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"Sleeping Beauty" Revisited


My intention for this project was to rewrite a fairy tale—one of which, I am told, I was very fond as a child—from a feminist perspective.  Immediately, before my fingers struck the first letter, I encountered a paralyzing predicament.  What would my version of feminism's "feminist fairy tale" look like?  It certainly wouldn't be the original story—countless contemporary readers and writers of fairy tales criticize "Sleeping Beauty" for its title character's lying comatose for one hundred years, dreaming of her Prince Charming.  But it also wouldn't be a complete role-reversal, with a valiant-but-misunderstood princess rescuing a hapless prince who pricked himself during fencing practice.  That would do nothing to upset the traditional structure—it would just mean that the princess became the prince.  The patriarchy would remain intact.  



Not sure how I would do it or what it would look like in the end, I set out to redo the story of "Sleeping Beauty," maintaining adequate adherence to the original with some major and minor tweaks.  What follows is my best effort at telling "Sleeping Beauty" with my feminist slant.


Once upon a time, there lived a king and queen who longed for a child.  After many years, the queen finally gave birth to an enchanting baby girl.  They named her Rose.  The king and queen held a grand christening in honor of their beautiful newborn daughter.  They had only enough gold place settings for twelve of the thirteen fairies who dwelt in their kingdom.  Rather than postpone the christening until a thirteenth place setting could be ordered, the king and queen decided to invite the twelve youngest and prettiest fairies and to risk the wrath of the oldest and most decrepit thirteenth fairy.


You will notice that the princess is the only character with a name—Rose.  I read that fairy tales often name characters by what they are—prince, princess, king, queen, peasant, maid—and not by their names so that children can identify with the archetypal characters.  This is my way of giving the title character a little more agency in her own story.


The day of the christening arrived, and, lo and behold, all of the kingdom's thirteen fairies appeared in the castle's foyer.  The king and queen hastily made space at the table for the thirteenth fairy, but she could tell that her presence was unwelcome.  She grumbled to herself about wasting an entire week coming to this christening where her gift—infallible common sense—was not even appreciated.  She noticed that the twelfth fairy regarded her suspiciously and casually excused herself at the onset of the gift-giving.  "They think I would take out my hostility on the child.  The twelfth fairy will save her gift till last to undo whatever damage I bestow upon the child," realized the thirteenth fairy.  "Very well," she conceded, "let both our gifts be for naught."


One by one, each of the fairies approached the cradle where the sleeping baby lay.  They granted commonplace gifts appropriate for enchanted princesses—beauty, grace, wisdom, superior dancing skills—as well as a few quirky gifts the king and queen did not much understand but gratefully and politely accepted anyway—empathy, tolerance, accurate weather forecasting.  When it was finally the thirteenth fairy's turn, she menacingly approached the baby's cradle.  Then, with a flash of lightning from the once-blue sky, she turned to the king and queen and their guests and proclaimed, "This child should not have to suffer for the inhospitality and unkindliness of her parents.  However, since I have been treated so abysmally by both my hosts and their guests, I no longer feel compelled to grant this baby a gift.  Instead, I will share with you all my gift of clairvoyance.  Fifteen years hence from her birth, this child will prick her finger on a spindle and die."  A hush fell over the celebration.  For good measure, the thirteenth fairy let loose her best cackle and vanished in a puff of grey smoke.


My feminism does not believe that the oldest, most decrepit, and most poorly-treated women are evil.  Instead, the thirteenth fairy merely plays on others' expectations of her.  I disagree with fairy tales in which the women are always in competition and can never be friends or care about each other.


The king and queen and all their guests exchanged wary glances.  Then, certain that the thirteenth fairy was out of earshot, the king began to guffaw.  "Killed by a spindle?  Have you ever heard such a ridiculous thing?" laughed the king, and soon the whole party was uproarious in good spirits. 


"It looks as if the thirteenth fairy really has lost her touch," admitted the first fairy between outbursts of laughter. 


But the twelfth fairy, who had not trusted the thirteenth from the start, refused to believe that no harm would come of the thirteenth fairy's dire declaration.  So, very quietly, unwilling to be laughed at by the rest of the guests for taking the thirteenth fairy seriously, the twelfth fairy inched her way over to the cradle.  "Oh, blessed and cursed child," she lamented, "my magic has not the power to undo the damage of my elder's, but I can grant you this: When, at fifteen years of age, you prick your finger on that aforementioned spindle, you shall not die, but fall into a dreamless and undisturbed sleep for 100 years."


