Question 4 
Fairytales have been used throughout history to both entertain and educate people on social and moral issues. They often contain noticeably clear stances on right and wrong, good versus evil. As society moves forward, fairytales have been retold to generations often reimagined to fit the current social conventions. This essay will focus on Little Red Riding Hood and how it has been reinterpreted in the form of the postmodern picture book that make the tale still relevant to our time despite the cultural shifts. 

Bette P. Goldstone is quoted as saying about postmodern picture books; “Authors and Illustrators are playing with multiple storylines, narrators and perspectives to create books that are exciting because of their unpredictability.” A quote from M. Anstey adds further weight to this by saying postmodern picture books are “a product of new times and incorporates many of the characteristics of new literacies, requiring the reader to engage with the text in new ways.” (Anstey, M., 2002).

Little Red Riding Hood is an enduring story. Early variations have existed for thousands of years; however, the earliest known written version of the story is in the book Stories or Tales from Past Times (sometimes called Histories and tales of long ago, with morals) by Charles Perrault Published in 1697 (Alternatively known as The Tales of Mother Goose). The story focuses on the young woman Red Riding Hood who is tasked with delivering a care package to her grandmother. On the way to visit her grandmother she encounters a “cunning” wolf and innocently tells him her plans. The wolf ultimately tricks her into delaying her visit, rushes ahead to eat the grandmother and later Red Riding Hood when she arrives none the wiser. 
The story was written as a stark and moral warning to society that young children especially women should not talk to strangers; if they do, they will be devoured due to their disobedience. Perrault’s view of women matched with the times he lived in. Women of good breeding needed to conduct themselves with dignity and grace at all times and remain so until a suitor recognised these qualities and married her. A woman’s value is based on her following the rules laid out for her. As society changes and becomes more complex, human nature can be portrayed in diverse ways. 
Though the initial publication was issued without illustrations, in 1863 Gustave Doré illustrated and published Le Contes de Perrault, (The Stories of Perrault). Dore’s style of imagery is categorised under the Romanticism movement as “many of his artworks contain iconic imagery and themes that are produced with a romantic approach aimed at visually expressing epic scenes” (Meyer, 2022). 
Each illustration by Dore showed the naivety of Red. In Figure 1. (shown below), the child gets into bed with the wolf trusting that it is her grandmother, completely ignoring the signs that point to a trap. Despite what she can see and hear, she is helpless and unable to resist the lure of the wolf. It shows that women were seen as vulnerable and unable to recognise even obvious threats before them.
The scene is described as such by author Catherine Orenstein (2002) in her book Little Red Riding Hood Uncloaked - SEX, MORALITY, AND THE EVOLUTION OF A FAIRY TALE:

In the earliest written version of the tale, the girl strips off her clothes, joins the beast under the covers—and dies. A rhyming moral at the end warns young women to watch out, because a man can be a "wolf," popularizing the use of that term, still common today, to mean a seducer. 
Despite men also being seducers they still needed protecting by other men as they were seen as incapable of safeguarding themselves.
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Fig 1. Gustav Dore
In Postmodern picture books stereotypes and constructs are challenged. Roles and dynamics have shifted. A character can be changed from a stereotype and adapted to fit the new narrative of the illustrator. Modern issues can be better portrayed with greater dimensions and complexities to the reader without taking away the impact of the original tale. The characters can break tradition in their roles. In a later edition of the story by the Brothers Grimm, Red Riding Hood and her grandmother are saved by a kind huntsman “imparting the revised moral that a good man—a father, or perhaps a husband—can save a woman from her folly”, Orenstein (2002). Autonomy is not given to the main character to save herself and her grandmother. 

