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ANNOTATION 

The main purpose of this thesis is to provide an analysis of the woman’s portrayal in selected 

contemporary fairy tales. In the initial part of the thesis the definition of the genre and its 

broader literary context are introduced. Further, the depiction of a woman in traditional fairy 

tales is examined and the overview of the most significant literary theories is presented. A 

special attention is paid to feminist literary theory since it is the essential theory for the 

analysis. The analytical part explores female characters and their roles in relation to the 

traditional woman’s depiction. The conclusion summarises the discoveries. 

KEYWORDS 

Feminist literary theory, gender stereotypes, female role, contemporary fairy tales, patriarchal 

society 

 

ANOTACE 

Hlavním cílem této práce je provést analýzu vyobrazení žen ve vybraných současných 

pohádkách. Úvodní část práce se zabývá vymezením definice pohádky a jejího širšího 

literárního kontextu. Práce dále sleduje vyobrazení ženy v tradičních pohádkách a předkládá 

přehled významnějších teorií. Východiskem k následné analýze byla vybrána feministická 

literární teorie. V analytické části jsou zkoumány ženské postavy a jejich role ve vztahu 

k tradičnímu obrazu žen. Práce je zakončena shrnutím zjištění. 

 

KLÍČOVÁ SLOVA 

Feministická literární teorie, genderové stereotypy, role ženy, současné pohádky, patriarchální 

společnost 
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Introduction 

Fairy tales play a large part in the socialization process of children and have a profound 

influence on shaping their personality and the perception of self and the world. The dramatic 

shift of a female role in the course of the time is clearly reflected in fairy tales. On that 

account, the diploma thesis concerns itself with the portrayal of a woman in selected 

contemporary fairy tales, and explores female roles in comparison to the patriarchal notion in 

traditional fairy tales. In order to provide a complex picture of female heroines, the role of 

male counterparts is briefly commented on.  

Further, the thesis examines some of the literary techniques and devices used by the 

authors to reinforce the critique of traditional fairy tales. The choice of contemporary fairy 

tales is based on Shawn Jarvis’s classification which organises feminist fairy tales into three 

categories according to authors’ approach to present feminist perspective. From each 

category, two writers, representing both sexes, are selected to compare whether their ways of 

portraying female characters markedly differ. Also, the authors are selected with respect to the 

variety of literary forms used in fairy tales so that we can observe to what extent the writers’ 

literary devices support the feminist portrayal of female roles. These roles are analysed on the 

basis of feminist literary theory of fairy tales which provides us with a theoretical input. 

Moreover, other significant literary theories such as psychoanalytic and Marxist are briefly 

introduced.  

The thesis consists of four parts. The initial part of the first chapter provides a 

necessary theoretical background to the analysis. The definition and classification of the fairy 

tale as a literary genre is explained. Further, the broader literary and socio-cultural context is 

explored. In the latter part of the chapter, a brief description of the female portrayal in 

traditional fairy tales is presented. The following chapter introduces literary theories – 

namely, psychoanalytic, Marxist and feminist criticism – that are frequently related to fairy 

tales. A special attention is paid to feminist literary theory since it is the essential theory for 

the analysis of selected fairy tales.  

The third part of the thesis explores the portrayal of female roles in contemporary 

fairy tales with respect to feminist literary theory. The female characters are compared to the 

traditional depiction of a woman. As it was mentioned above, the fairy tales are divided into 

three groups. Firstly, the category of anthologies that presents active heroines is looked at. For 

this analysis Jack Zipes’s anthology Don’t Bet on the Prince is selected, namely Anne 

Sexton’s Briar Rose and Jay Williams’ Petronella. As the representatives of the second group 
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that consists of original fairy tales for young audience, are chosen picture books The Paper 

Bag Princess by Robert Munsch and Princess Smartypants written by Babette Cole. From the 

third category that includes feminist works based on well-known motifs are selected Roald 

Dahl’s stories of Little Red Riding Hood and the Wolf and The Three Little Pigs, and Barbara 

G. Walker’s Snow Night and Princess Questa. At the end of the diploma paper, the 

discoveries are summarized and the thesis is concluded. 
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1. Fairy Tale within the Broader Context 

The chief aim of this chapter is to introduce the genre within the broader socio-historical 

context. The initial part of the chapter deals with the inconsistency of the term and presents 

possible definitions and classifications of the fairy tale. Further, a brief history of the fairy tale 

is described. In the latter part of the chapter, gender stereotypes in traditional fairy tales are 

examined. A special attention is paid to the manner in which female characters are portrayed.  

 

1.1 Definition and Terminology 

Before we will engage in defining and classifying the fairy tale in detail, it is necessary to 

introduce the general characteristics of the genre. There are a large number of definitions 

which look at the fairy tale from many different angles. In the chart of gender characteristics, 

Marcie Haloin, along with Gaylynn Jameson, Joanne Piccolo, and Kari Oosterveen, created a 

more in-depth list of genres which classifies the fairy tale – together with other genres such as 

legend, tall tales, myth, proverbs, fables – into a broader category of Traditional Literature 

and Folktales. These scholars take into consideration the definition of both the traditional and 

modern fairy tale. They describe traditional fairy tales as “stories with fairies or other magical 

creatures, usually for children” and modern fairy tales that “[are] written in a traditional style 

with the elements of folklore but with a contemporary twist.”
 1

 Further, the chart also offers a 

list of some of the typical elements that frequently occur in fairy tales:  

Stories include fantasy, make believe, and often magic; often begin ‘Once upon a 

time’ or ‘Long, long ago;’ include royalty or a kingdom setting; end ‘happily ever 

after;’ incidents may come in threes; characters or events may be found in sevens; 

characters are clearly defined as good and evil; good conquers evil; [...].
2
 

 

Since fairy tale was originally a product of oral storytelling tradition and thus has a long 

diverse heritage, it is difficult to provide a definition of the genre. Jack Zipes states that “fairy 

tales have been defined in so many different ways that it boggles the mind to think that they 

can be categorized as a genre. In fact, the confusion is so great that most literary critics 

continually confound the oral folk tale with the literary fairy tale and vice versa.”
3
 

Jens Tismar was one of the first German scholars who systematically analysed the 

literary fairy tale and set down principles for a definition of the literary fairy tale as a genre: 

                                                           
1
 Regie Routman, appendix to Writing Essentials: Raising Expectations and Results While Simplifying Teaching 

(Portsmouth, NH: Heinemann, 2005), http://www.mhaloin.com/genre-characteristics-of-traditional-

literature.html. 
2
 Routman, appendix to Writing Essentials. 

3
 Jack Zipes, introduction to The Oxford Companion to Fairy Tales (New York: Oxford University Press, 2000), 

xv. 
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“[...] it is written by a single identifiable author; it is thus synthetic, artificial, and elaborate 

[...]; the differences between the literary fairy tale and the oral folk tale do not imply that one 

genre is better than the other; in fact, the literary fairy tale is not independent genre but can be 

only understood and defined by its relationship to the oral tales as well as to the legend, 

novella, novel, and other literary fairy tales that it uses, adapts, and remodels during the 

narrative conception of the author.”
4
 When discussing the distinguishing features of the 

literary fairy tales, Tismar’s principle might be helpful.  

In his book The Oxford Companion to Fairy Tales, Zipes focuses on the distinction 

between the oral and literary fairy tale. He introduces the term wonder tale, a kind of an oral 

tale that constitutes the genre of the literary fairy tale. To better understand the meaning of the 

term, one might find helpful the structural approach toward the wonder tale presented by 

Vladimir Propp. In his well-known study The Morphology of the Folk Tale, he constructed an 

outline of thirty-one basic functions that described “the fundamental and constant components 

of a tale.”
5
 Zipes however stresses the importance to treat Propp’s morphology with caution 

since the wonder tale displays an immense number of variations of themes and plot types 

across Europe and North America. Wonder tales are described as wish-fulfilments that nearly 

always end happily, contain miraculous transformations, present stock characters, and 

function as the induction of wonder. This sense of wonder, as Zipes points out, is the 

distinctive feature that sets the wonder tales apart from other oral tales as “the chronicle, the 

legend, the fable, the anecdote, and the myth.”
6
 To draw a conclusion from Zipes’s distinction 

of tales it might be stated that folk tale is based on oral tradition of common people; wonder 

tale is a part of the oral folk tale and prefigures the today’s fairy tale; fairy tale are rooted in 

oral traditions that eventually engendered literary tales; and lastly literary fairy tale is 

artificially created and may or may not emanate from the oral traditions.  

A different approach towards defining the fairy tale is presented by Ruth B. 

Bottigheimer in her publication Fairy Tales: A New History. She distinguishes three basic 

sorts of tales: folk tale, tale of magic and fairy tale, oral and literary. Folk tales are defined as 

stories with linear plots that – unlike Zipes’s wonder tales – rarely end happily and “deal with 

familiar aspects of the human condition.”
7
 Similarly to Zipes, Bottigheimer understands folk 

tale to be the predecessor of fairy tale. Another category of tales that Bottigheimer introduces 

are tales of magic. This group of tales, which is characteristic of containing magic, includes a 

                                                           
4
 Zipes, introduction to The Oxford Companion to Fairy Tales, xv. 

5
 Jack Zipes, Why Fairy Tales Stick : The Evolution and Relevance of a Genre (New York: Routledge, 2006), 49. 

6
 Zipes, introduction to The Oxford Companion to Fairy Tales, xviii. 

7
 Ruth B. Bottigheimer, Fairy Tales: A New History (Albany: State University of New York Press, 2009), 4. 
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broad range of tale types such as fairy tales, legends, religious tales, wisdom tales, oriental 

tales, or anecdotes. Fairy tale is the last category in Bottigheimer’s division that will be 

looked at. In her book, she distinguishes between folk fairy tale and literary fairy tale. The 

former tale, according to Bottigheimer, is believed to originate from and transmit through oral 

cultures until later authors wrote them down. On the contrary, literary fairy tale is understood 

to be “a reworking of orally composed and transmitted tales.”
8
 In dealing with the interaction 

between various mediations of the fairy tale, Zipes argues that Bottigheimer’s division of tales 

results in “dichotomies of print vs oral controversies that eventually promote to paint a 

misinformed history of fairy tales as having literary (rather than oral) origins.”
9
  

The broader context of classifying the fairy tale is presented in The Aarne-

Thompson-Uther tale-type classification, which categorises fairy tales in terms of their motif, 

supernatural characters and historical origin. Bottigheimer explains that “The Aarne-

Thompson-Uther Types of International Folktales avoids the term fairy tale altogether, 

instead designating Tale Types 300-749 as ‘Tales of Magic’.”
10

 It is clear that the approaches 

to defining and classifying the fairy tale differ, in fact, it is impossible to unify them. This fact 

is further affirmed in the historical development of the fairy tale as a genre. 

 

1.2 Fairy Tale as a Genre 

Fairy tale is undoubtedly one of the oldest literary genres that have helped people shape their 

view of the world and their self-concept. The genre of fairy tale had its origins within an oral 

tradition and was created and developed by adults. The narratives often projected folk 

customs, values of a particular society and reflected the experiences of everyday life. During 

the European Middle Ages, the creation of fairy tales was related to the social class of 

educated writers who intended to incorporate religious motifs and express didactic points in 

an amusing manner. In his book The Oxford Companion to Fairy Tales, Jack Zipes, a prolific 

and internationally respected author, states that “these early fairy tales were not intended for 

children. In fact, they were not intended for most people since most people could not read.”
11

 

Since clerics were among those who had the privilege of being educated, most of the 

hedonistic fairy tales were not fully accepted. In the late 13
th

 century, Giovanni Boccaccio and 

Geoffrey Chaucer laid the foundations of the fairy tale as an independent genre. They created 

                                                           
8
 Bottigheimer, Fairy Tales: A New History, 3-7. 

9
 Jack Zipes, “A Fairy Tale is more than just a Fairy Tale,” Book 2.0 2 (2012): 95, accessed June 5, 2017, doi: 

10.1386/212951. 
10

 Bottigheimer, Fairy Tales: A New History, 8. 
11

 Zipes, introduction to The Oxford Companion to Fairy Tales, xxi. 
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frame narratives that were used in the 16
th

 century by Italian authors Giovanni Francesco 

Straparola and Giambattista Basile to “produce some of the most illustrious literary fairy tales 

in the West.”
12

 

It was not until the early 18
th

 century in France, as Donald Haase comments, that the 

literary fairy tale was recognised as a genre. Charles Perrault, along with the numerous French 

female writers prepared the ground for the legitimacy of the genre. Marie-Catherine d’Aulnoy 

and Henriette-Julie de Murat were the first writers who “named the genre contes de fées.”
 13

 

Zipes states that these secular tales presented “courtly manners and power,” and not all of 

them were intended for children.
14

 Thanks to the institutionalization of the genre and the 

dominance of French, the literary fairy tale started disseminating throughout diverse regions 

of Europe. Another important landmark in the history of the fairy tale was the development of 

the literary fairy tale for children audience in the mid-18
th

 century. The purpose of these tales 

was to instruct children of the upper classes in terms of specific values, manners and notions 

of sex roles. Subsequently, numerous writers from France, England and Germany started 

publishing literary fairy tales that serve to civilize children according to the social code of that 

time.  

At the turn of the century, in reaction to the Enlightenment and absolutism, the 

German romantic authors began producing complex metaphorical tales, which addressed 

philosophical and practical issues of middle classes. The tales were not intended to entertain 

the readers, but engage them in serious concerns instead. Zipes points out that these authors 

brought about a major shift in the function of the fairy tale for adults. Literary fairy tales for 

children, on the other hand, were considered improper materials that might be “unhealthy” for 

the child’s mental development.
15

  

An important role in the development of the fairy tale played The Brothers Grimm, 

the German fairy tale collectors, who managed to change the society’s perception of the 

literary fairy tale for children and disseminate it among emerging middle classes. Although 

the first collection was not intended for children, Wilhelm Grimm was prepared to 

systematically delete and revise the tales so that they would be more appropriate for young 

audience. The Grimms planned to create a certain kind of a “manual of manners,”
16

 that could 

                                                           
12

 Zipes, introduction to The Oxford Companion to Fairy Tales, xxi. 
13

 Donald Haase, ed. The Greenwood Encyclopedia of Folktales and Fairy Tales (Westport, Connecticut: 

Greenwood Press, 2008), 380. 
14

 Zipes, introduction to The Oxford Companion to Fairy Tales, xxii. 
15

 Zipes, introduction to The Oxford Companion to Fairy Tales, xxiv-xxv. 
16

 Maria Tatar, ed. The Classic Fairy Tales (New York: W. W. Norton & Company, 1999), 373. 
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instruct children in the moral values and virtues of the middle class, and present the notions of 

gender roles.  

In their collection, the Grimms also included tales that addressed the themes of 

sexuality, incestuous desires and child abuse, but as Maria Tatar points out, they “were not 

particularly enamoured with the idea of including plots concerned with incestuous desire in a 

collection of tales.”
17

 Therefore the Grimms started editing the tales to make them suitable 

and more understandable for children. This act of purging fairy tales from sexual concerns 

came under fierce criticism with the advent of feminist movement. Anne Sexton, for instance, 

in her poetry collection Transformation, elaborates on the theme of father-daughter incest. 

The tales of the Brothers Grimm have been already criticised in their life since they 

persistently supported the value system and presented stereotypical gender roles in fairy tales. 

In the mid-19
th

 century, well-known writers such as Lewis Carroll, L. Frank Baum, Oscar 

Wilde, and James Barrie, among others, published parodies of fairy tales both for children and 

adults to challenge the restrictive roles and values prescribed by the society. Hans Christian 

Andersen, one of the most significant authors of this time, began publishing fairy tales which 

did not strictly follow the set fairy tale pattern since they often depicted a female protagonist 

in the role of an active hero. In the 20
th

 century, particularly in the 1960s, an immense number 

of feminist fairy tales – which endeavour to provide a fresh view of sex roles in the western 

society – have emerged. 

 

1.3 Female Characters in Traditional Fairy Tale 

As it was already mentioned in the section above, the tales of the Brothers Grimm were 

criticized for a simplified view of woman’s role in fairy tales. This kind of portrayal was 

consistent with the patriarchal system which was upheld by the dominant socialization 

process and represented a discriminatory position of a woman. Jackie Stacey offers a useful 

and straightforward summation of the meaning of patriarchy: “the term ‘patriarchy’ has been 

used within post-1960s feminism to refer to the systematic organisation of male supremacy 

and female subordination.”
18

 A patriarchal society repeatedly required the woman’s role of a 

nurturing, self-sacrificing wife and mother, and denied or disallowed their freedom and self-

realization. Men, on the contrary, were predetermined for decision-making and heroic deeds. 

This one-sided view of the images of women and men, which is also referred to as a gender 

                                                           
17

 Tatar,. The Classic Fairy Tales, 369-370. 
18

 Alison Graham-Bertolini, Vigilante Women in Contemporary American Fiction (US: Palgrave Macmillan, 

2011), 12-13. 
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stereotype, was often presented in fairy tales since the genre reflected upon the mores and 

values of a society. 

In traditional fairy tales, a particular emphasis is placed on feminine beauty which is 

a pre-requisite for a woman to be chosen and rewarded with a husband and fortune. In her 

publication Woman Hating, Andrea Dworkin, an American radical feminist and writer, further 

states that “beauty translated directly into power because it meant male admiration, male 

alliance, and male devotion.”
19

 The physical attractiveness is nearly always associated with 

love at first sight. It might be deduced that the physical beauty is sufficient for a woman to be 

successful, as opposed to a man, who has to make a great effort to win recognition. As this 

message is repeated in these tales, one comes to accept as natural the fallacious view that only 

the female passivity and outer beauty are rewarded.  

Luis Tyson, the author of Critical Theory Today: A User-Friendly Guide, points out 

that the authors of traditional fairy tales present a black-and-white view of women: “The main 

female characters are stereotyped as either ‘good girl’ (gentle, submissive, virginal, angelic) 

or: ‘bad girls’ (violent, aggressive, worldly monstrous). These characterizations imply that if a 

woman does not accept her patriarchal gender role, then the only role left her is that of a 

monster.”
20

 The goodness of a woman is connected to the feminine virtues of what the society 

expected: to be innocent, obedient, helpless, and passively waiting to be rescued by a male 

hero who fulfils the role of an active, courageous, physically strong and intelligent man. She 

takes on the role of a victim who must suffer. A female protagonist is rewarded for her good-

temper, meekness, modesty, and diligence. The character of heroine’s mother is portrayed as a 

typical representative of a good woman who is presented under the shadow of her husband 

and adheres to the socially-prescribed roles and values of a patriarchal system. They adopt 

either the role of a nurturing protector or they are totally absent from traditional fairy tales.  

