
From Fairy Tale Narratives 
to Their Animated Versions

Folk tale rhetoric and poetics are both notorious for their
rigidity and conservatism. A completely new and

fascinating potential of fairy tale poetics and rhetoric opens
when we consider them in the animated versions of fairy tales. 

In terms of its relation to the linear tale, the poetics of the
animated film is unique. It should be mentioned that despite
the more mobile and flexible character of animation, most
creators of animated tales prefer not to abandon the poetics of
the linear narrative, which is inimitable. What is more,
animators tend to lean heavily upon it; most versions begin
and end with opening and closing formulas identical or at
least similar to those found in most traditional or classic fairy

tales. Once upon a time seems to be irreplaceable.
Many animated versions of fairy tales start showing a beautifully bound book and as

it slowly and heavily opens, the story unfolds. The story teller, either visible or unseen,
is introduced as an important character. The placing of a fairy tale book at the opening
of a cartoon film can be regarded as a kind of animation device successfully bridging the
divide between the cartoon version and the classic narrative. This device is rather widely
used. For some reason the spell of the linear text still remains unsurpassed and the charm
of the animated film fails to equal the spell of the linear text. Linearity suggests order -
succession in time and space which we will not give up readily. Evidently the transition
from the linear text to the cartoon film is an intricate process. Walt Disney, too, used the
outlines of a story book in his works. However, in many cases it was rather a fleeting
allusion. Pinocchio (Disney, 1940), for example, opens showing a heavy leather tome
with two locks on the leather cover. Once open, it is reminiscent of a box of beautiful
images rather than a volume of wonder tales as it is textless.  

A unique place in this respect belongs to Don Bluth’s Thumbelina (1994). In this film
a book plays a major role. To be more exact, it plays two roles; one is the traditional role
of opening the story, which is present in a great number of fairy tale films. The other is
that the book becomes part of the setting in which characters perform their actions.
Thumbelina learns about the Prince of Elves from a book her mother reads to her in the
evenings, a fairy tale book, one might think, for it seems the only appropriate kind of
literature to be read by fairy tale characters. As the tiny heroine paces up and down the
page of the book, she manages to make out the figure of the Prince. And as she dreamily
measures the page space with her steps, it seems that she wants to become a character in
the book story, to be part of it. This beautiful film is designed in such a way that the
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