Retelling of lesser-known women-led fairy tales through a feminist lens.
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Retelling:
To repeat a story in a unique and/ or alternate way.
Fairy Tales:
Folk stories, usually set in a fantasy setting, told to children.
Women:
Despite being half of the population women’s relationship in media is more passive compared to their male counterparts, even when they are the protagonist of their own tale.
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Proposed question for an independent inquiry: How do retellings of fairy tales reflect our perception of women in our society, and what does the repeated structure of fairy tales say about our community as a whole?

“Ours is a highly individualised culture, with a great faith in the work of art as a unique one-off, and the artist as an original, a godlike and inspired creator of unique one-offs. But fairy tales are not like that, nor are their makers. Who first invented meatballs? In what country? Is there a definitive recipe for potato soup? Think in terms of the domestic arts. “This is how I make potato soup.” – Angela Carter


THEORY:
I aim to analyse and explore how women's roles in fairy tales reflect our perception of gender.

As fairy tales originate from the ordinary peasant people, many folk tales repeat tropes and motifs in their storytelling.

In more widely known folk stories such as Cinderella, Snow White, and Rapunzel, the female protagonist is rescued by a prince. The villain in these three tales is also an older woman who acts as a parental authority figure to the protagonist.

According to literature theorist Joseph Campbell, restricting every story to the same pattern he refers to as "The Hero's Journey" or the "Monomyth". In Campbell's book "The Hero with a Thousand Faces", the hero undergoes changes from adventuring the "unknown" to returning home with new knowledge.
This restrictive view on stories throughout human civilisation does not so convince critics of Campbell. One critic, comments on Campbell's theory of the "Monomyth":

"So hopelessly vague that it is essentially useless for analysing stories across cultures. It also displays ethnocentric, sexist, heteronormative, and cisnormative biases, and it encourages people to ignore the ways in which stories are fundamentally shaped by the cultures and time periods."
– Spencer McDaniel, The “Hero’s Journey” is Nonsense, tales of times forgotten (31st of December 2020)

In other words, Campbell’s theory of the monomyth can be interpreted by some as not impartial since he fails to be inclusive of other cultures and experiences and, as a result, can perpetuate harmful views of other societies.

In contrast, according to Tzvetan Todorov's essay "Structural Analysis of Narrative", Todorov presents the theory of Equilibrium and Disruption; the story begins with the disruption of the status quo, not the hero themselves. The protagonist then attempts to recognise and correct this disturbance, and thus a new equilibrium is accomplished. 
The story's landscape changes irreversibly.

The difference between Campbell's and Todorov's theories is that Campbell notes the hero's inner personal change at the end of the story. At the same time, Todorov acknowledges the change in the world itself.

Contrary to Campbell's theory of a "universal story" is Maureen Murdock's theory of the Heroine's Journey and how a female protagonist may navigate the narrative regarding their relationship to their gender and embracing both feminine and masculine characteristics.
Murdock's book "The Heroine's Journey: Woman’s Quest for Wholeness" is separated into ten sections, each representing a step in the story's journey. In her book, Murdock describes such an exploration as:

“During this part of the journey, the woman begins her descent. It may involve a seemingly endless period of wandering, grief, and rage; of dethroning kings; of looking for the lost pieces of herself and meeting the dark feminine. It may take weeks, months, or years, and for many it may involve a time of voluntary isolation—a period of darkness and silence and of learning the art of deeply listening once again to self: of being instead of doing. The outer world may see this as a depression and a period of stasis. Family, friends, and work associates implore our heroine to “get on with it.”
-Maureen Murdock, “The Heroine’s Journey: Woman’s Quest for Wholeness”

Jack Zipes also makes a few comments about this issue, recognising the disproportionate treatment between men and women in folktales.

"Many feminist tales and criticism have been written by males, some who would refer to themselves as socialist feminists and others who are just generally dissatisfied with male domination and privilege in English and American society." – Jack Zipes, Don't bet on the Prince: contemporary feminist fairy tales.

Much discussion surrounding fairy tales and their messages tends to fail to give female characters agency compared to their male counterparts. This unfair treatment between the sexes could be due to the historical importance put upon male roles in our society because of patriarchy.