In contrast to virtuous females, bad women, such as a stepmother, jealous queen and 

witch, are endowed with intelligence, courage and initiative – qualities stereotypically 

ascribed to male characters. These evil female characters are depicted as proud, jealous, and 

powerful; they stand in a stark contrast to docile women who conform to the prescribed 

behavioural patterns. Powerful wicked women must be punished through death, banishment 

or disintegration, as opposed to an innocent heroine who merits happiness in her life. In her 

article “Some Day My Prince Will Come: Female Acculturation through the Fairy Tale,” 

                                                           
19

 Andrea Dworkin, Woman Hating (New York: Penguin Books USA Inc., 1974), 36. 
20

 Lois Tyson, Critical Theory Today: A User-Friendly Guide (London: Routledge, 2006), 89. 
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Marcia Lierberman, a feminist critic, stresses that “these stories reflect a bias against the 

active, ambitious, ‘pushy’ woman, and have probably also served to instil this bias in young 

readers. They established a dichotomy between those women who are gentle, passive, and 

fair, and those who are active, wicked, and ugly.”
21

 

In comparison to a number of mighty wicked females present in traditional fairy 

tales, there are only a few powerful good women, such as fairies and fairy godmothers, who 

usually take on the role of an adviser and helper. Although these female characters are given 

magical power, their activity is restricted. As Lieberman comments, “[t]hey are rarely on the 

scene; they only appear in order to save young people in distress; [...] they are not examples 

of powerful women with whom children can identify as role models; they do not provide 

meaningful alternatives to the stereotype of the younger, passive heroine.”
 22

  

One of the motifs, which came in for a sharp criticism during the feminist movement, 

is a happy ending. In traditional fairy tales, the heroine deserves to be rewarded in the form of 

a good marriage and rich man provided that she fulfils the prescribed gender role. Tyson 

confirm this fact by stating: “[…] marriage to the right man is a guarantee of happiness and 

the proper reward for a right-minded young woman.”
23

 In her article “Feminism and Fairy 

Tales,” Karen E. Rowe further expands on Tyson’s comment: “Because the heroine adopts 

conventional female virtues, that is patience, sacrifice, and dependency, and because she 

submits to patriarchal needs, she consequently receives both the prince and a guarantee of 

social and financial security through marriage.”
24

 

 

 

 

  

                                                           
21

 Marcia Lieberman, “Some Day My Prince Will Come: Female Acculturation through the Fairy Tale,” College 

English 34 (1986): 197, accessed October 15, 2016, doi: 10.2307/375142. 
22

 Lieberman, “Some Day My Prince Will Come,” 197. 
23

 Tyson, Critical Theory Today, 89. 
24

 Karen E Rowe, “Feminism and Fairy Tales,” in Don’t Bet on the Prince: Contemporary Feminist Fairy Tales 

in North America and England, ed. Jack Zipes (New York: Routledge, 2012), 217. 
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2. Literary Theory and Fairy Tale 

Before engaging in feminist literary theory in fairy tales, it is necessary to clarify the 

definition of literary criticism and its function. In a simplified way the literary criticism is a 

form of discussion which aims for interpretations and a critical appraisal of literary works. 

Literary critics try to look upon works from fresh perspectives and classify them according to 

their style. Though the term literary criticism in a modern concept is encountered for the first 

time at the turn of the 19
th

 and 20
th

 century, its history ranges far into the past. It was at this 

time that classic fairy tales came in for some sharp criticism by feminist authors who decided 

to change people’s perspectives of women’s role in fairy tales. Feminist critics reject the 

notion that princesses should be always construed as weak, helpless and in need of princes’ 

rescue. Even in life, it is not always the case. Besides, these socially constructed 

characteristics create a distorted picture of female abilities. Thus, new alternatives to the 

traditional fairy tales, in which beautiful and feckless princesses were replaced by 

independent and intelligent females, have started to emerge. The fairy tale literary criticism 

works with various theories that pursue either the character and psychology of literary figures 

or political and social issues. 

 

2.1 Psychoanalytic Literary Theory 

One of the theories that have exerted a strong influence on fairy tale criticism is 

psychoanalytic theory. It examines the human unconscious and its impact on human 

behaviour. Psychoanalysis perceives certain external phenomena as a symbolical depiction of 

assorted tendencies within a single individual. From psychoanalytic perspective, a fairy tale is 

viewed as an illustrated summary of psychological components and the relationships between 

them. The psychoanalytic criticism is mostly connected with the names of Gustav Jung, 

Sigmund Freud and his follower Bruno Bettelheim.  

Even though Jung and Freud belong to the founders of psychoanalysis, their methods 

of involving the unconscious into the interpretation of fairy tales differ. Professor Andrew 

Teverson explains the approaches of both psychoanalysts: 

Freudian method understands the unconscious as being concerned with the formation 

of the human subject as the locus of repressed forces and the latent meanings of fairy 

tale must therefore be sought in the repressed unconscious desires of particular 

human subject. [...] Jungian method, on the other hand, sees the unconscious as 
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having a collective dimension, so the meaning must be discovered in the grand 

universal archetypes.
25

  

 

On the basis of his investigation, Jung created a theory of the collective unconscious, a part of 

our soul that all humans have in common. Jung designated the common contents in fairy tales 

as archetypes, contents of the collective unconscious. These archetypes are inherited forms 

that help create our cerebration, fantasy, experience and relations. He approached fairy tales 

as a spontaneous speech of humans’ collective unconscious which contains all experiences 

that humanity during its existence has gone through, and that they are identical in every 

culture. Therefore fairy tales from around the world include similar characters and plots.  

According to Marie-Louise von Franz, a Swiss psychologist and Jung’s student, fairy 

tales are “the purest and simplest expressions of the collective unconscious mental processes. 

They portray the archetypes in their simplest, most powerful and accurate form. In this pure 

form the archetypal images provide us with the best guidance to understand the processes 

which take place in the collective psyche.”
26

 

Unlike Jung, Sigmund Freud worked with symbols and their meaning in dreams. As 

stated in Teverson’s book Fairy Tale, Freud believed that dreams conceal hidden wishes of 

people
27

 and that fairy tale stories reflect the inside of our mind which we try to 

subconsciously repress. Similarly to Freud, a number of other psychologists assume that 

traditional fairy tales conceal sophisticated symbols of deep psychological processes. He 

employed these symbols to make interpretations and treat people with mental illnesses.  

One of the most significant representatives of Freudian approach is a child 

psychologist Bruno Bettelheim who in his book The Uses of Enchantment: the Meaning and 

Importance of Fairy Tales concerns himself with the importance of children literature, 

especially fairy tales as a unique art form whose main task is to help children discover their 

own identity and find the meaning of life. Through the mediation of fairy tales, children 

become acquainted with movements in themselves. He says that: 

Fairy tales, unlike any other form of literature, direct the child to discover his identity 

and calling, and they also suggest what experiences are needed to develop, his 

character further. Fairy tales intimate that a rewarding, good life is within one’ s 

reach despite adversity—but only if one does not shy away from the hazardous 

struggles without which one can never achieve true identity. These stories promise 
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that if a child dares to engage in this fearsome and taxing search, benevolent powers 

will come to his aid, and he will succeed.
28

 

 

Teverson in his book refers to Bettelheim’s main idea that “fairy tales are good for children 

because they assist the child in negotiating unconscious anxieties and developmental 

difficulties in an unthreatening and non-confrontational manner.”
29

 Children often identify 

themselves with fairy tale characters that experience death, wicked witches, the darkness of 

abandonment, and injuries. All this allows children to dispel their fears. Hero’s victory has a 

positive effect on children- it helps them muster the courage to face obstacles. Provided that 

children succeed in interpreting fairy tales in their own way, they can obtain more for their 

personal development. Bettelheim further states that: 

Nothing in children’s literature, with rare exceptions, can be as enriching and 

satisfying to child and adult alike as the folk fairy tale. For a story to enrich a child’s 

life it must stimulate his imagination, help him develop his intellect to clarify his 

emotions be attuned to his anxieties and aspirations, give full recognition to his 

difficulties, suggest solutions to problems that perturb him, promote confidence in 

himself and his future. The fairy tale does all this.
30

 

 

In her article “Children need fairy tales” Heike vom Orde adds that “fairy tales give children 

the opportunity to understand inner conflicts which they experience in the phases of their 

spiritual and intellectual development, and to act these out and resolve them in their 

imagination.”
31

 But not always was Bettelheim‘s approach positively evaluated. One of his 

critics was Jack Zipes who argues that he “fails to take into account that the symbols and 

patterns of the tales reflect specific forms of social behaviour and activity.”
32

 

 

2.2 Marxist Literary Theory 

Unlike psychoanalysis, Marxist theory engages in social and political contexts of fairy tales. 

To capture the essence of Marxist theory, Donald Haase, a professor of German, asserts that 

“getting and keeping economic power is the motive behind all social and political activities, 

including education, Marxist criticism philosophy, […] the arts […].”
33

 On the basis of this 
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theory, fairy tales can be understood as a means of projecting more radical way of individual 

and social change. Further, in the publication Critical and Creative Perspectives on Fairy 

Tales, Vanessa Joosen, a professor of English Literature, identifies the major themes of 

Marxist theory with regard to fairy tales. In general, the theory deals with “class differences, 

muted lower-class voices”, and the critique of “the idealization of royalty, beauty and 

wealth.”
34

 An important representative of Marxist approach towards fairy tales is Professor of 

German Jack Zipes. In the publication Fairy Tales and the Art of Subversion, Haase 

comments on Zipes’s concept of Marxist theory in fairy tales: 

In specific socio-historical context Zipes demonstrated how the folktale had been 

appropriated and re-appropriated by European and American writers as a special 

discourse on socio-cultural values and how that fairy-tale discourse was intended to 

function in the socialization of children- especially in its modelling of gender-

specific identity and behaviour.
35

 

 

In his work, Zipes interconnects Marxism with feminist literary theory since both of them 

share an identical feature – they deal with the oppression of a certain group of disadvantaged 

people. 

 

2.3 Feminist Literary Theory 

In the publication A History of Feminist Literary Criticism, Gill Plain, an English literature 

professor, aptly captures the essence of feminist literary criticism. She defines it as “the 

recognition of social construction of gender and the coercive nature of gendered subjectivities. 

It challenges humanist assumptions about identity, nature and progress, and to scrutinise the 

potent mythical formations of femininity and masculinity.”
36

  

Within a broader context, the centre of feminist criticism is looked at by professor of 

English Lois Tyson in her book Critical Theory Today. She approaches it as a movement that 

examines the economic, political, social, and psychological oppression of women.
37

 It 

questions the stereotypical approach to women and their depiction in media in a patriarchal 

society where men are perceived as strong, active, superior to women and emotionally stable. 
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On the contrary, women are constructed as physically weak, submissive, emotionally unstable 

and helpless.  

Virginia Woolf, a British modernist writer, is recognised as the founder of modern 

feminist literary criticism. The concept of feminist literary theory, however, did not appear till 

the Sixties and the Seventies of the 20
th

 century, with the advent of feminist fairy-tale 

criticism from 1970 onwards. At that time Pam Morris, one of the first feminist literary 

critics, published the book Literature and Feminism which focuses upon the issue of analysis 

of heroines in the works written by male authors and their comparison with the heroines 

depicted in female literary works. Simultaneously, she characterizes some of the common 

features of female literature and its phenomenon in terms of tradition and a contemporary 

cultural context. She draws reader’s attention to the role of literature and its effects on shaping 

the cultural image of an actual female role in society.  

In her book Woman Hating, Andrea Dworkin points out the pervasive influence of 

fairy tales on the formation of human values from early childhood, “we have taken the fairy 

tales of childhood with us into maturity, chewed but still lying in the stomach, as real 

identity.”
38

 In Fairy Tales and Feminism: New Approaches, Haase further mentions 

Dworkin’s idea that “fairy tales shape out cultural values and understanding of gender roles 

by invariably depicting women as wicked, beautiful, and passive, while portraying men, in 

absolute contrast, as good, active, and heroic.”
39

 Although Dworkin applies herself in detail to 

traditional role models and points to the manipulative effects of traditional fairy tales on the 

conception of sex roles, she leaves some possible positive aspects of fairy tales out of 

account. As Zipes comments, “her contribution to feminist criticism about the complex 

reception of fairy tales remains limited because she stereotypes the tales in much the same 

manner as she perceives the fairy tales to be conveyors of stereotypes for children.”
40

 

In Zipes’s publication, The Oxford Companion to Fairy Tales, Shawn Jarvis, a 

professor of German, argues that feminist literary criticism had not managed to “keep pace 

with contemporary feminist fairy tales.”
41

 He comments that feminist criticism draws 

attention only to traditional fairy tales and patriarchal concepts: 
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It[feminist theory about fairy tales] is a critique of patriarchal literary and cultural 

practices in Western societies and concerns itself primarily with canonical tales, 

issues of gender, voice, and power in these tales, their impact on socialization and 

acculturation, as well as broader social issues like women’s access to public 

discourse, the representation of women in literature and scholarship, and women’s 

contribution to the fairy-tale tradition.
42

 

 

A different approach to feminist literary criticism is introduced by Marcia Lieberman who, 

unlike other feminist critics, lays a greater stress on the interconnection between fairy tales 

and child’s personal and psychological development. She examines the form of representation 

of female figures in classic fairy tales and its impact on gender identity and children’s 

behaviour. She points out that “we must consider the possibility that the classical attributes of 

‘femininity’ found in these stories are in fact imprinted in children and reinforced by the 

stories themselves. Analyses of the influence of the most popular children’s literature may 

give us an insight into some of the origins of psycho-sexual identity.”
43

 There has been a 

widespread agreement with Lieberman’s view that traditional fairy tales “have been made the 

repositories of the dreams, hopes, and fantasies of generations of girls” and that “millions of 

women must surely have formed their psycho-sexual self-concepts, and their ideas of what 

they could or could not accomplish, what sort of behaviour would be rewarded, and of the 

nature of reward itself, in part from their favourite fairy tales.”
44

  

Generally speaking, literary critics agree on the fact that classic fairy tales foist a 

distorted picture of female roles in society upon us and thereto related distortion of socio-

cultural values. In an attempt to change the notion of fairy-tale traditional roles which 

manifest destructive tendencies of patriarchal values, new fairy tales with a feminist subtext 

and the representation of an emancipated female position, have started to emerge.  

  

                                                           
42

 Jarvis, “Feminism and Fairy Tales,” 158. 
43

 Lieberman, “Some Day My Prince Will Come,” 395. 
44

 Lieberman, “Some Day My Prince Will Come,” 385. 



24 

3. The Depiction of Women in Selected Contemporary Fairy Tales 

Before the analysis of selected fairy tales is presented, it is necessary to establish a definition 

of what the feminist fairy tale is. Jack Zipes stresses that one might find difficulty defining the 

feminist fairy tale since some of these tales are written by authors who “would not necessarily 

define themselves as feminists.”
45

 Despite this fact, Lewis C. Seifert, the professor of French 

Studies, in his article “Feminist Tales” endeavours to provide a possible definition of feminist 

tales:  

[they] can encompass either a vast corpus, quantitatively and historically, or a limited 

body of more-recent tales. In the latter case, feminist tales could be understood as a 

response to the rise of feminism in the 1960s and 1970s and, thus, as an explicit 

critique of both the patriarchal structures in many of the best-known Western fairy 

tales and the socialization of gender norms they perform. But in the former case, they 

might include a broad array of both folktales and fairy tales that are concerned with 

the diverse roles and challenges that face women across a variety of cultures.
46

 

 

Seifert further comments that since there is hardly an agreement on the meaning of the term 

“feminist”, it is thus open for discussion whether or not these tales fit the description of 

feminist fairy tales.
47

 

In her article “Feminist Approaches to the Interpretation of Fairy Tales” Kay Stone 

states that early feminists of the 1950s and the1960s examined the roles of women depicted in 

the folk and fairy tales, finding them to be “an unfortunate source of negative female 

stereotypes, [...] and one of the many socializing forces that discouraged females from 

realizing their full human potential.”
48

 These feminist scholars, as Stone points out, “saw 

women as artificially separated from and wrongly considered unequal to men.”
49

 Since the 

1960s male and female writers have made alternations to the aesthetic constructs and social 

contents of traditional fairy tales in order to present a feminist perspective.  

In response to the feminist movement of the 1960s and 1970s, the outpouring of new 

feminist fairy tales was produced. According to Seifert, these fairy tales can be classified into 

two categories: “tales written expressly for children and tales written primarily for adults.” 

The former group includes writers like Roald Dahl, Jay Williams, and Barbara Walker who 
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“employ such techniques as reversal of gender roles, comic inversions, assertive female 

characters, and reconfiguration of the marriage plot.” These tales often portray heroines who 

actively seek to define themselves. Authors from the latter category of tales centre their 

attention to the theme of feminine sexuality that makes women the objects of male desire – 

such is the case of Anne Sexton’s Transformations.
50

  

To counter the negative effects of the dominant male discourse of traditional fairy 

tales that reflect and reproduce stereotyped images of gender roles, and to change the implied 

values that might no longer be admired, contemporary authors rejected, rewrote, and 

responded to the canonical fairy tales. In her book Folktales Retold: A Critical Overview of 

Stories Updated for Children, Amie A. Doughty, the associate professor, establishes four 

ways of challenging the sexism in traditional fairy tales. The first way in which writers sought 

to challenge gender stereotypes is through the reclamation and publication of less popular 

sidelined traditional fairy tales that depicted strong female characters. Seifert points out that 

these rediscovered tales illustrated “growing importance of women in the literary fields of the 

day. [...] glorify female power, defend women’s right to education, [...] reject marriage 

arrangements, and deflate grandiose conceptions of male heroism.”
51

 The second manner in 

which authors subvert the perceived sexism in fairy tales is through producing new tales in a 

fairy-tale form. These original tales introduce heroines that draw on their strength, either 

physical or mental (or a combination of both). Robert Munsch’s The Paper Bag Princess, for 

example, presents Princess Elizabeth who defeats the dragon by cunningly outwitting him or 

Jay Williams’ story of Petronella in which the heroine has to make a physical effort to rescue 

the prince. The third way in which writers question the restrictive gender roles in traditional 

fairy tales is through the revisions
52

 of well-known tales that switch the genders of the main 

characters to demonstrate female ability to do the same occupations and experience various 

adventures as men. The fourth manner of protesting against sexism in fairy tales is through 

the revisions of popular tales that focus on the development of the traditional female 

characters and the explanation of heroines’ weakness.
53

 Anne Sexton, for instance, rewrites 

the story of Briar Rose from her point of view to restore heroine’s voice and thus provide her 
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with the opportunity to express her feelings and emotions. In their article “We Said Feminist 

Fairy Tales, Not Fractured Fairy Tales!” Leslee F. Kuykendal and Brian W. Sturm stress that 

“feminists frequently write of the importance of giving voice, agency and subjectivity to those 

who have previously been silenced and objectified. A female protagonist is enabled if she 

narrates her own story.”
54

 Other ways of combating the sexism in traditional fairy tales might 

be the mere role reversal, the description of heroine’s life after the traditional happy ending, 

or the introduction of new characters such as in Barbara Walker’s Snow Night in which she 

introduces the character of the princess’s maid. 

