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77
Disrupting the Boundaries of Genre and
Gender: Postmodernism and the Fairy Tale

Caray LyNN PrEsTON

Date: Sun, 19 Sep 1999 21:06:41 EDT

From: Anna XXXXXXXXX

To: humor@listserv.uga.edu

Subject: Once upon a time . . . (offensive to frogs)

Once upon a time in a land far away, a beautifut, independ-
ent, self assured princess happenad upon a frog as she sat, con-
templating ecological issues on the shores of an unpolluted pond
in a verdant meadow near her castie. The frog hopped into the
princess’ lap and said: Elegant Lady, | was once a handsome
prince, until an evil witch cast a spell upon me. One kiss from you,
however, and | will turn back into the dapper, young prince that |
am and then, my sweet, we can marry and set up housekeeping
in your castle with my mother, where you can prepare my meals,
clean my clothes, bear my children, and forever feel grateful and
happy doing so.

That night, as the princess dined sumptuously on a repast
of lightly sauteed frog legs seascned in a white wine and onion
cream sauce, she chuckled to herself and thought . . . | don't fuck-
ing think so.

GENDERED PERFORMANCE AND AUTHORITATIVE FRAMES

In her essay “Gender and Genre,” Amy Shuman explains that “genres are
not neutral classification systems but are part of a politics of interpreta-
tion in which meaning and the authority to propose and ascribe categories
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198 Carny Lynn PrEsTON

is contested” (71). Noting that “genres exist only in relation to oum.:ﬂ. gen-
res” and that “they are what Bakhtin has termed-‘texts bearing upon
texts,”? Shuman analyzes the relationship between a woman’s life-history
story and the parable embedded in the telling of that story, explaining that
“parables are a form of reported speech. As Bakhtin warns us, Hnwoﬁ.&
speech can be parodic as easily as it can be referential [ Dialogic Imagination
342—-43]. Thatis,when we borrow another’s words, and traditional phrases
and stories are not only another’s words but are the words of the anony-
mous and sometimes authoritative, traditional ‘other,” we negotiate
between the world the authority describes and the world we describe”
(80). In the process of analyzing one woman's appropriation and recon-

" textualization of a traditional parable, Shuman raises a series of questions

that are worth exploring further, questions concerning “the ways in which
boundaries [those of genre and those of gender] are maintained, repro-
duced, transgressed, or shifted” (72). In particular, for feminist studies (and
as she notes, “for feminist studies concerned with the concepts of tradi-
tion and change”) are questions concerning “what constitutes a rupture in
the status of proposed fixed meanings” and whether “new interpretations”
simply “stand alongside the old ones” or whether “they disturb the status
of the fixed meanings” (80). With these questions in mind, I would like
to return to the joke “Once upon a time . . . (offensive to frogs).”

The joke is, I believe, a good example of a story that references “the
words of the anonymous and . . . authoritative, traditional ‘other,” but it
does so for a parodic purpose. The stylized beginning, “Once upon a time,
in a land far away, a beautiful . . . princess,” invokes stereotypical female
gender patterns of the past (enumerated later in the joke by the frog as
marriage, housekeeping, cooking, cleaning, procreation, and child care)

 that are associated with the genre of folktale (and specifically with the

subgenre of fairy tale insofar as the specific textual tradition that is refer-
enced is “The Frog King”).2 By means of parody the text then proceeds
to negotiate contestively between the world that the authoritative fairy
tale describes and the world that the narrator of the joke describes: a world
where princesses are independent and self-assured women who own ﬁrnum
own property, cook meals to nurture themselves, use princes to satisty their
own desires, and contemplate the ecological possibility of a pollution-free
environment. Symbolic inversion becomes a mechanism for breaking the
fairy-tale frame and resituating the tale as a joke, a shift in genre that, I
would argue, “constitittes a rupture in the status of proposed fixed mean-
ings” (Shuman 80}, those both of genre and of gender. More difficult to
answer is the question of whether such a rupture “disturb[s] the status of
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the fixed meanings” (80) in any permanent way or whether it merely cre-
ates a text that stands alonggide the older ones, competing for social space
but ultimately not displacing their authority.