In contrast, Joanna Concejo’s Le Petit Chaperon Rouge is considered a postmodern picture book as it does not confirm to traditional storytelling conventions. The story is presented to the reader in a non-linear style that does not adhere to the original plot of Perrault’s version. 
The illustrations are beautiful and complex as were Dore’s however, there is strong symbolism and surrealism within the illustrations that invites readers to interpret them in a variety of ways. Concejo has used a limited palette throughout of predominantly black and white with vivid splashes of red.  She used pencil as her medium to create complex imagery The wolf is depicted in assorted sizes, sometimes playful and docile, at other times symbolically ambiguous, while Little Red remains in control of the situation. 
Concejo stated that she uses different paper types to create added texture that you can almost feel through the pages. There are beautiful frames that have shapes and pattern within them that interacts with the space they contain. Though there is white space in the illustrations, none of it is wasted. It is used to show proportions and shape. Red and the wolf play hide and seek within the forest however Red never seems lost she can navigate her way to safety. Throughout the book there is a red thread that is intertwined with the scenery that helps symbolise the journey. It shows her path in one illustration and in another she and the wolf play “cat’s cradle” with it. Though the overall theme of danger is subtly present in background of the story, Red does not appear to be helpless. At the conclusion of the book, the wolf is dead and Red is changed. This book does not adhere closely to the original narrative though it does use intertextuality as it references from other Red Riding Hood stories, where Red survives the encounter. Playing with the character’s roles shifts the perspective of the story. There is no clear resolution. We are not sure what the wolf’s motives are but we do know that he is killed at the end. We cannot fully confirm what happened between he and Red. The conclusion is subjective though there are hints at the strength of the female characters. Rather than victims, Red has subdued the wolf and Grandma is not helpless, she has animal heads mounted on the wall behind her as she breaks the forth wall by looking out at the reader. Yes there are dangers out there, but you can survive them, this version seems to be implying. 
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Figs. 2 and 3 Le Petite Chaperon Rouge	
Illustrating ‘Little Red Riding Hood’ was a true inner journey for me. A walk in the unfathomable forest of my unconscious, a return to childhood, but at the same time an opportunity to offer my interpretation of the text. I was very fortunate to have had the full trust of the publisher. (Concejo, Joanna. 2015)

Little Red by Bethan Woollvin (2016) removes any sense of victimisation from the main protagonist and aligns with the subversion of gender roles in postmodern picture books. She is independent and intelligent, easily outsmarting the wolf going against previously established gender-based stereotypes. In the Brother’s Grimm version (1812), Red and her grandmother are eaten but fortunately “a fatherly hunter rescues Red from the beast's belly and gives her a second chance to walk the straight path through life”, Orenstein (2002). Once again only a man can save them and set them on the “straight and narrow;” it is a worn-out trope. In some retellings, Red becomes an insignificant character in her own story.


In one memorable series she grows smaller and smaller with each frame, until in the finale she sits on the hunter's shoulder, no bigger than a doll. Walter Crane's 1875 color print shows a variation of the happily-ever-after outcome that most people know today: The hunter has shot the wolf with his rifle. Red Riding Hood runs into his arms. Tearfully contrite, she promises never again to be disobedient (Orenstein, 2002).
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Fig. 5 Little Red Riding Hood (Crane, W. 1875)
Woollvin’s character is not passive as her predecessors were. The norms established at the time focus on the supposed naivety of females as helpless, needing a saviour. Little Red rethinks her as someone who takes control of the situation, she is smart and resourceful, a hero. 
The minimalist style of illustration lends itself to this. The colour red is almost a character in the book. The lines are not soft as some of those in Concejo’s retelling, however they do use a similar limited palette. There are bold in tones of only grey and black against a stark white background with red being the standout feature. Red’s cloak stands out against the forest which is depicted as more abstract than in other earlier versions of the tale where the forest is often seen as a character in itself. Red’s design is simplistic, she is a block of colour, standing out, not shrinking back, or looking lost at any point. Her eyes are big and focusing on her direction, which shows the determination in her character. This is a fresh graphic take on the story; Red is self-aware. 
In Molly Bang’s book Picture This (Revised 2016) she works with simple colour and shape to convey moods to reader. When she looks at Red Riding Hood, she puts shape in context. Bringing the wolf to the forefront to make him the focus of the page. Woollven does just that. The shapes are not complex however they are able to depict the story as well as Concejo’s art style or that of Dore. Woollven makes the wolf large and intimidating. However, he is illustrated in an exaggerated and cartoonish manner which adds an element of comedy to the book. Like Red, we know not to be afraid of him. We know that she will prevail in this situation. There is playfulness and irony in the style that acknowledges the ridiculousness of the predicament she finds herself in. At no point is Red fooled by the wolf. While he is indoors in her grandmothers’ clothes, Red sees an axe in the background which her eyes are clearly focusing on, she is using her surroundings to her advantage. The axe blade is lightly hued red despite being in the background. This brings it to the readers attention. Meanwhile in the next two double page spreads, the wolf has eaten Grandma and is waiting in her bed. He is so large that the bed looks to be collapsing. The writing fits around the images conveying size and depth; the wolf’s figure bleeds off the page. The wolf lunges at Red and but we see her holding the axe. No description is needed of what happens next. In the final scene we see Red coming to visit Grandma with a new wolfskin coat, and red boots. We can glean from this that Red triumphed over him and saved not only herself but her grandmother too. Woollven gave her agency which makes her version relevant to modern readers. 
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Fig. 3 – Little Red				    Fig. 4 Little Red