A different approach towards the classification of feminist fairy tales is provided by 

Shawn Jarvis in Jack Zipes’s publication The Oxford Companion to Fairy Tales. As opposed 

to Doughty’s division, he organises fairy-tale collections into three categories:  

The first category contains fairy tales that are anthologies of active heroines to 

counter the negative impact of passive female stereotypes promulgated by canonical 

texts on maturing adolescent girl; the second category, which includes original tales 

for younger audiences that stand conventional expectations on their head, consists of 

fairy tales that are ‚alternative’ or ‘upside-down’ stories with reversed plot lines 

and/or rearranged motifs; and the third section includes fairy tales that are collections 

of feminist works or original tales based on well-known motifs.
55

 

On the basis of Jarvis’ classification, representatives from each group will be selected. The 

following section will then provide an in-depth examination of female roles depicted in non-

traditional fairy tales which are classified in these three above stated categories.  

 

3.1 Anthologies of Active Heroines 

One of the first anthologies of feminist fairy tales that has appeared since the women’s 

movement in the 1960s is Jack Zipes’s Don’t Bet on the Prince: Contemporary Feminist 

Fairy Tales in North America and Europe, first published in 1987. The book is comprised of 

three parts: feminist fairy tales for young (adult) readers, feminist fairy tales for adult (young) 

readers and selected critical essays on the meaning of fairy tales from a gender perspective. 

To subvert the dominant male discourse of traditional fairy tales and its sexist social values, 

such contemporary writers as Jay Williams, Anne Sexton and Angela Carter have transformed 

the aesthetic constructs and social content of fairy tales, providing fairy tales with non-
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traditional feminine and masculine roles. Some of the tales consist in alternative feminist 

versions of old and well-known fairy tales, e.g. The Sleeping Beauty or Bluebeard, others are 

original tales based on traditional fairy tale motifs, e.g. Tanith Lee’s Prince Amilec or Jay 

Williams’ Petronella. To display different approaches to the reworking of fairy tales, the 

following analysis will elaborate on the unconventional story of Petronella, written primarily 

for young readers, and Anne Sexton’s poetic version of Briar Rose, rather appropriate for 

adult readers.  

 

3.1.1 Jay Williams’ Petronella 

Williams is considered one of the first authors who wrote a new kind of fairy tales in reaction 

to the feminist movement of the late 1960s and early 1970s. The American academic Alison 

Lurie comments in The Oxford Companion to Fairy Tales that although Williams retains 

general fairy tale themes and motifs, he inverts almost “all the conventions of the genre to 

illustrate new ideas about women.”
56

 According to Donald Haase, a professor of German 

Studies, Williams belongs to those authors who provide a different model of gender and 

sexuality. These fairy tales promote the exploration of female sexuality and present heroines 

that refuse to conform to the patriarchal concept of a passive princess. Instead they are 

determined to fulfil their desires, whether sexual or not
57

, and also find the right man. The 

short story of Petronella was first published in 1969 in an amusing and influential picture 

book collection The Practical Princess and other Liberating Fairy Tales that contains six 

original tales for younger audiences.  

 

Williams’ feminist version tells the story of the kingdom of Skyclear Mountain, in 

which for generations three princes – the oldest, Michael, the middle prince, George, and the 

youngest, Peter – were always born to the royal couple. Until it was the turn of King Peter the 

twenty-sixth to ensure the continuance of lineage. Queen Blossom traditionally delivered the 

oldest and the middle son, but when the third son was expected to be born, he turned out to be 

a girl. To maintain the family tradition, they named the child Princess Petronella. It was a rule 

that the three sons embark on a journey to seek their fortunes and only the youngest, Peter, 

rescued a princess, whom he brought home, and then governed the kingdom. Just like Prince 

Peter, Petronella, in spite of her family’s attempt to discourage her, decides to set out to the 
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world, joining her brothers. Arriving at a crossroads, the siblings meet an old man who had 

been bewitched. Princess Petronella is the one who sets him free from the curse and as a 

reward she is given advice on the rescue of a prince who had allegedly been taken captive by 

Albion the enchanter. Before meeting the sorcerer, the princess encounters Prince Ferdinand 

of Firebright and is unpleasantly surprised by his demeanour. Yet, she is determined to rescue 

him. She successfully fulfils three tasks assigned by the enchanter and in return she gets three 

rewards. While carrying out the assignments, Petronella manifests her bravery, kindness and 

talent. Though she is not convinced of the prince’s personal qualities, she decides to flee with 

him from Albion. Surprisingly, the prince resists her since he is completely satisfied with the 

comfort provided by the enchanter. She uses force to drag him off the bed and together they 

run from the house of Albion. In defence against Albion, the princess uses the magic objects 

obtained - a comb, silver mirror and ring with a diamond. The last reward- the ring imprisons 

the enchanter in a magical grip. Petronella eventually takes pity on the magician and decides 

to break the spell by giving him a kiss. Albion admits that he has a feeling of affection for her. 

As a result, Petronella leaves the prince and together with Albion trots to the castle. She feels 

uncertain about whether her parents will accept her choice of a future husband.  

The author’s feminist fairy tale presents Princess Petronella as a non-traditional 

female heroine, desiring to experience adventure and thus refusing to conform to the socially 

expected role of a passive princess waiting for her male rescuer. But she decides to fulfil the 

traditional role of the third prince: “If you think,” she said “that I’m going to sit at home, you 

are mistaken. I’m going to seek my fortune, too.”
58

 She acts assertively towards her parents 

and does not take into consideration their conservative attitudes: “Impossible” said the king. 

“What will people say?” cried the queen.”
59

 There is an apparent clash between patriarchal 

culture and Petronella’s feminist behaviour and her assertion of female independence. The 

heroine identifies herself with the male role of an active hero and rescuer. She is determined 

to join her brothers in search of their fortune and find her prince.  

Williams portrays the heroine as “a tall, handsome girl with flaming red hair and 

when she smiled in that particular way it meant she was trying to keep her temper,” thereby 

emphasizing her male attributes. She is dressed in male travelling clothes, with a sword by her 

side. The author intentionally opts for depicting the red-haired heroine whose colour of hair is 

symbolically associated with being opinionated. She firmly pursues her goal and does not let 
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doubts shake her conviction of the prince’s character. Already at the first meeting she 

recognises his self-centeredness and lack of good manners: 

“And who are you?” 

The young man yawned and stretched. “I’m Prince Ferdinand of Firebright,” he 

replied. “Would you mind stepping aside? I’m trying to get a suntan and you’re 

standing in the way.”  

Petronella snorted. “You don’t sound like much of a prince,” she said.
60

 

 

Despite this fact, Princess Petronella is determined to accomplish the task even if she has to 

risk her own life to rescue the prince. In terming Petronella “a real princess”
61

 before carrying 

out each of the tasks, Williams puts emphasis on noble birth and its related qualities of a hero. 

It might seem that the author tries to instil self-confidence in the heroine so that she is not 

afraid to demonstrate her abilities. She goes against the prescribed role of a submissive 

princess and assumes the attributed one of a male hero.  

To fulfil the first task, Petronella copes with snarling and barking dogs. Identifying 

the cause of their discontent-a feeling of loneliness, she fearlessly offers her company to 

them: “I see what it is,” she said. “You are lonely here. I will keep you company.”
62

 She uses 

a typically female attribute- empathy to recognise what their needs are, and simultaneously 

she must pluck up enough courage to go toward the dogs. Similarly she manages to calm 

restless horses, providing them with proper care, and thus gaining their favour. She has to 

make a greater effort to attend to their needs and bring them all the comfort they need. In the 

last case the princess uses her talent for singing in order to soothe hawks. While performing 

the tasks, the author does not employ any magic for the purpose of stressing not only 

Petronella’s masculine, but also her feminine qualities. To be able to successfully fulfil all the 

tasks, the heroine replaces male physical power with empathy and kindness.  

It might be stated that via Princess Petronella the author demonstrates a harmonious 

combination of both male and female attributes that culminate in the end. In spite of being in 

danger when fleeing Albion’s house, the princess takes mercy on the imprisoned enchanter. 

Under a promise of her and the prince’s freedom, she sets him free by giving him a kiss. 

When escaping from the enchanter, the princess forfeits the magical rewards that symbolize 

the personal equipment of every woman- a comb for her hair, a mirror to look into and a ring 

on her finger. By choosing stereotypical female objects, Williams adapts the fairy tale to the 

heroine.  
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Unlike princes in traditional fairy tales, Prince Ferdinand represents a passive, bored 

boy who wastes his time caring for himself and his body: “trying to get a suntan”
63

 and 

“doing exercises.”
64

 He exploits Albion’s hospitality to avoid working and being answerable 

to his royal parents. He enjoys his life, while Princess Petronella is willing to lay down her 

life for him, supposing the prince is in need of rescuing. However, she has no idea of him 

staying willingly at Albion’s house. In contrast to polite Albion, Prince Ferdinand is clearly 

depicted as a selfish person: “Prince Ferdinand was sunning himself and working at a 

crossword puzzle. Petronella said to him in a low voice, “I’m doing this for you.” “That’s 

nice,” said the prince. What’s ‘selfish’ in nine letters? “You are,” snapped Petronella.”
65

 

Although the heroine reproaches him for inappropriate behaviour, the prince does not give it 

any thought. It might seem that he lacks a conscience. He does not express a sense of 

gratitude either to Petronella who risks her life for him, or to his kind host, who receives him 

in good faith. In addition, when Albion is imprisoned with the magic ring, being dependent on 

other people’s help, the prince does not display the slightest sign of compassion: “Well,” said 

Prince Ferdinand, “that’s the end of him.”
66

 Ferdinand breaks away from the conventional 

portrayal of a prince who acts courageously and actively in rescuing a princess. One does not 

find any positive traits of character, yet neither is he a bad perfidious person harming others.  

In portraying Albion the enchanter as “tall and thin, and his eyes were as black as a 

cloud full of thunder,”
67

 the author preserves the traditional appearance of a sorcerer in classic 

tales. At first glance the enchanter arouses fear, but after getting to know him better, one can 

recognise courtesy and hospitality from his actions: “He bowed to her [Princess Petronella] 

politely. “What can I do for you?”
68

 Albion’s generosity is taken advantage of by Prince 

Ferdinand who spends time at the enchanter’s house over a long period, being idle. Regarding 

the character of both men, the sorcerer represents the opposite to Prince Ferdinand, being 

active, ambitious and courageous. Albion complies with the princess’s request to work for 

him and assigns her relatively dangerous tasks that will result in Petronella’s death if she fails 

to successfully accomplish them. Watching her fulfil the individual tasks, the enchanter 

recognises the princess’s qualities and abilities, which he is able to appreciate: “You are as 

talented as you are kind and brave.”
69
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Via Albion’s character, the author presents a feminist approach to women, in that he 

demonstrates the ability to appreciate the heroine’s bravery and activity- female attributes that 

were unacceptable in a patriarchal society. Albion also appeals to the heroine’s typically 

feminine qualities, e.g. being compassionate, kind and empathic. Almost until the end of the 

tale Albion does not noticeably express an interest in Petronella, only at the very end he 

shows his affection for her: “You are just the girl I’ve been looking for. You are brave and 

kind and talented, and beautiful as well.”
70

 The princess is surprised by Albion’s declaration 

of love, but does not decline him. Thus, the enchanter finally finds a woman who possesses 

both masculine and feminine qualities. He does not represent a typical prince for Petronella, 

but in order to achieve her goal, she decides to bring Albion home. In contrast to traditional 

fairy tales that perceive female beauty as a pre-requisite for a lady to attract a gentleman, in 

Williams’ version the enchanter does not primarily admire the princess’s physical 

attractiveness but he rather takes interest in her personal qualities. In this way the author 

disavows the socially constructed notion that female beauty is the most valuable asset of 

women.  

Similarly to Barbara Walker’s story of Princess Questa, Williams’ tale introduces a 

character that helps the heroine in her quest for attaining her goal. While travelling with her 

brothers, she meets an old man whom she rescues from an enchantment. Without ever seeing 

him before, she asks him benevolently: “Is there anything I can do to help you?”
71

 In 

expressing the compassion that results in releasing the old man from the sixty-two-year long 

curse, Petronella manifests her feminine qualities. As a reward, she is given advice on 

achieving her goal. The old man directs her to the place where Prince Ferdinand is held 

captive and reminds her of an important principle in human life: “Nothing we really want is 

easy.”
72

 The message demonstrates the old man’s wisdom that one has to make every effort if 

he or she desires to accomplish something in his or her life. Similarly to male heroes in 

traditional fairy tales, Princess Petronella fully adheres to this rule.  

 

The author manages to provide an appropriate alternative to traditionally patriarchal fairy 

tales for a young audience, in which the princess assumes the role of a rescuer. She represents 

a heroine who decides not to conform to social expectations and thus fulfils the feminist 

notion of a woman. She combines both male and female attributes to attain her goal. This is 
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further apparent in Williams’ emphasis upon a dual description of her appearance- a 

handsome and beautiful girl. Princess Petronella realizes that the prince lacks qualities worthy 

of a member of a royal family, the qualities that she eventually finds in the sorcerer. Yet she 

does not lower her goal, being determined to liberate the prince. The denouement of the plot 

results in a surprising non-traditional end when the princess accepts the enchanter to be her 

partner. Thus, they create an unconventional couple- a charismatic magician and an open-

minded princess. Both challenge socially prescribed prejudices when Princess Petronella 

accepts the enchanter instead of Prince Ferdinand and Albion the enchanter respects her 

feminist attitudes. They represent a strong couple that revere each other. On the basis of the 

analysis, it might be deduced that Williams succeeded in creating an alternative feminist fairy 

tale in which it is not the prince who wins the princess’s heart but the enchanter instead. 

Additionally, to subvert a traditional motif of happily ever after, the tale provides us with an 

open ending where the princess brings home the sorcerer. Will it be acceptable to the royal 

parents? 

 

3.1.2 Anne Sexton’s Briar Rose 

Unlike Jay Williams’ original story of Petronella, Anne Sexton focuses on reworking a well-

known fairy tale. Her feminist adaptation of Sleeping Beauty is included in her poetry 

collection Transformations, published in 1971, that re-examines a selection of the Brothers 

Grimm’s fairy tales with respect to culture, sex, domestic life, and human nature in relation to 

modern times. Similarly to Roald Dahl’s Revolting Rhymes, she injects the modern world into 

Grimms’ fairy tales by inserting mundane references to contemporary products and 

expressions in order to draw attention to issues relevant at the time the poem was written. As 

an adherent of feminist ideology, Sexton challenges the traditional notion of “happily ever 

after” in Grimms’ tales, and takes a closer look at the negative impact of the patriarchal 

society – through male characters – on the role of women. The author does not attempt to 

change the original plot of Grimms’ tales, but instead employs the strategy of telling the story 

through the eyes of Briar Rose. Tess Cosslett, the author of Women, Power and Resistance, 

comments that this “strategy of keeping the story intact, but changing the values, operates to 

bring out and emphasise the repressive, patriarchal values of the ‘original’ tale.”
73

 In addition, 

Madonna Kolbenschlag stresses in her book Kiss Sleeping Beauty Good-Bye that Grimms’ 
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Sleeping Beauty “is most of all a symbol of passivity, and by extension a metaphor for the 

spiritual condition of women – cut off from autonomy and transcendence, from self-

actualization and ethical capacity in a male-dominated milieu.”
74

 On that account, Sexton 

intends to subvert the cultural belief in the value of silent women by employing a method of 

rewriting the story from the female’s point of view to make her voice be heard. In her 

collection of poems, she often elaborates on themes with a sexual subtext that were not 

discussed openly in a patriarchal society. In employing figurative language in the poem, the 

author offers her heroine the opportunity to openly talk about her feelings and traumas she has 

experienced. Dealing with such issues heightens the drama of the work and thus draws 

readers into the story. One might be surprised at the heroine’s explicitness in her expression 

of despair.  

In contrast to the Brothers Grimm, Sexton firmly sets the story in the time she wrote 

it- in the 1970s- by incorporating modern phrases and products, for instance the author’s 

comparison of the king’s fearful countenance to Edvard Munch’s The Scream when the 

thirteenth fairy puts a curse on the princess. Sexton’s reworking in verse is read with 

difficulties since she retells the tale from several perspectives. Steven E. Colburn, in his book 

Anne Sexton: Telling the Tale, comments that by means of poetry and various perspectives 

Sexton projects her personal experience onto the story of Briar Rose: “Anne Sexton, a 

contemporary confessional poet
75

, uses poetry to express her painful and extremely personal 

experience. On some level, which is not always clear to her, Sexton is able to grasp her 

private life through poetry.”
76

 

Besides this, while reading one is forced to ponder symbolic images and the plot 

requires great concentration since it mingles different periods of time.  

The author draws on the original story of The Sleeping Beauty to deal with the motif 

of father-daughter incest to convey criticism of incestuous aspects of patriarchy and 

sexualisation of the female body. She divides her poem into three parts. The prefatory part, 

which might be viewed as a prologue, serves as the author’s description of the heroine’s 

mental state of mind and her childhood memories regarding an intimate relationship with her 

father. In the verses there is an apparent evidence of the heroine’s unbalance as a consequence 
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of a traumatic childhood experience. The middle section of the poem retells the traditional 

plot of The Sleeping Beauty, from Briar Rose’s christening, to the royal family’s shortage of 

cutlery, to the thirteenth fairy’s curse, to Briar Rose’s deep sleep of one hundred years and the 

princess’s awakening by the kiss from a prince whom she subsequently marries. Unlike 

Grimms’ version, Sexton inserts an epilogue that explores Briar Rose’s life after the marriage 

to display the horrifying results of her childhood trauma. She is a paranoid insomniac who 

suffers from depression and has to take knock-out drops. The author deals with the taboo 

subject of father-daughter incest that is based on her own personal experience. She draws 

attention primarily to the heroine’s feelings and emotions as the victim of violence. Vanessa 

Joosen cites an anonymous author of Anne Sexton’s Feminist Re-reading of the Grimms’ 

Briar Rose, who comments on Sexton’s approach: 

When reading a ‘classic’ fairy tale from a feminist viewpoint (as defined by Marcia 

Lieberman), a reader will find that women characters are important—are “chosen”—

because of their beauty. Sexton, as a feminist, ignores this point and goes directly to 

talk about the issues and problems facing that a woman character must face [sic]. 