Part of my difficulty in answering this question stems from the per-
meability or shape-shifting quality of contemporary genre boundaries.
Within folkloristic classification systems, a text, as Amy Shuman explains,

“is designated as a this and not a that”; but as she also notes, the “discov-
ery of permeable boundaries” has enabled discussions of dual member-
ship such that a text may be simultancously both “a this and a that” (76;
see also Harris). For example, in the case of “Once upon a time .. . (offen-
sive to frogs),” while one recognizes most readily the slippage between the
boundaries of faity tale and joke, one might also note that the text reads
like one of the many Literary feminist revisionary folktales of the 1970s,
1980s, and 1990s, in particular the humorous ones (see, for example,
Margaret Atwood's “The Little Red Hen Tells All” and “There Was Once”
[Good Bones 13-15, 20-24]). But most of the revisionary literarytexts
were formally published, complete with attribution of authorship, whereas
“Once upon a time . .. (offensive to frogs)” is informally “published” as an
e-mail text and without attribution of authorship. As an e-mail text, it is
not told orally (one of the older definitional requirements of a folk per-
formance though now one that is generally questioned), but it is nonethe-
less “performed” for what might be called the imagined community that
is made up by humor@listserv.uga.edu. And while that performance
might be understood as being a folk performance, it might just as easily
be seen as sharing qualities with the performance of 2 standup comic.
Thus the text exists in a borderland betwixt and between genres, aesthetic
registers, and processes of communication. In turn, the breaking and blur-
ring of boundaries problematizes traditionalized notions of real and
unreal, of authentic and unauthentic, of authority and lack of authority,
and of traditionalized hierarchies associated with the real, the authentic,
and the authoritative (Shuman 76—77). To this extent, “Once upon a time
. - . (offensive to frogs)” participates in dn emergent textual tradition that
has indeed disturbed the status of fixed meanings: those of genre and by
extension those of gender.

In this time and place, for many people the accumulated web of fem-
inist critique (created through academic discourse, folk performance, and
popular media) may function as an emergent and authoritative—though
fragmented and still under negotiation—multivocality that cumulatively
is competitive with the surface monovocality of the inherited older fairy
tale tradition, particularly that tradition as it was mainstreamed into
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200 Catny LynNn PresTon

American culture by means of Perrault’s and the Grimm brothers’ edi-
tions of fairy tales, Disney movie adaptations, senior proms, romance nov-
els, television shows like T Dating Game, and so on. The remainder of
this essay will explore how three relatively recent media texts—the movie
Ewver After, the American television special Whe Wants to Marry a
Millionasre? and a magazine advertisement for women.com—break or
blur genre frame and, in doing so, variously work to maintain, reproduce,
transgress, or shift the boundaries of gender associated with the older
fairy-tale textual tradition.

EVER AFTER
The movie m.emw\@mmw,ﬁ 1998) is a relatively recent American popular cul-
ture production of the Cinderella tale that cleverly blurs the boundaries
between folktale and legend in an attempt to zetrieve the romantic pos-
sibility of “truc love” for the generation currently being raised in the
aftermath/afterglow of second-wave feminist and post-Marxist critique.?
"The movie opensin the nineteenth century with the arrival of the Brothers
Grimm at a magnificent French chateau. Having recently published their
collection of folktales, they have been called to court by the chateaw’s owner
so that she might “set the record straight” concerning the ontological sta-
tus of the Cinderella figure. This she does by producing two material
objects, a shoe and a painting, and by reproducing through narrative
(which the core of the movie dramatizes) the inherited family story that
is linked to and thus legitimatized by the artifacts. The story she tells is
set in sixteenth-century France and concerns her great-great-
grandmother, Danielle de Barbarac. The narrator begins her story by
glancing meaningfully at the Grimm brothers and then at the painting
and saying, “Now, what is that phrase you use? Oh yes, once upon a time
there was a young girl who,” parodically referencing the conventions of
the fairy tale in order to highlight the tale’s larger framing as legend.
Similarly, at the end of the tale per se, Danielle/ Cinderella, while play-

fully chastising the prince, says, “You, sir, are supposed to be charming,” .

to which he replies, “And we, princess, are supposed to live happily ever
after.” When Danielle asks, “Says who?” the prince responds, “You know?
1 don’t know who,” after which the audience is returned to the film’s larger
frame—thatsetin the nineteenth-century chateau where Danielle’s great-
great-grandmother has just finished telling the fairy tale now resituated
as family legend. The matronly lineal descendant of Cinderella then con-
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cludes her interview with the Grimm brothers by noting that “while
Cinderella and her prince did live happily ever after, the point, gentlemen,
is that she lived.” Thus, while, as the Grimm brothers acknowledge in
their interview, there “are many versions of the little ash girl” (they men-
tion, in particular, Perrault’s version), thereby seemingly situating the tale
firmly within the genre of fairy tale/fiction as well as within the patrilin-
cal line of male collectors and editors, the movie works to negotiate a dif-
ferent status for the tale: familial (and by extension cultural) legend/history
thathasbeen transmitted orally and through thegifting of objects through
the matrilineal line. Although one might read and dismiss this shift in
genre as itself a convention of literature and flm (which in part it is), T
think the shift in ontological status of the Cinderella figure that accom-
panies the shift in genre of the tale, as well as the shift in gendered trans-
mission, is significant as an engendering of genre. ’