The party ended, as all parties must, and the king and queen put their daughter to bed.  For the next fourteen years, the king and queen and their daughter Rose lived an average fairy tale life.  The king and queen went about the daily duties of ruling a kingdom.  They kept the kingdom's borders safe from foreign attack, ensured that their citizens had plenty to eat, and interviewed the parents of princes from other kingdoms to select an appropriate suitor for their daughter.  Unconcerned with the marriage prospects her parents were lining up, Rose spent her days as any enchanted princess.  Rose wasn't allowed to play with the common children because the king and queen didn't want Rose to be influenced by their sub-royal manners.  Because her parents had had no other children, Rose did not have any playmates her age and spent much of her time by herself.  


The king and queen pretended to not be suspicious people, but as Rose's fifteenth birthday drew near, the king could not hide his worry.  He issued a royal proclamation that all the kingdom's spinning wheels were to be collected and burned.  Rose, who had never seen a spinning wheel before they were all burned before her father's satisfied eyes, asked her father why he wanted them destroyed.  "They're dangerous.  You mustn't touch them.  Don't even think about them," he commanded his daughter.  Accustomed to her father's dismissive responses to her questions, Rose did not ask many, and she knew that her father would not explain more about the fascinating spinning wheels.  But her interest was piqued, and she was determined to find out more about these spinning wheels and what made them so dangerous.  They looked like common domestic items to her.  Rose searched far and wide throughout the kingdom whenever she had opportunity to take a long walk.  She inquired at every door whether the inhabitants happened to have an old spinning wheel.  The villagers, knowing both the king's proclamation and the thirteenth fairy's prediction, could not understand the princess's interest in the implement of her curse.  They humbly confessed their compliance with the king's orders and advised the princess to return to the safety of the castle.  Rose spent many long afternoons scouring the countryside for unburned spinning wheels, but her search inevitably yielded nothing. 


The king wants Rose to be above domesticity, and many feminists want women to be outside it—working, pursuing their own interests, not locked up in a house with the children.  The fault is both the king's and the feminists' when they deny the woman the right to do what she wants—whatever she wants—even if that includes housework.


On the fifteenth anniversary of Rose's birth, the king and queen held a magnificent feast.  All of the princess's potential suitors, collected through years of interviews, were invited, and they each danced their turn with the princess.  Dizzy and weary from so much dancing—for, although she had been granted superior dancing skills at her christening, Rose was still not capable of dancing interminably—Rose was overjoyed when the clock tolled eleven, signaling the end of her party.  Rose politely excused herself from the party, leaving her parents to bid their guests farewell.  She stumbled her way up the staircase to her tower bedroom only to discover an unfamiliar green door.  Confused, Rose was about to turn back toward the main hall of the castle when she heard a quiet singing from behind the door.  Hesitantly, she pushed it open.  Inside the room was an elderly woman Rose had never seen before.  To Rose's amazement, the old woman sat at a spinning wheel. 


"Excuse me," Rose began, timidly, "but is that a spinning wheel before you?"  


The old woman stopped her singing and looked into Rose's eyes.  "Why, yes, deary, what else would it be?" she questioned.  Clearly, the old woman did not know who Rose was. 


Rose knew she should have been put off by the old woman's lack of deference, by her lack of recognition, but here was her chance to learn about those mysterious spinning wheels.  "Would you mind....  Could I touch it?  What does it do?" Rose asked, reaching her fingers toward the old woman's machine. 


"What does it do?" repeated the old woman.  "My girl, you act as if you'd never seen a spinning wheel before.  It is used for spinning wool into thread, for making the beautiful clothes you are wearing."  Rose looked down at her dress and then back at the spinner.  How silly her father was! she thought.  His forbidding her use of a spinning wheel was just another attempt to maintain her royal status.  He must have worried that she would be captivated by the idea of the spinning wheel and would have wanted to take up residence in a high tower to spend the rest of her days spinning.  Rose wondered obliquely if the old woman before her had been a princess herself many years ago and had given up all of her rights to the throne to spin thread.  


