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Glass Slipper: A Study of Cinderella Films
As a part of a culture’s oral, written and artistic traditions, folktales and fairytales are a source upon which we build and reinforce our beliefs about ourselves as a society.   These stories are often aimed at children, but have an equal audience with adults.  Our modern day storyteller is the mass media.  The ever popular tale of Cinderella is the most re-made folk or fairy tale to appear on film, with approximately 46 American versions to date.  When first written down in the  ninth century China, Cinderella already had a rich history, with almost every country presenting its own version of the poor girl who sat by the ashes.  Many cultural versions suggest that Cinderella’s situation in this archetypal story as a motherless girl with an absent father is the result of an oedipal situation.
  Clearly, with at least three direct Hollywood screen translations of the story in the past year alone, and countless other films that reference Cinderella, there is still a fascination in the United States with this tale.  
It is not surprising that a country that embraces the Horatio Alger myth of being a clear meritocracy, where anyone can pull themselves up by their bootstraps, would embrace this ancient story of a servant who will one day became queen.  However, in the traditional Cinderella fairytale as it was most often told, Cinderella earns her new station in life with her beauty and benevolence rather than her hard work and talent.  Beauty and benevolence are regarded as virtues, but this is a clear cultural reinforcement of what society values from its female citizens and a clear message about the limited way in which a woman is able rise to a higher station in life.  In the post-postmodern era, where we are the beneficiaries of the feminist and civil rights movement, are there any differences in the way that the Cinderella tale is being retold?  Why is there still a fascination in America with this particular story?  What codes are being presented and reinforced, by whom, to whom and why?  Bruno Bettelheim asserts that a primary use of enchantment for children is to bring order into their confusing and chaotic worlds, letting them know that they will live ‘happily ever after’ despite the abyss.
  Is the fantasy of the Cinderella story a reflection of our reality or a harmless escape?
A common misconception is that Jakob and Wilhelm Grimm, who gave us many of the fairytales in our culture, were folklorists.  Instead these German brothers were linguists who collected, transcribed and only occasionally adapted these stories.  The story of Ashputtle, also known as Cinderella, which they recorded, is quite different from the common story that we embrace today.  In their version, as in all subsequent versions, a widower quickly takes a new wife who brings her own two daughters to live with him and his only child.  The girl is mocked and mistreated by her new family members, and when her father is leaving town, the stepsisters request material gifts while Cinderella unselfishly requests a branch.  She plants the gift at her mother’s grave and it grows into a tree that grants her wishes.  This surrogate mother tree in subsequent versions becomes her fairy godmother, or a magical representative of both God and absent mother.  One of the wishes granted by the tree is the opportunity to attend a festival where the Prince will choose a bride.  Cinderella attends and the Prince is smitten with her grace, kindness and beauty.  Afterwards, it is decreed that whoever fits the fur shoe that the maiden left behind should marry the prince.  At their mother’s insistence, one step-sister cuts off her toes and the other one bloodily butchers her heels in order to fit the shoe and win the man.  When Cinderella becomes Princess, the eyes of the stepsisters are picked out by birds as punishment for the way that they treated her.  The violence in this interpretation does not even come close to the images that we build on today. 
Charles Perrault’s version was decidedly more gentile, perhaps reflecting his life at the royal court.  This is the version that spawned such modern conceits as the pumpkin that becomes a coach, the mice and lizards who become footmen and coachmen, and the fairy godmother.  In addition, there is no bloodshed here as in the Grimm’s version.  The father is again “governed completely” by his new wife. Here, we have also lost the clear connection between the wishes coming true and the dead mother’s post-mortal care.
  However, Perrault’s version had a powerful effect, moving this tale perhaps from folktale to fairytale and spawning the Disney-fication of Cinderella.  Perrault’s Cinderella even finds regal mates for her stepsisters “the very same day” and invites them to live in the palace.
Walt Disney’s Cinderella. 