“Male heroes greatly outnumber female heroes in folk tales. Although women frequently were the storytellers through the ages, somewhere down the line female heroes have been omitted, replaced, or retrofitted to meet the requirements of a patriarchal society.” -Wanda Wong, Molly Whuppie – Fearless Females in Fairy Tales and Folklore, with Annotated Bibliography

In some more well-known tales, such as Cinderella and Snow White, the villain is the evil stepmother who mistreats the female protagonist.

"Recreate the fears of a menopausal mother. For the ageing stepmother, the young girl's maturation signals her own waning sexual attractiveness and control. In retaliation, they jealously torment the more beautiful virginal adolescent who captures the father's affections and threatens the declining queens. Recurrent narrative features make clear this generational conflict, as the stepmothers habitually devise stratagems to retard the heroine's progress."
– Jack Zipes, Don't bet on the Prince: contemporary feminist fairy tales p.212

For example, the evil queen in Snow White is distraught to discover she is only the second most beautiful in the land, the first being her stepdaughter, Snow White. To combat this, the evil queen commands a huntsman to take Snow White to the forest, and she says, “Kill her and bring me back her lung and liver as a token.” The Brother Grimm's Fairy Tales by Kelly Karen (p.23)

In Cinderella, the stepmother exercises her power over Cinderella by forcing her to be the stepmother’s servant and forbidding her from attending the ball.

“The fairy tale belongs to the poor. I know of no fairy tale which upholds the tyrant, or takes the part of the strong against the weak. A fascist fairy tale is an absurdity.”
 - Erik Christian Haugaard, My Mother She Killed Me, My Father He Ate Me: Forty New Fairy Tales by Kate Bernheimer (2010) (p.17-18)

Many fairy tales focus on the impoverished protagonist; these folk stories rarely have royalty as their narrators. Again, in Cinderella, the main character is a girl who has been abused and taken advantage of by those who have power over her (her stepmother and stepsisters). Ultimately, she escapes and marries royalty, never to be trapped by poverty again.

PRACTICE:
In the Scottish tale of Maol a Chliobain (or, in English: Molly Whuppie), the girl utilises her intelligence and resources to outsmart the antagonist, not once, but three times.

The retelling of Molly Whuppie I’m basing my practice on is the Australian folklorist and writer Joseph Jacobs’ version, which popularised the fairy tale. Jacobs published the tale, alongside other stories, in his book, “English Fairy Tales” (1890), a collection of fairy tales originating from Britain.

The story’s themes centre around resilience and outwitting the antagonist (Triality: hope, resolution, and conflict). Sacrifice for the sake of survival. There are three sisters; the giant has three daughters, three errands, and three successful escape attempts.

Desperate is rife in the world where the sisters reside, and outlooks are bleak. Molly’s parents had no choice but to abandon her and her older sisters for their own survival, presumably due to famine and poverty.

I want to create character designs and concept art that convey the story's themes. I plan to create turnarounds of the most crucial character: such as the titular Molly Whuppie, The Giant, and the world in which they reside.

The concept I plan to create should reflect the bleak Scottish environment where our heroine and villain dwell. I intend to find photography of the Scottish Highlands and Hebrides primarily, as the Scottish Gaelic version is in the Highlands and on the Hebrides Islands; most Gaelic speakers can be found living.
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Figure 1. Snow, A. (2023). First Sketch.
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Figure 2. Snow, A. (2023). Early colour schemes.
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Figure 3. Snow, A. (2023) Face Designs.

For the initial designs I made for the sisters, I drew the most simplistic shapes possible to give each of them unique designs: the tallest, the oldest, the plump, the middle sister, and the tiny one, Molly. I also kept the different facial details when designing the parents and how they would mix to create the sisters, such as the shape of the nose and face and how long those features are.

For the giant, I coloured him mostly red to represent his quick temper, and I drew his body as significantly larger than the other characters and imposed over them to emphasise this further. Then, using this same palette for his wife to tie them together. For both the giant and his wife, I drew their shapes as bending into each other to symbolise their connection.
I balanced the sisters’ colour palette with the giant’s and wife’s palette. All are subject to possible changes in the future.

I have found a collection of artists that can aid me in my exploration of the aesthetic that I’m looking for with the project.

