Question 2: De/constructing the Human.

I know for a fact that imagination and hope have kept me alive through the roughest times in my life. Reality is brutal and it will kill you, make no mistake about it, but our tales, our creatures and our heroes have a chance to live longer than any of us.
Guillermo del Toro 
                                                                                                                     (Zipes, 2011, p.359).

In Fairy Tale and Film, author and film lecturer Sue Short informs us that there was once a televised version of The Arabian Nights, where the heroine, Scheherazade, is reminded of the importance of telling tales by a master storyteller, “people need stories more than bread itself, they tell us how to live – and why.” (2015, p.8).
And just as Scheherazade spins tales that reflect on justice, restraint, fidelity, and the abuse of power to subtlety bring the crazed, vengeful King Shahryar to a reckoning with himself, towards the betterment of his character; so fairy tales have long been a method in which we impart ethics and morals to children in an easily digestible way, as Bronwyn Davies states in Frogs and Snails and Feminist Tales:
Through hearing traditional narratives children learn to recognise themselves and others as located within their own gendered narratives. Stories provide the metaphors, the characters and the plots through which their own positionings in the social world can be interpreted. (2003, p.46). 
This influence though, can be problematic given some of the outdated gender tropes and stereotypes that still persist in modern iterations of fairy tales. That is to say that the power dynamic in this very Arabian Nights example - wise, all-knowing elder mansplains to a naive ingénue in need of guidance - contains in the micro a trace of misogyny which is emblematic of the misogyny that exists in the macro concerning fairy tales and their publication. For if, as part of the folkloric tradition, fairy tales have been the stories fulfilling this purpose of ‘telling us how to live – and why’ for centuries, then the framework provided was - if not entirely constructed by men, certainly entirely gatekept by them – as stories that were “collected and continuously edited by men in order to reinforce bourgeois values, which often marginalised women.”  (The Conversation, 2024).
Tales asserting women’s agency and addressing their needs by authors such as Karoline von Woltmann, Carmen Sylva, and Laura Gonzenbach were pushed to the side and overlooked. This imbalance in representation was curated to maintain the status quo and assert dominance, as Davies illustrates: 
Children’s stories provide them not only with the mundane gendered world of women in kitchens but also the fantasy world in which women escape kitchens and are beautiful and loved, their reward for which is, of course, their own kitchen. If a women is active and powerful she can only be accepted as such if her agency is directed in a selfless way towards a man or child whom she loves. Men, in contrast, have a much more complex array of possibilities. (2003, p.46).
In the genre defining and ever popular stories published by the Brothers Grimm, Rapunzel, Cinderella, Sleeping Beauty and others - are morality tales in which humble and obedient women are rewarded while transgressive women suffer – against a backdrop of castles, charming Princes, and sorcery.
It’s through this particular strain of the fairy tale tradition that we arrived at the sanitised but still antiquated Disney ‘Princess’ versions, and similarly - though the backdrop may have changed – reworkings that equally propped up patriarchal norms: An older patron waves a magic wand and saves a beautiful girl from a life of drudgery – Cinderella (1950) right? 
Wrong! 
Pretty Woman (1990). (In the yuppie 80s, the fairy godmother’s magic wand was a businessman’s credit card). 
An enchantment forces a vain and selfish man to undergo a transition that will cause him suffering until he changes his ways, absolving him of his flaws and allowing him to be lovable to the prettiest girl in town - Beauty and the Beast (1991) you say? 
Nope. 
Groundhog Day (1993).
How then, do modern interpretations of the form stand in comparison? In what ways have the shards of patriarchal governance been scraped away and redefined against the whetstone of feminist and queer discourse of the 21st Century?  
This essay will inspect and evaluate works from two contemporary proponents of fairy tales:
Guillermo del Toro’s Pan’s Labyrinth (2006) an “anti-tale” that eschews romantic denouement and “allows no subordination and separation of its sometimes nightmarish fairy-tale from the nightmare of history.” (Short, 2015, p.143). Instead, this ‘princess’, in having to journey to the underworld alone, displays attributes that align her more with the heroic male of traditional fairy tales:
Ofelia confronts head-on her visions of the faun tearing off raw flesh with his teeth… the corpse monster whose eyeballs rest on the table… the portraits of babies being devoured on the walls… Her encounter with these decadent, gothic and grotesque images of ageing and decay suggests an awareness of a dark, tangible, mortal side of humans befitting a hero on a quest rather than a passive ethereal princess” (Greenhill, Matrix, 2010, p.72).
And Hayao Miyazaki’s Spirited Away (2001). Jack Zipes, author of The Enchanted Screen insists that Miyazaki’s “fairy-tale animations are not children’s films, but films about children that make an argument on their behalf – especially about their future and the utopian possibilities that must be maintained if they are to find the path for self-determination.”  (2011, p.107). On the path to self-determination in Spirited Away is Chihiro, a young girl who struggles to name herself, which is to say, establish her own identity in conflict with her family; but when she enters the realm of the spirits and is put to the test to save her parents, she responds with great devotion – finding the courage to overcome her anxieties. However, unlike traditional fairy tales, she is not rewarded with material gains, as Zipes notes:
The major transformation is Chihiro’s character, but it is not the typical fairy-tale transformation: she does not become beautiful, marry a prince, or demonstrate outwardly that she has changed. She returns to reality and remains somewhat puzzled but with the confidence that she should be able to handle what comes. (2011, p.108).
I will establish the ways in which these two filmmakers subverted and progressed fairy tale motifs, and the impact and influence they had on the genre; particularly how Disney returned to the ‘Princess’ movies in their wake with Frozen (2013) – where we finally reach the point that a women working within the space where, for decades, men retold morality stories by men, gets to write and shape a fairy tale for a mainstream audience (Screenwriter and Co-Director Jennifer Lee) alleviating Marina Warner’s argument that Disney’s fairy tales represented “Hollywood’s cunning domestication of feminism itself” (Greenhill, Matrix, 2010, p.154.). 
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