheets of light out of what was once sand.34
This passage reads like a pep talk, and it is, for Block’s story is trite: it waxes sentimental about a young woman who incurs the jealousy of her sisters because she dares to come out of herself and win the attraction of a prince. When she realizes that her sisters despise her because of the attention that the prince shows her, she runs away, loses her shoe, and deprecates herself at home. However, the prince pursues because he rec- ognizes her for what she is, and his love for her draws her out for good. So Block’s coming of age tale is a more traditional heterosexual version of love than Donoghue’s more unusual lesbian version. What is impor- tant in each case is that two women authors focus not so much on child abuse but on the need for love. The focus is on the self-affirmation of a young woman, who has been suffering from grief about a dead mother. The intervention of an older, powerful, wise woman in the form of a fairy godmother is the necessary impetus for self-discovery.
Such intervention does not occur in Gregory Maguire’s compel- ling novel, Confessions of an Ugly Stepsister, one of the more graphic Cinderella novels about wicked stepmothers and child abuse to have appeared in recent years. Maguire sets his story in the small city of Haarlem in seventeenth-century Holland, and he has a great eye for capturing the customs and living conditions of the time. His narrative concerns the return of the widow Margarethe Fisher from England with her two daughters, Ruth, an awkward but gentle mute, and Iris, a plain but gifted and compassionate girl. Fierce in her determination to protect her daughters and to provide a livelihood for her daughters, Margarethe finds a job as a servant for a master painter and then as head of the van

den Meer household, where Irene is giving English lessons to a beauti- ful and anxious girl named Clara, who had been abducted and saved from her kidnappers when she was a child. Because of this incident, she never leaves the premises, and her mother, Henrika, is overly protective. When Henrika becomes pregnant, her health declines, and she dies in childbirth as does her baby. We later learn that she was poisoned by Mar- garethe, and of course, it is Margarethe who takes over the household and marries Cornelius van den Meer. From this point on she rules the domestic affairs of the house with an iron fist, and though Clara and her stepsisters are close and mutually supportive, Margarethe treats her with disdain and becomes obsessed with guaranteeing the business success of her new husband and the rise of her own daughters in society. How- ever, everything she does and touches is eventually ruined. Her new husband’s business goes bankrupt; Clara rebels against her and becomes an ash girl who refuses to leave the kitchen; Ruth becomes more and more petulant; and Iris becomes torn as she tries to keep the peace in the family and pursue her own interests in painting. When the Dowager Queen of France comes and a ball is held in her honor and the honor of the Prince of Marsillac, Iris convinces the beautiful Clara to attend and help save the family. She succeeds, and while Clara and the prince have a moment of intimacy, Ruth burns a portrait of Clara in a desperate act to help her mother and starts a fire at the ball, a catastrophe that brings an end to her mother’s machinations. But this is not a happy ending, for we learn in an epilogue, surprisingly told by Ruth, who was not as slow and vacant as she appeared to be, that Clara leaves Haarlem with the prince and eventually ends up in New York, where she dies. Iris marries a painter and dies at a young age. The wicked mother/stepmother Mar- garethe, though blind, lives on without remorse.
In fact, Maguire’s novel is concerned with the immortality of this
stepmother, who is the driving force behind the action of the novel. He is not dismissive of the stepmother figure, nor is he judgmental. The entire narrative, in fact, is construed to represent Ruth’s viewpoint, and while her tone is terse and her perspective frank, she has empathy for her mother, as though this was the way life was back then, this was the way my mother acted to enable us to survive if not prosper. Margarethe’s motives were no different from those of the others in “good” society.

So, Ruth’s “confession” is a true story mainly about her mother and her ambitious striving to make sure that her own genetic daughters would have a better life. She acts out of desperation and tries to overcome pov- erty by any means she can just as the Dutch merchants ruthlessly deal with one another in the town of Haarlem. It is a dog-eat-dog world that Maguire depicts, and it is no surprise that the crude and domineering Margarethe is not punished in the end but lives on and will haunt future Cinderella tales.
It is clear that stepmothers like Margarethe will continue to haunt Cinderella narratives so long as there is no magical intervention and so long as there is no real intervention in dysfunctional families. In Mavis Jukes’s Cinderella 2000: Looking Back (1999), a novel for young readers ten and up, we have an instance of intervention by a “fairy godmother” granny, but it represents more of a regressive step than a step forward into the twenty-first century. In this frivolous novel, which takes place in California, fourteen-year-old Ashley Ella Toral, who has lost both her mother and father, is being raised by her zany irresponsible step- mother Phyllis, who has mean and preposterously nasty twelve-year-old twins, Paige and Jessica. Phyllis can control neither the twins nor her- self. Ashley is the only sane person in this household, and she is looking forward to ushering in the year 2000 at the Ocean Crest Country Club and beginning a relationship with the handsome Trevor Cranston. The twins, who have no redeeming qualities whatsoever, and Phyllis, who is a caricature of a flighty, well-meaning, but incompetent mother/step- mother, are threatening to ruin Ashley’s dreams until Phyllis’s mother arrives from Florida and takes Ashley’s side. Coincidentally, she has just won the lottery, and she uses her money and wisdom to enable Ashley to drive to a ball in a limousine with Trevor. And so, it appears that life in 2000 will be happy for Ashley.
Yet, such a revision of the Cinderella story does not augur happiness
for young girls (or boys) who are seeking to sort out problems with their siblings and parents or to deal with problems of identity and sexuality in the teenage years. Jukes places too much emphasis on material things and money as means that will help Ashley to become more confident and content with her disastrous situation. The arrival of a savvy grand- mother who just happens to have extraordinary power and insight into

her situation is a deus ex machina that might work in fairy tales, but it is contrived and simplistic in this novel that makes a mockery out of previous endeavors by writers who have seriously explored the ravaging effects that humiliation and abuse might have for a young girl. There is, of course, always a role for parody and comedy in Cinderella revisions, but Jukes’s novel is a contrived romance that relies too much on carica- ture and stereotypical roles so that the humor of the situation falls flat.
Jukes’s Cinderella 2000 is insignificant but not irrelevant. Its relevance is constituted by the motivation of the writer to communicate some- thing new about a disadvantaged fourteen-year-old orphan who must submit to intolerable living conditions with her stepmother and stepsis- ters; by the intention of the writer to make something aesthetically and ideologically unique out of a narrative that we recognize as belonging to a particular strain of the fairy-tale genre; by the format in which the text is produced and distributed; by the reception of the text among the intended readers; and by the social, aesthetic, and ideological functions it plays within the genre along with other comparable texts.
[bookmark: _GoBack]The irrelevance of Cinderella 2000 is also relevant. If the text does not take root, does not make a mark, does not catch on, it will indicate that the information that is being communicated and the manner in which it is being communicated do not have a meaning for a partic- ular culture in a certain historical context. This does not necessarily mean that the work of art is lacking, for it could be revived, or perhaps the timing is wrong. The fact that a text becomes a bestseller does not mean that it is a work of great literature. Relevance may have little to do with the intrinsic value of a work of art. What relevance reveals is that at a certain point in time, relevant information necessary for cog- nition can be considered crucial for understanding social relations, for adaptation to changing conditions, and for changing the environment. The choices that we make when we seek to transform the world are intertwined with ethics, aesthetics, and politics. As we continue to form and re-form fairy tales in the twenty-first century, there is still a glimmer of utopian hope that a better past lies ahead, but more practically, a fairy tale like “Cinderella” replicated as meme reveals to us what we have not been able to resolve and how much more we need to know about the world and ourselves.