Isaw the film, when it was first released, with my then thirteen-year-
old daughter, When asked to review the film for Marvels €5 Tules, 1 decided
that before writing the review I wanted to hear how the age group that
seemed to be the target audience had responded to the PG-13-rated film.4
Consequently, I turned to my daughter and the young women in the
undergraduate Women's Folklore/Folklife course that T was teaching at
the time.> When asked to talk in general about the fairy tale “Cinderella,”
my daughter explained to me, first, that “there are many different versions
of Cinderella,” noting the Disney version and several multicultural ver-
sions she had read at school, and then significantly added, “but if a per-
son wants to learn about the real Cinderella, they should see Ever Afer”
Continuing to speak, she fleshed out her definition of “real” by focusing
on differences between Disney's 1949 film version and Ewver After, noting
that the one had “cartoon characters” and the other had “real people,” that
the one was set in “once upon a time,” while the other was in a “real” place
and at a “real” time, and that the one had overly simple characters, while
the other had more complex people (“the way people really are”). Without
knowing it, she had given a fairly accurate catalog of the traits normally
associated with legend (an incident that is said to have happened in the
historical past, that is geographically localized to a specific place, and that
happened to real people). To explain further what she meant by complex
people, she noted that while Danielle/Cinderella was still “nice,” she could
also throw an apple at the Prince and hit him with it, that Danielle
“punched out” the mean, self-centered, older stepsister (I should note here
that my daughter was taking karate at the time and that she, too, has an
older sister), and that the younger stepsister wasn't bad but instead turned
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out to be really “nice” (on the concept of being “nice” in girls’ culture, see
Hughes). Thus, for my daughter (who is the younger of two sisters, who
can throw a punch as well as a ball, and who is coming of age in the late-
twentieth and early-twenty-first centuries), the film presented images she
could identify with and validated her construction of self by providing a
fictionalized historical precedent for that self. As Elliott Oring has
explained, “legend often depicts the improbable within the world of the
possible” (125).

My daughter also pointed out that the great-great-granddaughter
had Danielle’s/Cinderella’s shoe and the painting of herand that the great-
great-granddaughter’s ownership of those items proved that the family-
based story was true, an assertion that she then qualified by explaining
that she knew it was also “just a movie and so not really true, probably.”
My daughter’s waffling over the nature of truth is also consistent with the
genre of lepend. While folktale is fiction and requires a suspension of dis-
belief on the part of the audience in order to participate in its world, leg~
end “never asks for the suspension of disbelief.” Instead it “is concerned
with creating a narrative whose truth is at least worthy of deliberation”
(Oring 125). Legends are believed to be true by some and not believed to
be true by others, but for many, legends fall within the “maybe/maybe not”
category. As Oring notes, the raison d’étre for legends is “the creation of
a story which requires the audience to examine their world view—their
sense of the normal, the boundaries of the natural” (126). Thus, one might
argue that the film’s overtly self-conscious resituating of folktale as fam-
ily legend creates a liminal space for the viewer to construct a play-frame
for the self in which, through a series of appropriations, the fairy
tale/fiction cum family legend/history becomes cultural legend/history
and then, in turn, is privatized by the viewer as personal lineage.

Girls older than my daughter (those in high school and the young
women in my folklore class) sometimes noted disapprovingly that the
point of the film was still focused on Cinderella’s getting the prince, and
lesbian students in the class similarly noted the implied but unstated
injunction of heterosexuality; but just as frequently students pointed to
Cinderella’s “mastery of language” and “cunning wit,” to the moments of
gender reversal in the film, and to the fact that “ pretty, but not ravish-
ingly gorgeous, or unhealthily thin” actress played the part of Cinderella
as being positive features of the film. And I might add that in the spring
following the movie's release more than one girl showed up at her local
high school prom wearing wings attached to her dress (wings that were
quite similar to the wings worn by the film's Cinderella when she went to
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_the ball). Significantly, though, the girls who attended the prom that year

did so often having paid for their own tickets, having bought their own
dinners, and having paid their share of the price of renting a limousine
for the evening—at least this was the case at our local high school proms.

