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61.4 (2016): 289-305. This article examines how the two main characters of “Snow White”―
Snow White and the queen―have been reevaluated, modified, and vivified in a number of 
postmodern fairytale retellings. First, by switching the traits of Snow White and the queen, 
the retellings disconnect the automatic correlation of the stereotypes of the characters at the 
mention of their names. And second, by depicting the relationship between Snow White and 
the queen in terms of the natural cycle of female life, the retellings do away with a simple 
opposition of good and evil and explore the complex psychology and the motivations behind 
the deeds of the characters. By closely analyzing the two main characters depicted in several 
postmodern retellings, this article substantiates that the fairytale retellings revisit the past texts 
with a critical impulse in mind. Using the similar elements that allow for an intertextual 
reading of the texts, these retellings highlight the differences. By employing the past texts 
while carrying contemporary sensibilities and ideology, they reevaluate the traditional ideology 
that has been assumed as “natural.” (Korea Baptist Theological University/Seminary)
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I. Introduction

  The nineteen seventies was virtually the beginning of the new era for 

fairy tales. While fairy tales may have been repeatedly retold throughout 
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the history, it was since the seventies that countless retellings and 

adaptations have been published that directly challenge the ideology 

embedded in the traditional tales that do not reflect the current cultural 

changes. Venessa Joosen refers to this period as “the American fairy-tale 

renaissance of the 1970s” (49). Jack Zipes elaborates on the dramatic 

shifts in fairy-tale retellings during those periods as follows: “the attack on 

the conservatism of the ‘classical’ fairy tales was mounted in the 1960s, 

when numerous writers began using them as models to write innovative, 

emancipatory tales, more critical of changing conditions in advanced 

technological societies based on capitalist production and social relations” 

(Fairy Tales 60). Retellings have also varied in genres and forms of 

media; Jeanne Marie Beaumont and Claudia Carlson make note of the 

contemporary poetry as one particular form where the renewed interest in 

“revisioning of fairy tales” was apparent. They point out that the 

publication of Anne Sexton’s Transformations (1971), a collection of 

fairy-tale poems, virtually marked the beginning of the countless fairy-tale 

retellings of contemporary poetry (xii). Sexton’s Transformations, as one of 

the postmodern attempts to rework traditional tales, has set an example for 

countless revisions and adaptations to come.

  Fairy-tale retellings published since the nineteen seventies are particularly 

concerned with the rethinking of the traditional values and fixed ideas that 

have been passed on for more than a century. They revisit the past texts 

while carrying contemporary sensibilities and ideology, in which process 

the retellings provide a critical and ironic rereading of the past texts. This 

return to the past is, as Linda Hutcheon points out, not a “nostalgic 

‘return’; it is a critical revisiting, an ironic dialogue with the past of both 

art and society” (4). This cultural and artistic condition of critical return to 

the past can be understood in Hutcheon’s concept of “postmodernism.” 

Linda Hutcheon defines postmodernism as “a contradictory phenomenon 
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that uses and abuses, installs and then subverts, the very concepts it 

challenges” (3). She then explicates postmodernism as “fundamentally 

contradictory, resolutely historical, and inescapably political” (4). Parody is 

one of the important literary techniques that practices Hutcheon’s notion of 

postmodernism; parody, according to Hutcheon, is “repetition with critical 

distance that allows ironic signalling of difference at the very heart of 

similarity” (26). For her, parody is a “perfect postmodern form” because 

“it paradoxically both incorporates and challenges that which it parodies,” 

in which process authenticity and originality are undermined (11). Parody 

is “contradictory” in its coexistence of difference and similarity, and of 

past and present. It is “historical” and “political” in bringing back the past 

art to subvert the idea of originality. 

  The fairy tale retellings since the seventies can be roughly grouped 

under Hutcheon’s notion of “postmodernism.” The retellings are in 

dialogue with history, but with a critical distance. They work within the 

conventions of fairy tales, only to contradict them. They are parodic in 

that they repeat with a critical eye only to revise and transform the past 

texts. They revisit the past only to bring into awareness of the past as a 

mere human construct that cannot transcend its own cultural and historical 

constraints. 

