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INTRODUCTION

For centuries children from almost every culture and corner of the world
have been told fairytales. Such is the power of these magical worlds of princes,
princesses, frogs and fairies that they remain with us in many ways long after we
cease being told the tales by our parents. Fairytales are fundamentally rooted in
an oral folk tradition and passed down from generation to generation in this manner
by local story tellers. These stories were later collected and enshrined in print by
people such as Charles Perrault, the Brothers Grimm and Hans Christian Anderson.
In the transition from oral to literary form, violent or sexually explicit aspects of
the tales were often edited out. This was particularly marked during the Victorian
era, at which time with the strict moralism of the bourgeoisie combined with a shift
from fairytale as part of oral folk culture to fairytale as the mainstay of a
commercial ‘children’s literature’. Thus in the various realms of transmission, be
they oral, literary or cinematic the teller of the tale and the listener have changed

over the centuries.

A great many of the tales best known and most dearly loved have their
origins in Eastern culture. Cinderella was first written down in China in the ninth
century A.D. but the precious nature of the tiny foot and tiny slipper was
appreciated not only in China but also in Egypt where in 301 A.D. the Roman
Emperor set maximum prices for gilded slippers for women. Thus, the fairytale
is perhaps unique in contemporary culture in that it clearly stems from a pre-
Gutenburg era (with some exceptions) so that questions to authorship are not really
appropriate. Indeed some scholarly approaches to fairytales which I discuss in
Chapter One place great emphasis on their universality and common folk origins in

oral culture.

But I would argue that although fairytales share universal features they are
far from timeless and in understanding any variant, contemporary or otherwise, we

must appreciate the historical context of its origins.  Fairytales have absorbed the






influences of the day and have changed to absorb the needs of the audience.

Fairytales are continually changing and must be studied as individual variants in
relation to the culture that created them. For example, with the ‘creation of
childhood and the emergence of the bourgeoisie in the eighteenth century came
fairystories to entertain in the nursery. By the twentieth century early film makers
such as Georges Melies and Jean Renoir were using the new technology available

to tell tales of fantasy and magic on the screen.

As befits the many forms of fairytales there are numerous interpretations of
them, some stressing the mode of transmission, while some place more emphasis
on the motive behind the transmission. It is the interpretations of fairytales that I
wish to concentrate on, noting in particular that most critical analysis and
interpretation does not take into account the historical context in which a particular
transmission is set and relies on a limited range of variants for their discussion.
Also I would argue that the method of imparting a tale is as important as the motive

behind telling it.

In brief, the four methods of interpretation identified are the folklorist
approach, the structural or formal approach, the psychoanalytical approach and
finally the feminist approach to fairytales. Each of these shall be addressed in

separate chapters.

A leading writer on the structure behind the fairytale is the Russian writer
Vladinir Propp. Propp and fellow structuralists emphasise the ‘deep structure’ of
this kind of popular narrative. = They attempt to show that fairytales have a
universal structure or core consisting of central characters and a chainof events.
The folklorist on the other hand studies the changes the tale undergoes as it passes
from generation to generation. Folklorists analyse the meaning of the fairytale at
the time of creation and note the subsequent influences upon it thereafter, however
no support is given to one change over another, they are merely recorded.
Freudian and Jungian approaches such as that of Bruno Bettelheim concentrate on

the psychological and psychoanalytical and try to compensate for the lack of






attention to the social and human context in the structuralist reading of fairytales.
Feminists have reacted strongly to this interpretation and although they acknowledge
the importance of fantasy they see negative role model for females within the tales.
Feminists fear that young girls learn to behave in certain ways under the influence
of fairytales. In a sense feminism takes Freudian readings one step further seeing
the tales not only from a human point of view but exclusively from the female point
of view. In line with this, feminists have offered alternative tales to those they see
as propagators of patriarchy and the myth of romance. The weakness shared by all
critical and analytical approaches to fairytales is that they do not take into account
all contextual elements and all adaptations and versions of fairystories. Through
further analysis of each approach to the tale in the following chapters a void can be
identified into which a more balanced approach can fit.  There is need for a
simultaneous appreciation of both the psychological and the sociological elements
within fantasy. I have chosen Cinderella as the tale through which to examine the

interpretation of the fairytale within the context of its various creations.

