
 

Twisted Fairy Tales Workshop Stirred Poetry 2015 

 Using the haiku form for inspiration, rewrite a fairy tale in tiny form, five lines or less.  

Example:  

Cinderella left her slipper in Iraq 
along with the smell of cardamom 
wafting from the teapot, 
and that huge flower, 
its mouth gaping like death. 

From Tablets by Dunya Mikhail  
 

 Free writing/rewriting a story take the beginning of The little Mermaid story as your first line 

and then free write for ten minutes:  

‘’Far out in the ocean, where the water is as blue as the prettiest cornflower, and as clear as 

crystal, it is very, very deep; so deep, indeed, that no cable could fathom it: many church 

steeples, piled one upon another, would not reach from the ground beneath to the surface of 

the water above’’ 

 Read Mrs Beast by Carol Ann Duffy and discuss what she changes. As a group, list changes 

you would make to fairy tales. Read U. A Fanthorpe: write a poem retelling a fairy tale from 

one female characters perspective what if the witch wasn’t really a witch? What if Snow 

White wasn’t really that innocent? Write a transformation of a fairy tale character into 

something that challenges the dominant narrative.  

 Read Anne Sexton’s Red Shoes. Fairy tales are often about acquiring costume and/or being 

punished for desiring costume. This is the same kind of tactic used in advertising write a 

poem in the form of an advert for the red shoes or the glass slippers. 

 Body transformation selkies, mermaids, punished for desiring something other than water 

write a poem where a mermaid lives a long life on land and a selkie doesn’t have her skin 

stolen by a man who wants to make her his wife. 

 Erasure poem, by deleting words in order change the text of The Princess and the Pea and 

change the narrative.  

  



 

 
It's hard for a girl to be sure if 
She wants to be rescued. I mean, I quite 
Took to the dragon. It's nice to be 
Liked, if you know what I mean. He was 
So nicely physical, with his claws 
And lovely green skin, and that sexy tail, 
And the way he looked at me, 
He made me feel he was all ready to 
Eat me. And any girl enjoys that. 
So when this boy turned up, wearing machinery, 
On a really dangerous horse, to be honest 
I didn't much fancy him. I mean, 
What was he like underneath the hardware? 
He might have acne, blackheads or even 
Bad breath for all I could tell, but the dragon-- 
Well, you could see all his equipment 
At a glance. Still, what could I do? 
The dragon got himself beaten by the boy, 
And a girl's got to think of her future. 
 
I have diplomas in Dragon 
Management and Virgin Reclamation. 
My horse is the latest model, with 
Automatic transmission and built-in 
Obsolescence. My spear is custom-built, 
And my prototype armour 
Still on the secret list. You can't 
Do better than me at the moment. 
I'm qualified and equipped to the 
Eyebrow. So why be difficult? 
Don't you want to be killed and/or rescued 
In the most contemporary way? Don't 
You want to carry out the roles 
That sociology and myth have designed for you? 
Don't you realize that, by being choosy, 
You are endangering job prospects 
In the spear- and horse-building industries? 
What, in any case, does it matter what 
You want? You're in my way. 
 
Extract from ‘Not my best side’ by U. A. Fanthorpe 
 

 

 

 

 

 



 

The Red Shoes by Anne Sexton 
 
I stand in the ring 
in the dead city 
and tie on the red shoes. 
Everything that was calm 
is mine, the watch with an ant walking, 
the toes, lined up like dogs, 
the stove long before it boils toads, 
the parlor, white in winter, long before flies, 
the doe lying down on moss, long before the bullet. 
I tie on the red shoes. 
They are not mine. 
They are my mother’s. 
Her mother’s before. 
Handed down like an heirloom 
but hidden like shameful letters. 
The house and the street where they belong 
are hidden and all the women, too, 
are hidden. 
All those girls 
who wore the red shoes, 
each boarded a train that would not stop. 
Stations flew by like suitors and would not stop. 
They all danced like trout on the hook. 
They were played with. 
They tore off their ears like safety pins. 
Their arms fell off them and became hats. 
Their heads rolled off and sang down the street. 
And their feet – oh God, their feet in the market place – 
their feet, those two beetles, ran for the corner 
and then danced forth as if they were proud. 
Surely, people exclaimed, 
surely they are mechanical. Otherwise… 
But the feet went on. 
The feet could not stop. 
They were wound up like a cobra that sees you. 
They were elastic pulling itself in two. 
They were islands during an earthquake. 
They were ships colliding and going down. 
Never mind you and me. 
They could not listen. 
They could not stop. 
What they did was the death dance. 
What they did would do them in. 
  



 

ONCE upon a time there was a prince who wanted to marry a princess; but she would 

have to be a real princess. He travelled all over the world to find one, but nowhere 

could he get what he wanted. There were princesses enough, but it was difficult to 

find out whether they were real ones. There was always something about them that 

was not as it should be. So he 

came home again and was sad, 

for he would have liked very 

much to have a real princess. 

One evening a terrible 

storm came on; there was 

thunder and lightning, and the 

rain poured down in torrents. 

Suddenly a knocking was heard 

at the city gate, and the old king 

went to open it. 

It was a princess standing 

out there in front of the gate. 

But, good gracious! what a 

sight the rain and the wind had made her look. The water ran down from her hair 

and clothes; it ran down into the toes of her shoes and out again at the heels. And yet 

she said that she was a real princess. 

“Well, we’ll soon find that out,” thought the old queen. But she said nothing, 

went into the bed-room, took all the bedding off the bedstead, and laid a pea on the 

bottom; then she took twenty mattresses and laid them on the pea, and then twenty 

eider-down beds on top of the mattresses. 

On this the princess had to lie all night. In the morning she was asked how she 

had slept. 

“Oh, very badly!” said she. “I have scarcely closed my eyes all night. Heaven 

only knows what was in the bed, but I was lying on something hard, so that I am 

black and blue all over my body. It’s horrible!” 

Now they knew that she was a real princess because she had felt the pea right 

through the twenty mattresses and the twenty eider-down beds. 

Nobody but a real princess could be as sensitive as that. 

So the prince took her for his wife, for now he knew that he had a real princess; 

and the pea was put in the museum, where it may still be seen, if no one has stolen 

it. 

There, that is a true story. 

 

 

 

 



 

 
Bufo Bufo 

 
Clown’s name for the creature 
in my cellar. I give him gladly 
the one room I don’t want – 
sodden cardboard, wet dark, 
the gluey varnish of slugs. 
What he eats: dollops 
of glassy, yellow-grey meat, 
host to scavenging mites, 
the only things down here 
to move fast. He creeps 
over the floor’s uneven brick 
as if movement is painful, 
or crouches still, under the drip 
from a leaking pipe, moist 
and glistening, pumping 
himself to bursting. 
It’s spring, when toads smell their way 
to water, and the females’ spawn 
is strung in necklaces 
of black-eyed beads. 
But he’s my prisoner – 
soft, warty stone 
who at night swells 
to the size of a man. 
  
Vicki Feaver, The Book of Blood  
 

VF: I think what I wanted to say in that poem (Cinders) is that fairy stories always have happy 
endings-the characters go through suffering and difficulty-Cinderella is a rejected girl-and I suppose 
what I'm saying is that you can't expect a totally happy end after that. People don't suddenly-if 
they've been abused or had a difficult childhood-they don't suddenly get married and everything is 
alright and fine. They carry a lot of that suffering with them; there is no complete recovery. And so 
for Cinderella: she leaves her place on the hearth to be a princess with the fine linen sheets but the 
grief of her childhood is still with her. 
 

  



 

 

Carol Ann Duffy 