  Then how do the postmodern fairy-tale retellings paradoxically “use and 

abuse” the past tales through “repetition with critical distance”? For the 

sake of discussion, this article particularly focuses on the depiction of 

characters in the postmodern retellings of the Grimms’ “Snow White.” It 

seeks to examine how the two main characters in particular—Snow White 

and the queen—have been reevaluated, modified, and vivified in a few 

postmodern retellings. In traditional fairy tales, including the Grimms’, the 

primary focus of the story is “on the events, what happens,” not the 

minds of the characters (Doughty 359). The simple and linear plot of the 
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story leaves out the details and the psychological depth of the characters. 

As Doughty puts it, “[t]here is . . . little, if any, intrusion into characters’ 

minds” (359). In “The Late Fairy Tales of Robert Coover,” Stephen 

Benson succinctly sums up the composition of traditional fairy tales as 

follows: “one way of conceiving the fairy tale is as a narrative in which 

plot is all and character is relatively little” (130). Max Lüthi, in his 

discussion on the characterization of the European fairy tales, similarly 

points out that “characters are figures without substance, without inner life, 

without an environment; they lack any relation to past and future, to time 

altogether” (11). In a number of postmodern retellings, however, the 

characters are given more substance, complexity, and life. 

  The retellings “use” the old fairy-tale structures and elements and 

“abuse” them, or create new stories, by subverting our expectation on the 

characters and their dynamics. The stereotypical characterization has been 

dismantled and the characters’ psychological reflections and inner 

complexities are treated more in depth. Snow White is not just a simple 

innocent and ignorant girl, and the queen is not just an evil witch. These 

characters are more complex that cannot be categorized in any simple 

terms. This article examines how a number of postmodern retellings 

provide depth and a new twist to the Snow White and the queen from the 

Grimms’ “Snow White.” 

II. A Rereading of Snow White and the Queen

2.1 Snow White as the Plotter and the Queen as the Victim

  Robert Coover’s “The Dead Queen” (1973) is one of the examples that 

violates our expectations of the characters by switching the expected roles 
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that belong to each character. Snow White is no longer a helpless victim, 

and the queen no longer an evil plotter. Coover deals with the deeper 

complications of the characters, and delves into the reasons and 

motivations that have led them to certain actions.

  In “The Dead Queen,” Coover picks up where the Grimms have left off

—the wedding of Snow White and the prince, and the queen’s death. The 

story begins the day after the wedding as the prince stands gazing at the 

dead queen in the glass coffin which was recently used by Snow White, 

his wife. In this story, the wedding is not a moment of resolution of 

conflicts but rather serves as the beginning of a new complication. Not 

much happens in the story, however. To put in the words of Benson, 

Coover’s story involves a “pregnant pause . . . in which there is little or 

no plot progression but rather an elaboration, a writing around, a moment 

(or series of moments) in a plot (or series of plots) that is absent except 

by suggestion and implication” (130). Rather, through the voice of the 

prince, Coover delves into the characters’ psychological conditions and 

their inner complexities. It is through this process of “pausing” at a certain 

moment in the plot and pondering and elaborating on the details of the 

moment that characters have been reevaluated. Coover’s prince, who also 

functions as the narrator of the story, is not a dependable heroic figure 

who shows up at the last minute tying all the knots, but rather an 

inquisitive character full of speculation and doubts. And through the voice 

of the speculative prince, Coover explores the deeper significance of the 

figures of Snow White and the queen.

