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A clever girl with a talent for throwing pots on a wheel 
is protected from her stepmother by a golden carp 
that gives her a cloak of kingfisher feathers and tiny 
gold shoes. A teenager flees from a club and drops her 
mobile phone. A princess sets impossible tasks for her 
suitors, leaving her sunbaking in a bikini surrounded 
by her pet dragons, living “happily ever after”. 

All these stories are Cinderella, in one form or another, 
and span more than a thousand years of retelling – 
making the story of the girl who sits in the ashes one  
of the most persistently loved. It has moved from  
voice to text, from film to song and back again,  
and shows no signs of losing its bloom: British 
director Kenneth Branagh is to direct a new film 
version for Disney, starring hunk-of-the-moment 
Richard Madden from Game of Thrones as the 
prince and Downton Abbey’s Lily James as the 
downtrodden beauty rewarded for her goodness. 
No doubt Cate Blanchett will relish her role as 
Cinderella’s wicked stepmother, the star turn 
in the first Disney film of the tale (Cinderella, 
1950), against whom dutiful Cinders seemed 
only insipid. Even the fairy godmother didn’t work 
her “Bibbity-Bobbity-Boo” magic directly against 
Step-mum or her horrid daughters – it just wasn’t 
powerful enough. 

It was Disney’s signature talking animals  
that helped Cinderella prepare for her debut  
and were transformed into her ride. Animals have 
played a part in the story from the first recorded 
versions, as essential to the telling as  
the metamorphosis of a noble young woman living 
in disguise. It’s consistently vermin she chooses for 
company, too. Severed from society by the loss of  
her status, Cinderella identifies with the downtrodden 
of the natural world, which in turn play a part in her 
triumph and confirm her intrinsic nobility. 

The Disney animation of Cinderella saved the studio 
from bankruptcy and became the modern blueprint of 
the story (there are more than 700 folklore variants 
of it recorded). It’s drawn the ire of feminists, who 
deplore the wheedling passivity of its heroine. But  
if the tale is so fusty and lame, such a tool of the 
patriarchy – Red Riding Hood has sexual danger and 
frisson by the bucket-load in comparison – why hasn’t 
culture shaken it off, like the far less-loved story of 
Donkeyskin, collected by Charles Perrault, the same 
author who famously retold Cinderella? Perhaps 
Cinderella distils the power of its oral tradition in  
a way we still connect with. The fireside story-teller 
brought their own flavour to the tale – fantastical 
detail, wry narrative asides, a penchant for the 
gruesome. 

Disney rendered Cinderella’s story “safe” for child 
audiences and their watchful parents by removing the 
undesirable plot elements of less sanitised versions 

– the Grimms’ Aschenputtel (“Ashfool”) has no fairy, 
pumpkin coach or adoring bluebirds, and it offers a 
gruesome outcome for Aschenputtel’s stepsisters. 
Having been encouraged by their mother to cut off 
parts of their feet to fit into the glass slipper, they  
have their eyes pecked out by doves (Aschenputtel’s 
animal friends again) who had whispered to the prince, 

Turn and peep, turn and peep,
There’s blood within the shoe.
The shoe it is too small for her,

The true bride waits for you.

“the Grimms’ Aschenputtel (“Ashfool”) 
has no fairy, pumpkin coach or adoring 

bluebirds, and it offers a gruesome outcome 
for Aschenputtel’s stepsisters.”

The grittiness of this tale is taken as evidence of its 
authenticity, but not everything is as it seems. The 
Grimms expunged sex in favour of violence, shaping 
the tale just as much as Charles Perrault, whose 
Cendrillon appeared in his Histoires ou Contents du 
Temps Passé in 1697, a bestseller that also included 
Little Red Riding Hood and Puss in Boots. Perrault’s 
collection reached a wide audience thanks to cheap 
printed books and a new acceptance of folktales, 
formerly thought only fit for peasants, as appropriate 
fare for the children of the bourgeoisie and the French 
court. His Cinderella laid out lessons suitable for 
daughters of the upper classes: young ladies at the 
time were expected to wait for a husband, carry out 
household labour and defer to male power, just as  
they were in Disney’s 1950s America.

Aschenputtel might appeal more to modern girls. 
Instead of Perrault’s fairy-enacted transformation  

and rescue through marrying up, Aschenputtel asks  
to go to the ball, and effectively saves herself; as Terri 
Windling puts it, she is “a stoic, clever girl in a cruel 
household, aided by the potent magic of the dead”. 
A tree planted by the girl over her mother’s grave 
returns her devotion and grief by magically providing 
the necessary ball gown and is home to the doves 
that assist her. But this version is no more “faithful” 
than Perrault’s. Each redrafted edition of the Grimm 
Brothers’ folktale collection Kinder- und Hausmärchen 
stressed more and more the morality of the plots, 
punishing the wicked and offering rewards to the just. 
The Grimms also famously altered evil mothers to 

stepmothers, or removed them altogether from 
tales where their influence was dangerous. 

In recent times, the Cinderella story has  
become a subgenre of young adult fiction, 
with its emphasis shifted to girls who remake 
themselves (although sometimes magic is still 
present) and plots navigating the thickets of 
teenage nastiness. Catharsis is offered by the 
come-uppance of true character revealed and 
clever girls who get the boyfriends they deserve. 

Literary iterations aside, the entertainment 
industry continues to produce variants of 
Cinderella that speak to new audiences. In the 
1950s we had Sabrina, with Audrey Hepburn 
as a post-war European émigré transformed 
by Givenchy and in need of American succour; 
the 80s gave us Melanie Griffiths’ escaped 

secretary in Working Girl, borrowing her boss’s $6000 
dress to gain entry to the ball and getting her man 
squarely on her merits (the glass slipper turns out 
to be a business merger only she could have come 
up with). Teen-pitched movies like Ever After (Drew 
Barrymore with a British accent and Leonardo Da 
Vinci as fairy godfather), A Cinderella Story (Hilary Duff 
forced to work in her stepmom’s diner) and a musical 
parody based on blockbuster YA novel Ella Enchanted 
(eye-rolling Anne Hathaway as Ella) use the Disneyfied 
Cinderella as a starting point for some surprisingly  
deft subversions. 

Cinderella has proved a story impervious to the 
attempts of moralists to define it. Initially located  
in the household, the “women’s place”, it offered 
fantasies of love and supernatural transformation,  
at the same time revelling in the “sinister” influence  
of strong women. Recent versions, particularly those  
for teenage audiences, have restored the “cunning  
little vixens” of earlier traditions, with their 
knowingness and drive. As it turns out, the  
glass slipper fits many a foot. 
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IF THE  
  SHOE FITS…
Audrey Hepburn, Aschenputtel – the story of Cinderella has taken  

many forms.  Anna Hedigan tries on a few slippers.
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