What the woman is thinking, feeling, and experiencing is far more important than her 

appearance, and Sexton makes this clear by never once describing how the princess 

looks, but describing instead what happens to her.
77

 

 

In her feminist interpretation of Briar Rose, the author applies this strategy to inject feminist 

features into a traditional fairy tale. Sexton does not consider the description of the heroine’s 

character and beauty to be important unless she intends to connect Briar Rose’s physical 

attractiveness to the commission of sexual violence. Thereby the author endeavours to point 

out the possible causes of such molestation. The author’s core idea, however, resides in 

restoring the heroine’s voice in order that she can freely and openly give an account of her 

affliction. Therefore the poem is descriptive rather in terms of the heroine’s inner mind than 

in the story itself.  

Unlike feminist authors who place their heroines into the role of active characters, 

the female protagonist in Briar Rose is retained intact, representing a traditional woman in a 

patriarchal society. Sexton portrays her as a beautiful goddess, who becomes a victim of male 

molestation and is unable to find way out of her unhappy life. Though the prince rescues her 

from the fairy’s curse, he does not liberate her from traumatic experience. The author 

ironically juxtaposes Briar Rose’s deep sleep of a hundred years and her fear of sleep that 

results from her childhood memory of the rape. Even a hundred-year sleep does not rid her of 

the trauma. To relieve the pain of her soul and overcome the fear of sleep, Briar Rose takes 
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drugs: “I’m all shot up with Novocain”
78

 and some sleeping pills without the prince’s 

knowledge: “the court chemist/ mixing her some knock-out drops/ and never in the prince’s 

presence.”
79

 She is ashamed of her humiliation by her father and only in her marriage, she 

realizes the consequence: that she cannot live beside a man. She is unable to fulfil the female 

role of a wife and mother. Briar Rose permanently suffers the stigma of being sexually abused 

by her father which she has never got rid of, and consequently she is prevented from 

establishing full-fledged relationships with other men. The princess does not find self-

fulfilment as a mature woman since she repeatedly goes back to her role of a child. In 

portraying the heroine’s devastation, the author presents the harmful ramifications of sexual 

violence perpetrated on a woman either in her childhood or adulthood. Using the motif of 

father-daughter incest, Sexton criticizes the sexualisation of the female body, the notion 

espoused by a patriarchal society. Dawn Skorsczevski further comments that “Briar Rose both 

depicts culture that sanctions sexual violence and personal consequence of a history of 

silencing such violence. [...] The poem offers ways of thinking about sexual violence as a 

personal, critical, and cultural problem.”
80

  

By means of a hypnotic trance, Sexton acquaints readers with Briar Rose’s early 

childhood. She describes the princess’s relationship with her father, but there is no mention of 

her mother. As a small obedient girl, immensely trusting and loving her father, who acts as a 

protector: 

Little doll child, 

Come here to Papa. 

Sit on my knee. 

I have kisses for the back of your neck.
81

 

 

Nevertheless, the seemingly protective father shows his true colours in the epilogue where the 

heroine confides her feelings regarding her experience of sexual violence by her father, who 

both protects her and perceives her as a sexual object. Her father “drunkenly bends over her 

bed/ circling the abyss like a shark.”
82

 In the excerpt there is a clear sense of fear and danger 

felt by the princess towards her father. She feels as if she is in a prison. Being ultimately 

objectified and forced into the position of a passive woman, Briar Rose gradually loses her 
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identity and sense of self: “Each night I am nailed into place/ and forget who I am.”
83

 Using 

religious symbols and imagery like “nailed into place,” we may surmise that Sexton intends to 

juxtapose Briar Rose’s portrayal to a Christian image- “nailed to the cross,” thus the author 

depicts the heroine as a martyr. She is not strong enough to defend herself as a psychological 

consequence of being a victim of sexual molestation in her childhood. Finding herself in a 

hopeless situation with no resolution, the heroine seeks help in God: “God help- / this life 

after death?”
84

 The heroine’s mental state leads to the disintegration of her personal identity 

and inability to develop herself. Although Sexton renders a traditional version of the heroine 

in a patriarchal society, she provides her with space as a feminist character. Briar Rose has the 

opportunity to publicly demonstrate the possible implications of physical violence and 

oppression inflicted on her. In this way the author subverts the traditional view of patriarchal 

society that does not permit women to openly express their mind and thoughts. 

The king is depicted as a typical representative of patriarchal society, asserting his 

power and superiority over females. At the beginning he is described as the protector of his 

small daughter who is growing into infinite beauty. Under the false pretext of protection the 

king gradually subordinates her and her body. He endeavours to keep other men at a distance 

from the princess: “he forced every male in the court/ to scour his tongue with Bab-o/ lest 

they poison the air she dwelt in.”
85

 The king uses Bab-o, the household cleaning agent with a 

bleaching effect, as a means to make men lose their distinctive odour, and thus prevent them 

from winning the princess’s favour. In actual fact, he appropriates her.  

The king’s smothering of the princess with overprotection from pricking her finger 

on a spinning wheel reinforces her passive role. To protect her, “he fastened the moon up/ 

with a safety pin/to give her perpetual light.”
86

 Jacqueline Lew in her article Sleeping Beauty 

on Exhibition emphasises the fact that female oppression and the imposition of passivity on 

the heroine result in stunting her self-development.
87

 She further adds that to display “the 

anguish experienced by the disoriented, terrified Briar Rose, Sexton both rejects the Grimm‘s 

version’s valuation of the role of women as passive and emphasizes the need to value female 

freedom.”
88

 Sexton’s Briar Rose does not essentially break out of her passive role. She merely 

passes from subordination to her father, a child abuser and over-protector, to socially- induced 
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passivity after entering into marriage. Being mentally unstable, the heroine is trapped, 

becoming a prisoner in her own body which prevents her from shaping her individual life and 

developing her personality. Briar Rose is denied the opportunity to independently decide 

about the choice of a future husband; she is given to a prince as a mere reward for rescuing 

her.  

In describing Briar Rose’s experience and memories, the king is portrayed negatively 

as a thick, repulsive man. She compares him to invertebrates: “my father thick upon me/ like 

some sleeping jellyfish.”
89

 We may surmise that Sexton intentionally opts for the symbol of 

jellyfish since its tentacles are often associated with paralysis of its prey, similarly to the 

princess who feels the same when being near her father.  

The thirteenth fairy, in Sexton’s version, retains her traditional role of an evil, hateful 

female who desires to wreak vengeance on the king for not inviting her to the princess’s 

christening. She is set aside by other fairies, becoming an outsider who stands out for herself. 

She fulfils the role of a free-minded woman, being in control of her own life. Via the 

character of the thirteenth fairy, Sexton seems to point out that in a patriarchal society 

autonomous women were marginalized. In contrast to Briar Rose, she acts assertively. She 

refuses to be sidelined. Thus, to defend her rights, she invites herself to the celebration. Being 

unable to reconcile herself to the king’s offence, she decides to seek revenge. 

Similarly to wicked fairies in classic fairy tales, Sexton’s version of Briar Rose 

portrays the thirteenth fairy as an ugly old crone, awakening dread and fear: “her fingers as 

long and thing as straws/her eyes burnt by cigarettes.”
90

 Moreover, she depicts her as infertile: 

“her uterus an empty teacup,”
91

 in contradiction to patriarchal females whose primary 

function is to ensure the reproduction of a family. Thereby the author might imply that not 

every female body has to be the object of male desires and ensure progeny.  

 

Anne Sexton deliberately elaborates on the theme of sexual violence in order to display the 

harmful ramifications of espousing patriarchal values on the social position of a woman. 

Skorsczevski further comments that the “poem portrays personal effects of sexual violence on 

daughter who is molested by her father as well as by the cultural order that permits and 

insulates such violence.”
92

 Thus, he criticises the society that supports indifference towards 

violence against women, is not able to prevent it, and even refuses to openly discuss it. 
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In Sexton’s feminist version Briar Rose is depicted as a passive female who submits 

to her father and when in marriage, she passes to a socially passive woman, living unfulfilled 

next to her husband. In addition, she loses the essence of being a woman as a result of being 

raped. The author sharply criticises the patriarchal perception of a woman as a sexual object 

where the body constitutes the only significant female quality. Thus, she does not draw 

attention to themes of physical beauty and appearance, but rather she gives preference to the 

heroine’s thoughts and feelings. Sexton enables the princess to tell the story from her point of 

view, describing the destruction of her personality as a consequence of perpetrated violence. 

Thereby she restores the heroine’s voice. By displaying the heroine’s feelings and inner state 

of mind, the author sets herself apart from other feminist writers discussed in the analytical 

part who focus on the description of the story and heroines’ manifestation of their qualities 

through their actions. It seems likely that Sexton intentionally opted for this strategy to 

convey the issue of sexual violence to readers. In depicting Briar Rose’s voyage that uncovers 

her painful history of father-daughter incest, the story may involve us all. Sexton’s work 

might be thus perceived as an entreaty for society not to be indifferent towards the subject of 

molestation and to seek a workable solution to prevent it. In elaborating on such issues, her 

fairy tale is not appropriate for a young audience, who might have difficulty understanding 

the social and cultural context. 

Further, the author’s adaptation challenges the traditional belief that ultimate 

happiness resides only in finding a man and not in activities that fulfil a female’s life. In the 

poem Briar Rose believes that the marriage will sort things out and she will eventually find 

her happiness. Nevertheless, the painful memories of the traumatic experience still keep her 

from living fully-fledged life. Thereby Sexton apparently questions the traditional fairy tale 

motif of “happily ever after.” Only peripherally, the author mentions the queen’s character 

that might be a support to the princess and provide her with a place of refuge. Skorsczevski 

further adds that Briar Rose’s mother acts more as a queen rather than her mother.
 93

 Sexton 

maintains the mother in the passive role that was traditionally prescribed by a patriarchal 

society. As the queen is rarely on the scene, her absence might be apprehended as a betrayal 

of her daughter because she fails to protect her from her father. Sexton uses the father’s 

character to demonstrate the patriarchal approach towards women that requires female 

submission and sanctions violence against women.  

 

                                                           
93

 Skorczevski, 317. 



39 

3.2 Original Tales for Younger Audience 

This section of the paper aims at analysing two representatives of picture books that subvert 

the stereotypical depiction of female characters in fairy tales. Before dealing with it in detail, 

it is essential to explain the term “picture book.” Barbara Bader states: 

A picture book is text, illustration, total design; an item of manufacture and a 

commercial product; a social, cultural, historical document; and foremost an 

experience for a child. As an art form it hinges on the interdependence of pictures 

and words, on the simultaneous display of two facing pages, and on the drama of 

turning page.
94

  

Bearing this definition in mind, one should take into consideration the visual features and how 

they impact the meaning of the text. In addition, sociologist Liz Grauerholz, and Lori Baker-

Sperry, a women's studies expert, comment on characters in picture books: “the characters 

embody societal values and provide a means to observe shifts in such values...[They] are  

major means by which children assimilate to culture.”
95

 Thus, the texts serve as both a 

reflection of socio-cultural change and a means by which the change is made. 

 

3.2.1 Robert Munsch’s The Paper Bag Princess 

The Paper Bag Princess, similarly to Williams’ Petronella, challenges stereotypical 

portrayals of women’s role in fairy tales. The main female protagonist Princess Elizabeth 

displays great courage when deciding to save Prince Ronald after he was carried off by a 

dragon. Unfortunately, the dragon smashes princess’s opulent castle together with all her 

beautiful luxurious clothes. The only piece of potential clothes that she is able to find in the 

burnt place is a paper bag, remaining undamaged. Regardless of her dirty appearance and 

inappropriate clothes, she embarks on the journey to rescue Prince Ronald. When she finds 

the dragon, she cunningly outwits him and subsequently rescues the prince. Nevertheless, she 

is unpleasantly surprised by Ronald’s reaction. Without offering any gratitude, he harshly 

reproaches her for having tangled hair and wearing a dirty old paper bag, an appearance 

unsuitable for a real princess. Elizabeth disobeys his order to get changed and decides not to 

marry him.  

The Paper Bag Princess was first published in the 1980s, a period of changing 

gender roles in society. It is considered as one of the first picture books with feminist 

princesses. To make alterations in stereotypical gender models in fairy tales, Munsch employs 
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the method of reversing gender characteristics which results in humorous and entertaining 

scenes. On the contrary, Munsch’s beginning of the story displays features of traditional fairy 

tales: “Elizabeth was a beautiful princess. She lived in a castle and had expensive princess 

clothes. She was going to marry a prince named Ronald.”
96

 The author might be intending to 

delude readers into thinking that they are about to read a traditional fairy tale nevertheless the 

subsequent scene immediately disabuses them of that notion. It is Prince Ronald who is 

carried off instead of Princess Elizabeth.  

Princess Elizabeth embodies a nonconformist, brave and selfless heroine. The author 

retains princess’s selflessness- a rather traditional female attribute. Thus, Elizabeth might not 

be quite a typical emancipated fairy tale character. By contrast, displaying courage and 

bravery- characteristics stereotypically ascribed to male figures- she challenges the traditional 

assumption that princesses should passively wait as damsels in distress for their rescuers. She 

manifests remarkable courage in the face of danger when deciding on her own to seek 

dragon’s lair and rescuing her prince. In spite of dragon’s destructive force that causes she is 

completely naked, she is not discouraged from attaining her goal of saving her fiancé. The 

image of a beautiful princess suddenly vanishes and Elizabeth transforms into an ordinary 

girl, wearing just a paper bag (see Appendix A): 

Elizabeth decided to chase the dragon and get Ronald back. She looked everywhere 

for something to wear, but the only thing she could find that was not burnt was a 

paper bag. So she put on the paper bag and followed the dragon.
97

 

 

Though the author attributes a male role of a rescuer to the princess, this role is not, as it 

might seem, absolute. When all her clothing was burnt by the dragon’s fiery breath, Elizabeth 

makes an effort to cover her nakedness in order to preserve her modesty. Since modesty is 

traditionally considered a typical feminine virtue, Elizabeth conforms to the stereotypical 

female roles.  

Elizabeth displays a great deal of bravery when she “takes hold of the knocker and 

bangs on the door,”
98

 without hesitation. Determined to save the prince, she is not afraid of 

the dragon even though he tries to intimidate her. She realises that she has to employ a 

different strategy than physical force. Thus, she uses her intelligence and smartness in order to 

lure the dragon into the trap. She plans to outwit him by betting on his egoistic and conceited 

behaviour typical of males. This is clearly manifested when Elizabeth asks the dragon 

questions. She coquettishly addresses him: “Is it true that you are the smartest and fiercest 
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dragon in the whole world?”,
99

 and the dragon proudly answers in agreement. It seems that 

the princess counts on the dragon’s stereotypical male behaviour- a demonstration of 

masculine power in order to instigate him to further activity. She patiently asks him more 

questions: “Is it true,” said Elizabeth, “that you can burn up ten forests with your fiery 

breath?”
100

 In his attempt to impress the princess, the dragon burns not ten but fifty forests. 

He wants to avoid being humiliated by the princess. Nevertheless, she strategically continues 

increasing the arduousness of the tasks:  

Dragon: “Oh, yes,” said the dragon, and he took a huge, deep breath and breathed 

out so much fire that he burnt up fifty forests. 

Elizabeth: “Fantastic,” said Elizabeth, and the dragon took another huge breath and 

breathed out so much fire that he burnt up one hundred forests.
101

 

 

Princess Elizabeth fuels his self-conceit by admiring the dragon’s actions in order for him to 

continue fulfilling her challenges. Being naive, he does not notice the heroine’s ulterior 

motives. While Elizabeth is depicted in the role of a clever proactive hero, the dragon 

manifests his naivety, an attribute traditionally ascribed to females. To emphasise the 

dragon’s inability, Munsch provides us with a humorous description of his (the dragon’s) 

ebbing strength: “The dragon didn’t even have enough fire left to cook a meatball.”
102

 

Elizabeth intends to drive him to the point of complete exhaustion because she is aware of his 

superiority in terms of physical strength that she cannot overpower. On that account, she 

decides to assign him with a highly strenuous task: 

Elizabeth: “Dragon, is it true that you can fly around the world in just ten seconds?” 

Dragon:   “Why, yes,” said the dragon, and jumped up and flew all the way around 

the world in just ten seconds. He was very tired when he got back, but 

Elizabeth shouted, “Fantastic, do it again!” So the dragon jumped up and 

flew around the whole in twenty seconds. When he got back he was too 

tired to talk, and he lay down and went straight to sleep.
103

 

 

Princess Elizabeth opted for the right strategy since she successfully managed to completely 

exhaust the dragon (see Appendix B). The heroine’s manifestation of strategic planning, a 

typical quality of a leader, is traditionally associated with men. In portraying the princess as a 

strategist, the author affords us a feminist alternative to female roles. 

Besides being courageous in dealing with the dragon, Princess Elizabeth also displays a sense 

of humour. This is apparent when she assures herself of the dragon being asleep. At first, 
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“She whispered, very softly, ‘Hey, dragon’,”
104

 but the dragon did not move at all. So, she 

decided to “lift up his ear, put her head right inside and shout as loud as she could, ‘Hey, 

dragon!”
105

 He was so weary, he could offer no resistance. In classic fairy tales, princes 

normally need physical strength to defeat the fierce dragon, but in Munsch’s fairy tale, 

Princess Elizabeth vanquishes the ferocious dragon by using intelligence, smartness and 

perseverance, characteristics traditionally presupposed to male. On the other hand, Munsch’s 

princess retains her feminine nature when using charm to flatter the dragon.  

The princess is not frightened to defy the authority embodied either by the dragon or 

later by the prince. When Elizabeth rescues her fiancé, he makes a disparaging remark on her 

unkempt appearance and refuses to accept her: “Elizabeth, you are a mess! You smell like 

ashes, your hair is all tangled and you are wearing a dirty old paper bag. Come back when you 

are dressed like a real princess.”
106

 To entrench the patriarchy in a fairy tale, one would 

expect her to obey Prince Ronald as the representative of authority and dominance. She is 

supposed to change her clothes, and thus conform to the submissive role, but she chooses 

defiance and dissent. In addition, she calls him “a bum”: “Your clothes are really pretty and 

your hair is very neat. You look like a real prince, but you are a bum.”
107

 In this scene 

Elizabeth already acknowledges other more valuable qualities. She perceives prince’s reproof 

as an insult and decides to live happily ever after on her own. The beautiful appearance does 

count for nothing with her; she discovers different values that enable her to live independently 

of the others. She gains confidence and self-esteem. Munsch’s alternative ending leaves it up 

to readers to surmise princess’s adventures heading towards self-knowledge. 

