
anne sexton little red riding hood

anne sexton little red riding hood is a remarkable reinterpretation of the
classic fairy tale by the renowned American poet Anne Sexton. Sexton’s poem,
part of her collection "Transformations," revisits the familiar story of
Little Red Riding Hood with a dark, psychological twist that explores themes
of innocence, danger, and female sexuality. This poem is a prime example of
Sexton’s ability to transform children’s stories into profound, adult
reflections on human nature and societal norms. In this article, the focus
will be on analyzing Anne Sexton’s unique approach to the Little Red Riding
Hood narrative, the literary devices she employs, and the poem’s significance
within her body of work and the broader context of feminist literature. The
exploration will also cover the historical background of the original fairy
tale and how Sexton’s version contrasts with traditional interpretations.
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Background of Anne Sexton and "Transformations"
Anne Sexton was a distinguished American poet known for her confessional
style and exploration of personal and psychological themes. Born in 1928,
Sexton’s work often delved into topics such as mental illness, death, and
female identity. In 1971, she published "Transformations," a collection of
poems that reimagines sixteen Grimm’s fairy tales, including Little Red
Riding Hood. This collection marked a significant moment in modern poetry, as
Sexton used familiar childhood stories to confront dark and complex adult
realities. Her unique voice and candid approach challenged traditional poetic
norms and contributed to feminist literary discourse.

The Significance of "Transformations"
"Transformations" is a critical work within Anne Sexton’s oeuvre,
representing her innovative blending of myth, folklore, and personal
narrative. The collection’s reinterpretations are not mere retellings; they



are profound critiques of social conventions and psychological states.
Through "Transformations," Sexton sought to expose the underlying darkness of
fairy tales, revealing their relevance to contemporary issues such as gender
roles and repression. Little Red Riding Hood, as part of this anthology,
exemplifies Sexton’s thematic concerns and her poetic craftsmanship.

Overview of the Original Little Red Riding Hood
Fairy Tale
The story of Little Red Riding Hood is one of the most enduring and well-
known European fairy tales. Traditionally attributed to Charles Perrault and
later the Brothers Grimm, the tale follows a young girl who visits her
grandmother and encounters a cunning wolf. The narrative focuses on themes of
innocence, danger, and the consequences of naivety. Over centuries, the story
has been adapted and interpreted in numerous ways, often serving as a
cautionary tale about the perils of trusting strangers.

Historical Evolution of the Tale
The earliest versions of Little Red Riding Hood date back to oral traditions
in Europe, with the story evolving through various cultural lenses. Charles
Perrault’s 1697 version emphasized moral lessons about obedience and the
dangers of seduction, ending with the wolf’s triumph. The Brothers Grimm
later introduced a more optimistic ending, where a huntsman rescues the girl
and her grandmother. These variations reflect shifting societal attitudes
toward childhood, morality, and female vulnerability.

Common Themes in Traditional Versions

Innocence and naivety of youth

Predatory danger symbolized by the wolf

The importance of obedience and caution

Female vulnerability and protection

Transformation from innocence to experience

Anne Sexton’s Interpretation of Little Red



Riding Hood
Anne Sexton’s rendition of Little Red Riding Hood diverges significantly from
the traditional narrative, infusing the poem with psychological depth and
adult themes. Her poem portrays Little Red Riding Hood not merely as an
innocent child but as a figure embodying sexuality and agency. Sexton’s wolf
is a complex character representing both danger and desire, blurring the
lines between predator and victim. The poem’s tone is dark and sensual,
reflecting Sexton’s interest in exploring the ambiguities of human emotion
and identity.

Key Differences from Traditional Versions

Emphasis on the sexual awakening of Little Red Riding Hood

The wolf as a symbol of male desire and threat

Absence of rescuing figures, highlighting female vulnerability

Use of vivid, sometimes disturbing imagery to evoke psychological
tension

Focus on internal experience rather than external action

Themes and Symbolism in Sexton’s Poem
Anne Sexton’s "Little Red Riding Hood" is rich in thematic complexity and
symbolic meaning. The poem explores the tension between innocence and
experience, the dangers inherent in female sexuality, and the societal
expectations imposed on women. Symbolism plays a crucial role in conveying
these ideas, with the wolf, the red hood, and the forest serving as metaphors
for various psychological and cultural concepts.