"Old woman, lend me your spinner for one night.  I shall grant you anything you desire in exchange," said Rose as she picked up the old woman's spinner and turned toward the stairs.  The old woman was just as surprised by the exchange as Rose had been to find her hiding away in her castle.  By the time the old woman remembered how to speak, Rose had vanished down the stairwell.  She shook her head sadly at the girl's lack of respect for her elders, but she was too old and tired to try to chase her through the castle.  Instead, she climbed into her bed, getting a head start on the hundred years' sleep.


"What a very silly father I have," Rose said to herself, descending the stair.  "He worries so much about my being common that he forbids me to play with the local children.  To destroy every single spinning wheel in the kingdom on the off chance that I might like spinning is going too far.  What will he do next, burn all the washboards in case I am inclined to  laundering?"  Rose shook her head in exasperation.  "I shall play a trick on him to show him just how foolish he can be."  More energized now, Rose quickly found her way back to her quarters.  She set up the spinning wheel beside her bed and positioned herself behind it, determined to figure out how it worked.  She expected her parents to come in to bid her goodnight once their guests vacated the castle, and she wanted to be spinning away when her father entered.  It took several minutes, but Rose eventually made it look like she was using the spinning wheel.  When she heard the approaching voices of her father and mother, her heart accelerated.  This was a trick they would never forget.  She moved her hands more quickly about the spinning wheel, quickly getting the hang of the machine.


When the king and queen pushed open their daughter's bedroom door, several things happened very quickly.  They both gasped, then the queen froze in shock as the king lunged toward the spinning wheel.  Rose, not expecting this horrified a reaction from her parents, tried to step away from the spinning wheel, but got her hand caught in the thread in her haste.  The king plowed into the spinning wheel, pushing its needle deep into the princess's index finger.  The thirteenth fairy's prophecy was realized.


For a normal girl—even a normal princess—pricking her finger on a spinning wheel's needle would have opened a small hole in the finger.  It would have bled, and probably ruined whatever thread she was spinning.  It would have required a bandage, and maybe a stitch or two.  But it would not have killed her.  It would not have put her into a hundred years' long dreamless sleep.  It would not have put the whole kingdom around her to sleep for one hundred years so that she would awaken to the same life she had left.  It would not have caused a great and impenetrable forest of thorns to rise up around the kingdom in the span of one night.  But a fairy's magic gift could do all this and more, and the twelfth fairy had granted Rose the gift of one hundred years of sleep upon her pricking of her finger on a spindle on her fifteenth birthday.


As soon as word about the sleeping kingdom spread to the surrounding kingdoms, the parents of the princes whom Rose's parents had both approved and rejected began preparing their sons to break the spell.  They figured that any prince who could cut through the forest of thorns and wake the sleeping princess before the hundred years passed would surely be able to barter for more than his fair share of her kingdom's riches.  The princes, each of whom had left Rose's fifteenth birthday party in awe of her beauty, were more than happy to oblige their parents' wishes.  One by one, they set out for the sleeping castle.  


Unfortunately, in the twelfth fairy's haste to inconspicuously cast her spell at Rose's christening, she forgot to make provisions for those princes who, she realized in retrospect, would doubtlessly try to rescue the beautiful princess from her enchanted imprisonment.  Each of the princes pursued their quests just as far as the forest of thorns.  Unwilling to return to their respective kingdoms vanquished by some overgrown weeds, each prince endeavored to cut his way through the forest.  Regrettably, none of the princes realized that the forest grew back twice as thick and sharp and fast as they cut it.  Those princes who were not skewered on the thorns themselves spent the short remainder of their days wandering hopelessly in the ever-thickening forest, and they all perished. 


The twelfth fairy had the sad task of bearing the bad news of their sons' deaths back to each awaiting set of royal parents.  Every instance was the same: Upon hearing the tragic news of their only son and heir's deaths, each pair of king and queen sank into a regret-laden despair.  Each pair knew that their own avarice led directly to the deaths of their sons.  They each judged themselves unfit to rule, and so their kingdoms peacefully transitioned into democracies, and all manner of magic faded from the lands. 