In comparison to active courageous princes in traditional fairy tales, Prince Ronald’s 

character is sidelined, holding a position of a passive prince who is victimized by the dragon 

and waits to be rescued. In this sense, Munsch ascribes a typical female role of “a damsel in 

distress” to the prince. The introductory picture might evoke prince’s lack of interest and 

complete indifference to Elizabeth’s delight in the upcoming wedding. The author portrays 

Ronald as a shallow, selfish and narcissistic person, preferring Elizabeth’s outward beauty to 

a depth of character. When the princess rescues him from the dragon’s cave, Ronald, similarly 

to Jay Williams’ Prince Ferdinand, does not express any sense of gratitude. Instead, he 

crudely reproaches her for unattractive, inelegant look (see Appendix C). Ronald’s 

conservative view that princesses must be physically attractive under all circumstances is 
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clearly manifested in prince’s behaviour at the end of the tale. Lori Baker-Sperry and Liz 

Grauerholz characterize prince’s perception of feminine beauty ideals as: “the socially 

constructed notion that physical attractiveness is one of women’s most important assets, and 

something all women should strive to achieve and maintain.”
108

 He does not make any 

concessions regarding his traditional notion of princesses and does not accept Elizabeth’s 

inward transformation into an independent and confident female. Similarly to stereotypical 

male characters in classic fairy tales, Ronald expresses his patriarchal dominance and insists 

on princess’s submissiveness and obedience. By preserving these male qualities in this 

modern fairy tale, Munsch probably intended to provide a critique of stereotypical male 

attitude towards females that is reinforced in traditional tales. Thus, Munsch depicts Ronald 

as a negative character. 

The dragon is depicted as a traditional fairy tale monster that abounds with power 

and arrogance. By reversing the scene where dragon carries away Prince Ronald instead of the 

princess, the author offers Elizabeth the opportunity to demonstrate her attributes and gain the 

knowledge of one’s self and one’s properties. The dragon represents male authority which the 

princess should submit to, nevertheless she is not frightened. She cunningly tricks him by 

discovering dragon’s weakness- his vanity. While trying to impress her, his arrogance stops 

him from seeing through the trick and eventually suffers the consequences of his behaviour. 

Although Munsch depicts Princess Elizabeth as an emancipated female, he preserves 

some of the stereotypical fairy tale patterns, namely the princess is supposed to become 

prince’s wife, there follows a prize for the rescue and the dragon represents the abductor. On 

the contrary, princess’s actions indisputably exemplify Munsch’s intention to provide her with 

traditional male attributes, specifically courage, intelligence, decisiveness and activity. In 

spite of this, she maintains her femininity. The author might intentionally employ Elizabeth’s 

radical change of outward appearance to show the undergone transformation in her character. 

Determined to save her fiancé, she is no longer concerned with beautiful dresses and an 

elegant look. Via fairy tale’s alternative ending, Munsch seems to point out that women can 

control their own lives and thus meet a different fate than getting married.  

 

3.2.2 Babette Cole’s Princess Smartypants 

Princess Smartypants is considered to be a typical postmodern picture book. It might be 

perceived as a parodic revision of traditional tales, namely Cinderella, The Frog Prince and 
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Rumplestiltskin. The use of intertextual references
109

 requires the reader’s knowledge of a 

traditional fairy tale plotline and conventions regarding the associated roles in order to 

understand the meaning of the text. In addition, to create and transmit the meaning Cole also 

uses illustrations that do not correspond to related texts. In other words, there is a conflict 

between what the text says and what the picture displays.  

Babette Cole places the fairy tale into non-traditional, modern setting that displays 

Princess Smartypants together with her pets watching sports television channel. The first 

opening shows Elizabeth’s apparent joy of being single and deciding for herself: “Princess 

Smartypants did not want to get married. She enjoyed being a Ms.”
110

 Moreover, from the 

first image that displays Smartypants laying on the floor surrounded by dirty dishes and litter 

it is apparent that the princess does not look after herself. Rather than devoting time to the 

suitors, she spends her leisure time taking care of her pets and does exactly as she pleases. 

Her parents, however, urge her to “stop messing about with the animals and find a husband.” 

Thus, they represent the authority. To oblige with the parent’s requirement and 

simultaneously maintain her independence, she comes up with impossible tasks assigned to 

princes. One by one they do not succeed in fulfilling the tasks except for Prince 

Swanshbuckle who easily manages to perform all the individual tasks. As a reward he expects 

the princess to marry him, instead Smartypants transforms him into a warty toad by giving 

him a magic kiss. By depicting a traditional scene of the princess eventually kissing the 

prince, Cole sets the reader up to believe that there will be a happy end. Princess Smartypants 

retains her freedom and independence. 

Cole portrays Princess Smartypants as a non-traditional girl, who, rather than 

behaving like a princess, wears an old overall, devotes her time to watching sport 

programmes, looking after pets and riding a motorbike (see Appendix D). In the opening 

picture one might notice the untidiness and dirtiness of princess’s bedroom which conveys the 

image of her as atypical for either a prince or a princess. This illustration seems to point out 

princess’s negligence and disinterest in the household chores, thereby the author subverts the 

prejudiced conception of female role as a housewife (see Appendix E). 

Princess Smartypants’s contempt for men is apparent from the beginning of the story 

when she is painting her nails in front of the ardent suitors, showing no sign of interest. Her 
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attitude is even more reinforced by the image of the elevated throne of which she is looking 

down on princes. She demonstrates the needlessness of men in her life. She assigns princes 

with humiliating or impossible tasks, for instance she asks Prince Grovel to take princess’s 

mother, the Queen, shopping; Prince Vertigo to rescue her from the tower made of glass; or 

Prince Rushforth to feed her fierce pets. Her contemptuous behaviour towards men is brought 

to a climax when Smartypants surprisingly transforms Prince Swashbuckle into “a gigantic 

warty toad”
111

 after he successfully carries out all the tasks. Her action discourages other 

princes from attempting to propose a marriage to her. As a result, she preserves her 

independence and freedom. The princess is depicted as an intelligent well-developed woman 

who pursues her goal- to maintain independence. Caitlin Shanks, a senior in English and 

American studies at the University of Kansas, adds that Princess Smartypants “fulfils her 

name when she cleverly outwits the usual authorities within a princess book: her parents and 

her suitors.”
 112

 

Similarly to The Paper Bag Princess, there is a shocking end of the tale. According 

to the traditional fairy tale model, the prince should be rewarded for successfully performing 

the tasks instead he changes into a frog. Shanks points out that when Princess Smartypants 

kisses Prince Swashbuckle, it would be traditionally perceives as “an act that would normally 

lead to a marriage and a happily ever after ending.”
113

 Nevertheless, Smartypants’s “magic 

kiss” that turns the prince into a gigantic toad and forces him to leave manifests princess’s 

rejection of marriage. Further, Shanks explains that “this break with the conventions is a key 

because it explains that Princess Smartypants is not only cleverer than the prince but also is 

independent.”
114

 The author’s portrayal of Smartypants as a complex character serves as a 

demonstration of princess’s stereotypical features, for instance beauty and fortune; or 

princess’s non-traditional attributes such as independence, intelligence and strong will and 

also atypical characteristics like untidiness. 

Although the tale mentions several royal princes, Prince Swashbuckle, who 

completed every assigned task, is the most significant male figure in relation to the Princess. 

In the scene when Prince Swashbuckle is confidently fulfilling the tasks there is an apparent 

sign of his dominance asserted over Smartypants. He refuses to concede that she is clever or 

even cleverer. In this sense, he seems to fit to the traditional prince mold- displaying courage 
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and stopping at any assigned task. Similarly to Ronald, he holds a position of authority, 

requiring princess’s obedience and docility. His authoritative bearing is reinforced by the 

clothing reminiscent of a uniform supplemented by ensigns. 

It might be stated that Cole’s intention was to present a princess who seeks a way to 

retain independence from authorities, represented either by the parents who force her to find a 

husband or by the persistent suitors. To attain her goal, she disregards moral principles and 

lays down her own rules. She shows complete indifference towards opinions of other people. 

Cole thus incorporates feministic features into traditional concept of fairy tale. On the other 

hand, she keeps some of the princess’s traditional characteristics like being beautiful and 

wealthy bride and thereby does not dismiss the conventions entirely. In this sense, she creates 

a complex character that possesses a mixture of the polarizing sets of gender attributes. 

Therefore it might be suggested that Princess Smartypants both challenge the socially 

constructed norms and also at times reinforce them.  

 

Both picture books The Paper Bag Princess and Princess Smartypants are based on 

the understanding of the interaction of the written text and the picture. Details of the images 

often play a vital role in reader’s ability to correctly interpret. The princesses disprove the 

fallacy that a female heroine displays a damsel in distress who is passively waiting to be 

rescued by a courageous prince. Both heroines seize the opportunity and take steps to control 

their own fate. They deny male authorities and achieve the goal in their own way. In addition, 

neither of them loses feminine traits. Shanks comments on it: “The princess in these stories 

they can neither completely escape, nor completely reverse, the culture that surrounds them 

and the expectations placed upon them.”
115

 Thus, it might be said that Princess Smartypants 

and Princess Elizabeth never fully transcend the traditional fairy tale story and the personality 

of a princess. Although the authors intended to challenge social and cultural norms, the 

female characters unavoidably reinforce some aspects of stereotypical gender roles. 

Both fairy tales derive motifs from classic fairy tales, however, the alternative ending that 

feminist desired for might imply that every fairy tale does not have to end in marriage but 

women may realize their potential in different spheres. In comparison with Elizabeth who 

transforms in the course of the story, Smartypants acts confidently and arrogantly from the 

beginning of the tale. Both differ in adhering to the moral principles that one would expect in 

a fairy tale. 
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3.3 Revisited or Original Tales Based on Well-known Motifs 

3.3.1 Barbara G. Walker’s Feminist Fairy Tales 

Barbara Walker is an American scholar and prominent feminist author, whose playfully 

provoking collection Feminist Fairy Tales, presents not only revamped and adapted versions 

of some of the traditional fairy tales, but also includes retellings based on Greek and Teutonic 

myths, biblical stories, and the author’s own original tales. In her collection, Walker employs 

a unique form of writing- the use of a preface prior to each tale that distinguishes her from 

other feminist fairy tale writers. 

Unlike other authors analysed in the third chapter, Walker starts each of tales with 

the traditional opening formula “Once upon a time”, which might at first give the impression 

of a text suitable for young readers. Yet, the very first fairy tale disabuses us of that notion. It 

might be thus suggested that Walker’s tales are primarily written for adolescent and adult 

readers since some of the tales contain violence, rape, or fallen moral behaviour. 

In her introduction, Walker comments upon the patriarchal perception of female 

beauty in traditional fairy tales: 

Traditional tales show little respect for women, except young and beautiful 

‘princesses.’ Only to be decorative is the customary female function in these stories. 

Girls without beauty are automatically also without virtue, happiness, luck, or love. 

[...] The message that such stories convey to girls is plain: Your looks are your only 

asset. Whatever else you might be or do doesn’t count. Female ugliness is a crime 

deserving the death penalty.
116

 

 

To subvert such misogynous messages, Walker emphasises heroines’ beauty that comes from 

within. In her tales, she presents female protagonists that are portrayed as empowered, strong, 

independent, realistic, resourceful, vibrantly alive characters. Nevertheless, Vanessa Joosen 

argues that “her [Walker’s] strategies for rewriting the tales are simple and clear but not 

unproblematic. Most notably, her positive portrayal of empowered female characters is often 

at the cost of their male counterparts.”
117

 The male characters are often depicted as cruel, 

violent, despotic villains, especially in escalating life situations. Hereby the author probably 

intends to stress the abilities of women who are, in such situations, able to take care of 
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themselves or find help in other women. Walker’s stories of Snow Night and Princess Questa 

are illustrative of it, thus they will be elaborated on in detail. 

 

Snow Night 

One of the traditional fairy tales that Walker uses to rework according to her feminist position 

is Snow White and the Seven Dwarfs. Although she transforms the title of the tale, traditional 

characters are preserved unchanged. Walker’s adaptation is based on the reversal of positive 

and negative roles. Whereas the stepmother is depicted as the guardian of her stepdaughter, 

the huntsman is presented as a calculating and cold-blooded villain. From the very beginning, 

Lord Hunter courts Princess Snow Night for the disguised purpose of gaining a better post in 

the kingdom. After the princess’s fierce refusal and humiliation, the hunter decides to bring 

the queen into conflict with her stepdaughter. He draws on the tale’s traditional motif of 

verifying beauty in a mirror. The stepmother refuses to compete with the princess and 

eventually it is the queen herself who has to ensure the princess’s safety against the hunter.  

In contrast to Roald Dahl and other authors of non-traditional and traditional fairy 

tales who depict the stepmother as a wicked witch, Walker’s heroine stays resistant and does 

not let herself be inflicted with jealousy by her mirror’s or her hunter’s words: 

The hunter said, “I wonder if Your Majesty has ever asked the mirror who is the 

fairest lady in the land?” The queen smiled. “I know the answer it would give, 

huntsman. Snow Night is the fairest.” 

“Doesn’t that anger you?” 

“No, why should it?” 

“Surely Your Majesty’s great beauty has always been fairest in the land. Wouldn’t 

that make the princess a usurper and an upstart?” 

The queen laughed. “We all go through our cycles, huntsman. The wise expect it. 

Younger life takes the place of the elder; it’s the way of nature. Every mother of 

children feels it in her bones. To challenge nature is folly.”
118

 

 

The stepmother represents a wise experienced woman who considers a beauty contest with 

the princess foolish, thus she clearly manifests feminist female traits and simultaneously 

subverts the patriarchal view of the feminine beauty ideal that is described by Lori Baker-

Sperry and Liz Grauerholz as “[…] the socially constructed notion that physical attractiveness 

is one of women’s most important assets and something all women should strive to achieve 

and maintain.”
119

 Further, as Lieberman points out, the beauty contest has been a frequent 
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subject of conflict in traditional tales.
120

 It is apparent from the story of Snow Night that 

Walker prefers inner beauty to outer one. As she comments in the preface of the tale: “One 

might suspect that female beauty was really a larger issue for men than for women, because 

male sexual response depends to a considerable degree on visual cues. [...] Women may 

recognize a thousand different types of beauty without having to make them compete.”
121

 The 

author projects the idea into the stepmother’s character. She does not compete with her 

stepdaughter for the position of the most beautiful woman since she is aware of her other 

qualities and is sage enough to be reconciled to the march of time. Hereby she endeavours to 

undermine the patriarchal view of female beauty that stresses the importance of outward 

appearance. Additionally, she challenges the idea that when women are not young and 

beautiful anymore, they are worthless. The stepmother even changes her visage into a crone 

when personally visiting the dwarfs: “The queen put on a white wig, a long putty nose, a 

black cloak, and a black broad –brimmed crone’s hat.”
122

 What might the author pursue by 

this change of appearance? Maybe the queen really does not care about beauty or she just 

does not want to be recognised.  

Walker preserves the queen’s magical power like in traditional Snow White, but the 

magic is here used for good purposes. To help save the princess, the stepmother conjures a 

raven and sends him to the land of dwarfs to their queen. The author thus challenges the 

patriarchal idea that women who practise magic are considered wicked, dangerous and sly. 

When trying to ensure the stepdaughter’s safety against the hunter, the stepmother applies her 

magical abilities for the benefit of others. She fulfils the role of a nurturing mother whereby 

Walker supports the patriarchal notion of women as mothers. Simultaneously, she dispels the 

myth of the stepmother as an evil and hateful mother.  

The role of the villain is represented by the hunter, who appears to be ambitious and 

strives for a better position at the king’s court. Walker depicts him as “heavy, coarse and 

greasy-haired. His breath stank, his fingernails were dirty, and his speech unrefined.”
123

 In 

order to pursue his goal, Lord Hunter tries to exploit both the princess and the queen. He 

behaves in a superior way towards Snow Night and fully presents a patriarchal approach to 

the woman who has to unquestioningly submit and act in complete obedience: 
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Lord Hunter exclaimed: “You must not talk so to me. I’m a nobleman. Princess or 

not. You’re only a young girl with little knowledge of the world. Maybe you should 

learn a lesson today.” Angry and frightened by his boldness, she struggled to free 

herself. “How dare you lay hands on me?” she demanded. “Let go at once!” When he 

did not, she wrenched a hand free and struck at his face with her fingernails, drawing 

blood. At this, Lord Hunter quite forgot himself. He wrestled her down to the ground 

and clawed at her clothes, with some dim idea of ravishing her into submission.
124

 

 

He does not recoil from violence in order to subjugate the princess, who resists and acts 

bravely. Eventually, Princess Snow Night affronts him, whereupon he decides to take his 

revenge on her. The Princess’s way of defence- a kick in the crotch and a spit in the hunter’s 

face - is quite non-traditional. The author is not afraid of displaying a form of female defence 

against a violent person in a fairy tale, which might be considered a distinct feminist element.  

In an attempt to provoke the queen into hatred towards the stepdaughter, the hunter 

relies on a traditional female attribute- jealousy of a more beautiful woman. As in the 

traditional tale of Snow White, he tries to trick her into the role of the malicious stepmother 

inside her. After his failure he decides to take revenge into his own hands. The reader does 

not find any of the hunter’s positive qualities; he is the complete opposite of a male character 

from traditional tales where the huntsman acts nobly, compassionately, and is unafraid of 

risking his life to save a princess.  

 

To distinguish from the original tale of Snow White, Walker titles the fairy tale Snow 

Night since the princess has got “skin white as snow and hair black as night.”
125

 She is a 

charming young lady who longs for a handsome prince, parallel to the traditional tale. Yet, 

she does not fulfil the classical role of the submissive woman who obeys every behest and 

submits to the male. The author depicts her as an active character not letting anybody 

intimidate her, and courageously fighting against violence when she is aware of her 

superiority. While on a picnic with her maid, she is once again in danger of being attacked by 

the hunter, but this time she does not manage to defend her freedom against him. Although 

she fights bravely and attempts to mobilize her maid, she is eventually trussed. The maid 

follows Lord Hunter’s command instead of the princess’s and helplessly surrenders. She 

conforms to the stereotypical female role in a patriarchal society. Snow Night, in that hopeless 

situation, betrayed by her maid, surrenders too because she has no other option. By portraying 
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these two female characters, Walker demonstrates both a patriarchal and feminist approach 

towards the resolution of the situation.  

