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In this proposal I will investigate the words: fairytale, stereotype, and discrimination. Fairy tales are a popular area of cultural critique, particularly when interrogating gendered stereotypes. I want to explore how illustration and fairytale stories can influence adults later in life by creating unrealistic expectations and by supporting and normalising stereotypes which can be problematic.  
Fairy tales 
“A fairy tale is a traditional, fictional story featuring folklore elements, magic, and fantastical creatures. Usually intended for entertainment and often directed at children, they feature universal themes of good versus evil and always conclude with a successful conclusion.” 
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Fig.1, Kay Nielsen, “They saw the cottage was made of bread and cakes”, 1925 
There are many examples of modern interpretations of classic fairy tales that overturn gendered stereotypes by subverting passive femininity, active masculinity, and binary roles, such as King and King by Linda De Haan and Stern Nijland,  Interstellar Cinderella by Deborah Underwood and Rapunzel by Bethan Woolvin.
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Fig 2, Meg Hunt, pages from Interstellar Cinderella, 2015
However, the traditional fairy tale with its sterotypical norms and fixed gender roles persists, as does a simple narrative structure that includes “an orientation, complication, journey of trials, climax and resolution”. (National library of Scotland nls.uk).  We see common stereotypical characters such as a hero, a villain, and a damsel in distress, which makes the story feel predictable and safe as we know that no matter what, in accordance with modern ‘Disney’ fairytale interpretations, there will be a happy ending. Illustration has the power to make us question the way we look at these stories, to realise how stereotypical they are and how much they lack diversity. This is important as many watch and read these stories as children and potentially unconsciously carry these prejudices and biases into adulthood. “They program the mind with deeply embedded prejudices regarding gender roles, class status, moral dichotomies, and beauty standards which often go completely unexamined.”  (Raj T, 2018).  
Traditional fairy tales usually present young women as physically beautiful but helpless, as passive objects awaiting rescue. All too often, these heroines are saved by a strong, handsome man. Thus, men tend to embody heroism and/or authority. For example, in Sleeping Beauty the female protagonist is reliant on a true love’s kiss from a prince to wake her and break the spell. Similarly, in Cinderella, the beautiful and sweet-natured Cinderella must suffer mistreatment at the mercy of her wicked stepmother until she is saved from her bad life by a prince. In Bluebeard we see women punished for agency: Bluebeard’s wives are curious which leads them to discover their partner’s previously murdered wives. In the story their curiosity is a sin worthy of execution.
Furthermore, in traditional fairy tale illustrations the female is often idealised to embody ‘golden’ unworldly beauty.
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Fig.3, John Bauer, “Alvida,” 1912 

Fig.3 shows a beautiful maiden named Alvida leaning out of a window and talking to what appears to be a hunched woman who is offering a pear. Without even knowing the story, this painting by Swedish folklore illustrator John Bauer resonates with its familiar fairytale imagery of a wicked witch or evil old person trying to tempt a beautiful young girl, so much so that we might assume that that is what is happening here. The illustration is in fact from the Swedish fairy tale The Magician’s Cape in which a wicked magician uses a magical flying cape to capture young maidens by tricking them to step onto it. Tellingly, it is the golden thread from Alvida’s hair that enables her to escape his power rather than ruse.
Re-narration and role reversal allow illustrators to reposition female characters as powerful and strong and not idealised for the male gaze. In contemporary Italian picture books, artists such as Clemence Pollet and Roberta Rossetti reframe Little Red Riding Hood to question the predator-prey dynamics creating empathy and emotional literacy against gender-based violence. Using visual strategies, such as changed body language, empowered gazes or disrupted compositions, they make the viewer question inherited scripts.  
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Fig.4, Clemence Pollet, page from La strana storia di Cappuccetto Blu (Little Blue Riding Hood), 2020

Stereotypes 
A stereotype is a generalised, oversimplified belief which assumes that every individual in a certain group has the same characteristics. It ignores unique differences and can apply to any social category, including race and gender. Stereotypes are heavily influenced by cultural and societal conditioning and function as mental shortcuts that our brains use to quickly process and categorise information. 
 
Embedding text onto images is a powerful tool to incite questioning of stereotypes. It functions as a Brechtian alienation device, which “involves the use of techniques designed to distance the audience from emotional involvement.” By gaining distance and objectivity, we are able to try and break the emotional attachment we have and are therefore more likely to question what we see. By overlaying words labels, slogans, narrative fragments onto different figures, artists literalise the construction of identity, making visible the ideological captioning that society creates. This strategy disrupts passive viewing, forcing recognition that gender is not innate but inscribed.  
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Fig.5, Patricia Buck, “Big Women Series, not a Woman” (“Doll”), 1997 
“Text is built into the surface - words like hysteria, madness, and mirth - not as labels but as part of the structure of the painting. At the time, I was thinking about how language gets attached to women’s bodies and repeated until it feels fixed. By enlarging the figures and embedding those words into them, I wanted to interrupt the process— push it to a point where it becomes unstable, even absurd.” (Buck, P, 1997) 
 
In Fig.5, Patricia Buck’s Big Women series tries to critique stereotypes in her art from a feminist perspective. She created a series of big artworks where the women are not small or confined even by the size of the page. She also plays with labelling that tends to come alongside stereotypes and makes the viewer question why we put these labels on people or what even made us devise them in the first place. She is using labels to challenge the viewer in a way that fairy tales do not challenge us.  
 