Karl James Mountford creates visually stunning book covers with a strong sense of colours.
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Figure 4. Mountford, K. (2016). Coraline.

The cold reds and cyan complement each other in this piece; he likely utilises complementary colours to achieve this satisfying palette. The paper cut-out design pattern affirms the fairy tale nature of the novel while also allowing him to insert tiny details through this flat minimalism, for example, the running stitch framing the cover as a reference to the buttons featuring heavily in the story.

Arthur Rackham was the most famous fairy tale illustrator of his time; his work continues to inspire artists today, over a century later.
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Figure 5. Rackham, A. (1907). Alice in Wonderland.

The dirty brown overtones in this illustration are a common motif in Rackham’s work. However, the composition in this specific illustration is magnificent because he used the cards to draw the audience’s eyes from top to bottom and land on the mice and lizards.

John William Waterhouse painted gorgeous images of mostly women from Greek mythology, so he has experience painting a scene from stories passed down by word of mouth.
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Figure 6. Waterhouse, J. (1888). Lady of shallot.

The warm tones help make the painting seem comforting, yet also a distant memory.
Waterhouse chose the final scene in Alfred Tennyson’s poem of the same name to depict this character, moments before she sailed towards Camelot and certain death, as she was condemned only to observe reality through a mirror.

The adopted style represented here is the Pre-Raphaelites, known to paint classic scenes from the bible and folk tales but with the addition of expressive emotion, rejecting the rigid rules when depicting such figures. However, this specific painting was made years after the brotherhood disbanded.

As a result, Waterhouse created an emotive piece by utilising a style from before he became a professional artist.

Shaun Tan is an illustrator that incorporates surreal imagery into his stories. His storytelling is extraordinary for its unique style of visceral surrealism.

“So you want to hear a story? Well, I used to know a whole lot of pretty interesting ones. Some of them so funny you'd laugh yourself unconscious, others so terrible you'd never want to repeat them. But I can't remember any of those. So I'll just tell you about the time I found that lost thing....”
-Shaun Tan, The Lost Thing (2000). Hodder Children's Books.
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Figure 7. Tan, S. (2016). Nature.

Tan’s skilful use of colourful pastels lights up the scene, contrasted with the natura, muted greys in the rest of the image. The composition is satisfyingly settled in the top right and balances out, with the overall figure dominating the image's lower half.

The domestic nature of the snail shell has a friendly and inviting atmosphere, linking the possible themes of harmony and a symbiotic relationship.

Sandra Poliakov is a feminist still-life artist who utilises flowing brushstrokes and distinctive colours to express “everyday joy.”
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Figure 8. Poliakov, S. (2020) Wine break.

The food in the painting is scattered naturally across the table’s surface as if a group of friends are just in the middle of lunch together on a particularly hot weekend.
The confident, bright colours burst with life, adding to the summer theme. I plan to incorporate these wild, bold colour techniques in my project. 

In an interview with Wrap, Poliakov describes her work in her own words:
“Just as a writer sees stories everywhere, I notice the harmonies of colour in my everyday life. I like to express this in my artwork by combining colours which, according to the 'rules’, don’t necessarily go together, but seem almost to clash and so stand out to the eye”.
– Sandra Poliakov, (2021). Sandra Poliakov's vibrant expressions of everyday joy. Wrap

Berthe Morisot was the only female impressionist who participated in the movement, and to this day, many critics regard her as a feminist of her time. Her painting technique was highly unusual even for impressionists at the time, as she had a habit of leaving large parts of the canvas void of paint, creating a sensational composition.

“I do not think any man would ever treat a woman as his equal, and it is all I ask because I know my worth.” – Berthe Morisot, (1890). in one of her notebooks.
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Figure 9. Morisot, B. (1889). Young Girl with a Vase.

In this painting, of presumably Morisot’s daughter, Julie Manet, it seems incomplete as there are only sparse brushstrokes to leave the impression of a chair and table, contrasted with the main figure, the young girl, who is painted in detail, as a result, Morisot created a rough but none the less gorgeous painting that greatly inspires me.

Hopefully, with all the work I have tried to compile, I can create a satisfying project that tells a message I hope to convey in addition to, constructing an exciting design for a story with a strong female main character.
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