  On the first night of their wedding, the prince stands by the queen’s 

casket and dwells on the first wedding night with Snow White and the 

queen’s tormenting moments of dying. He is quite confounded to find that 

Snow White is not as innocent and angelic as he believed her to be. He 

even finds some disturbing qualities in Snow White that was believed to 
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belong to the queen: 

My young bride, her cheeks made rosy by the mountain air, smiled 

benignly through the last rights, just as she had laughed with open glee at 

her stepmother’s terrible entertainment at our wedding feast the night before, 

her cheeks flushed then with wine. I tried to read her outrageous 

cheerfulness, tried to understand the merriment that such an awesome 

execution had provoked. At times, she seemed utterly heartless, this child, 

become the very evil she’d been saved from. (304)

 

The prince is perplexed to see that Snow White takes pleasure in the 

queen’s torment and she does not forgive her stepmother at all. This 

instant brings him to a realization that she is far from the woman of 

perfection that she has represented for him, which has already been hinted 

by the smudge on the coffin: “the birdshit on the glass coffin when [he]’d 

found her” (308). In addition to her “outrageous cheerfulness” at the sight 

of the queen’s ghastly dance with the flaming iron shoes on, her “taste for 

luxury and collapse” and her leaving “no blood on the nuptial linens” 

after the passionate lovemaking leads him to question “the true meaning of 

[her] name” (308). Perhaps, she is not the innocent, angelic girl of 

perfection that her name signifies, but rather her evilness is disguised in 

the form of ignorance and extreme cheerfulness. 

  Then what is the prince’s understanding of the true motive behind the 

queen’s plotting? The prince comes to his own conclusion that the queen 

has plotted the whole thing and “died this tragic death” to lead him 

“away from the merely visible to vision, from the image to the imaged, 

from reflections to the projecting miracle itself, the heart, the pure snow 

white” (313). While Snow White has “suffered no losses,” the queen who 

has plotted it has become the victim of her own plotting (305). In a way, 

Snow White becomes more like the queen, and the queen vice versa.

  The prince finds the images of Snow White and the queen overlap 
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through the mirror: “I’d gazed into the mirrors to see, for the first time, 

Snow White’s paradigmatic beauty, but instead it had been the old Queen 

I’d seen there, flailing about madly in her redhot shoes” (310). Unlike in 

the Grimms’ tale in which the mirror functions as a medium of 

confrontation between Snow White and the queen, Coover’s mirror serves 

to merge the two images that amplify the prince’s perplexity as to the 

significance of the two women. 

  Interestingly, the queen taking the place of Snow White in the prince’s 

mind is already implicated in the title “The Dead Queen.” As suggested in 

the title "The Dead Queen," the focus of attention is on the queen. While 

Snow White is absent from the scene, the queen takes the place of Snow 

White and takes the center stage. Looking at the queen buried in the very 

coffin that Snow White had been lain, the prince comes to a surprising 

realization that “maybe the old Queen had love [him], had died for [him]” 

(313). He comes to his own understanding that the queen has plotted all 

this not for herself, but for him; in other words, not out of her jealousy 

or evilness but out of her selfless love for him. Believing that he has 

finally understood her intent and reason behind her act—“I knew her 

cause, knew her name”—he opens the coffin. His excessive delusion 

reaches its peak as he kisses the dead queen—not just once, but twice—to 

resuscitate her from death. For him, the queen has completely taken the 

place of Snow White. 

  Although the queen did not wake up and everyone around him was 

disgusted by his kissing the dead queen, this incident allows room to 

reconsider the dynamic oppositions between the queen and Snow White. 

Snow White, in the prince’s eyes, is not the anglic woman that she has 

represented for him. Through a complex depiction of the new dynamics of 

the two women, Coover unsettles our fixed correlation between the 

characters and their qualities. As Benson points out, Coover “uses narrative 
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. . . as a means of revealing the fictional nature of particularly pervasive 

narratives that have taken on the mantle of true—‘static facts’” (153). His 

retelling allows us to question the “normalcy” of the traditional characters 

by switching their roles and bewilders our expectations. 