“To set the record straight” is to call into question and thereby revise
a past “record,” in terms of both genre and gender. Accompanying the
shift in genre from fairy tale to legend was a shift in gender patterns inso-
far as the movie does attempt to respond to the last thirty years of femi-
nist critique of gender construction in respect to key Western European,
popularized versions of the fairy tale (in particular those of Perrault, the
Brothers Grimm, and Disney). Feminist critique has ranged from
Rosemary Minard’s description of fairy-tale heroines as “insipid beauties
waiting passively for Prince Charming” (Womenfolk and Fairy Tales; qtd.
in Yolen, “America’s Cinderella” 297) through the catalog of various traits
requisite for being chosen for such connubial bliss: gentility, grace, self-
lessness {296); beautiful, sweet, patient, submissive, an excellent house-
keeper (Stone, “Misuses” 139); and patience, sacrifice, dependency (Rowe,
“Feminism” 217). The catalog is by now well rehearsed. As one under-
graduate female student (Annie Hurst) in my Women’s Folklore/Folklife
course in the spring of 1999 noted: “Little girls that are told again and
again of princes who come to save a beautiful but foolish princess may be
learning that, in order to get a prince, they must be outwardly rich with
beauty, but do not need to possess the common sense that is essential in
keeping them from needing to be saved in the first place. The fairy tales
of the past are permeated with the ideals of the past, and could be updated
in a way that would keep the integrity of the story, whilé relaying behav-
ior that is now socially acceptable.”

The latter is what Ever Affer attempts to do. As a review of the film
in Pegple magazine notes, “a clever movie director [decided to] remake the
classic Cinderellatale ... [and has] goosed the story by giving it an unmis-
takably feminist spin. Out went the pumpkin carriage and the white mice
who drew it; in came references to public education and rights of servants”
(Rozen). These lectures are delivered to the prince by the populist-minded

~ Cinderella figure, whose most cherished possession is a copy of More’s

Utopia, given to her by her father just before he dies. The screenplay writ-
ers kept what Rozen describes as “the bare bones of the Cinderella story™
“The prince, for example, first meets Cinderella while on the run from an
arranged marriage to a Spanish princess. The orphaned Cinderella
remains with her stepmother because she keeps hoping the woman will
actually express maternal feeling for her. And Cinderella’s fairy godmother

"
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is—hold on to your paintbrush—Leonardo da Vinci, who is hanging
about doing some artwork for the prince’s father.” To People magazine’s
catalog one might add that not only does this Cinderella use her wit and
brawn to save the prince, but she also does likewise for herself, when,
toward the end of the story, she is sold off by her stepmother to the local
wealthy “scuz-bag” (who is, among other things, old enough to be her
father) to use as he sees fit (read potential rape scene here). Whether the
filmmakers were consciously doing so or not, they have, through a series
of displacements, merged tale types 510A and 510B.

In short, the film plays off of what both folklorists and feminists
have asked for: an acknowledgment that there have been many versions
of “Cinderella” and that there is a need to return, as it were, to a Cinderella
figure who js a “shrewd and practical girl persevering and winning a share
of the power” (Yolén, “America’s Cinderella” 296). That the film negoti-
ates a shift in vision by means of a shift in genre from fairy tale to legend
is perhaps a necessity for a generation who still harbor a desire for “hap-
pily ever afters” but who are also the product of a revisionary under-
standing of what that “happily ever after” might be and how it might be
attained. In relation to the joke “Once upon a time ... . (offensive to frogs),”
many of this generation, when asked to envision themselves as adults, see
themselves as independent, self-assured women who will own their own
property, nurture themselves, and work for a clean environment but who
want to sit down to dinner with the frog rather than have it/him for the
main course. This vision of themselves, though, is problematized by the
next media text that I now turn to.

Wiro WanTs 70 MARRY 4 MILLIONAIRE?