In 1950, Walt Disney’s animated, musical version of Cinderella became for American culture the seminal version of the story.  The movie is easily read as an adoration of an ideal young woman who is kind to the point of stupidity in the manner which she allows herself to be taken advantage of.  The degree to which she is able to withstand her captivity by relying on her faith and her dreams is reminiscent of the manner in which religion, faith and the promise of a glorious afterlife were used to control slaves in the Western hemisphere.  A virtual slave to her stepfamily, she allows them to treat her as a doormat. Her first song includes the lyrics, “A dream is a wish your heart makes/ No matter how your heart is grieving/ if you keep believing the dream that you wish will come true.”  She insists that “they cannot order me to stop dreaming.”  In other words, she is a slave, but at least she can escape in her mind.  She has faith.  The subtext is ‘don’t worry about how dismal your life may seem as you cook, clean, iron, and sew.  Hold fast to your dreams.’  Unfortunately the dreams reflect the passive position that American women were expected to take at the time, of waiting for prince on a white horse to rescue a damsel and liberate her by making her into his wife, the princess.   This was a message of its times in the 1950’s as American women had already demonstrated their capacity during the war to replace men on the job, and appliances were making the need for full time wifery extinct.  This was very threatening to the patriarchal societal structure and these codes of a good woman and faithful wife were needed to reinforce the status quo.
Based on Charles Perrault’s version, Disney’s Cinderella is blonde (as is usual) and benevolent while her brunette and redheaded stepsisters are hideous and as demanding as their wicked witch crone mother.  According to Marina Warner, “Although blondeness’ most enduring associations are with beauty, with love and nobility, with erotic attraction, with value and fertility, its luminosity made it also the traditional color of virgin’s hair.”
  The codes here are clear.  As Jungian Marie-Louise Von Franz puts it, the new surrogate witch mother and her daughters are “three jealous bitches who persecute the girl.”
 The women are in competition for the love of the father and then the prince.  The question of why her grieving father remarried so soon after her mother’s death is dismissed here with the explanation “to give Cinderella a mother’s care.”  Thus, his guilt by association in the maltreatment is absolved.  In the face of her familial maltreatment, this Cinderella is so syrupy sweet that she would put a Sunday school teacher to shame.  

Cinderella’s beauty is the main threat to the stepmother and stepsisters.  They keep her working to kill her spirit and her joy.  When the Royal Duke comes calling to see which sister fits the slipper, Cinderella is locked in an attic.  There is no thought that if she prospers as a new princess that the entire family will benefit.  It is only felt that this competing beauty must be locked away.  As in Sleeping Beauty, the fairest of all must be snuffed out.   Of course one could make another more optimistic reading of this film in that it is all about faith in one’s dreams, as Cinderella keeps her faith and she is rewarded with achieving her goal.  However, her sheer passivity cannot work.  The mice make her a beautiful dress, then she stands still while the sisters rip it into shreds.  She bursts into tears in the garden and then is rescued by a fairy godmother.  Even with faith, a better lesson for children, the primary viewers of this version, is that preparation must meet opportunity.

In this simplistic interpretation, Cinderella is passive and blind to even the abuses of a cat, rightfully named Lucifer, to her friends the mice.  Lucifer for this viewer shined a light on the girl’s idiocy.  Walt Disney’s 1950 vision of the ideal woman is warped.  Here, Cinderella unrealistically feels no ill will or resentment toward her family, and no one is punished in the end for her mistreatment.  It seems that it would be damaging for a child with real emotional reactions and responses to picture herself in the place of this saint.

Camille Griggers argues that around this same time in Hollywood film noir, the face of the white woman signified "the face of sacrifice.”
  When the Prince’s aide seeks to liberate Cinderella in the end by putting the glass slipper—its very notion is one of discomfort—on her foot, he is tripped by the evil witch cum stepmother shattering it.  This gives Cinderella the opportunity to pull out her own shoe, in a last ditch half-hearted attempt to make the character active.  However, she is still the same reactionary maid whose prince has finally come to rescue her.