In conclusion, the postmodern retellings of Little Red Riding Hood, particularly Beth Woollvin’s 2016 version, exemplify how traditional fairytales can be adapted to reflect contemporary values and social changes. These reinterpretations challenge the traditional roles and gender dynamics that were once entrenched in the original versions of the tale. Woollvin’s Little Red subverts the classic narrative by empowering the protagonist, presenting Red as independent, intelligent, and resourceful. These are qualities that contradict the traditional portrayal of her as a helpless, naïve girl unable to save herself and in need of a male rescuer or face certain doom. This shift reflects broader societal movements towards gender equality, autonomy, and the recognition of women as capable agents of change, which contrasts sharply with the passive and helpless female characters in earlier versions of the story.
The transition from the original Little Red Riding Hood of Charles Perrault and the Brothers Grimm, where women were often depicted as vulnerable and reliant on male figures for deliverance, to the more recent and self-confident representations of Red in books like Little Red is a direct response to the changing cultural attitudes towards gender roles. In Perrault’s original, Red’s naivety and her ultimate demise at the hands of the wolf serve as a moral lesson about the dangers of disobedience and the consequences of talking to strangers—messages that were rooted in a patriarchal society’s need to control the conduct of young women. In contrast, postmodern retellings, such as those by Joanna Concejo and Woollvin, highlight the potential for new interpretations that challenge these moralities and introduce a more nuanced view of gender, power, and self-reliance.
Woollvin’s minimalist style, using a bold colour palette and sharp contrasts between black, white, and red, reinforces Red’s agency within the narrative. The starkness of the imagery, with Red’s red cloak standing out against the abstract forest and the exaggerated size of the wolf, symbolically suggests that Red is never lost or powerless. She is fully aware of her surroundings and uses her wits to navigate her way through danger. This is in stark contrast to earlier visual interpretations, such as those by Gustave Doré, where Red is depicted as innocent and vulnerable. Woollvin’s decision to make the wolf cartoonishly large and intimidating, yet ultimately defeated by Red, adds a playful and ironic tone to the story and lends itself to the postmodern genre. The wolf’s threatening appearance is undercut by the reader’s knowledge that Red is not fooled and will ultimately prevail, signalling Fa shift from the earlier trope of the weak and vulnerable female to that of the confident, capable heroine.
The playfulness of Woollvin’s illustrations also extends to the subversion of traditional narratives and the clear empowerment of the female protagonist. The scene where Red is about to enter her grandmother’s house and notices the axe in the background illustrates Red’s resourcefulness. Unlike earlier versions, where the girl is unaware of the danger, Woollvin’s Red is alert, pro-active, and ready to defend herself. The axe, subtly highlighted with a red hue, emphasizes Red’s agency, and foreshadows her victory over the wolf. The ending, where Red is seen wearing a wolfskin coat, implies that not only has she triumphed over the wolf, but she has also saved her grandmother. This change in narrative structure—the removal of the need for a male rescuer—reflects the contemporary shift in children’s literature towards presenting girls as active participants in their own stories.
Through these modern retellings, fairytales are not only preserved but are also made relevant to current audiences by addressing contemporary social issues. The shift in the portrayal of Little Red Riding Hood from a passive, dependent and foolish girl to a clever and resourceful hero mirrors broader changes in society, especially regarding the empowerment of women. As postmodern picture books like Woollvin’s Little Red demonstrate, the reimagining of classic fairytales allows them to maintain their relevance while challenging outdated stereotypes and offering new, empowering messages to young readers of all genders. These reinterpretations encourage children to question traditional norms and to view themselves as capable of shaping their own destinies. In this way, these postmodern picture books not only preserve the timelessness of fairytales but also subvert and redefine them for a new generation.
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