 

2.2 Snow White as the Queen and the Queen as Snow White

  While Coover baffles our expectations of the characters’ qualities by 

simply switching their roles, some postmodern retellings depict the 

dynamics between Snow White and the queen in terms of the natural flow 

of time. In other words, as Snow White ages and becomes a queen, she 

also assumes the traits that is said to belong to the evil queen, and 

reversely, the queen in her early years has possessed the qualities of Snow 

White. They are not the dual opposites but it is through the passage of 

time that their qualities have undergone some changes. A few among the 

retellings that depict the two characters in terms of the cyclicity of life 

are Sexton’s “Snow White”(1971), Patricia Carlin’s “The Stepmother 

Arrives” (2003), Polly Peterson’s “The Prince to Snow White” (2000), and 

Priscilla Galloway’s “A Taste for Beauty” (1995). I will examine each tale 

more in detail.

  In Sexton’s “Snow White”(1971), as Snow White becomes the queen, 

she possesses the qualities that have formerly belonged to the queen. 

Sexton’s “Snow White” retains the basic plot structure of the Grimms’ 

version: Snow White is cast off into the woods, lives with the dwarfs, 

survives the three killing attempts by the queen, the apple is accidently 

dislodged followed by the wedding and the death of the queen. However, 

the poem’s overall tone is quite ironic, attempting to critically distance 

itself from the Grimms’ tale. Taking on Grimms’ depiction of Snow 

White, the poem’s narrator takes it a step further and creates a 
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stereotypical girl of total passivity who lacks life and voice—she is 

inanimate and fragile like a china doll. 

No matter what life you lead

the virgin is a lovely number:

cheeks as fragile as cigarette paper,

arms and legs made of Limoges, 

lips like Van Du Rhone,

rolling her china-blue doll eyes

open and shut. (3)

 

Further into the story, Snow White is described as a “dumb bunny”(8) 

who simply has no idea what dangers lie ahead and who is always 

“revived miraculously”(7-9) with the help of the dwarfs and the prince’s 

accidental drop of the coffin. Up until she is married to the prince, she 

seems to remain a one-dimensional character who, through repetitive death 

and revival, does not seem to have gained much understanding but stays 

consistently ignorant, submissive and “dumb.” Towards the end, Snow 

White takes the place of the queen. Being a queen, however, she does not 

apparently seem to have changed much, still “rolling her china-blue doll 

eyes” and assuming the role of an innocent and ignorant girl. However, 

the significant transformation occurs at the very last part of the poem 

when she “refer[s] to her mirror”:

Meanwhile Snow White held court, 

rolling her china-blue doll eyes open and shut

and sometimes referring to her mirror 

as women do. (9)

The last two lines of the poem strikes home with the reader, for the 

image of Snow White looking at the mirror is a clear reflection of the 
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queen looking at the mirror. Snow White is still portrayed as an ignorant 

“dumb bunny” who is still “rolling her china-blue doll eyes,” but at the 

same time the double image of Snow White and the queen with regard to 

the mirror is an indication that she will probably follow the queen’s 

footstep. They are not the conflicting opposites but rather share the 

similarities, or become “twin images” of each other with the natural 

passage of time, to borrow Sandra Gilbert and Susan Gubar’s term (44). 

In a sense, as Gilbert and Gubar puts it, “the Queen and Snow White are 

in some sense one” (41). Sexton, however, does not stop there. Sexton 

makes an additional and crucial observation that the passage of time 

applies to all women—“as women do.” There is no particularity in the 

relationship between the two women. The flow of time is an inevitable 

fate that all women go through. Growing and aging, blooming and fading 

is only a natural occurrence with flow of time.

  A similar cyclicality occurs in Carlin’s poem “The Stepmother Arrives” 

(2002). Compared to Sexton’s retelling, Carlin’s poem makes a more 

direct, clear suggestion of what happens when Snow White becomes a 

queen. 

The stepmother dies 

in the burning shoes. Her dancing

days are over. The girl acquires

a castle, a kingdom, a mirror, 

and a new daughter.

She dances away her days in the castle. 

“Mother, my glass eyes 

are open,” she sings

at night in her silent dream mouth.
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The face in the mirror changes.

It’s time for an ending.