In the 2002 Walt Disney sequel, Cinderella II, Dreams Come True, Cinderella and the Prince return from their honeymoon.  It seems that perhaps this modern version will attempt to do away will the gender coding in the previous version.  However, before they can even enter the castle, their new gender roles in the marriage and in the kingdom are established.  The Prince must leave immediately with his father the king to attend to “matters of state,” and Cinderella must immediately fulfill her new duty of planning the royal ball under the tutelage of a stubborn slightly jealous crone.  In other words, he must go off to work to handle important worldly matters while she must cook and plan a party.  However, this Cinderella is much more proactive in her domestic situation.  She flies in the face of her tutoring crone and tradition to have a lively, colorful feast with commoners and common music welcome.   She does things her way and is rewarded with the love of the happy prince and king. The new message is that women can be active and challenge the system, as long as it is still in the domestic or feminine arena.  However, she is still at odds with a crone who finds her not good enough.  The competition among women continues, and she wins her affections at the end as well.  While the Grimm version offers a moral message, Disney’s versions provide a social message.  It appears as if Disney threw out many of the antiquated notions that they had when they created the first movie to create this one, but it is still a limited scope of a woman’s world.
Roger’s and Hammerstein’s Cinderella
Nontraditional casting in Roger’s and Hammerstein’s live action musical Cinderella gives us an African-American Cinderella, Fairy Godmother, Stepsister and Queen, as well as an Asian Prince, and many Latino courtiers.  This multicultural cast was a welcome relief after watching a sea of Cinderella blondes.  After seeing a puppet in a carnival show ask another puppet to be his bride, Cinderella starts to sing, “The sweetest words I’ll ever hear are still inside my head.”  The conceit of a young woman yearning for love is built into the story it seems.  However, this African American Cinderella is assertive and confident.  When a sassy Cinderella bumps into the incognito prince in the market, she corrects his assumption that “all women want to be treated like princesses,” telling him that a woman “wants to be treated like a person with kindness and respect.”  This is a worthy lesson for both women and men in this version which could be enjoyed by adults as well as children.
The cunning stepmother advises her daughters with antiquated wisdom on how to snare a man: “(a) Beauty knows no pain;” (b) Men can’t stand smart women; (c) Hide your flaws until after the wedding.”  Cinderella retorts, “Shouldn’t a man love you for who you are in spite of everything?”  The idea of suffering for beauty is not very different than the Grimm’s stepmother who insisted that her daughters chop up their feet to fit the shoe.  This unfortunate theme is still very much alive in our culture as women go under the knife to ‘repair’ nature. The stepfamily scoffs at Cinderella’s foolish notions of selfhood, but as Cinderella wins in the end, her positive, self-assured values are reinforced. The Prince, a dreamer too, wants to be in love when he gets married rather than the arranged marriage that his parents seek to plan, reminding us that not only women dream of romance and that needing love is not necessarily a negative thing.
Cinderella stays at her stepmother’s house out of a promise to her father.  This resolves the feeling that Cinderella is frozen and passive for remaining in the house.  However, Cinderella’s inability to leave reflects the feeling that children have when they are in a problem household.  They are trapped, so this is a useful aspect of the story psychologically for young viewers.
This Fairy Godmother, played by Whitney Houston, is a worthy mother replacement.  She does not merely solve Cinderella’s problems with magic.  She attempts to teach her to believe in herself, in addition to using magic, to help solve her ills.  Her advice includes:  “You didn’t need my help.  You just thought you did.  Believe in yourself Cinderella.”  “No one is stopping you but you.”  She is loving and comforting, the perfect Godly stand in and surrogate mother. Her theme song is “It’s Possible,” which is certainly a worldly message at any age.  In addition, the viewer realizes watching a handsome Asian prince and gorgeous African American princess how starved we are for images of color. It as if using non traditional casting within this version, feed the makers to break other conventions as well.  As people of color are already different, expectations are open.
Ever After.
