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AUTHORS’ NOTE

Dear Reader,
Thank you for taking the time to read Gender Swapped Fairy 

Tales. We would love to begin with the story behind our book.

Jonathan Plackett: When I was a little boy, my father would 
read me and my sister bedtime stories. Unbeknown to us, he 
would secretly swap the genders of the characters in the books. 
This made the stories far more interesting for him to read, and 
provided us with exciting, fresh characters who didn’t conform 
to old gender stereotypes.

Fast forward thirty years and I’m now a creative technologist 
and married to comic writer and artist Karrie Fransman. We 
have a daughter of our own, who we want to grow up in a world 
where little girls can be powerful and where little boys can 
express their vulnerability without anger.

I wondered if it would be possible to create a 
computer algorithm that swapped all gender ed lan-
guage in any text, turning ‘he’ to ‘she’, ‘Mrs’ to ‘Mr’ 
and ‘daughters’ to ‘sons’. After some surprising and 
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protracted battles with the oddities of the English language, I 
managed to create an easy-to-use computer program that could 
swap the gender of any text you threw at it.

Karrie Fransman: I was fascinated when Jonathan showed me 
the algorithm and we wondered how we could use it in the real 
world. I suggested applying it to gender-swap fairy tales. We 
loved the idea of mixing classic texts with modern technology, 
updating these stories for a contemporary reader. As a comic 
creator I was also excited to see how the algorithm would trans-
form some of the world’s best tales and then imagine those new 
stories in illustration.

We chose to use the public-domain, infamous Fairy Books, 
edited by Andrew Lang and published between 1889 and 1913. 
This gorgeous, multicoloured series collected the very best 
tales from all over the world and popularised them for a mass 
audience, including stories by Gabrielle-Suzanne de Villeneuve 
(‘Beauty and the Beast’) and those collected by the Brothers 
Grimm (‘Hansel and Gretel’, ‘Rumpelstiltskin’, ‘Snowdrop’ 
and ‘Rapunzel’). Rather serendipitously, these books were 

also edited by a wife-and-husband team. It was Andrew 
Lang who rose to fame, with his name appearing on 
the covers as editor. However, researcher Andrea Day 
has suggested (in ‘“Almost wholly the work of Mrs 
Lang”: Nora Lang, Literary Labour, and the Fairy 
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Books’, in Women’s Writing, 2017) that in fact it was his wife, 
Leonora Blanche ‘Nora’ Lang, who did most of the work, par-
ticularly in the later books in the series. We found this to 
be a very happy coincidence, given what we intended 
to do to the original texts!

Fairy tales are the ideal genre to gender swap. 
They are some of the earliest stories we are exposed 
to as children and form the very building blocks of story-
telling. They allow us to live out fantasies, inhabit roles and 
defeat monsters. Most importantly they teach us the differ-
ence between ‘good’ and ‘evil’ and about the moral codes that 
govern our society: that boys should bravely scale giant bean-
stalks to claim what is rightfully theirs, or that little girls should 
be wary of talking to strangers in dark woods. However, 
these tales also contain all the magic and possibility of fairy 
dust. If we can imagine a world where harps sing and rats 
transform into coachmen, can we not (with a little help from a 
gender-swapping algorithm) also imagine a world where kings 
want kids and where old women aren’t witches?

With that, Gender Swapped Fairy Tales was born. It’s important 
here to stop and talk about the word ‘gender’ and what we are 
‘swapping’. We should state that we are not suggesting that 
there are only two genders to swap. For the purposes of this 
discussion, we view the term ‘sex’ as focussing on the body and 
‘gender’ as socially constructed. Most cultures divide gender 

ticularly in the later books in the series. We found this to 
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into ‘feminine’ and ‘masculine’ and all the social roles, norms 
and behaviours that separate them. However, these days 
people are increasingly becoming comfortable inhabiting 
the space in between these dichotomised ideas of 
‘femininity’ or ‘masculinity’. We have people who 
identify as gender non-binary, queer, trans-
gender, gender fl uid, agender or other-gender 
and more. But the division of ‘feminine’ and 
‘masculine’ is still prominent in most people’s 
minds and also in language. By swapping these two dominant 
gender constructs, we want to disrupt this binary and ask 
people to question what assumptions we make about gender 
in society.

Jonathan: After running a few fairy tales through the gender- 
swapping algorithm, we knew that we were onto something 
special. Right before our eyes, fascinating new characters were 
created and stereotypes were laid bare. We saw princesses in 
shining armour racing to rescue their sleeping princes. Kings 
sat by windows sewing and longing for a child. Kind-hearted 
young men were rewarded for looking past the fl aws of beastly 
princesses. The stories took on a new dimension, effortlessly 
highlighting the gender biases within the original text.