Towards the end of the story, Walker keeps the motif of the original tale where the 

princess is finally rescued by the dwarfs and marries handsome Prince Charming as she 

imagined. The happy ending is completed by the stepmother’s role as a bridesmaid at her 

stepdaughter’s wedding and also the princess’s appreciation of the queen’s wisdom that had 

saved Snow Night’s life. The author does not excessively deviate from the traditional ending 

of the tale since she preserves the happy ending in the form of a wedding.  

Via the story of Snow Night, Walker demonstrates an alternative perspective on the 

role of a stepmother. In comparison with traditional fairy tales that portray the stepmother as 

an evil, vicious witch, here the author stresses the positive traits of the stepmother’s character, 

for instance her love for a stepchild, bravery, wisdom, and intelligence that are eventually 

rewarded with the daughter’s gratefulness. Through the queen’s figure, Walker presents 

female wisdom that with the coming of old age, she has the right to fading beauty and it is not 

worth competing with the youth.  

As a contrast to the stepmother’s positive character, Walker introduces the entirely 

negative figure of Lord Hunter. She does not give him any space for displaying some positive 

traits of his personality. Via the hunter’s villainous portrayal, she presents the decline of the 

patriarchal system in which a woman should submit herself to a man, obey his orders, and 

stay beautiful. She considers this perception of females no longer acceptable in the fairy tale. 

As regards other male characters in the tale, the king’s and prince’s roles are sidelined. On the 

contrary, the dwarfs fulfil their role of rescuers like in the original story.  

Snow Night represents the feminist alternative of female heroine that is courageous 

and does not take fright at almost anything. She wants to decide about her life on her own and 

be free to choose her future husband. Walker manages to sensitively combine a classic fairy 

tale with feminist elements in women’s roles. Both female characters – Snow Night and the 

stepmother – actively participate in salvaging the situation, but each of them uses a different 

instrument. Whereas the princess is physically fit and has the presence of mind to 

courageously defend herself against the violent hunter by kicking him in the crotch ( 

incidentally a male’s most sensitive part of the body), an action that also affronts his male 

vanity. The queen, on the other hand, is a rational, mature woman with life experience who 

does not let anybody manipulate her and sees through the cunning stratagems of the ambitious 

hunter. She uses magic only minimally and instead relies on her wisdom and prudence. The 

embodiment of female passivity expected in a patriarchal society is presented via the 
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character of Snow Night’s maid. Working as a servant, she is predetermined to meekly obey, 

which is also apparent in an extreme life situation when her and the princess’s lives are in 

danger. The maid is not able to change her behaviour not even in escalated situations where 

one would expect a self-preservation instinct. That is the extent to which the patriarchal 

society exerts influence upon the female character.  

 

Princess Questa 

Similarly to B. Cole’s and R. Munsch’s picture books, Walker’s collection also includes 

original fairy tales that emphasize heroines’ feminist attributes. One of such tales is the story 

of Princess Questa. In the fairy tale’s preface, the author adumbrates her message to women: 

“Don’t be sucked into the helper/nurturer role if it makes you suffer.”
126

 Thereby she does not 

exclude the role of the woman as a caretaker, as prescribed by the patriarchal system, from a 

woman’s life, but stresses the fact that the role should be women’s voluntary choice. If a 

woman decides otherwise, it should be acceptable to society. Walker provides her heroines 

with the possibility to make their own decisions regarding their fate and also not to follow 

blindly the prescribed behavioural patterns.  

The narrative of Princess Questa opens in the grounds of the king’s castle where the 

king, after the death of his wife, is gradually failing to attend to his daughter and only devotes 

his time to governmental affairs. He takes against all the wise women who did not contrive to 

help save his wife’s life. He spends much of his time in the presence of his rowdy knights and 

his despotic behaviour brings about the servants’ feeling of fear. Princess Questa is reduced to 

the position of an ordinary unpaid housemaid, serving the king’s company. Resting in a 

grove, she feels miserable and suddenly starts crying which draws the attention of a fairy. 

Depicted as a beautiful lady, the fairy encourages the princess to set out into the world to seek 

happiness. Now, the princess’s journey may begin. Firstly, she meets a fisherman who 

initially appears to be benign, the right man for life. Difficulties occur in a situation when he 

lacks money and starts behaving violently towards Questa. On the basis of the fairy’s advice, 

the princess abandons the fisherman and continues seeking her happiness. While travelling, 

she enters a local pub where she meets a musician who she falls in love with. She is 

enchanted by his cheerfulness and carefree character. His shortage of responsibility proves 

fateful when the heroine gives birth to a child and the family is pressed for money. She has to 

rely on herself and when she finds herself in dire straits, she has to beg for some money to 
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feed her baby. Having reached rock bottom, the princess takes the fairy's advice that she has 

her life in her own hands and rouses herself to change the present situation. She decides to 

make a speech in front of her populace and calls upon them to protest against the cruel 

despotic king, Questa’s father. With the help of the folk, Princess Questa manages to establish 

order at the court. She reigns along with her son and carries out several reforms. 

 

Princess Questa represents the traditional role of a woman- serving and nurturing 

men, but only until she comes to realize that her role makes her unhappy. Helplessness and 

hopelessness positions her into a passive role. Yet, she is not able to radically change the 

situation on her own and is in need of the fairy’s guidance on her life. She lacks confidence 

and decisiveness. This might imply that in her life, the heroine has probably seen a pattern of 

mother’s patriarchal roles. In fact, from the very beginning, she plays the victim, a role 

characteristic of females in patriarchal tales. In the castle “she is reduced to the status of an 

unpaid housekeeper,”
127

 and when living with the fisherman, she is abused and poorly treated. 

Unlike in traditional tales, where the female protagonist expects male help, here the princess 

does not find their support. Thus, she has to work hard in order to take care of herself and 

later also of her child: 

[...] she was not afraid of hard work and took the job at the inn. [...] All that winter she 

worked long days, serving customers, making and remaking beds, cleaning rooms, doing 

laundry, scrubbing floors, washing dishes, helping the cook, and running errands. Her once-

pretty hands became rough and raw with chilblains.
128

 

 

The heroine adopts the male role of the breadwinner, thereby promoting the feminist role of a 

woman. She has to find a job and learn new skills, thus getting to know people and their 

social situations.  

The author retains Questa’s female trait of social awareness already manifested in the 

course of her journey: “If I were on the throne instead of my greedy father,” Questa thought to 

herself, “I would have more mercy on the poor people.”
129

 Her compassion for the king’s 

populace eventually leads to her decision to change her father’s governance. With gaining 

valuable experience and living among the common people, she has reached a sense of self-

awareness and also gained self-confidence. When Questa is given strong public support, she 

shows the ambition to gain control over the king’s land and castle. She transforms into an 

active, courageous and determined female character. 
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At the end of the story, Princess Questa turns into a heroine, the rescuer of her folk. 

She demonstrates her ability to rule without a husband. She makes reforms that are based on 

her personal experience from the journey: “[...] Questa carried out all the reforms she had 

promised. [...] She established strict compulsory reform schools for men who beat women or 

children. She sent palace guards to seek out offenders and compel them to attend such schools 

until their habits were changed.”
130

 One might observe Walker’s provoking spirit against men 

since she employs non-traditional elements, for instance a woman as a ruler, in her fairy tales.  

Similarly to Babette Cole, Walker opts for an alternative end of the narrative where 

the female protagonist remains single of her own free will. Contrary to Princess Smartypants, 

who decided to live without men from the very beginning, Princess Questa does not initially 

refuse to have a relationship with men. Nevertheless her personal experience discourages her 

from other attempts. In addition, Walker depicts the princess in the role of a single mother, 

thus she deals with issues that are relevant today and reflect the cultural context in which the 

work is written. In a patriarchal society, such a woman would be portrayed as sinful and 

reprehensible since delivering a child as a single woman was perceived as a transgression.  

The fairy queen is depicted as a wise conscious woman, guiding the princess in her 

personal development, but she never decides for Questa. The fairy passes on some useful 

advice in order for Questa to find a role in her life: “Don’t be afraid,” the lady said. “You are 

destined to undergo three trials before you find you rightful place in the world. Your present 

life is the first. Now it’s time for you to move on.”
131

 Walker retains the traditional fairy tale 

motif of the fairy, helping and rescuing her “ward.” Marcia Lieberman describes these 

powerful good women in patriarchal fairy tales as being: 

[...] rarely on the scene; they only appear in order to save young people in distress, 

and then they’re off again. They are not human beings, they are asexual, and many of 

them are old. [...] they do not provide meaningful alternative to the stereotype of the 

younger, passive heroine. [...] Powerful good women are nearly always fairies, and 

they are remote: they come only when desperately needed.
132

  

 

Similarly, in Princess Questa the fairy appears when the princess finds herself in a desperate 

situation. Walker addresses the fairy as a lady and in her depiction of clothes – a silver gown 

– she emphasizes the fairy’s respectability. She is portrayed almost as an ethereal character. In 

comparison to the above stated description, in Walker’s tale the fairy presents herself more as 

an adviser than a rescuer. She encourages Princess Questa to make a change in her life to 
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bring an end to her suffering. The author emphasises the fact that people are able to carry out 

the change only after they pass severe tests. She focuses on the heroine’s inner 

transformation. The fairy is a significant figure in the princess’s life. She guides Questa to her 

emancipation and conviction that she has the right to decide independently, live her own life, 

and similarly to men Questa proves to be just as competent to rule the country as a man: 

“You have passed through your third trial,” the lady said. “It’s time for you to 

remember that you are a princess. You have learned enough about your people. You 

know how weary they are of oppression and warfare. Instead of singing to them, you 

must tell them the things they need to hear.”
133

 

 

This particular moment constitutes a turn in the princess’s life. She gathers all her strength 

and decides to stand in the forefront of the folk. She takes on the role of the rescuer of her 

people, bringing about positive changes into their lives. Walker subverts the traditional 

perception that governance can belong only to men. 

In contrast to traditional versions of fairy tales in which male characters are 

portrayed as courageous and responsible heroes, Walker’s story presents them in a negative 

light, making them the subjects of the princess’s test. The heroine makes efforts to live in a 

harmonious relationship with the men, but when difficulties arise they are not capable of 

taking care of her and sometimes they even inflict physical violence. As demanding as she is, 

she requires the men to be the same. The author pictures male figures exclusively in the role 

of villains. The king is depicted as a man/father who renounces his own daughter and leaves 

her to her own fate. The fisherman, earning lower and lower amounts, lays the blame for his 

ill fortune on the princess and subsequently vents his anger on her: “He became more surly 

and morose. On several other occasions he struck Questa, blaming her for his bad luck 

[...].”
134

 Lastly, there is the musician who is too feckless to be able to financially secure his 

family and lets Princess Questa beg: “I am penniless,” said Questa, “and though the musician 

is gentle and kind, he is as irresponsible as this child here.”
135

 An interesting feature of the 

tale is the fact that the princess expects the man to engage in parental duties: “He liked to play 

with the baby and sing lullabies, but he never helped with parental chores.”
136

 This might be 

considered a modern element in the tale since the patriarchy prescribed the role of a nurturer 

only to mothers and nurses. There is a sense of Questa’s triumph over men when she is 
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declared “the long-lost legitimate heir”
137

 and ascends to the throne. The role of the princess’s 

infant son is sidelined.  

Walker’s work constitutes almost a realistic story of a girl who seeks happiness in 

her life. Drawing on fairy tale motifs and incorporating fairytale characters, the author makes 

the story more understandable for younger readers. Unlike other fairy tales, in Princess 

Questa, one does not find any magic except the magical cowrie shell, an amulet for Questa’s 

protection and guidance. Through the princess’s name, Walker may indirectly imply the 

protagonist’s quest for self-realization. The heroine is undergoing a transformation from a 

passive victim to an emancipated mature woman. She has to go through difficult trials in 

order to become a full-fledged human being with healthy self-confidence. It might be stated 

that Walker’s tale proves to be feminist with a minimal number of archetypal fairy tale 

features. To reflect on relevant contemporary social and cultural issues, the author depicts 

Questa in the non-traditional role of a single mother. Since the heroine cannot count on male 

financial and moral support, she must cope with difficult and sometimes hopeless situations 

on her own. She must take care of herself and her toddler. Walker does not provide much 

space for men to display their positive attributes. Although male characters initially appear as 

suitable partners for life, after a lapse of time they prove the opposite. Questa meets men who 

either put the blame on her or choose escape to alcohol and pastime over her. The necessity of 

taking care of herself strengthens her. Through the portrayal of the princess’s personal 

experience, the author emphasises her appeal to women- you can rely on yourselves if you 

find enough self-confidence. They should become aware of and also develop their personal 

qualities. Then they will find their place in society. 

 

3.3.2 Roald Dahl’s Revolting Rhymes 

In 1982, Dahl published a collection of fairy tales in verse which serves as a parody of 

traditional well-known fairy tales in order to display a heroine corresponding with the modern 

times. Elements of modernity are also apparent from Quentin Blake’s illustrations that aptly 

complement Dahl’s graphic verse. Further, the author makes the characters more human, for 

instance he displays the wolf in Little Red Riding Hood and the Wolf as a gourmet diner 

characteristic of his incessant gluttony. On the contrary, he depicts morbid situations that 

might not be perceived by some people as entirely appropriate for small children.  
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Similarly to the analysed picture books, Dahl’s inversions of classic fairy tales also 

contain a trademark of surreal humour. To create humorous scenes, he employs colloquial 

register, irreverent language and absurd phrases. Moreover, as a professor Jackie E. Stallcup 

claims, “Dahl’s humour turns upon cruelty or situations of disgust or debasement and abuse, 

and may make readers laugh out loud and cringe simultaneously.”
138

 Laughter, according to 

Dahl, can serve as a form of release and thus help young readers reduce their anxieties that 

they may be struggling with.
139

  

To transgress the traditional femininity model of goodness, dependence, 

submissiveness and vulnerability, Dahl attributes male qualities to women which may 

sometime lead to extremes, for example in the scene when Little Red Riding Hood shoots the 

wolf dead. The shocking outcome of Dahl’s fairy tales seems to show his interest in providing 

heroines with the opportunity to fulfil their full potential. This is most apparent in the tale 

Little Red Riding Hood and the Wolf, thus it will be looked at as the first. 

 

Little Red Riding Hood and the Wolf 

Initially, Little Miss Red Riding Hood is portrayed as a gullible little girl who is returning to 

grandma’s home. Noticing the wolf in grandma’s bed, she is not surprised and acts 

completely naturally. The wolf regards her as a naive, vulnerable girl who is easily deceived. 

Nevertheless, the heroine recognizes the danger of wolf’s intents and finds courage to play a 

game of a prey and predator with him. In this moment the heroine takes control over the 

situation and at the right time she acts. Dahl depicts The Little Red Riding Hood as an active 

heroine that is not afraid of using a gun to defend herself. She manifests the ability to take the 

initiative and fend for herself: 

The small little girl smiles. One eyelid flickers. 

She whips a pistol from her knickers. 

She aims it at the creature’s head 

And bang bang bang, she shoots him dead.
140

 

 

The final scene displays Red’s personality transformation from the gullible innocent girl into 

self-confident tough woman who does not need any “huntsman” to save her. The author uses 

the female protagonist to present typical masculine characteristics such as bravery, courage 

and self-reliance. Similarly to Munsch and Cole, Dahl keeps some of Red’s feminine 

attributes, namely prudence and flirting. Little Red Riding Hood completes her transformation 
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and victory over the wolf by wearing “a wolfskin coat” instead of the red cloak (see Appendix 

F):  

But what a change! No cloak of red, 

No silly hood upon her head. 

She said, ‘Hello, and do please note 

‘My lovely furry WOLFSKIN COAT.’—
141

 

 

Dahl creates a dual personality within Wolf’s and Red’s character to criticise the strictly 

distinguished roles in traditional fairy tales where the characters are either good or bad. Thus, 

the author’s characters fluctuate between the roles of the villain and the victim. The heroine is 

essentially a protagonist till her life is threatened and she becomes “the baddy” to rescue 

herself. Instead of passively waiting for the huntsman to save her, she decides to rely on her 

own abilities. She might be perceived as a modern female rebel who is never caught 

unawares.  

The wolf is depicted with traditional characteristics, yet with slight humour. The 

author indulges in wolf’s humorous comments, for instance when he imagines eating Little 

Red Riding Hood: 

He sat there watching her and smiled. 

He thought, I’m going to eat this child. 

Compared with her old Grandmamma 

She’s going to taste like caviar.
142

 

 

From the traditional viewpoint, the wolf should represent the authority everyone ought to fear. 

In Dahl’s version, however, it is not that clearly defined. In the moment when Little Miss Red 

Riding Hood starts flirting with him, he loses his vigilance. In might be stated that likewise 

Princess Elizabeth in The Paper Bag Princess, Dahl’s heroine makes a fool out of the wolf. 

Thus, the wolf’s initial authority and aggressive behaviour is gradually replaced by his victim 

role. His authority is degraded and shifts to The Little Red Riding Hood. Like the dragon in 

Munsch’s tale, Dahl’s wolf might be perceived as the stimulus for the heroine to discover her 

strength and manifest the masculine qualities.  

By displaying the reversed gender roles of the wolf and Little Red Riding Hood, 

Dahl demonstrates female ability to manifest male attributes. Since he considers traditional 

fairy tale motifs to be outdated, he incorporates modern features into the images, for instance 

the heroine (LRRH) is wearing a fur coat and high-heeled shoes; or there is a television in 
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grandma’s living room. The heroine reverses the mindset of traditional female character by 

acting courageously; fending for herself; being tough, smart and active.  

 

The Three Little Pigs 

Once again Dahl uses the character of Little Red Riding Hood in his version of The Three 

Little Pigs to display her heroism. It might be said that author’s strategy of interconnecting 

two classic fairy tales makes it an original and innovative remake.  

Via Quentin Blake’s illustrations the author enables us to take a look at Little Red 

Riding Hood’s household where she savours her life as an independent young lady, equipped 

with modern technology. It is apparent from the picture that there are modern female objects, 

for instance hairdryer, a popular magazine Vogue or a dressing gown (see Appendix G).  

The story of pigs begins traditionally where the wolf endangers pigs’ houses one by 

one. The main protagonist occurs in the moment when the third pig is put in danger. This pig 

however is “bright and brainy.”
143

 Using the telephone, he calls Red Riding Hood for help 

defeating the wolf. After all, she has a personal experience in coping with the previous one. 

