
Retold Fairy Tales 

Fairy tales aren't just for kids! Many books for adults have been based on fairy tales, from Orson Scott Card's "Enchantment" to Gregory 
Maguire's "Mirror, Mirror." Adult authors (and readers) turn to fairy tales for their quirky characters, their intriguing and often twisty plots, 
and their elemental themes of family, love, death, and magic. Basing a book on a well-known story also allows authors to play some fun 
games of "what if;" "What if Jack had a wife and a giant mistress who lived up the beanstalk?" or "What would the Cinderella story be like 
from the step-sister's point of view?" These stories fit naturally into the fantasy genre, but have been adapted in other styles as well, from 
spoofs of detective stories with nursery rhyme criminals to dark psychological studies. 

 

Gregory Frost. Fitcher's Brides. 2002. 

 

In 1843, three sisters, their father, and stepmother journey to a small town in New York state to help Elias Fitcher, a 

charismatic prophet who claims that the end of the world is coming that October. All but the youngest sister fall under 

his sway, as he marries each in turn. He tells the parents that the first bride ran off and the second died of an illness, 

but the reader knows that a more heinous fate has befallen them and awaits the youngest. As in all good fairy tales, 

however, she is the boldest and cleverest and will get the better of the villain. As indicated by the similar-sounding title, 

this novel is based on the fairy tale "Fitcher’s Bird," along with the related "Bluebeard" story. Whether the reader is 

familiar with these stories or not, Fitcher's Bridesprovides a chilling account of a serial killer and the women he preys 

on. 

  

 

Kaye Gibbons. Ellen Foster. 1987. 

 

This can be read as a kind of Cinderella story. Ellen, a sort-of orphan eleven year old, is early on helped by her little 

friend Starletta’s family, and then stays a while with her hippie art teacher when her home becomes intolerable. The 

court bounces Ellen to her witchy grandmother and cranky aunts, who put her to work that summer in the cotton fields. 

Finally, Ellen picks out and wins her new foster mother and family, and then brings Starletta to her happily-ever-after 

home. 

  

 

Audrey Niffenegger. Three Incestuous Sisters. 2005. 

 

A novel in pictures, which opens fairy-tale like: "There once were three sisters: Clotilde, Ophile, and Bettine. They lived 

together in a lonely house by the sea, near the lighthouse, miles away from the city." They compete for the affections of 

Paris, the lighthouse keeper’s son. After being divided by jealousy, death, and a lost child, they eventually reunite as a 

family. The author created the story in pictures, then wrote the text. Niffenegger spent thirteen years making the 

aquatints, designing the book, and setting and printing the type. 

  

 

Edith Pattou. East. 2003. 

 

In this richly imaginative retelling of “East of the Sun and West of the Moon,” a family’s youngest girl is given a proposal 

by a large enchanted polar bear. The girl, who has a penchant for travel in a family of homebodies, is given a chance to 

restore her sister’s health and earn prosperity for her family by accompanying the bear to his northern home. Every 

night she confronts a mystery and undergoes many adventures on the path to discovering her purpose and true heart. 

  



 

Sheri S. Tepper. Beauty. 1992. 

 

This is not exactly a retelling, more a reimagining of the Sleeping Beauty story. Beauty is the main character. A 

teenager when the book begins, she is the daughter of a human duke and a fairy mother. Because she has traded 

places for the day with her best friend, Beauty misses the moment when all the inhabitants of her family's castle are 

plunged into a hundred-year slumber. Her subsequent adventures, as she moves back and forth between the real world 

and the land of Faery, are watched over and sometimes partially guided by her fairy relatives. The descriptions of 14th 

century European life, of a dystopian future, and of the Faery realm are quite detailed and convincing. Beauty is a 

nuanced, believeable character, as are the other principals. The story, told in Beauty's voice in the form of her diary, 

moves briskly and a bit episodically. Some of the events are rather grim, including a rape and the ravages of the 

plague, but the overall tone is one of adventure leavened with occasional humor, anchored by Beauty's warmth, 

goodness, and intelligence. 

 