The extent to which Ever After, as a single text, did or did not change the
“status of fixed meanings” for any extended period of time is perhaps best
argued by the number of people who watched the FOX network special
Who Wants to Marry a Millionaire? that aired 15 February 2000. Described
by one newspaper columnist in her editorial titled “Who Wants to Marry
a Frog?” as television bringing “the glass slipper to the 21st century”
(Estrich) and generally denounced as having set feminist arguments for
gender equality back to the Middle Ages, Who Wants to Marry a
Milhonaire? drew a viewing audience that successively grew through the
evening from “10 million viewers in its first half hour to 12.3 million in
the second half hour to 18.9 million in the third half hour to a huge 22.8
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million in the final half hour” (B. Carter). Furthermore, the show’s “rat-
ings were even bigger among teenage girls and young women,” and in “its
final half hour, the show pulled in more than a third of all women under
age 35 watching television” that night (B. Carter).

With aformat reminiscent of the Miss America pageant, The Dating
Game, and ABC’s Who Wants to Be a Millionaire? the show, as many peo-
ple noted at the time, some with disgust, offered women (the one thou-
sand who applied to be on the show and from which were chosen fifty, a
number that was then paired down to ten semifinalists, five finalists, and
then ultimately one “winner”) the “chance to be Cinderella” (Estrich), and
the numbers of applicants and viewers would seem to suggest, as Estrich
pointed out, that the “pre-feminist ideal is alive and well.” Not only does
the “perfect couple” remain “a beautiful woman and a rich man,” but the
man did the choosing. As Estrich continues to explain in her editorial,
thewomen who put “themselves on the auction block” knew nothing zbout
the man (Rick Rockwell, age forty-two) except that he was supposed to
be 2 multimillionaire. The man was kept in shadow during the show while
the women went through a series of interviews and paraded for him and
the viewing audience in evening gowns and beachwear. The show con-
cluded with the contestants appearing in wedding gowns, Rockwell kneel-
ing to propose to the winning contestant, and a legal wedding. Beyond a
husband and what was described as a “standard prenuptial agreement,”
the bride, Darva Conger (a “34-year-old emergency-room nurse from
Santa Monica, Calif,, who also served in the Gulf War”), received “a two
week vacation (the honeymoon), an Isuzu Trooper and a $35,000 dia-
mond ring” (B. Carter).

Ironically, while the television special (an example of what is now
ubiquitous and being termed “real-life programming,” or “reality TV”)
turned fiction into one kind of reality (at least for Darva Conger and Rick
Rockwell}, almost overnight both Conger and the viewing audience were
faced with another form of reality: questions were raised concerning the
real-life nature of the “prince,” in terms of both his economic status and
his previous treatment of women: “Rick Rockwell may or may not have
a million dollars to his name. Sorry Darva, but I wouldn’t bet on it. What
he does have is arecord of abusing the woman with whom he was involved,
to the point that she had to get a restraining order. Real princes don’t have
to go on television to find a mate. Rick Rockwell is no prince” (Estrich).
In other words, Rick Rockwell turned out to be “a wannabe with a record”
(Estrich). In Estrich’s words, “Fantasy meets reality. The prince turns out
to be a frog. What else is new?”
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"Two days after it aired, I discussed the show with students in the
various classes I was teaching that semester. Many had watched the show
or some piece of it, all but 2 couple of students had heard about the show,
and most students readily identified the show as a contemporary literal-
ization of a Cinderella script, one that disclosed, openly reproduced, and
sanctioned the gendered economic relations of the older tale. While the
students situated themselves along various idcological lines in response to
the show and why they had or had not watched it, the one comment that
repeatedly surfaced had to do with its real-life format, a format that is not
only increasingly being used in television programming but one that is
also increasingly drawing in large viewing audiences ranging in age from
adolescents through young adults (more recent examples of real-life pro-
gramming would be the limited serial show Surviver and its sequels).

While the viewers of these “real life” shows seem generally aware
that the programs have been shaped by a film editor and thus, through
that shaping, are in some way fictions, the viewers continue to citc the
shows’ nonfiction status as the reason they are drawn to them. As several
students have explained, it is the difference between watching a fictional
train/car wreck and watching a real train/car wreck, or watching fictional
comedy and watching real people make fools of themselves, or watching
a fictional soap opera and watching the soap opera of real people’s lives
(spring 2001). This slippage between fiction and reality is analogous to
the crossing and blurring of the boundaries between fairy tale and legend
in the film Ever Afer. But while Ever After blurred genre boundaries in
order to negotiate a space in which to redefine gender boundaries, #5s
Wants to Marry a Millionaire? blurred genre boundaries in order to repro-
duce and thereby maintain traditional gender boundaries.