Ever After, set in seventeenth century France is the most feminist version of the Cinderella tales examined here.  She is a powerful force, and an able role model for the viewers of this story, who are probably adult as well as adolescent women.  This story begins Cinderella’s great-granddaughter correcting the Grimm Brothers version as the Grimm’s question Perrault’s fantastic version of the story.  Our Cinderella here is named Danielle.  The film begins with Danielle as an 8-year-old tomboy who “can whip anybody,” excited about the prospect of finally getting a family.  Her father jokes, “I had hoped to present a little lady.”   The new codes of this feminist interpretation are clear.  Danielle/Cinderella is no polished, proper, polite ‘lady.’  Ten years later, as a fatherless young woman, she literally runs into an incognito Prince Henry on the road as she starts to attack him for being on her property.  She is docile and apologetic when she realizes that he is royalty.  She still must bow to society to survive, but will not willingly yield to any man.    Danielle, servant to her stepfamily and dashing savior to all around her, pretends to be a courtier to purchase the freedom of a servant’s husband.   When the prince and Danielle are attacked by pirates, Danielle is freed to escape with all that she can carry.  In a brilliant moment, Danielle picks up the prince, hoists him over her shoulder and walks out.  She literally carries him, taking the weight of their world literally on her lovely shoulders.  This super-heroine even convinces the prince to care for the commoners and prisoners, and chastises his family’s policies.  Quoting Utopia, she asks him how they can punish criminals that they created.
Unlike the other versions, Cinderella is not miraculously unrecognizable at the ball.  Everyone knows exactly who she is in all of her finery.  Even though the ball is called a masque, she wears none as she is not hiding anything.  In this version, she is truly in direct competition with her stepsister Margarite as Margarite is the only other woman that Prince Henry considers marrying.  The perceived competition in other versions is made real here.

In a brilliant and amusing twist, Leonardo DaVinci is this Cinderella’s fairy godmother.  DaVinci tells her that a life without love is no life at all.  This is a valid point, especially when doing feminist analysis as the tendency is to immediately reject any notions of love-seeking although love is a very real, critical human need.  Prince Henry considers himself a servant to his crown as Danielle is a servant to her witchy stepmother.  This Cinderella directly confronts the sources of her issues.  When Danielle pleads with the Stepmother, asking, “Was there ever a time when you loved me at all?” her response is “How can anyone love a pebble in their shoe?” 
The Stepmother sells her to a local Marquis who assures Danielle that he is “well endowed,” and makes moves toward raping her.  After rejecting her for being a commoner, the prince rides in on his white horse to rescue Danielle.  However, she has already freed herself with skills learned from her father, an expert swordsman.  This Cinderella takes prisoners!  When Danielle becomes a princess, she saves her stepmother from being shipped to the Americas but condemns her with, “I want you to know that I will forget you after this moment and never think of you again.”  She then entreats the court,” Show her the same courtesy that she has bestowed upon me,” and the Stepmother is tossed with her evil daughter into a life of servitude. 
This version appears to fight the damsel as victim motif, even ending with the Prince and new Princess questioning happily ever after.  The usually blonde Drew Barrymore dyed her hair brunette for this role, and instead the evil stepsister is the blonde.  This is a recoding of fairness and blondeness.  The blonde here loses.  Although the Cinderella is swarthy, in all of the colonialist meanings of the word, she is worthy. The Prince is greatly improved from his contact with our Cinderella as her station is improved from knowing him.  He has gained moral aptitude from deigning to marry a commoner and the lessons of “the real” that she brings, and she has gained his love and a higher station in life.  In other words, we are taught here again that the man’s value or power is in his financial prowess and a woman’s value or prowess is in her beauty, which in this film, thankfully, was on the inside. This version delivers a social as well as moral message with the punishment of evil that we had been missing since the Brother Grimm tale.