Ninety-nine long years had passed since the overprotective king had accidentally and in haste knocked the needle of a spinning wheel through his daughter's finger when a commoner’s son set off from home.  He had spent all of his life in a little village caring for his aging parents, but he always suspected there was some larger purpose to his life.  He had grown up with legends of an enchanted princess, and he knew that, were he to have such an opportunity, he would certainly succeed where the princes who'd preceded him had failed.  Nevertheless, the boy had spent his entire life caring for his aging parents, and he did not let his whimsical fantasy distract him from his filial duties.  The boy and his parents got along well for many years, until a great flood washed away most of the village.  The boy survived by clinging to the top of a tall tree, but when the floodwaters cleared, he could find no remains of his home.  He mourned for a day and set up gravemarkers to honor his parents before packing up what leftover food and supplies he could find for his journey to the sleeping castle.


The boy traveled from one village to the next, but he never encountered anyone with true knowledge of the enchanted kingdom.  Instead, he was lead on a wild goose chase from one misinformed village to the next.  The boy began to lose hope and suspected that, perhaps truly, all the magic in the world perished with the onset of the princess's curse.  He decided that the reality of the world was too much for his magical inclinations, and so he resolved to live by himself in the woods.  He searched far and wide for a wood sufficiently removed from the everyday lives of common people.  At last, after a long year of traveling, he came upon a dense and threatening forest that just happened to be the enchanted forest of thorns.  The boy thought that if he could traverse such flora, he could certainly live out the rest of his days in his own version of a magic, fairy tale kingdom.  


The boy drew a small ax from his satchel and approached the nearest branch of the forest.  To his surprise, the thick, thorn-covered vines retreated long before he drew back his ax to strike.  The boy was puzzled, but figured that if the forest would admit him without his having to damage it, it would be all the better for his conscience.  The boy walked his way through the forest of thorns.  Whichever way he turned his gaze, the woods magically receded to let him pass.  It took a full day of travel, but the boy finally made it through the forest.  On the other side, he came upon a beautiful, desolate kingdom.  The boy walked in wonder past little country houses, not sure whether to believe this kingdom really existed.  He half suspected that he had died, and that this fantasy realm was his version of heaven.  Nevertheless, he quickly made his way toward the castle at the center of the kingdom.


The boy had never seen a castle before and didn't want to go so far as to hope that anyone like royalty might still exist in his day and age, but he thought that a kingdom as fantastical as this one must surely be presided over by some equally enchanted royalty.  He ran through his head the stories he'd heard of the sleeping kingdom.  Supposedly, a magic spell had been cast on the beautiful princess who resided in the castle's tower bedroom.  The princes who had come before him—what had they planned to do?  True, none of them had made it through the forest, but this only bolstered the boy's belief that he was the destined hero of this tale.  The boy met no resistance at the castle gates, and so proceeded through the empty, dusty foyer and up the main staircase.  The reception hall was equally empty, as were the royal chambers.  The boy was about to give up when he noticed an unexplored stairway.  He wearily climbed it to discover a most unexpected scene.


Crumpled in heaps at the top of the stair, in the entrance to a smaller bedroom, lay the royal family, as if they'd just fallen down to sleep in their tracks.  The queen was by herself by the door, while the king and the princess were tangled together around an old wooden spinning wheel.  At last! the boy thought, swooping down to pick up the sleeping princess.  He laid her out on the bed and knelt respectfully by her bedside.  "Most beautiful princess," he addressed her, "your enchanted sleep has come to an end.  I, your prince"—there was no reason she needed to know he was a simple farm boy—"have come to set you free."  The boy kept his head prostrate for several minutes.  Hearing nothing from the princess's bed, he glanced up. 


The princess was still sound asleep.  The boy scratched his head, trying to think of ways to wake sleeping princesses.  He shook her shoulders gently.  Then he shook them a little harder.  He called to her, loudly, in her ear.  "PRINCESS!  YOU'VE SLEPT LONG ENOUGH!  IT IS TIME TO WAKE UP AND RULE OUR KINGDOM WITH ME!"  He ran down to the kitchen and returned with a pot and a pan, which he proceeded to bang together, making the most raucous din heard in the kingdom in a century.  Remembering another fairy tale he'd heard, he again dashed to the kitchen and back, this time with a couple of peas, which he shoved under the mattress.  The princess didn't stir.  Maybe she's not a real princess, after all, the boy thought sullenly.  And then it came to him.


Magic kisses! he realized.  Enchantments on princesses are always broken by the magic kisses of their true loves.  So, enthusiastically, the boy leaned down and kissed the princess full on the lips for a whole minute.  He wanted to make sure that, even though he wasn't really a prince, his kiss had its effect.  He pulled up from the princess's face smiling expectantly.  And still the princess slept. 