In Chapter One Cinderella shall be introduced and the structuralist and
folklorist approach discussed. In Chapter Two Freudian psychoanalytical
understanding shall be investigated and compared to the theoretical approach of the
structuralists.  In Chapter Three the considerable influences of the twentieth
century on Cinderella shall be addressed. These include the cinema, Walt Disney,
advertising, mass market romantic fiction, Marxism and feminism. Chapter Four
shall deal with film and the final chapter shall discuss feminism alone. Great
changes have occurred to the Cinderella tale since its inception in oral culture. The
strong willed, pre-Perrault Cinderella of the sixteenth century is hardly recognisable
in some twentieth century versions. So much so that those seeking to redefine the
most well known mass market Cinderella, perhaps need only look back rather than

trying to create an entirely new girl.






CHAPTER I

The tale of Cinderella is one of the best known stories in the western world
and its popularity has continued from its oral origins, unabated, into the twentieth
century. In 1893, the English Folklore Society published Marian Roalfe Cox’s
study Three Hundred and Forty Five Variants of Cinderella, Catskin and Cap O’
Rushes in which she identified this number of Cinderella-like tales from all over the
globe. In 1951 Anna Rooth wrote a doctorate on the tale. In her Cinderella Cycle
she identified twice as many variants as Miss Cox. Joseph Jacobs, a Victorian
collector said of a Cinderella he printed that it was "an English version of an Italian
adaptation of a Spanish translation of a Latin version of a Hebrew translation of an
Arabic translation of an Indian original", (Alan Dundes, 1982, p. 297). These
wide and varied origins and subsequent variants prove Cinderella to be a survivor
among fairytales and so a suitable example through which to examine the
interpretation of tales. Insofar as it is a story concerning the relationship of a girl
with her sisters or stepsisters as well as a girl with her mother or stepmother, it has
special appeal for women. As a women I can acknowledge its relevance to me

because of this.

The folklorist approach is a good one from which to begin a study of the
many interpretations of folk fairytales for it begins at the beginning and tries to
discover the old form of the story and to trace the development through time of the
different types of the tale.  All along there have been attempts to explain the
meaning and significance of the story. Some writers see reflections of historical
customs and ritual, (feminism and Marxism sees many of these as negative to their
causes), while some such as Freud and Bettelheim see the story as a manifestation
of the human psyche. The genre and structure of fantasy have also been adopted
by literature and film making. All of these adaptations with their familiar images
of the princess, the wicked stepmother, the prince and the ball have infiltrated daily

life on many levels.






The basic ingredients of the western, in particular American Cinderella,
include the glass slipper, the pumpkin and the fairy godmother but on a more
universal level, common traits recognised by folklorists are these; an ill-treated
though worthy heroine in Cinders-disguise; the aid of a magical gift, (in the Grimm
version it is a branch), or advice by a beast or fairy, (in Perrault it is the
godmother); the dance or festival where the heroine is revealed as the radiant beauty

she always was and finally recognition through a token.

Folklore, of which the fairytale is elemental, changes as it moves from place
to place and is transmitted from generation to generation. Each individual story
teller or group within society may change the story to fit local social or
psychological needs.  Folklorists document and study these changes.  Great
changes occurred when tales shifted from the oral to the written style and so
folklorists concentrate on the differences between these two methods of
communicating events as they are crucial in understanding the changes that occurred
within the story itself. Folklorists are concerned specifically with the contents of
tales in isolation rather than in connection with their meaning. To understand the
changes of content one must understand the value of oral communication. It is one
thing to listen to or to tell an oral tale, it is another to read a fixed written text of
the tale. The nature of the oral tale allows the listener to question events as he/she
sees them and the teller can make changes accordingly. A reader cannot change
the events of a book but the writer can edit and revise the text. In an oral culture,
the teller is as important to the genre of story telling as the universally known

characters it contains.

Whatever we may print, we need in our files not
only the record of the tale but a conversation

of the teller with the recorder which reveals
something about his or her personality and the
bias it may give to the way he tells the tale.