When her hair is dry, she arrives at pig’s house. Happy to oblige, she takes her pistol out of 

her knickers and once again shoot the wolf with a single shot. It is clear from the non-

traditional end that the heroine also kills the pig in order to possess a travelling suitcase: 

Ah, Piglet, you must never trust 

Young ladies from the upper crust. 

For now, Miss Riding Hood, one notes, 

Not only has two wolfskin coats, 

But when she goes from place to place, 

She has a PIGSKIN TRAVELLING CASE.
144

 

 

Whereas in Little Red Riding Hood and the Wolf the heroine is depicted as a woman with 

responsibility to save grandmother and herself, in pigs’ story her act of saving the third pig 

from the villain appears to be coolly calculating. To gain a new fashionable accessory-a 

travelling case, she utilizes the skin of the last pig. From the feminist perspective Red Riding 

Hood displays a stereotypical male role of “a knight in armour;” she adopts masculine 

bravery, but also selfishness and insensitivity. Simultaneously she acts as a female who is 

particular about finery and her position on upper society. Innocent girl she is not, but a person 

who seizes every opportunity for herself in order to benefit from the situation. To achieve her 
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goal, she uses pig’s gullibility. Gaining a second wolf-skin coat represents a certain form of 

trophy that is a proof of her strength and invincibility- attributes more likely sought in men.  

While in the original fairy tale the third pig deals with the wolf on its own, in Dahl’s 

version it is Red Riding Hood who comes to help. By remaking the scene the author 

incorporates a feminist element- woman as a heroine being able to manipulate a weapon and 

unafraid of using it. Dahl escalates the character of Red Riding Hood to the role of hired killer 

in order to present even more masculine traits of character- cold-bloodiness, rationality and 

decisiveness. One may feel the lack of compassion that would be expected from women. 

Heroine s female qualities are displayed as shallow- vanity, calculating and being dandy. 

Heroine’s character is depicted predominantly in a negative light. Although she does a good 

deed shooting the wolf, immediately afterwards she murders the pig as well. This final act 

decreases the significance of Red Riding Hood’s feminist role.  
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4. Conclusion 

The main aim of this diploma thesis was to examine and compare the portrayal of women in 

selected contemporary fairy tales. On the basis of feminist literary theory, possible female 

roles were investigated. 

Fairy tales are powerful cultural agents that reflect beliefs, mores, values of a particular 

society, and the experiences of pagan life. They represent an important part of children’s 

literature that has greatly impacted our society. Feminist critics and writers have wildly 

criticised both the patriarchal structures and stereotyped images of gender roles in many of the 

best-known fairy tales. The authors of traditional fairy tales often presented the stereotypical 

portrayal of women; they disallowed their independence and discouraged them from realizing 

their full potential. Feminists have strived to change the socially prescribed values that might 

no longer be admired in order to provide a fresh view of sex roles with respect to the shifting 

values of a society. Moreover, they emphasise the importance of presenting the variety of 

paths offered to women in today’s society. To question the negative effects of the prescribed 

behaviour patterns in traditional fairy tales, new fairy tales for children and adults have 

emerged. Contemporary authors opt for various ways of challenging the sexism in traditional 

fairy tales. Some writers rediscover less popular traditional fairy tales that introduce strong 

female heroines, others produce revisions of the best-known fairy tales, or create original 

stories in a fairy-tale form. The selection of contemporary fairy tales was based on Shawn 

Jarvis’s classification which consists of anthologies, original tales and stories with well-

known motifs. Yet, in order to draw conclusions from the analytical part, the method of 

dividing the fairy tales into two categories, fairy tales based on well-known motifs and newly 

invented stories, was employed. Therefore, Anne Sexton’s Briar Rose and Jay Williams’ 

Petronella, both included in Jack Zipes’s anthology, were classified in separate groups.  

Sexton’s original approach towards the reworking of the well-known motif of The 

Sleeping Beauty, in which she focuses on the heroine’s feelings and emotions at the cost of a 

plot description, distinguishes her from other writers. She enriches the story with a prologue 

and an epilogue in order to provide the heroine with space to delineate the trauma she has 

experienced. The author’s method of telling the story from her point of view is one of the 

ways of revising the traditional fairy tale to challenge patriarchal patterns and stereotypes. 

Since Sexton has personal experience with the topic of father-daughter incest, one may find 

Briar Rose’s account to be extensively authentic. The author’s intention to maintain the 

heroine’s passive role as the victim serves as a means of demonstrating the possible 
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ramifications of sexual molestation on the heroine’s individuality and self-development. By 

restoring Briar Rose’s voice and recognizing her right to express her sorrow, despair and 

helplessness, the author creates her own feminist rendition of the tale. Unlike traditional fairy 

tales in which outer beauty brings princesses happiness, in Sexton’s version the physical 

attractiveness is subject to danger from the men’s side and eventually leads to the destruction 

of the heroine’s personality. The author sharply criticises the perception of a woman as a 

sexual object. The manner in which she reworks the tale is a reaction to the fact that 

patriarchal society treated sexual violence as taboo and hypocritically turned a blind eye to it. 

As a contrast to Briar Rose’s character, Sexton portrays the thirteenth fairy that presents 

herself as an independent assertive woman. Refusing to tolerate injustice and be humiliated by 

the king, she wreaks vengeance on him. Unlike Briar Rose, she impersonates a feminist 

female role. The Queen is associated only with her status, she fails to fulfil the role of a 

nurturing mother who would protect her daughter from violence.  

The theme of sexual violence can also be observed in Barbara Walker’s story of 

Snow Night, in which the huntsman strives for the princess’ complete subjugation. While 

Sexton’s tale deals with father-daughter incest that has a far greater impact on the heroine’s 

psyche, in Snow Night’s case, violence has no repercussions and, on the contrary, prompts the 

heroine to self-defence. Walker’s description of the heroine’s way of defence – kicking the 

man in the crotch – would not be acceptable for princesses in traditional fairy tales. She 

strongly opposes the huntsman who makes every effort to marry her. She wants to choose her 

future husband on her own. In comparison to Grimms’ version, Snow Night presents herself 

as a confident, courageous woman, refusing to blindly submit to the man who promotes a 

patriarchal approach towards women. To provide an alternative to the perception of the 

mother-daughter relationship, the author employs the method of a role reversal in characters 

of the stepmother and the huntsman. Thus, she calls into action the myths of the stepmother as 

an evil, wicked mother. On the contrary, the stepmother takes on the role of a male rescuer, 

thereby strengthening the relationship with her stepdaughter. She does not enter into 

competition with her daughter since she is aware of her personal qualities. By means of the 

stepmother’s character, the author demonstrates female wisdom regarding a woman’s beauty 

– that every woman has the right to grow older. Hereby Walker subverts the patriarchal notion 

of female beauty. Unlike Grimms’ version of Snow White, Walker’s tale introduces a new 

character, the princess’s maid, who conforms to the traditional gender roles prescribed by a 

patriarchal society. Whilst Snow Night actively defends her freedom, her maid passively 

subjugates herself to male authority. It might thus be stated that Walker intentionally inserts 
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the character of the maid as a contrast to the feminist characters of the princess and 

stepmother.  

In comparison to the traditional version of Little Red Riding Hood, Roald Dahl 

preserves the motif of the villainous wolf, but deliberately omits the character of the 

huntsman in order to hand his role of the rescuer to Little Red Riding Hood. Dahl provides the 

reader with the opportunity to observe her transition from an innocent girl to an active heroine 

who takes charge of rescuing her grandmother. The heroine is depicted as a courageous, 

independent, young girl, who is unafraid of challenging the wolf’s authority. Unlike Princess 

Elizabeth in The Paper Bag Princess, who defeats the dragon merely by sleep, Little Red 

Riding Hood shoots her enemy and even takes a hunting trophy- his fur. Unconventionally, 

the author entrusts a pistol to a woman’s hands, thereby the heroine takes over a typical male 

role as a gunman. Nevertheless, Dahl’s heroine also retains some typically female attributes 

such as prudence and flirting. Thereby he challenges the black-and-white viewpoint on female 

characters in traditional fairy tales – women are either good or bad. By wearing the wolfskin 

coat, Little Red Riding Hood may assume the role of a rebel in the readers’ eyes. As a form of 

defence, Dahl opts for a firearm, in contrast to Walker’s Snow Night, where the heroine has to 

defend herself by using physical strength. Both heroines refuse to remain in the role of a 

passive victim expected in traditional fairy tales.  

Dahl non-traditionally carries on with the description of Little Red Riding Hood’s 

life in the tale of Three Little Pigs, which makes the tale an innovate remake. Being an 

experienced rescuer, the heroine is called to help the third pig in a fight against the wolf. 

Unlike the female protagonist of Dahl’s Little Red Riding Hood and the Wolf, in this tale the 

heroine is portrayed as an independent, vain young lady living in her own apartment. She 

plays the role of a professional killer, which is typically ascribed to male characters. Dahl thus 

presents an extreme form of a woman’s feminist role. Not only does the heroine take on 

masculine attributes, but she also presents just her shallow female attributes. Her vanity and 

dressing up, in the course of attaining her goal, drive her into cold-hearted behaviour. She 

kills the pig that she has just rescued to get the skin for her new suitcase. It might be surmised 

that Dahl intended to show to what extreme the feminist concept of a woman’s role may go. 

Although Little Red Riding Hood is brave and independent, she also displays insensitivity and 

selfishness. 

Apart from fairy tales based on well-known motifs, original stories in a fairy-tale 

form have emerged. It is not, however, out of the question that these stories may also contain 

traditional fairy-tale motifs, e.g. the transformation of the prince into a frog depicted in 
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Babette Cole’s Princess Smartypants. The authors opt for various approaches to the heroine’s 

portrayal, from the traditional one to the extremely feminist depiction of a woman who, from 

the very beginning, refuses to marry.  

In this category, Jay Williams’ story of Petronella that introduces the heroine in the 

role of a proactive hero and rescuer was chosen. Similarly to Robert Munsch’s female 

protagonist in The Paper Bag Princess, Petronella also retains some female attributes. Both 

authors endeavour to maintain the balance between masculine and feminine personal 

qualities. Petronella, who was traditionally supposed to be born as a boy, takes on male 

qualities – decisiveness, assertiveness and independence – to experience adventures and 

pursue her dreams. Her compassion and kindness, typical female qualities, help her fulfil the 

difficult tasks that are the prerequisite for achieving her goal. In leaving the kingdom against 

her parents’ will, the heroine breaks away from socially prescribed conventions and 

prejudices. Similarly to Walker’s Snow Night, Williams’ tale lays emphasis on Petronella’s 

inner beauty. Interestingly, the author opts for the non-traditional red colour of the princess’s 

hair to underline her unconventional behaviour. He successfully manages to create a strong 

harmonious woman who demonstrates her confidence and persistence, yet she still maintains 

her feminine nature. It might be stated that perhaps the author intended to present to the 

reader his idea of an emancipated woman. By depicting the princess’s alternative choice of 

her future husband, the enchanter, who admires Petronella’s feminist features – resolve, 

courage, but even her empathy and amiability – the author disproves the traditional notion of 

“happily ever after.” The heroine impersonates the role of a traditional prince who has to 

make an effort on his way to reaching the goal. 

The same motif of the princess as a rescuer that occurs in Petronella, but revised in a 

different literary form, can be observed in Robert Munsch’s The Paper Bag Princess. The 

form of a picture book opens the reader to a greater number of possibilities for fairy-tale 

interpretation. To stress Princess Elizabeth’s transformation into an active heroine, the author 

puts her into contrast with the traditional portrayal of a princess whose main interest lies in 

marriage and beautiful dresses. After the dragon’s attack on the kingdom and the subsequent 

abduction of the prince, Elizabeth identifies with the role of a rescuer who disregards her 

appearance. The author inserted a very unusual element – female nakedness – that would be 

totally unacceptable in patriarchal fairy tales. In making an effort to cover her naked body and 

thus preserve her chastity, Princess Elizabeth shows her feminine nature. In her quest to save 

the prince, she discovers her courage and resolution and in this way, she promotes the 

feminist portrayal of a woman. To defeat the dragon and win the prince, she makes use of her 
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intelligence and cunning. She comes up with a plan to exhaust the dragon. Unlike Petronella, 

Elizabeth does not have to fulfil any tasks, but instead she is the one who creates the 

assignments and thus impersonates the role of a strategist. In both tales, Petronella and The 

Paper Bag Princess, one can observe different ways to rescue the prince, either by a physical 

effort or, in Elizabeth’s case, by her mental strength. As regards the male counterparts, Prince 

Ronald remains in a traditional role, requiring the beauty of the princess. Nevertheless, 

Princess Elizabeth does not share the same values since she undergoes a transformation of her 

personality. She matures into a confident woman who decides about her life on her own and 

refuses to submit to male authority. 

Similarly to Munsch, Babette Cole opts for the same art form to provide an 

alternative view on women in fairy tales. The heroine in the tale of Princess Smartypants 

steps out of the line in terms of her character and conduct. Her disinterest in committing 

herself to men is clearly expressed by her arrogance and disdainful behaviour towards her 

suitors. The heroine’s only desire is to maintain her independence and freedom. The way she 

treats the men leads to the princess’s disrespect for males and the lowering of their 

importance in the lives of women. The author uses Princess Smartypants’ character to 

demonstrate an extremely reluctant attitude towards men, yet she depicts the princess 

traditionally as beautiful and rich – qualities that are the prerequisites for marrying a prince. 

The heroine prioritises her own interests and centres her every effort on daunting the suitors. 

Cole creates the character of a markedly independent princess who is willing to infringe her 

moral principles just to preserve her independence. In Cole’s fairy tale, one can observe the 

extreme features of feminist theory with regard to men – women neither want nor need men in 

their lives. 

In Walker’s Princess Questa, the heroine undergoes the gradual development from a 

passive victim up to a self-reliant, resolute woman. The fairy, who represents the princess’s 

guide, plays an important role in the heroine’s personal transformation, yet she always leaves 

the act of making the decision to Questa. The fairy retains her traditional role of a wise lady. 

Through her personal experience with men and providing for herself and her newborn son, the 

heroine gets to know the real lives of ordinary people. The fact that Princess Questa 

impersonates the role of a breadwinner and raises her son as a single mother might be 

considered to be an innovative feminist element in fairy tales. Via the character of Princess 

Questa, the author manages to present her feminist message that women have to rely on 

themselves and are not predetermined to be dependent on men, as was expected in the 

patriarchal society. Walker intensifies the heroine’s feminist role even more by enabling her 
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to embody the role of a sovereign as a protest against traditional fairy tales, in which the role 

was stereotypically prescribed to men.  

To conclude, it might be thus stated that our focus on authors of contemporary fairy 

tales enables us to explore a wide variety of female roles and highlight the positive and 

negative aspects of the authors’ feminist efforts. In the fairy tales analysed, one can find 

women such as Petronella, Snow Night and Princess Questa, who fulfil the feminist idea of 

the female role and do not reject the role of a mother or wife. Other heroines, for example 

Princess Elizabeth, make an effort to impersonate their traditional role as wives but, as a 

result of their quest for self-knowledge, choose to be free and experience adventure. The last 

category includes heroines such as Princess Smartypants and Little Red Riding Hood, who, 

from the very beginning, refuse the traditional role of a submissive woman or fully take on 

the masculine role. Via these characters the reader can observe the negative impact of 

depicting extreme feminist features. Apart from Sexton’s Briar Rose, the heroines achieve 

their goals or gain liberating knowledge. They are in control of their own lives and the 

stimulus for their transformation is often provided by their male counterparts. The authors’ 

portrayal of an emancipated woman is frequently at the expense of the significance of male 

roles. Sexton is the only writer who concentrates on the inner state of the heroine’s mind. In 

offering her heroine the opportunity to openly talk about the traumas she has experienced, the 

author injects a feminist element into the tale. The vast majority of these tales depict women 

who rely on their wits to succeed in dealing with their oppressive conditions. 

The authors did manage to challenge some of the traditional fairy-tale motifs, for 

instance female outer beauty and a happy ending. Although the fairy tales were selected with 

a view to representing both male and female writers and comparing their ways of depicting 

women, no significant differences were discovered. It is therefore not possible to 

unequivocally distinguish between the male and female perception of a woman’s character in 

the fairy tales.  

In rewriting traditional, well-known fairy tales and creating new stories either for 

young readers or an adult audience, the authors endeavour to induce the readers to challenge 

their perspective with regard to society and literature. As Amie A. Doughty claims: “It is only 

natural that modern authors of children’s literature should revise the role that women play to 

reflect some of the changing views of women in the world.”
145
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Resumé 

Tato diplomová práce je zaměřena na zobrazení žen ve vybraných současných pohádkách. 

Úvodní část se věnuje teoretickému základu, který zahrnuje charakteristiku pohádky, její 

vývoj jako literárního žánru a vyobrazení žen v tradičních pohádkách. Jako teoretické 

východisko byla zvolena feministická literární teorie, která se zabývá zkresleným pohledem 

na pojetí ženy, na její role vycházející z patriarchální společnosti. Její protagonisté, jako např. 

Pam Morris, upozorňovali na důležitost poslání literatury, která formuje kulturní obraz a má 

vliv na vnímání skutečnosti. Andrea Dworkin ve své publikace Woman Hating přímo mluví o 

špatném vlivu těchto pohádek. Společnost se výrazně změnila, ale klasické pohádky 

ukazovaly stále stejný stereotypní obraz ženy. Proto začaly vznikat pohádky s odlišným 

pojetím role ženy, ať už to byly pohádky na původní motivy, kde přebírá aktivitu ženská 

hrdinka nebo byly přímo zaměněny role ženy a muže. Vedle nově vytvořených pohádek byly 

obnovovány původní pohádky, které už tehdy zobrazovaly akční hrdinky. Tato díla byla 

záměrně opomenuta v publikovaných pohádkách. Mezi jednoho z nejznámějších literárních 

kritiků, který se důkladně věnoval oblasti pohádek, lze řadit Jacka Zipese. Ve svém díle The 

Oxford Companion to Fairy Tales uvádí kategorizaci feministických pohádek podle Shawna 

Jarvise, která byla použita pro strukturaci pohádek v analytické části diplomové práce. 

Jednotlivé skupiny jsou popsány níže v analytické části.  

První skupinu představují antologie pohádek, z níž bylo vybráno dílo Jacka Zipese Don’t Bet 

on the Prince, a z něho autoři Jay Williams a Anne Sextonová.  