Ella Enchanted

In Ella Enchanted, based on a popular children’s book, the fairy Godmother Lucinda makes an appearance at Ella’s (Cinderella’s) birth to curse her with an unfortunate gift, the gift of obedience.  Ella of Frell must do whatever she is asked by anyone.  This is a great device to demonstrate the compliance that has historically signified a “nice girl.”  As you can imagine, she gets into all sorts of trouble, being forced to lie, steal and cheat by her conniving stepsister.  Ella lives in a segregated magical kingdom ruled (in a reference to Hamlet) by the Prince’s uncle who has murdered his father,  The Uncle has separated people from ogres, elves and other monsters, designating each to specific, restrictive tasks.  Ella campaigns for the rights of ogres, giants, and elves, trying to resist the uncontrollable urge to be obedient.   With other characters suffering under the system, Ella is not the sole victim.  
Ella sets out on a journey reminiscent of The Wizard of Oz to find her wayward fairy godmother to ask her to take back the “gift.”  The journey is made literal here.  When she does find the ditzy black godmother, played by black bombshell Vivica A. Fox, the godmother tells her that she “must rely on [her] own powers.”  Clearly, with the name Lucinda, this godmother is meant to both curse and shine light.  Also this potential African American heroine is made to be silly in order to diffuse the power that her role could have here.   The Prince’s uncle orders Ella to murder Prince Charmont so that he can usurp his throne as well, and due to her obedience, she must comply.  At the last minute, she finds strength to break the spell herself, with no help from a fairy Godmother.  
Although this version was an inventive feminist interpretation, Ella was as weak as Disney’s Cinderella throughout because of her forced compliance.  This forced compliance is an interesting metaphor though for a young woman in today’s society, although it wore thin in a film of this length.  Ella is manipulated by both men and women who take advantage of her inability to say no.  The activist streak of this Cinderella, as in Ever After can be inspiring to young girls.  She does not merely accept her world, but aims to change it.   In fact, she forces the prince to see how much power he has in life, and then one gets the feeling that she will help him to create a more integrated society, and not merely urge him from the shadows to change it.  In fact, with his blind love for the uncle who murdered his father, the Prince seemed the biggest victim here.  Switching victimization is not necessarily a valid response to recoding images of oppression.
In Conclusion.
Cinderella presents a father blind to the issues of his child, a jealous living surrogate mother, a loving, but dead mother whose magical replacement takes years to come to her aid, a small delicate foot in uncomfortable but gorgeous glass shoes, and a rivalry with thankless, evil siblings.  Built into all of these relationships is victim-hood.  Cinderella stories reflect where women are in a society.  Thankfully, it appears as though we have been adapting the tale to reduce the set up of young maiden as passive victim.  Unfortunately, every version still keeps us locked, in some part, into the fantasy that a man is the answer to our problems.   In adult life, romance novels, soap operas, men’s and women’s magazines, religious intuitions and the entertainment industry all reinforce these messages of male/female societal roles,  and demonstrate the Cinderella motifs of  beauty’s reward, the happily ever after marriage, and the pattern of men as the rescuers.  Yes, we all, male or female, do wish for love in our lives.  However, the healthiest love, we now realize, is love as equals.  Perhaps a healthier reading is that true love and achievement of goals can be the answer.
These stories are passed around in quite a different way than in previous centuries, where a storyteller’s words allowed listeners to imagine and pass on the stories themselves.  These commodified creations provide the words, images and exact angles, and one may share a story with a listener, but most likely with the admonition, “You have to see it for yourself.”  These stories are then further boxed for mass consumption with numerous spin off dolls, toys and games, making this more than harmless fantasy as the story leave little room for young imaginations to do anything but dream the dream as packaged and purchased.
For Bettelheim, telling a child Cinderella stories can inspire hope if the teller is clear that it is just a story.  While this is a noble purpose and valuable benefit for children who listen to fairytales, what are we teaching them to hope for?  Are girls hoping that as blonde beauties they can be rescued?  Are boys hoping to become generic unfeeling rescuers?  The story was never intended as a fixed presentation, and has rather been adapted and molded by various societies for different purposes.  Tradition here is dangerous, not only to young women but young men.  We can continue to alter this tale significantly in order to share it, or create new stories and interpretations by which to teach our children hope.  There have been some great attempts toward this end with some of the Cinderella films mentioned, but we’ve still got a long way to go, baby.
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