Upstairs they are heating the iron shoes. (47) 

After the stepmother has died and she is married, Snow White becomes a 

queen, acquiring the mirror and a new daughter. The mirror in Carlin’s 

poem plays a central role that intensifies the two women’s similarities. 

Carlin’s mirror implies that her life doubles the evil queen’s. The new 

queen’s “dancing away her days” mirrors the stepmother’s “dancing days,” 

which further guides us to the repetitive use of the word “shoes.” And 

her new daughter is a doubling of her old self as being a daughter of the 

king, which then leads to the understanding that she is in the same 

position as her stepmother before she died. This repetitiveness and 

mirroring clearly indicates what the future will hold for the new queen. 

Indeed, as Carlin points out, “the face in the mirror changes.” The change 

in the mirror is certainly not a favorable one, for as implied in the last 

line that writes “[u]pstairs they are heating the iron shoes,” Snow White 

will eventually go through the same fate as her stepmother’s. 

  Peterson’s “The Prince to Snow White” (2000) similarly suggests the 

same fate that Snow White will take on as the queen, her mother. This 

poem indicates that Snow White and the queen share the similar fate as 

women—their beauty fades as they grow old. The poem is written in 

response to the poem “Snow White to the Prince” by Delia Sherman. In 

Sherman’s poem, Snow White has a voice of her own and distances 

herself from her formal image as an innocent maiden. She is aware of her 

beauty, and further points out that it is “cursed,” for it is her beauty that 

has started all this complication. Her beauty has caused her alienation 

from her mother and put her into the frozen object of male gaze—“a 

jewel in a casket,” “a lovely effigy,” and “a prince’s prize.” She has also 

consciously accepted her mother’s poisoned “gifts” as an act of her desire 
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for her mother’s love. While Sherman dismantles Snow White’s petrified 

image of an innocent and naïve young maiden through the voice of Snow 

White herself, Peterson takes it a step further and points to the similarity 

that Snow White has with the queen. 

You shall have

your mother’s love.

Indeed, you have it now,

even as you

usurp her place.

Did you think that I found you 

by chance, Maiden?

You are beautiful, sublime, 

yet not so lovely 

as our daughter will be:

your mother’s daughter’s child--

her immortality. 

In this poem, the prince still points out Snow White’s naïvety, explaining, 

in a rhetorical question, that it is not by accident that he found her in the 

coffin—“Do you think that I found you by chance, Maiden?” What is 

implied here is that it is her mother that has sent him to her and that it 

is her beauty that led him to marry her. What is also important is the 

prince’s announcement that Snow White’s beauty will eventually fade and 

will be compared against her daughter’s beauty. Snow White now takes 

her mother’s place, and with a natural flow of time, the time will come 

when she will be threatened by her daughter’s beauty, just as her mother 

was threatened by hers. It is a natural cycle that every woman goes 

through. Hence, “her immortality” does not only refer to a specific person
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—Snow White’s daughter—but a continuous repetition of female cycle that 

applies to all women. In this poem, similar to the two previous poems 

analyzed, Snow White and the queen are not the dual opposites of each 

other but rather represent the cyclical patterns of female life. Snow White 

eventually becomes the queen, and her beauty will be weighed against her 

daughter’s, and so on—this cycle will continue, hence “immortality.”

  While the three retellings discussed above commonly suggest that with 

time, Snow White eventually takes on the characteristics of the evil queen, 

Galloway’s “A Taste for Beauty” provides a new twist to the dynamics 

between the two women by recounting that the queen in her younger 

years has possessed the features that are known to belong to Snow White. 

The beginning of the story of “A Taste for Beauty” initially misleads the 

readers into believing that the narrator is Snow White, who is in fact the 

queen. Indeed, the narrative procession in the beginning resembles that of 

Grimms’ “Snow White.” The narrator is given a violent stepparent (in this 

story, it is a stepfather) and a helpless mother, she flees from home, 

receives training for the beauty contest in an environment full of men, and 

eventually marries the king. Such a narrative progression easily leads us to 

assume that the narrator is probably Snow White. 