By this time, the boy was himself tired and quite frustrated and so took to sulking in the corner.  He was just drifting off to sleep when the clock started tolling eleven.  It was monstrously loud in the princess's tower bedroom, and yet the boy noticed morosely that the princess's sleep was undisturbed.  He was shutting his eyes again when the clock stopped tolling and its racket was replaced by the gentle sounds of an incredibly graceful person stirring from a restful sleep.  He lifted his head, and there was the princess, sitting on the edge of her bed in all of her radiant beauty, studying her index finger.


"Princess!" shouted the boy, "You're awake!  I've woken you!"


"Whatever do you mean?" asked Rose, curious as to how this rugged young man gained entrance into her sleeping quarters and why her parents were lying alseep on her floor.


"You've been asleep one hundred years.  Dozens of princes have tried to rescue you from your sleeping spell, but they've all failed.  All but me!" he boasted.  "I've come to rescue you, and I've kissed you awake, and now we shall rule this kingdom together forever!"


By now, the king had also awoken, and he shouted at the boy, "YOU TOOK ADVANTAGE OF MY UNCONSCIOUS DAUGHTER!?  I'LL HAVE YOUR HEAD FOR THAT, YOU SLIMY, CONTEMPTIBLE, GOOD-FOR-NOTHING—"


"Actually, father," said the princess, still thoughtfully examining the wound on her index finger, "I think you've done quite enough damage for one lifetime.  For several, in fact."  The king stared, mouth agape, at his defiant daughter.  "It is true this boy seems to have committed some crime, but we should not act until we have the all the facts."


It is common for princesses to be magnanimous.  Perhaps Rose should have been angry about the boy's violation of her sleeping body; but the fairies had granted her wisdom and tolerance, and fairy tale characters are bound to act in accordance with their magic gifts.  Besides, the alternative would have been for Rose to complacently agree to her domineering father's sentence that the boy's head be removed; and where would the story be, then?  I wanted Rose to take control of her own life, and she just seemed like the sort of compassionate and understanding person who would insist on a fair trial before killing a potentially-innocent, if delusional, boy.


The princess Rose, with all her wisdom and empathy, summoned the kingdom's thirteen fairies to a council.  There, she learned that the thirteenth fairy had laid no curse upon her head, and she offered her forgiveness.  She learned that the curse that did befall her and her entire kingdom was the result of the overprotective and distrustful twelfth fairy's spell, her father's failure to trust her with the circumstances of her life, and her own youthful inclination to push her parents' rules.  She learned from the twelfth fairy that because so many princes had fallen in their vain attempts to rescue her, all of the surrounding kingdoms had been disbanded, and there was no longer magic anywhere else.  She learned from the boy that he was not, in fact, a prince, just a boy with a penchant for the fantastical, and she would not punish his delusions. 


The king and queen abdicated their thrown to their daughter, who seemed to have learned much during her hundred years' sleep.  Rose decided to keep her kingdom sealed within the forest of thorns so that there could be a place where magic persisted that would not interfere with the lives of normal people.  As for the boy, Rose sent him out of the kingdom on the semi-mystical quest of sharing their story.  The boy traveled from village to village to keep the spirit of fairy tales—of magic spells and enchanted princesses—alive and well.  And although, banished as he was from the enchanted kingdom, the boy could never know for sure, he always ended his tale with the promise that the princess, the king and queen, the fairies, the enchanted kingdom, they all lived happily ever after. 


I won't tell you how they did it; you just have to believe—or not—that they did.  Maybe the princess found an appropriate suitor, got married, and raised a lovely family, just like in the original tale.  Maybe she and the old woman with the spinning wheel opened a successful business selling beautiful fairy tale tapestries to the locals.  Maybe the commoners, having grown tired of the unequal distribution of wealth, finally revolted against the monarchy.  I won't tell you because I can't tell you what makes you happy.  My advice to you is to imagine your own happily ever after.


The end.

�	 The comments of the author of the entire project—i.e. not some fictional construct of the story's—occasionally will appear in italics throughout the narration.  Read them to discover authorial intent, or ignore them as interruptions and decide for yourself whether this "Sleeping Beauty" can be thought of as feminist.