One of my initial motivations in creating the algorithm was 
to see the world from a perspective different to my own. While 
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some of the changes were predictable, others revealed subtle-
ties I hadn’t noticed before, like how women now automatically 
came fi rst, with ‘sisters and brothers’, and in titles like ‘Gretel 
and Hansel’. But best of all, they gave powerful and varied 
roles to women while allowing men to be sensitive, in need of 
protection and rewarded for their kindness.

The book sparked some really interesting discussions with 
our editor, Louisa Joyner. From the offset she understood the 

power in the purity of the idea. We decided to be very 
strict and keep the text identical, except for the gender- 

swapped words. This did leave us with some slightly 
dated words, like ‘durst’ or ‘spake’, which refl ect 
the era in which these stories were fi rst written. 
It also made us very aware of the prevalence of 

hetero normativity in the relationships between the 
characters, which also refl ects the eras in which these stories 

were written. (We shall have to make a different algorithm to 
solve that!)

But leaving the text untouched bar the gender swap meant 
that we couldn’t infl uence the stories with our own prejudices 
or assumptions about how each character should act. While 
many people have rewritten fairy tales, no one has ever simply 
swapped the genders. We found this far more interesting, as it 
left the analysis of the new stories fi rmly in the hands of the 
readers.
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Some of the gendered words were easy to switch – 
swapping ‘man’ to ‘woman’ or ‘her’ to ‘his’. Then 
there were the words that we culturally associ-
ate with ‘men’ and ‘women’, such as names, titles 
and clothes. We decided to swap these too. We 
swapped ‘Jack’ to ‘Jacqueline’, ‘Lord’ to ‘Lady’ 

and ‘dress’ to ‘suit’. While it would be nice for any-
one of any gender to be named whatever they like and wear 

whatever they feel comfortable in, we thought this would get 
confusing. Instead we decided to simply swap our existing 
world, with all its binary ideas of what being a ‘man’ or ‘woman’ 
is, rather than create a utopian world where none of those labels 
mattered. We want this book to feel like it could be from a par-
allel universe, where women hold the power and always have. 

The main complexity when gender-swapping text came when 
anything biological occurred, like sex or birth. Thankfully, 
as these are fairy tales, we only had to worry about the latter. 
There was much talk about if a man could bring a child into 
this world (‘Perhaps he caught it coming out?’) or if a magic 
rooster could lay an egg (‘Why not – it’s magic?’). We also had 
an interesting discussion around Rapunzel’s hair. How could 
a twelve-year-old boy grow such a long beard? With the same 
magic, we imagine, that allows a twelve-year-old girl to grow 
such long hair.
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Karrie: Once the text was swapped it was time for me to begin 
the illustrations. At fi rst I felt a bit daunted, drawing these 
famous stories that had been illustrated to death. But I was 
confi dent that our gender swap would give me a new angle to 
approach them from. I began by researching classical paintings 
and illustrations of fairy tales and soon patterns began to emerge 
– the passive stances and exposed throats of the princesses;
the clothes that seemed to cling to their bodies in some places,
while simultaneously falling off them. I copied these drawings
but swapped the genders round to see the effect. Following
this research, I then began to draw my own gender-swapped
versions, paying attention to the new power balance in each
image. I also researched the origins of each fairy tale, from eigh-
teenth-century France for ‘Handsome and the Beast’ to nine-
teenth-century Denmark for ‘Thumbelin’, drawing inspiration
from the textiles and furniture of the countries and centuries in
which the stories originated, but using brightly coloured pal-
ettes to give them a modern twist. I used watercolours and inks
to paint them – my hands were a mess of colours for
months on end until we fi nally fi nished the book.

We had so much fun making Gender Swapped 
Fairy Tales, but we also want it to explore serious 
questions. Our aim is no less than to illuminate 
and disrupt the gender stereotypes woven into 
the stories we’ve been told since childhood.
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It already seems to be having an effect on our little fam-
ily. Not so long ago, I showed our two-year-old daughter the 
‘Little Red Riding Hood’ painting I had been working on in my 
studio earlier that day. In it a huge, big, bad lady-wolf towers 
over a little red-hooded boy. Our daughter was intrigued and 
studied it intensely. Later that night, while watching a David 
Attenborough documentary, I asked her: ‘What animal would 
you like to be?’ Without missing a beat, she answered: ‘A big, 
bad wolf!’

We hope you find this to be a beautiful and thought-provoking 
book that shows you the world from a new point of view.

We’d love to hear your thoughts and observations, so do 
get in touch at genderswappedstories.com or on social media –  
@KarrieFransman and @JonPlackett.

Warmest wishes,
Karrie Fransman & Jonathan Plackett
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