Major Themes

Sexual Awakening: The poem treats Little Red Riding Hood’s journey as a
metaphor for emerging sexuality and the loss of innocence.

Danger and Predation: The wolf symbolizes both physical and emotional
threats, particularly those faced by women in a patriarchal society.

Female Vulnerability and Power: Sexton’s portrayal grapples with the
complex interplay between vulnerability and empowerment.



Psychological Conflict: The narrative reflects inner turmoil, fear, and
desire, illustrating the multifaceted nature of identity.

Death and Transformation: The poem hints at mortality and the
transformative nature of traumatic experiences.

Symbolic Elements
The red hood itself is symbolic of passion, danger, and the transition from
childhood to adulthood. The wolf represents primal instincts and societal
threats, while the forest serves as a metaphor for the unknown, the
unconscious mind, and the journey into maturity. Sexton uses these symbols to
deepen the poem’s psychological resonance and to challenge readers’
preconceptions about the fairy tale.

Literary Devices and Style in Anne Sexton’s
Version
Anne Sexton employs a variety of literary techniques to create a haunting and
evocative rendition of Little Red Riding Hood. Her use of vivid imagery,
metaphor, and rhythm enhances the poem’s emotional impact and thematic
richness. Sexton’s confessional style allows for an intimate exploration of
taboo subjects, making her version of Little Red Riding Hood both unsettling
and compelling.

Imagery and Metaphor
Sexton’s imagery is often stark and provocative, painting scenes that evoke
both beauty and horror. Metaphors are used extensively to link physical
elements of the story with psychological states, such as the wolf as a
metaphor for predatory desire or the red hood as a symbol of sexual
awakening. This layering of meaning invites multiple readings and
interpretations.

Tone and Voice
The tone of Sexton’s poem oscillates between seductive and sinister,
reflecting the dual nature of the narrative. Her voice is authoritative yet
vulnerable, capturing the complexity of the protagonist’s experience. The
poem’s rhythm varies to emphasize moments of tension and release, mirroring
the emotional landscape of the story.



Confessional Poetic Style
Sexton’s confessional approach is evident in the candid treatment of dark
themes such as fear, desire, and death. This style breaks away from the
sanitized versions of fairy tales, offering instead a raw and honest
portrayal of human psychology. This honesty contributes to the poem’s
enduring relevance and power.

Impact and Legacy of Anne Sexton’s Little Red
Riding Hood
Anne Sexton’s reinterpretation of Little Red Riding Hood has had a
significant impact on both literary and feminist circles. Her work challenged
conventional boundaries of poetry and storytelling, inspiring subsequent
writers to explore similar themes of sexuality, identity, and psychological
depth. Sexton’s poem remains a critical example of how traditional narratives
can be transformed to reflect contemporary concerns and complexities.

Influence on Feminist Literature
Sexton’s version is often studied for its feminist critique of traditional
gender roles and the portrayal of female sexuality. By reclaiming the story
from a patriarchal perspective, she highlights the dangers women face and the
societal pressures that shape their experiences. This feminist lens has
influenced numerous poets and scholars in their examination of folklore and
mythology.

Continued Relevance in Contemporary Culture
The themes explored in Anne Sexton’s Little Red Riding Hood resonate strongly
in modern discussions about gender, power, and identity. The poem continues
to be included in academic curricula and anthologies, underscoring its
importance as a transformative work that bridges folklore and modern poetry.

Frequently Asked Questions

Who is Anne Sexton and what is her connection to
'Little Red Riding Hood'?
Anne Sexton was an American poet known for her confessional style. She wrote
a poem titled 'Little Red Riding Hood' that reinterprets the classic fairy
tale with a dark and psychological perspective.



What is the main theme of Anne Sexton's 'Little Red
Riding Hood' poem?
The main theme of Anne Sexton's 'Little Red Riding Hood' is the exploration
of sexuality, danger, and the loss of innocence, often interpreted as a
metaphor for female awakening and vulnerability.