  However, halfway into the story, Galloway begins to throw hints that 

suggest that the narrator is not Snow White. First, the narrator is told that 

she will kill children “to protect [her] own position” (103), secondly, she 

is informed of “the king’s first wife” and “her death in childbirth” (104), 

and thirdly, she is given “a talking mirror” that answers her questions 

(105). Mostly importantly, at the narrative moment in which the narrator 

becomes the queen, the identity of the narrator becomes clear; the narrator 

is none other than Snow White’s stepmother: “It was no surprise when I 

won the beauty contest. It was no surprise when I married the widowed 

king. His daughter, pale little black-haired thing, was flower girl at our 
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wedding. Snow. What a stupid name. Might as well have called her Rain, 

or Hail, or Sleet” (105). From here on, the story follows the traditional 

pattern that places the evil queen and the innocent Snow White in 

opposition. 

  While the latter half of the tale may not differ much from the Grimms’ 

tale in terms of the narrative progression and the oppositional positioning 

of the good vs. evil, Galloway’s “A Tale for Beauty” goes beyond merely 

setting the two characters in contrast. For one thing, Galloway’s queen 

cannot simply be coined as an evil queen as she deals with the queen’s 

inner complexities and the complex motivations of her deeds. She depicts 

the queen of her early years as a very strong and independent character 

who consciously enters the beauty competition and gets what she wants—

winning the beauty contest and marrying “the widowed king” (105). The 

queen is a complex character who is clearly aware of how to survive in 

the patriarchal society—“It doesn’t matter what people say about character 

and intelligence being important and beauty being only skin deep. I know 

better. Nobody ever said much about my character and intelligence. I 

became queen because I’m most beautiful of all” (106). Her motivation to 

kill Snow White is also complex as it does not completely come out of 

her own will. But most importantly, Galloway’s attempt at sparing the first 

half of the story delving into the queen’s childhood life that somehow 

resembles that of Snow White’s makes the tale unique. In doing so, she 

not only breaks away from the simply evil image of the queen but 

provides an insight into the changes that may occur in women with the 

natural flow of time. This story clearly indicates that Snow White and the 

queen are not two women representing the dual opposition of good and 

evil but of women sharing similar history and psychology. 
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III. CONCLUSION

  The postmodern fairytale retellings revisit the past texts with “a critical 

distance,” or with a critical impulse in mind (Hutcheon 26). In the words 

of Susan Seller, the retellings use the familiar elements of fairy tales as  

“compass points around which we can weave new and different stories” 

(30). Using the similar elements that allow for an intertextual reading of 

the texts, these retellings highlight the differences. By employing the past 

texts, the postmodern retellings allow room to reevaluate the dominant 

ideology that has been assumed as “natural.”

  The postmodern retellings of Grimms’ “Snow White” denaturalize the 

stereotypes of the characters in the following manners. First, by switching 

the traits of Snow White and the queen that have been conventionally 

assumed to belong to each character, the retellings disconnect the 

automatic correlation of the stereotypes at the very mention of their names. 

And second, by depicting the relationship between Snow White and the 

queen in terms of a natural cycle of female life, the retellings do away 

with a simple opposition of good and evil and explore the complex 

psychology and the motivations and reasons behind the deeds. 

  Fairy tales are about all our lives and our basic instincts. As Zipes 

points out, “every fairy tale and every work of fantasy written and published 

in our times is a metaphorical reflection about real conditions in our own 

societies, even when it pretends to be about a distant past of realm that 

has never existed” (Why 137). Coming into the seventies with the outburst 

of postmodern thinking and the impulse to rethink the past, fairy tales 

have undergone transformation in both form and content, providing 

multifarious fairy tale experience and inviting the readers to reevaluate the 

traditional fairy tales. The plethora of fairy tale retellings in turn brings us 

to the very traits of fairy tales, which are flexibility and adaptability. Just 
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as they have been handed down to us in various forms, styles and genres, 

fairy tales will continue to be told and retold, adding new perspectives 

and adapting to the cultural milieu in which they will be told.
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