Although blurred boundaries do not always disturb the status of
fixed gender meanings, they do seem to provide a liminal space in which
the artifice of storytelling itself is disclosed. As Donald Haase notes ear-
lier in this volume when discussing Cristina Bacchilega’s work on post-
modernist fairy tales, the magic mitror (which Bacchilega understands to
be the “controlling metaphos” of the fairytale and of its revisions) is “some-
thing more subtle than a static image that could be simply shattered——or
replaced with a truer mirror—to reveal women's ‘real’ or ‘natural’ identity,”
because “mirrors ... are neither natural objects nor unmediated reflections
of what is natural” (24). Thus, “As with all mirrors, . . . refraction and the
shaping presence of a frame mediate the fairy tale’s reflection. Asitimages
our potential for transformation, the fairy tale refracts what we wish or
fear to become. Human—and thus changeable—ideas, desires, and prac-
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tices frame the tale’s images” (Bacchilega, Postmodern Fairy Tales 28).
Drawing on the idea of the tale’s refracting “what we wish or fear to
become” might enable us to see the ways in which both wishes and fears
were at work in the audience’s viewing of Who Wants to Marry a
Millionaire? For example, it might help to explain the desire to watch
Cinderella be played out as real life (wish fulfillment) but also to watch
for the same reason that people are attracted to a car wreck or are willing
to see other people make fools of themselves (fear of what might actually
happen to themselves). It is this interplay between fantasy and reality and
between wish fulfillment and fear that I will address by means of the next
text, an advertisement.

WOMEN.COM

Lying before me on my desk is a page (dated 1999) torn from a maga-
zine.® The page is light blue with a small strip of yellow running down
the right-hand side. In the center of the page is a small but dominating
cartoon caricature of a young woman (blushing white, with long blond
hair and blue eyes) dressed in a ball gown that is a slightly lighter shade
of blue than that of the surrounding page. The figure holds the edges of
the gown’s skirt delicately in her hands, lifting them as if in dance, show-
ing a hint of white petticoat and one small foot in a blue slipper pointed
in a dance step. Her head is slightly tilted down as if watching her step or
avoiding her imaginary partner’s eyes. Around her swirls an effervescent,
white gyroscope of stars,

Underneath the figure is printed the following message: “A website
for princesses [in white letters]. Also: women who get really annoyed with
wormen who act like princesses; actual princesses; descendants of prin-
cesses; anyone who dressed like a princess for Halloween; women who
believe in fairy godmothers; women who wear crowns; women with gold-
crowned teeth; every woman who ever lost a slipper; and any woman who
wore a puffy gown to the prom [in black letters].” Horizontally, across the
bottom of the page are printed the words “money, career, shopping, fam-
ily, health, relationships, food, fitness,” followed by the comment “the
smart way to get things done” and 2 Web site address: women.com.

The figure in the women.com ad is clearly a Disneylike cartoon car-
icature of Cinderella; in fact, the color of the page and the figure bear a
remarkable resemblance to that on the jacket of the video version of
Disney’s 1949 Cinderella. In the advertisement, the dainty and demure
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female figure appears to be caught in the timeless swirl of “once upon a
time” and “ever after” magic. She is, as I have argued elsewhere concern-
ing Disney’s Cinderella, a representation of Mikhail Bakhtin’s classical
body: a “smooth” and “impenetrable surface” that situates itself as “a sep-
arate and completed phenomenon” in terms of both image and the story
that is intertextually invoked by the image (Bakhtin, Rabelais 318; qtd. in
Preston, “Cinderella” 29). This fantasy image, if taken alone, is referential
(both in terms of genre and a specific textual tradition within that genre)
and invokes the authoritative voice of tradition as interpreted and rein-
scribed specifically by the Disney movie and more generally as a fixed fig-
ure in media representations of “princess.”

The verbal text below the image is participatory in what the visual
image invokes insofar asit situates all women (those who are real princesses,
those who want to be or ever wanted to be princesses, and those who “get
really annoyed with women who act like princesses”) in relation to the word
“princess,” suggesting the extent to which authoritative discourse success-
fully “strives . . . to determine the very bases of our ideological interrela-
tions with the world, the very basis of our behavior” (Bakhtin, Dialogic
Imagination 342). Simultaneously, though, the verbal text is contestive of
that authority and seeks to resist its historicalty privileged status. The tone
of the verbal text is ironic, disclosing discrepancies between idealized rep-
resentations of “women who wear crowns” and the everyday-life realities
of “women with gold-crowned teeth,” between fictional lost slippers and
real lost slippers, and between fantasy balls and ball gowns and the reali-
ties of “puffy gownl[s]” and high school “prom([s].” Finally, the mapping of
“money, career, shopping, family, health, relationships, food, fitness” at the
bottom of the page foregrounds what might be called “real-life” concerns
of women as opposed to fantasy “happy ever afters.”