Jay Williams zasadil svou pohádku Petronella do klasického příběhu o hledání štěstí, 

s tím rozdílem, že typicky mužskou roli si zde osvojuje žena. Princezna Petronella se rozchází 

s konvenčním pohledem na roli dcery krále. Autor zvolil zrzavou barvu vlasů této rozhodné, 

asertivní a odvážné dámy, aby ještě více podtrhl její svéhlavost. Petronella se dožaduje 

stejných privilegií, jakých by se dostalo mužskému potomkovi a přes odpor rodičů je také 

získává. Vydává se do světa a zachraňuje prince ze spárů kouzelníka, aby posléze zjistila, že 

není její lásky hoden. Klasickou roli prince zde přebírá princezna. Stává se z ní akční hrdina a 

zachránce, avšak vedle mužských vlastností si ponechává i své ženské kvality, podobně jako 

tomu je v pohádce The Paper Bag Princess od Roberta Munsche. Jsou to právě její ženské 

vlastnosti jako soucit a vlídnost, které jí pomohou zvládnout těžké úkoly na cestě k cíli. Stejně 

jako v pohádce Walkrové Snow Night, Williams upřednostňuje u Petronelly vnitřní krásu před 

tou fyzickou. Naopak princ je zde vyobrazen jako pasivní, znuděný hezoun a sobec, který 

zneužívá kouzelníkovy dobroty, aby se vyhnul svým povinnostem. Není nikterak vězněn a 
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princezna ho musí násilím odvézt, jelikož on o záchranu nestojí. Povahově vytváří kouzelník 

Albion protiklad k princi, je akční, cílevědomí a odvážný. Na Albionovi autor prezentuje 

feministický přístup k ženám, neboť dokáže ocenit vlastnosti, které se u žen v patriarchální 

společnosti neočekávaly. Není pro něj rozhodující krása ženy, nýbrž její charakter. Petronella 

na závěr zjišťuje, že ji kouzelník miluje a společně se vracejí do království. Na rozdíl od 

klasických pohádek se však nedočkáme šťastného konce, nýbrž otevřeného závěru. 

Anne Sextonová přistoupila ke zpracování motivu Šípkové Růženky zcela 

originálně. Její poetické dílo se zaměřuje na vnitřní emoce a pocity hlavní hrdinky na úkor 

popisu děje. Jako přívrženkyně feministické ideologie zpochybňuje Sextonová tradiční pohled 

na štěstí „happily ever after“ a poukazuje na negativní vliv patriarchální společnosti na 

postavení ženy. Tento negativní dopad, jehož nositelem jsou muži, se může manifestovat 

v různých podobách, možná i díky osobním zkušenostem zvolila autorka téma sexuálního 

zneužití dcery svým otcem, tedy incest. Pohádka se dějově odvíjí dle původní verze, avšak je 

obohacená o prolog a epilog, kde dostává Růženka prostor popsat své traumatické zážitky a 

jejich následky na její posvatební život. Feministický přístup se mimo jiné vyznačuje právě 

tím, že hrdinka má právo vyjádřit svou bolest, bezmocnost a zoufalství, o kterých by 

v patriarchální společnosti mluvit nemohla. Metoda vyprávění příběhu z pohledu hrdinky, 

umožňuje autorce přepracovat tradiční pohádku do podoby, ve které jsou tradiční hodnoty 

patriarchální společnosti zpochybněny. Krása princezně nepřináší štěstí, nýbrž je předmětem 

nebezpečí ze strany mužů a nakonec vede k destrukci hrdinčiny osobnosti. Autorka kritizuje 

redukování ženy na pouhý sexuální objekt. Způsob zpracování pohádky je pak reakcí autorky 

na přístup patriarchální společnosti vůči sexuálnímu násilí, které bylo silně tabuizováno a 

pokrytecky přehlíženo. Zatímco Růženku ponechává v roli pasivní oběti, aby mohla 

demonstrovat dopady sexuálního násilí na její osobní rozvoj a individualitu, v osobě třinácté 

sudičky nachází feministický ideál, totiž asertivní ženu, která si nenechá líbit příkoří 

způsobená muži a mstí se jim. Postava královny je vyobrazena v souladu se zvyklostmi v 

patriarchální společnosti, což vede k tomu, že svou dceru před násilím nechrání.  

Zástupci druhé kategorie- originální příběhy pro mladší čtenáře jsou Princess Smartypants od 

Babette Cole a The Paper Bag Princess Roberta Munsche. Jedná se o obrázkové knížky, které 

jsou postavené na pochopení vztahu mezi obrázkem a textem. Obě čerpají témata z tradičních 

pohádek, avšak svým alternativním koncem poukazují na to, že pohádky nemusí vždy končit 

svatbou, jelikož princezny se mohou realizovat i mnoha jinými způsoby. Autoři zde vyvrací 

mýtus o pasivní hrdince čekající na záchranu, naopak nám představují akční hrdinky, které se 
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chopí své příležitosti a řídí svůj osud. Ani jedna se nepodřizuje autoritám a každá svým 

vlastním způsobem dosáhne svého cíle, přičemž si obě uchovávají své ženské rysy.  

Zápletku pohádky Princess Smartypants pochopí jen čtenář znalý originálních 

pohádek, jelikož autorka hojně používá odkazů. V příběhu nekoresponduje poselství obrázků 

se sdělením textu a vzniká tak konflikt. Babette Cole zasazuje pohádku do moderního 

prostředí, kde princezna tráví čas sledováním sportovních přenosů v televizi a hrou se svými 

zvířecími mazlíčky. Smartypants se vyznačuje arogancí a přezíravým jednáním s nápadníky, 

čímž dává najevo svůj nezájem o muže. Jejím jediným cílem je zachovat si nezávislost a 

volnost. V okamžiku, kdy na scénu vstupuje autorita v podobě královských rodičů, kteří ji 

nutí do vdávání, podvoluje se, jen aby vzápětí odradila většinu nápadníků svými těžkými až 

nesplnitelnými úkoly. Princové jsou nuceni se při plnění cílů ponížit, například když musí 

krmit její mazlíčky, či jít na nákupy s královnou. A když přeci jen nakonec princ 

Swashbuckle všechny její úkoly splní, místo zasloužené svatby ho princezna promění 

v ropuchu. Autorka tak na princezně ukazuje extrémně odmítavý přístup k mužům, kdy pro 

zachování své svobody je ochotná se uchýlit i k porušování morálních zásad. Ač Smartypants 

disponuje kvalitami jako krása a bohatství, které jsou v klasických pohádkách předpokladem 

k získání prince, ona raději než muže volí nezávislost. Můžeme zde tak sledovat krajní rysy 

feministické teorie ve vztahu k mužům, totiž že žena muže nechce a k životu ani nepotřebuje. 

S muži je zacházeno s neúctou a autorka úmyslně snižuje jejich význam v životě žen. Tomuto 

cíli přizpůsobuje jak charakter princezny - je nepořádná, sportovně založená, neobléká se jako 

princezna, nejeví zájem o domácnost a dokonce jezdí na motorce, tak prostředí, ve kterém se 

děj odehrává, a konečně i charaktery samotných princů. Nejvýraznější mužskou postavou je 

princ Swashbuckle, který je vyobrazený ne zcela v dikci klasických pohádek, je totiž 

sebevědomý, neohrožený a k princezně zaujímá nadřazený autoritativní postoj. Autorka zde 

staví do kontrastu svou představu patriarchálního muže se svou představou feministicky 

uvědomělé ženy a ne nepřekvapivě nechává zvítězit ženu, která se však dopouští morálně 

těžko ospravedlnitelného činu. 

Pohádka The Paper Bag Princess (O princezně v papírovém pytlíku) začíná jako 

tradiční příběh, krásná princezna Elizabeth oblečená do drahých šatů žije na zámku a chystá 

se na svatbu s princem. Nicméně k té nedojde, neboť královský palác napadne drak a unese 

prince. Munsch sice staví princeznu do emancipovanější pozice, zároveň však pracuje se 

schématy tradičních pohádek, například princezna se chce vdát za prince, drak je únosce, po 

vysvobození následuje odměna. Aby dosáhl pozměnění genderově-stereotypních modelů 

pohádek, volí metodu převrácení rolí hlavních postav. Z princezny se stává akční hrdinka, 
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která nedbá na svůj vzhled a vydává se zachránit prince. Elizabeth přebírá vlastnosti 

v klasických pohádkách vyhrazené mužům, nekonformitu, statečnost, rozhodnost, avšak 

neztělesňuje typickou emancipovanou ženu, neboť zůstává obětavou. Její ženskost se 

projevuje zakrytím nahoty papírovým pytlíkem ve snaze zachránit svou cudnost, či 

využíváním svého šarmu k přemožení draka, čímž paradoxně umocňuje spíše tradiční pohled 

na ženu. Na rozdíl od princezny Petronelly nemusí Elizabeth plnit úkoly, nýbrž se stává 

stratégem, jenž za pomoci lsti udolává draka. U obou pohádek lze pozorovat odlišný způsob 

záchrany prince, buď fyzickou silou, nebo v případě Elizabeth mentálním úsilím. Drak 

společně s princem se vyznačují typicky mužskými vlastnostmi. Zatímco drak je ješitný a rád 

předvádí svou sílu, na což také doplatí, princ Ronald je povrchní, sobecký, narcistický muž, 

jenž pasivně čeká na svou záchranu a od Elizabeth očekává podřízenost a bezchybný vzhled. 

Princezna během záchrany prince prochází hlubokou vnitřní proměnou, dozrává 

v sebevědomou ženu, která si o svém životě rozhoduje sama a nehodlá se podřídit mužské 

autoritě. Už pro ni není rozhodující fyzický vzhled, spjatý s patriarchálním nazíráním na ženu, 

nýbrž feministické hodnoty jakými jsou nezávislost a dobrodružství.  

Třetí kategorií pohádek jsou pohádky založené na známých motivech. Jsou zde zařazeni 

autoři Barbara G. Walkerová a Roald Dahl.  

Snow Night Barbary Walkerové je druhým dílem této práce se sexuální tématikou. Od 

dříve zmíněné Šípkové Růženky Anny Sextonové se odlišuje osobou agresora a přístupem 

hrdinky. Zatímco Růženka se ve svém mladém věku těžko mohla svému otci vzepřít, dospělá 

Sněhurka se myslivci poddat nehodlá a fyzicky se brání.  Pro obě z toho plynou různé 

důsledky, Růženka pociťuje hlubokou psychickou újmu a utápí se v pasivitě, v případě 

Sněhurky násilí nezanechává žádné následky a naopak přiměje hrdinku k tvrdé sebeobraně. 

Walkrová využila tradiční pohádky, kterou přepracovala podle své feministické představy. 

Ponechává všechny postavy, avšak převrací kladné a záporné role, čímž nám mimo jiné 

předkládá alternativní pohled na vztah mezi macechou a nevlastní dcerou. Macecha je v tomto 

případě vykreslena jako moudrá žena, která přebírá mužskou roli zachránce, přičemž si 

ponechává charakter pečující matky typický pro patriarchální společnost. Autorka tak 

zpochybňuje mýtus o maceše jako zlé matce. Naopak v průběhu příběhu, navzdory 

myslivcovým snahám, se vztah obou žen upevňuje. V postavě královny je zosobněn ideál 

vyzrálé ženy, která nemá zapotřebí soutěžit se svojí dcerou v kráse, neboť zná své jiné 

kvality. Walkrová podkopává patriarchální náhled na ženu, jenž oceňuje pouze její vnější 

krásu, a naopak vyzdvihuje její vnitřní kvality. Sněhurka je oproti tradiční pohádce 

vyobrazená jako sebevědomá a statečná žena, která si chce o životě i budoucím manželovi 
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rozhodovat sama. Myslivci, jenž si ji, v souladu s patriarchálním přístupem k ženám, chce 

podrobit třeba i násilím, se brání kopnutím do rozkroku, což lze považovat za feministický 

rys, neboť je nepřijatelné, aby se takto princezna chovala v klasických pohádkách. Z myslivce 

autorka udělala vypočítavého, ziskuchtivého a chladnokrevného padoucha bez jediné kladné 

vlastnosti. Novou postavou v příběhu je služebná, která naplňuje rysy ženy patriarchální 

společnosti. Autorka díky ní mohla ukázat kontrast mezi tradiční ženskou rolí v pohádkách a 

počínáním feministicky uvědomělé ženy.   

Stejně jako Babette Cole a Robert Munsch i Barbara Walkrová zahrnula do své 

kolekce originální pohádky, které vyzdvihují feministické rysy hrdinek. Jednou z nich je 

Princess Questa. Příběh proměny tradiční ženy patriarchální společnosti v emancipovanou, 

nezávislou, svobodnou matku a posléze i královnu. V úvodu nalézáme princeznu v typické 

roli ženy v patriarchální společnosti, jež slouží bezplatně svému otci a jeho družině. Je 

nešťastná, zoufalá, cítí se bezmocně a jen díky víle, která je její moudrou rádkyní, v sobě 

nachází odvahu vzepřít se osudu a vymanit se z pasivní role oběti. Víla přichází vždy 

v nejsvízelnějších okamžicích a dává princezně rady, rozhodnutí však ponechává na ní. 

Walkrová dává svým hrdinkám možnost rozhodovat o svém osudu a nemuset se slepě 

podřizovat předepsaným rolím. Po odchodu do světa se princezna seznamuje s životem 

obyčejných lidí, a především pak poznává, jaké je soužití s muži v typicky patriarchální 

společnosti. Questa totiž na rozdíl od princezny Smartypants zprvu touží najít svého 

vysněného ženicha, až posléze se na základě svých špatných zkušeností rozhoduje být 

nezávislou a svobodnou ženou. Nenachází v muži oporu, tak jak to žena v patriarchální 

společnosti očekává. Fakt, že se Questa ocitá v roli samoživitelky a vychovává dítě jako 

svobodná matka, můžeme považovat za nový feministický prvek v pohádce. Princezna 

přebírá typicky mužskou roli živitele, a tím podporuje feministický pohled na ženu, avšak i 

v nejzoufalejších situacích si zachovává soucit s obyčejnými lidmi, který ji posléze podnítí ke 

svržení otce a nástupu na trůn. Na postavě Questy se podařilo autorce sdělit poselství 

feminismu, totiž že žena není předurčena k závislosti na muži, jak se předpokládalo 

v patriarchální společnosti, nýbrž že se musí především spoléhat sama na sebe. Feministická 

role hrdinky je na závěr umocněna tím, že přebírá typicky mužskou roli a stává se vládkyní 

země. Podobně jako Babette Cole volí i Walkerová alternativní konec pohádky, kdy princezna 

zůstává svobodná z vlastní vůle. Poselství autorky v zásadě nevylučuje patriarchální roli ženy, 

ale zdůrazňuje, že by to měla být její dobrovolná volba, pakliže se naopak žena chce ve svém 

životě realizovat jiným způsobem, má na to plné právo. 
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Roald Dahl ve své verzi Little Red Riding Hood and the Wolf (Karkulka) zachovává 

motiv vlka jako agresora, vypouští však postavu myslivce, neboť jeho roli na sebe bere 

Karkulka. Sledujeme její vývoj od nevinné dívky v akční hrdinku, která se chladnokrevně 

postaví vlkovi. Zatímco v klasických pohádkách jsou vlk i drak, považováni za hrůzu 

nahánějící autority, Dahl stejně jako Munsch tyto postavy zesměšňují a dělají z nich pouhé 

loutky v rukou hlavních hrdinek. Vlk je tu v podstatě použit jen jako stimul, díky němuž 

v sobě Karkulka objevuje sílu, odvahu, statečnost a samostatnost, tedy typicky maskulinní 

rysy. Na rozdíl od Elizabeth v The Paper Bag Princess však Karkulka vlka neuspí, nýbrž ho 

pistolí zastřelí a dokonce si ponechává jako trofej jeho kožich, do kterého se posléze oblékne. 

Zde si můžeme všimnout, že Dahl, jako muž, staví Karkulku do typicky mužské role střelce, 

když ji vybaví pro ženy zcela netradiční zbraní - pistolí, zatímco Sněhurka Walkrové se musí 

spoléhat jen na svou fyzickou sílu. Podobně jako dříve zmínění autoři obrázkových knih i 

Dahl však ponechává hrdince některé z ženských rysů, jakými jsou prozíravost či svádění. 

Karkulka představuje komplexní osobnost snoubící v sobě kladné i záporné vlastnosti. 

V zásadě je kladnou postavou až do chvíle, kdy jí jde o život, načež se proměňuje 

v chladnokrevného vraha.  

V příběhu Three Little Pigs (Tři malá prasátka) propojuje Roald Dahla originálním 

způsobem dvě pohádky. Domečky prasátek ohrožuje vlk a třetí z nich si na rozdíl od 

klasického příběhu nepomůže samo, nýbrž si přivolá na pomoc Karkulku. Ta je vyobrazena 

jako nezávislá marnivá dáma, která se pohybuje ve vysoké společnosti, žije ve vlastním bytě a 

živí se jako nájemný vrah. Autor zde prezentuje extrémní formu feminismu, neboť hrdinka na 

jedné straně přejímá typicky mužskou roli a s ní spojené maskulinní povahové rysy jako 

chladnokrevnost, racionálnost, statečnost, sobeckost a rozhodnost, zároveň však projevuje 

ženské vlastnosti jen povrchně. Její marnivost a parádivost ji dohánějí k bezcitnosti. Zabíjí 

prasátko, které zachránila před vlkem jen proto, aby si z jeho kůže nechala ušít cestovní kufr. 

Zatímco v pohádce Little Red Riding Hood and the Wolf vystupovala jako žena, na níž leží 

zodpovědnost záchrany babičky a sebe, v příběhu prasátek si počíná vypočítavě a svou pomoc 

nabízí za zištným účelem.  
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Appendices 

Appendix A: An illustration of Princess Elizabeth in a paper bag
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 Munsch, The Paper Bag Princess, 5. 
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Appendix B: An illustration of a completely exhausted dragon
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 Munsch, The Paper Bag Princess, 19. 
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Appendix C: An illustration of Prince Ronald reproaching the princess for her untidy look
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 Munsch, The Paper Bag Princess, 23. 
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Appendix D: An illustration of Princess Smartypants on her motorbike
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 Cole, Princess Smartypants, a picture from a book cover. 
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Appendix E: An illustration of the princess watching a sport TV channel
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 Cole, Princess Smartypants, 1. 
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Appendix F: An illustration of Little Red Riding Hood in her new wolfskin coat
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 Dahl, Revolting Rhymes, 39. 
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Appendix G: An illustration of Miss Hood’s apartment
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 Dahl, Revolting Rhymes, 45. 