(Francis Lee Utley in Max Luthi, 1976, p. 58)






"The fairytale has no landlord", is a common expression in Greece. Each teller
can tell the story his/her way as long as the basic structure is retained. Folklorists
study changes at the expense of a study of their meanings and enduring structures.
In the English Folklore Society review of 1893 Andrew Lang states that "Borrowing
seemed to me the general and prevalent cause of the likeness in the Marchen
(folktales) of the world". He suggests that diffusion was carried out by traders,
slaves and captives of war.  There are the unconscious changes made to the
fairytale, however they also become consciously changed for political or other
reasons. It is these reasons rather than the relevance of the changes that interests
the folklorist. Marxism, capitalism, patriarchy and feminism all lead to changes
within fairytales. Marxist for example believe that folklore is the weapon of class
conflict and that the folk (meaning the oppressed peasant or proletariat) can use
folklore to express resentment at the capitalist system.  According to Marxist
theories it is perfectly appropriate to change folklore so that it demonstrates the
"correct" ideological view. So in the East German version of Cinderella, the fairy
godmother has been eliminated, the king has been unmasked as futile and witless
and the prince is depicted as a former parasitic who rejects his fruitless existence
and becomes a revolutionary. In 1950 a similarly revised Cinderella was

preformed in Romania,

When the prince wished to marry Cinderella, a poor girl,
the king disclaimed him, saying he was a working-class
child whom he had adopted. The prince, delighted to
hear this, said that it explained why he had never felt
affection for his "father", and now he could marry
Cinderella as an equal.

(Jane Yolan in Dundes, 1982, p. 295).

In capitalist countries changes have been made not so much for ideological reasons
but for financial ones. This is particularly true of cinematic work. In the West
the emphasis is on making a product that will sell and the final version of an
adapted fairytale usually includes elements that will attract the widest audience
possible. This shall be dealt with more comprehensively in Chapter Three, for from

a folklorist point of view the reasoning behind the changes is not as important as the






changes themselves. Like the socialist Cinderella of the former Eastern Block the
American Cinderella results from a mixture of social forces. It is partially
Perraults but where communism intervened in the East, Walt Disney intervened in
the West. His subsequent film of 1951 launched Cinderella as we now know it,
"a coy, helpless dreamer, a ‘nice’ girl who awaits her rescue with patience and a
song" (Jane Yolen in Dundes, p. 297). According to Yolen it is not Cinderella
who is at fault but the mass market, mass media influences of the twentieth century
who successfully managed to block from our memories the tough, resilient hero of

the oral versions.

Like the folklorists, the structuralists avoid the meaning behind the tale.
Theirs is a themetical reading.  Russian structuralist Vladimir Propp’s 1928
Morphology of the Folktale, translated into English in 1958, and the influential
writing of French anthropologist Claude Levi-Strauss have produced a flood of
structuralist understanding of fairy tales and myths. However there are differences
between the approaches of these two writers. In Propps case the emphasis is on
form and in the case of Levi-Strauss it is on structure. In defining the fairytale

Propp says;

The tale may be termed any development proceeding from
villainy or lack, through intermediary functions to
marriage or to other functions employed as a denouement.

(Propp, 1968, p. 121)

As well as describing the structure through words Propp also uses diagrams to

illustrate the chain of events - as if a tale were a piece of machinery.






Initial situation ("Once upon a time....")
Evil stepmother (+) Evil stepsisters
(Evil, vain, lazy,
ugly, clean, high status)

(‘7) /

) )G
Father \

(+) Cinderella
it g e N
beautiful, dirty, low status)

(Dundes, 1982, p. 248)

Such a method as this could be termed a linear sequential structure containing the
plot of the story. In contrast Levi-Strauss looks for opposites within the structure
which give a pattern to the story as a whole. Levi-Strauss says that form is defined
by opposition to material other than itself whereas structure has no content as it is
content itself. Propp is a formal structuralist in that he is concerned with the
functions of the characters which remain the same from tale to tale and not with the
names and attributes which change. This approach ignores the input of the story
teller and the other influences of time on the tale. Levi-Strauss tends to do this
less in that he seeks to reconstruct the structural elements according to the
differences between tales thus adopting a more socio-structural approach as he
bridges the gap between myth and the concrete elements in the life of a culture.

The historical context does come into his analysis so adding a human element but
he still seesthe social aspects in relation to the structure of the tale rather than the

lives of the listeners.