In the advertisement, the phrase used to describe the Web site—the
“smart way to get things done™—seems at once to be a reference to the
performance of tasks required of the Cinderella figure and a continuation
of parodic critique: real tasks and problems require real information and
action for resolution. Having acknowledged all of this (“this” being the
latter part of the verbal text’s seeming disruption of the dreamy passivity
of the visual image), one nonetheless cannot help but notice that there is
also a way in which that same piecc of text returns us to the world of fairy
tale (or perhaps, as Linda Dégh argues, resituates fairy tale as legend) by
displacing the magic of the “old” fairy-tale tradition with that of the “new”
world of the Internet: subliminally, women.com is situated as a magical
agent, as fairy godmother (or perhaps the Internet itself is the fairy god-
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calls forth that agent’s transformative power. _

Quoting Theodor Adorno’s assertion that “mass media consists of
various layers of meanings superimposed on one another, all of which
contribute to the effect” (Adorno 601; qtd. in Dégh, American Folblore 51),
Dégh has analyzed television commercials and mail-order advertisements
in relationship to a two-part layering of meaning. The top, or surface,
layer, she argues, is mirchenlike:

The top layer [of the mirchenlike commercial] is the manifest tale, which
we have already ascertained is functionally no more than figurative expres-
sion, dramatized metaphor: an ingredient of the advertisement but not the
whole of it. In a story, a witch is shown in a characteristic outfit. Her magic
wand, which she waves over a lady’s hairdo, splits in two. As it turns out,
there is no need for the wand because Hidden Magic hair spray does the
trick. The idea behind this story is not that there was once a witch whose
magic wand broke, but rather that whoever applics the hair spray in ques-
tion will have no need for any other help. (51)

The second, or obscured, layer, Dégh argues, is legendlike:

A genre like the Mirchen, which is fiction and by definition cannot be
believed, is unfit for the conveyance of belief, The symbol must be under-
stood and the figurative expression decoded in order to reach the second
layer, in which the suggested to-be-believed statement is expressed. . ..

What is being stated in the commercial (and what we have to call the
“story,” for lack of a better term) is, at least formally, nonfiction: something
that is believed by some, doubted by others, but, after all, might also be
true. This description fits the legend best. (51)

What is unstated here is that at the center of many legends, particulariy
contemporary legends, is everyday fear, whether the fear is that of not
having perfect hair or a more general fear of simply not being in control
of everyday life. As “something that is believed by some, doubted by oth-
ers, but, after all, might also be true,” legend mediates between the wish
for control and the fear of lack of control; but unlike the fairy tale, both
its wishes and its fears are located in historical rather than fictional time
and space. The blurring of the boundaries between fairy tale and legend,
like the blurring of the boundaries between fiction and nonfiction, cre-
ates a site of cultural production in which social transformation has both
imaginative and material possibility. ,

2




210 CarTuay Lynn PresTon

"The women.com ad is multivocal, with respect to both genre and
the ad’s gendered voices. It is perhaps best described as 2 postmodern text:
a “tentative grouping of ideas, stylistic traits, and thematic preoccupa-
tions” that in the arts include “pastiche, the incorporation of different tex-
tual genres, and contradictory ‘voices,” as well as “fragmented or ‘open’
forms that give the audience the power to assemble the work and deter-
mine its meaning” (Geyh, Lecbron, and Levy x). As such, it is at once
complicit with and resistant to the reproduction of the genre and gender
expectations associated with the older fairy-tale tradition.

ConcLusion

In postmodernity the “stuff” of fairy tales exists as fragments (princess,
frog, slipper, commodity relations in a marriage market) in the nebulous
realm that we might most simply identify as cultural knowledge. From an
ctic positioning the scholar may delineate among forms of transmission
and impose genre classification on individual performances of the “stuff”
for the purposes of analysis, but from an emic positioning it is free-floating
cultural data that can be invoked conversationally, narratively, dramati-
cally, or graphically as an e-mail message sent to an individual or a self-
defined group, as a movie or a television special, or as a magazine
advertisement, not to mention the many other forms it may take: a bed-
time story told to a child, an edited text in a published collection, an
authored short story or poem, a text in or of an academic article, a comic
strip or cartoon, a television commercial, an item in the news or an item
rumored to have been in the news, or a ritual enactment. The performer’s
and the audience’s fragmented cultural knowledge may have been acquired
through any or all of the above forms of cultural production. As Trudier
Harris has noted, when “technology expands, so does the possibility for
broadening categories of folklore genre” (518).