Discrimination  
Discrimination can be defined as the unfair, prejudicial treatment of an individual or group based on personal characteristics, such as race, gender, age, disability, or sexual orientation. It deprives people of equal opportunities.  
 
Classic illustrators like Kay Nielsen, Edmund Dulac, John Bauer, and Ludwig Richter profoundly encode discrimination through idealised, Eurocentric and binary visuals that contemporary artists like Romina Bassu and Deborah Buck consciously subvert.  
 
In The Guardian article ‘a history of human rights abuses in fairytales’, Abie Longstaff, who is the author of The Fairytale Hairdresser series, talks about the discrimination and human rights abuses that have gone unnoticed in fairy tales. In her books she creates children’s stories that are more equal and less discriminatory. “From forced marriage in 
Rumpelstiltskin to degrading treatment of the prince in Beauty and the Beast” (Longstaff, A, 2015), she examines how fairy tales lack focus on human rights and teach us beliefs that are unfair and unequal. In fairy tales forced marriage is normalised or at least the men have more control over making decisions and picking partners than females. She talks about how fairy tales have become more polished than the original stories on which they are based which were more twisted. For example, in early versions of the tales the Wicked Queen in Snow White is forced to dance in red-hot shoes until she dies; Cinderella’s stepsisters’ eyes are pecked out by birds. We see discrimination and breaches of human rights, a huge gap between the rich and the poor and a marked absence of gay, bisexual and trans characters. Children should be learning at this age that diversity is normal, and equality should be more normalised in these tales. 
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Fig.6, Ludwig Richter, “Snow White and the Seven Dwarfs”, 1853 
 
Richter made woodcut artwork for fairy tales by the Brothers Grimm, which have changed over time. The brothers Grimm censored sex in their fairy tales, created villainous “stepmothers” and added lessons they thought related to Christian values. When first published, it was Snow White’s biological mother who was the villain who demanded the huntsman to kill her daughter. In time this changed as Wilhelm Grimm came up with the idea to change her to a “stepmother” deeming it too disturbing that a real mother would want to hurt her own child at the age of seven. They made multiple other changes to the story that aligned with the morals they wanted to teach such as, avoiding the brutal punishment of the evil queen in the original, in which she was forced to wear hot iron shoes that had been dipped in burning coals. It is interesting to look back at the changes made and how through Disney films fairytales have become increasingly polished and sanitised. 
 
Dwarfism is a controversial topic in Snow White. In the original Grimm fairy tale, the dwarves were not individuals, each endowed with a different human temperament, but were rather a nameless group of seven dwarves, without identity other than their dwarfism. In fig.7, we can see the dwarves are ugly and wizened caricatures compared to the beautiful Snow White. 
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Fig.7, Arthur Rackham, “Snow Drop (Snow White)”, 1909
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 Fig.8, Romina Bassu, “Esercizi di amnesia”, 2015 	 

In Fig.8 Romina Bassu paints a hollow-eyed woman trapped in performative femininity. Her mouth is painted over with lipstick which could symbolise the pressure she feels to look nice and keep silent. The lack of detail to her features shows how little power and individuality she feels in society as a woman. Not having a strong voice is something that we are used to seeing in fairy tales. In Hans Christian Anderson’s The Little Mermaid, the unnamed female protagonist, called Ariel in the Disney film, gives away her voice and still manages to win the prince without speaking.  
 
The questions I have ended up with are: How can we create new fairy tales to help young people to grow into more open-minded and tolerant individuals? What stories can we create to promote equality? 
Do the stereotypes and normalised discrimination affect us in adulthood more than we realise? How can we help young girls feel more comfortable in their skin and not feel the need to fit the damsel in distress/ princess role? How can we make women more powerful and less idealised and objectified than they are in fairy tales?  
 
Next year for my proposal practise project I plan to create a children’s fairytale book that focuses on equality and shows a wide range of different characters. I would like to focus on making the women strong, independent, and powerful and in charge of their own stories, which is something we sadly do not see in fairy tales. I will include illustrations and text creating a unique story that promotes equality and does not use classic stereotypes. 
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But.Interstellar Cinderella

knew just what to do.

The prince invited her aboard.
Last stop? Galactic Hall!
He said, “| hope you'ljoin me

for the Gravity-Free Ball.”

She zipzapped with her socket wrench—
the ship was good as new!
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#28 The Magician’s Cape, 1914
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Undaunted, the little girl replied:

T looking for the herb of eternal youth:
‘Oh, really? And what does this herb look like?"
asked the wolf, now genuinely interested.

“Its shaped like a four-leaf clover,

said Little Blue Riding Hood simply.

‘The wolf looked at her closely.

“You're joking, he said.

“Well, if I must admit ... yes.

‘I was joking, admitted Little Blue Riding Hood.

‘Then the wolf grew darker.

“If that’s the case, let’s make this quick

and instead of having this pointless conversation,

asking you where you're going, running to your
grandmother’s house,

devouring her, hiding in her bed,

eating you and then getting shot by a hunter, ~
let’s do this: I'll eat you right now and be done with it

B Ths is obviously a lie. However, R Here the reference is again to the

some people really believe it and stub- story of Little Red Riding Hood, a fairy

bornly keep looking for it everywhere. tale that all wolves know from earliest
childhood, with the necessary variations,
5045 not to discourage them too much
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