A Proppian, faced with a Cinderella-like story, would begin by seeking to
identify the various segments of the plot with the functions common to the tale.

Once identified, the functions would be set out in an invariant order, a diagram of






the succession of events made and the analysis would be complete. ~Something
would have been learned about the formal patterns which lie behind the Cinderella
tale but the tale would remain completely isolated and the telling of the tale, in any
manner, would be inconsequential to the analysis.  Propp recognised that the
transition from the initial situation to the final one conveys messages about social
mobility and development. In between the beginning and the end are two incidents
which provide drama, tension and colour and which reinforce the ideological
messages of the story, these being the intervention of the fairy godmother and of
the prince. Propp uses these, not to make associations with psychological or social
meanings, but instead to form a structuralist diagram. Levi-Strauss does allow the
outside world of age, sex and class to enter into his analysis but only because he
sees it as relevant to his formation of the essential structure. He does not take his

comment on fairytales beyond the essential components of a tale at a given time.

Both the folklorist and the structuralist approaches concentrate on only one
aspect of the fairytale at a time. The former lays emphasis on the changes that
occur within the content but not on the reasons for these changes. The latter
focuses the essential components of the content but pays scant attention to the social

and the historical context in which the tales were recounted.

By distancing themselves from real people both structuralists and folklorists
ignore the social aspects of the fairytale and the interaction between person and tale

which is linked directly to the context in which they are told.






CHAPTER 11

Fairytales and myths have attracted psychoanalytical and scientific attention
since Freud drew attention to their close relationship to the world of dreams and
psychosis. Franz Ricklin, in his writings of 1915 reviewed large groups of
fairytales from various countries and noted universal psychosexual themes. He
drew particular attention to Oedipal references within the tales. Ricklin, Freud and
Jung forged the way for the interpretations of Max Luthi and former professor of
psychology and psychiatry at the University of Chicago, Bruno Bettelheim (1903 -
1990).

For reasons of simplicity and also because I see Cinderella as particularly
relevant to women and being a woman myself I am going to refer to the audience

for fairytales as "she".

A Freudian analysis sees fairytales as primarily for children and so one of
our strongest early influences. Bettelheim doesn’t approach the tale in a purely
clinical manner. He does stress the importance of the telling of the tale. It is
good for a child to feel that she is experiencing the tale with a trusted person "from
father I got my bearings, the seriousness in life’s pursuits, from mother the
enjoyment of life and love of spinning fantasies". (Goethe in Bettelheim; 1991, p.
317). There is a great difference, obviously, in the way children view the world
in comparison to adults.  Children do not have the benefit of hindsight or
experience as adults do and so react differently to their surroundings and the events
of their development. = What seems normal to an adult may seem fierce or
unreasonable to a small child. The basic psychological reading, as given by Freud
and Bettelheim for example, is that the fairytale is a medium through which the
child can act out her feelings and desires. It serves also to create a distance
between the child and that which is occurring psychologically to her as she develops

from infancy to puberty. Guilt, for example which may be felt by a child following
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an expression of anger toward a parent can be eased if the guilty feelings are
associated with a fairytale character rather than an actual person. Following these
externalization theories comes the belief that if they are to be successful, the child
must remain unaware of the feelings she is responding to when acting out the stories

and making their solutions her own.

Freud and his followers however, like the folklorists and structuralists, view
the tales from one angle only, namely a psychological and psychoanalytical one.
Subsequently the tales emerge as symbolic journeys into the unconscious. The
listener undertakes this journey, encountering conflict, pain and confusion in order
to emerge independent and in control. There is validity to these theories but there
are other considerations to be addressed. These shall be clearer after a further
discussion of Freudian based approaches to the fairystory. The Freudian approach
holds that different aspects of our personalities identify with different characters
within the tale. In short the tale offers a representation of a divided self and its
resolution should coincide with a personal resolution regarding painful feelings of
loneliness, stupidity, sibling rivalry, fear of desertion and Oedipal conflicts,
experienced first as young children when we have no other experience to draw on
in order to cope rationally with these feelings. Following psychological studies,
the fairytale can be seen to have two distinct functions; firstly, it attempts to bring
order to the internal chaos which occurs naturally within a developing child and
secondly it aims to give hope to the young child who, because of this chaos often
feels despair and needs to have a happier future to believe in. Descriptions of such
turmoil may seem dramatic but even the fact that children are physically smaller and
weaker than adults alone can make them feel inadequate. Fantasy can be used to
help ease the difficulties arising from some of these feelings. For example,
through day dreaming and playing we can create a preferable world in which we
can wield authority. Children do this when playing with their dolls. In reality
children are not in positions of authority but through the daydream and play they
can be. The everyday play of both children and adults provides the opportunity to
relieve pressures and to address the conflicts, problems and questions of daily life.