As textual strategies that adopt “a playful irony as a stance that seems
to prove itself endlessly useful” (Geyh, Leebron, and Levy x}, “Once upon
atime... (offensive to frogs),” Ewer After, Who Wants to Marry a Millionaire?
and women.com problematize older dichotomies between the real and the
unreal, between the authentic and the unauthentic, and between the
authoritative and the nonauthoritative as they blur genre boundaries:

fairytalejokefairytalelegendmovicfairytalejoke T Vspecialfairytalejokelegen

dadvertisement.

Postmodernism and the Fairy Tale 211

Doing so, they disclose “the constructedness of meaning, truth, and his-
tory,” while reflecting and refracting “the complexities of subjectivity and
identity” (Geyh, Leebron, and Levy x). One might think here of that
moment in the movie Ever Afer when the prince, looking at the portrait
of Danielle/Cinderella, turns to da Vinci and says, “I must say, Leonardo,
for a man of your talents, it doesn’t look anything like her.” This is the
painting that Danielle’s great-great-granddaughter uses to authenticate
her own family-based storytelling, a performance that in turn contests
that of the Grimm brothers and of Perrault. The moment is metatextual:
artistic performance, art, and audience reception are self-consciously
brought to the foreground, disclosing not only the painting’s artifice but
that of Perrault’s and the Grimm brothers’ edited texts, that of the great-
great-granddaughter’s oral narrative, and that of the movie itself. In such
a moment onc should ask, as has Bacchilega, “Who is holding the mirror
and whose desires does it represent and contain?” and “How is the fairy
tale’s magic produced narratively?” (Postmodern Fairy Thles 28); or as
Shuman has asked, what “kinds of authority does the [performance]
appeal to: to the authority of male tradition or to gendered genres” (76)?
In the case of Ever After the appeal to authority is multivocal. The film
invokes the historical authority of male tradition (Perrault, Brothers
Grimm, da Vinci), which it then contests through a performance of gen-
dered genre: the great-great-granddaughter’s appropriation of the paint-
ing and resituating of the fairy tale as legend such that male authority,
both as storytellers and as those who historically have defined genre
boundaries, is called into question. By disrupting genre boundaries, she is
able to tell a different story, one that played to the competing authority of
a popularized 1990s feminism. _

Similarly, when “Once upon a time . . . (offensive to frogs),” Who
Wants to Marry a Millionaire? and women.com are brought into the same
frame, they too disclose their respective appeals to the authority of male
tradition or to gendered genres as they variously work to maintain, repro-
duce, transgress, or shift the boundaries of genre and gender As
Bacchilega has explained, “the tale of magic’s controlling metaphor is the
magic mirror because it conflates mimesis (teflection), refraction (varying
desires), and framing (artifice)” (Postmodern Fairy Tales 10). In turn, the
blurred genre boundaries of the texts that I have been examining in this
chapter “hold mirrors to the magic mirror of the fairy tale [and to each
other], playing with its {and their] framed images out of a desire to mul-
tiply its [and their] refractions and to expose its [and their] artifices” (23).
In this way, although no performance has displaced the authority associ-
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ated with the older fairy-tale genre, contemporary texts have cumulatively
achieved a competitive authority, one that is fragmented, multivocal,
fraught with contestation, and continually emergent.

NoTes

1. Shuman 83. She quotes the phrase “texts bearing upon texts” from Todorov
22-23,

2. Fora discussion.of domestic duties, particularly the politics of tactical incom-
petence, and the fairy tale, see Lanser.

3. Foranoverview of feminist scholarship on the genre of the fairy tale, see Haase’s
survey in this volume.

4. My discussion of Ever Afier is largely based on my earlier review of the movie
(Preston, review). .

5. Student commentary is from undergraduate students at the University of
Colorado, Boulder.

6. 1have the page because a female student in one of my women's literature classes
gave it to me following a class discussion of the Cinderella figure as it is manifested tex-
tually and culturally in American society. The student had handwritten on the top left-
hand corner of the page, “Thought you might enjoy this! I did?” )
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