How does Anne Sexton's version of 'Little Red Riding
Hood' differ from the traditional fairy tale?
Anne Sexton's version is more adult and psychological, focusing on the
seductive and threatening aspects of the wolf, whereas the traditional tale
is a simple moral story warning children about strangers.

What literary style does Anne Sexton use in her
'Little Red Riding Hood' poem?
Anne Sexton employs a confessional and dramatic style, combining vivid
imagery and emotional intensity to give new meaning to the familiar story.

Why is Anne Sexton's 'Little Red Riding Hood'
considered controversial?
It is considered controversial because it presents mature themes such as
sexuality and violence in a reinterpretation of a children's fairy tale,
challenging traditional perceptions.

In what collections can Anne Sexton's 'Little Red
Riding Hood' be found?
Anne Sexton's 'Little Red Riding Hood' appears in her poetry collections such
as 'To Bedlam and Part Way Back' and various anthologies of feminist and
confessional poetry.

How has Anne Sexton's 'Little Red Riding Hood'
influenced modern poetry and feminist literature?
The poem has influenced modern poetry and feminist literature by highlighting
female experience and desire through reimagined fairy tales, encouraging
reinterpretations of classic narratives from a female perspective.

Additional Resources
1. Transformations by Anne Sexton
This poetry collection by Anne Sexton includes her famous retelling of
"Little Red Riding Hood." Sexton's version is dark and psychological,



exploring themes of innocence, danger, and the loss of childhood. The poems
in this book reinterpret classic fairy tales with a modern, often unsettling
twist, blending myth and personal experience.

2. The Bloody Chamber by Angela Carter
A collection of dark and feminist fairy tale retellings, including stories
inspired by "Little Red Riding Hood." Carter's work delves into themes of
sexuality, power, and transformation, often subverting traditional
narratives. Her vivid and gothic prose reimagines familiar tales in bold and
provocative ways.

3. Fairy Tales by the Brothers Grimm
The original source of the "Little Red Riding Hood" story, these classic
fairy tales have been passed down through generations. The Grimm version of
Little Red Riding Hood is more cautionary and less romanticized than many
retellings. This collection provides the foundational context for
understanding later adaptations.

4. Red Riding Hood and the Wolf by Lari Don
A beautifully illustrated children's book that retells the classic tale with
a gentle and engaging narrative. This version is perfect for young readers,
emphasizing bravery and cleverness. The story maintains the essence of the
original while making it accessible and age-appropriate.

5. Wolves in the Walls by Neil Gaiman
Though not a direct retelling, this graphic novel shares thematic elements
with "Little Red Riding Hood," such as fear, the unknown, and the presence of
wolves as mysterious figures. Gaiman's story blends whimsy and horror,
focusing on a young girl confronting strange noises behind the walls of her
home. It's a contemporary exploration of childhood fears and imagination.

6. Little Red Riding Hood Uncloaked: Sex, Morality, and the Evolution of a
Fairy Tale by Catherine Orenstein
This nonfiction work analyzes the historical and cultural evolution of the
"Little Red Riding Hood" tale. Orenstein explores how the story has been used
to convey messages about sexuality, morality, and danger over time. It offers
a scholarly perspective on why this fairy tale remains relevant and
compelling.

7. Red: The True Story of Red Riding Hood by Liesl Shurtliff
A young adult novel that reimagines Little Red Riding Hood as a strong,
resourceful protagonist on a quest to rescue her grandmother. This fantasy
retelling adds depth to the characters and expands the fairy tale world with
new adventures and folklore elements. It's a fresh and empowering take on a
classic story.

8. Wolves by Emily Fridlund
While not a fairy tale retelling, this novel uses wolves symbolically to
explore themes of isolation, danger, and the loss of innocence, echoing
motifs found in "Little Red Riding Hood." The story follows a young girl
navigating complex family dynamics and social alienation in a rural setting.



It’s a haunting and introspective literary work.

9. The Complete Fairy Tales of the Brothers Grimm
An extensive collection that includes multiple versions and variants of
"Little Red Riding Hood" alongside other traditional tales. This compilation
offers insight into the diverse ways the story has been told and retold
throughout history. It is essential reading for anyone interested in the
origins and transformations of classic fairy tales.
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