However, self-motivated play is not always a sufficient means of dealing with

11






development, we need external stimulation and prompting. It is for this that the
complex nature of fairytales as both educators and consolers function to aid us in
dealing with complex and deep rooted feelings. If a child has feelings that are too
violent, ambivalent or hurtful to be acted out in a game (for example loneliness or
anger following an apparent rejection), she can subconsciously recognise her own
similar feelings as revealed in the fantastic events of a fairystory where a happy

ending is assured.

At a glance Cinderella is about wishes coming true, the humble being
elevated, true merit being recognised from beneath the ashes and the rags (Fig. 1
and 2). Virtue is rewarded, evil is punished and Cinderella finds her prince. This
is a children’s story and most often recognised as such. It is aimed at the
developing child and ideally should provide her with the assistance she requires in
coming to terms with and overcoming feelings of neglect. It is also a story that can
be adapted for and relevant to adults. We identify with the innocence of Cinderella
and hope that everybody will believe in our innocence just as they do in hers. If
feeling hard done by we obviously feel innocent of anything we could have done to
provoke the situation. The extreme evil of the stepmother and sisters serves only
to highlight Cinderella’s good nature and in turn, through identification, our good
nature. Thus any fears we may have regarding our own shortcomings fade in
comparison to the behaviour of those wielding authority. We are assured that our
feelings of worthlessness are only transitory and that we shall emerge triumphant
and assured. In Cinderella stories we feel only the anxiety of degradation and not

the degradation itself so that we can project our own situations onto the events.

Freud identified the id as the pleasure seeking side of our nature, and the ego
as the more rational side less in favour of immediate gratification. The motif of
the two siblings running through so many tales can clearly be seen to mirror the
opposite sides of our nature, unable to live apart but for a healthy existence must
learn to integrate and serve each other for the overall benefit of the unit, i.e. the
individual. Because of the fairytales ability to capture the imagination through

mystery, magic, riches and exoticism children do not see the adult definition of id,
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1 Perrault’s Cinderella before transformation.
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and afterwards.
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ego and super ego and see instead the wonderous symbols of these. The fierce,
devouring wolf-like animals are the untamed side of our nature trying to take
control of the more rational side given form through the wise birds and helpful

toads, so often a part of the tales.

As a child is read or reads a tale or sees it on the screen, as is more and
more the case, she can put herself in the role of the heroine and make associations
between the other characters and people she knows.  Through the different
characters fantasy provides us with a means of externalizing our feelings in a
controllable way. The good fairy can take care of pleasurable wishes, the evil
fairy can deal with destructive desires and the fierce animal can embody feelings of
jealousy and revenge. Small children tend to act on feelings rather than rational
thoughts as is obvious from their frequent reactions of screaming, banging, crying
and refusal to speak. If the child can externalize her contradictory feelings through
fairytale characters she can come to terms with them and the chaos they cause.
This is the theory and there is no double that children do assume the characteristics,
briefly or otherwise of fairy story characters. Ben Rubenstein in his essay The
Meaning of the Cinderella Story in the development of a little girl describes how his
five year old acted out the Cinderella tale,

"Why do you treat me like Cinderella?". Almost speechless her
mother managed to ask, "why do you think I treat you like
Cinderella?". She enthusiastically replied, "Because you make me
do all the hardest work in the house". (Dundes, 1982, p. 222).

So the confusion arising from an apparently contradictory self or parent figure can
be eased by such externalization. Parents, grandparents, teachers, etc. are trusted
figures and it is a shock if they are unexpectedly unsympathetic to us.

Psychologically it is important that the positive side of trusted figures is not
engulfed by the negative. It is easy to remember how one moment our parents
appeared playful, happy and kind and the next angry, fierce and commanding.

Hopefully the dramatic transformations occurring in tales coincide with what the

child is experiencing in her own life so that the good image, (good fairy, good
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mother) is the most powerful and lasting image giving credibility to the good parent

in reality.

"’Tis that little gift called grace,
Weaves a spell round firm and face...
And if you would learn that way
How to get that gift today -

How to point that golden dart

That shall pierce the princes heart -
Ladies, you have but to be

Just as kind and sweet as she!"

This is the conclusion of Charles Perrault’s Cinderella of 1697. Bruno Bettelheim
in his analysis of the story makes no distinction between girls and boys
interpretation of the tale or of fairytales in general. He sees identifications as
interchangeable from gender to gender within the tale with girls identifying with
both male and female and both good and bad and likewise for boys. The
Cinderella format that I and most children grew up with was Charles Perraults.

It is this version and the Brother Grimms Cinderella, (Aschenputtel) that Bruno
Bettelheim uses to demonstrate his and Freuds psychoanalytical interpretation of the
tale. Cinderella is forced to live among the cinders and to work from morning
until night cleaning, sewing, cooking and serving until her fairy godmother appears,
enabling her to go to the ball. Here she meets the prince, who, after much
searching and to the immense anger of her stepmother and sisters finds the beautiful
girl and marries her. She become a wealthy princess in a fabulous castle. This

widely known version carries a message of hope for the underdog.

Cinderella is primarily a story about feelings of jealousy and guilt between
siblings and between parents and children, the dictionary definition being "a person
or thing that is persistently neglected in favour of others". It is also about feelings
of low self worth, of loneliness and of despair among people of all ages.
Memories of a childhood Cinderella are filled with satisfactory feelings of relief as
the degraded heroine wins out over those who abused her. Initially the heroines

interests are sacrificed to those of the people in power, (the stepmother and sisters),
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and in general the world thinks little of her. Everybody, especially small children,
feel like this at some stage when older siblings or parents have control over them.
Adults too can find themselves in positions of subjugation, financially, socially or
professionally where the wicked stepmother may be a group rather than an
individual. Psychologically Cinderella urges us to believe in final deliverance and
victory as we are given hope that in the future we can surpass those who were

initially seen as superior.

Freudian theory notes the Oedipal relevance as crucial. During the Oedipal
period the young girl’s love is strongest for her father from whom she wants equal
amounts of love in return. She sees her mother and siblings as competitors for this
love. When disappointed by the father who does not fulfil her desires she returns
to the mother. The mother now however is no longer the all giving mother of
infancy which results in the child feeling let down on all sides. This is where we
find Cinderella at the start of the story. She lives among the ashes in the hearth -
the hearth at the centre of the home being a symbol of the mother and Cinderella’s
attempt to return to the mothers warmth. As the story unfolds it is acknowledged
that this is impossible and that moving forward is preferable. The appearance of
the fairy godmother or original good mother is a symbolic resolution of Oedipal

conflicts.

In the Brother Grimms version of Cinderella, called Aschenputtel, the father
goes to the fair one day and asks Cinderella and her stepsisters what he should

bring them back.

"Beautiful clothes", said one, "Pearls and gems", said another.
"What about you, Aschenputtel?" he said, "what do you want?"
"Father, the first thing that pushes against your hat on your return
trip, break it off for me".

He returns with a hazel branch for Cinderella. She plants the branch on her dead

mothers grave and;
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"She wept so much that her tears fell on it and watered it.

It grew and became a beautiful tree, there she went three
times a day and wept and prayed, and each time a white bird
lighted on the tree and when she expressed a wish the white
bird threw down what she had wished for."

If viewing Cinderella morally, as psychologists do, many lessons can be learned
from this passage above. Cinderella was rewarded for her humble request in the
end gaining far more than her greedy sisters and their desire for immediate
gratification. Long into the future Cinderella is reaping the benefits of her request.
We are also assured that Cinderella in her apparent isolation is not alone at all.

Ultimately Cinderellas rejection of worldly goods in contrast to her sisters attempts
to gain them is the means to her final glory as is her trust in the mother of infancy,
the symbol of goodness. In some versions this mother<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>