
the paper bag princess story

the paper bag princess story is a classic children's tale that challenges traditional fairy tale norms
and presents a strong, resourceful female protagonist. Written by Robert Munsch and illustrated by
Michael Martchenko, this story has become a beloved narrative that redefines the concept of
princesses and heroism. The paper bag princess story highlights themes of intelligence,
independence, and resilience as it follows Princess Elizabeth on her quest to rescue Prince Ronald
from a fearsome dragon. Unlike typical fairy tales where the princess is a passive character waiting to
be saved, this story empowers the princess to take control of her own destiny. In this article, we will
explore the background of the paper bag princess story, analyze its key themes, discuss its cultural
impact, and provide insights into why it remains popular in children’s literature. The following table of
contents outlines the main sections covered in this comprehensive overview.
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Background and Origin of the Paper Bag Princess Story
The paper bag princess story was authored by Canadian writer Robert Munsch and first published in
1980. The narrative was inspired by a desire to subvert the traditional princess stereotype prevalent
in fairy tales, where female characters are often portrayed as passive and dependent on male heroes.
Munsch aimed to create a story that showcased a princess who was clever, brave, and capable of
solving problems on her own. The illustrations by Michael Martchenko complemented this vision by
providing expressive and engaging visuals that brought the characters and story to life.

Author’s Motivation and Inspiration
Robert Munsch’s motivation behind writing the paper bag princess story stemmed from his
experiences as a storyteller and his observations of gender roles in children’s books. He wanted to
offer young readers, especially girls, a role model who defied conventional expectations. The story’s
emphasis on wit and courage rather than appearance or wealth was a deliberate choice to promote
empowerment and self-reliance.



Publication History
Since its initial release, the paper bag princess story has been published in numerous editions and
translated into multiple languages. It has become a staple in children’s literature collections
worldwide, praised for its innovative approach to fairy tales and its appeal to diverse audiences. The
book’s enduring popularity is reflected in its continued print runs and frequent inclusion in school
reading programs.

Plot Summary and Key Characters
The paper bag princess story revolves around Princess Elizabeth, who is set to marry Prince Ronald.
However, a dragon attacks the castle, burns Elizabeth’s clothes, and kidnaps Ronald. Stripped of her
royal garments, Elizabeth dons a paper bag and embarks on a daring mission to rescue the prince.
Through cleverness and determination, she outwits the dragon and secures Ronald’s freedom.

Princess Elizabeth
Princess Elizabeth is the protagonist and central figure of the story. Her character breaks the mold of
traditional princesses by displaying intelligence, bravery, and independence. Despite losing her fine
clothes, she remains focused on her goal and uses her resourcefulness to defeat the dragon,
demonstrating that courage and intellect are more valuable than appearance.

Prince Ronald
Prince Ronald serves as the character in need of rescue. Interestingly, his character challenges the
typical heroic male role by being passive and reliant on Elizabeth’s actions. His reaction to Elizabeth’s
appearance after the rescue provides a critical moment in the story, highlighting themes related to
superficiality and respect.

The Dragon
The dragon is the antagonist who kidnaps Prince Ronald and causes the initial conflict. Unlike many
fairy tales where dragons are purely evil monsters, in the paper bag princess story, the dragon is also
outsmarted by Elizabeth, emphasizing brain over brawn. The dragon’s defeat symbolizes the triumph
of intelligence and courage over fear and adversity.

Themes and Symbolism in the Paper Bag Princess
Story
The paper bag princess story is rich with themes and symbolism that contribute to its lasting impact.
The narrative challenges traditional gender roles and highlights the importance of inner qualities over
external appearances. Through Elizabeth’s journey, readers learn about resilience, problem-solving,
and the rejection of superficial judgments.



Empowerment and Independence
One of the most prominent themes in the paper bag princess story is female empowerment.
Elizabeth’s ability to take charge of the situation and rescue the prince herself contrasts sharply with
the passive roles often assigned to female characters in fairy tales. This theme encourages readers to
value independence and self-confidence.

Appearance vs. Reality
The story critiques superficial judgments through Prince Ronald’s reaction to Elizabeth’s paper bag
attire after her victory. Elizabeth’s appearance does not diminish her heroism, but Ronald’s shallow
response reveals societal biases about worth and value. This theme promotes the idea that true worth
lies beneath the surface.

Intelligence and Resourcefulness
Elizabeth’s success is attributed to her quick thinking and cleverness, emphasizing that intelligence
and creativity are powerful tools for overcoming challenges. The story encourages problem-solving
and strategic thinking as essential skills.

Empowerment over passivity

Critique of superficiality

Celebration of intellect and courage

Breaking traditional gender norms

Impact and Reception in Children’s Literature
The paper bag princess story has had a significant impact on children’s literature by influencing the
portrayal of female characters and encouraging diversity in storytelling. It has been widely praised by
educators, parents, and critics for its positive messages and engaging narrative style. The story’s
success demonstrated that children’s books could challenge stereotypes while remaining entertaining
and accessible.

Critical Acclaim
Critics have lauded the paper bag princess story for its progressive approach and memorable
characters. It has been recognized as a pioneering work that helped shift the landscape of fairy tales
toward more inclusive and empowering narratives. Many reviews highlight its clever plot and
meaningful themes as reasons for its enduring appeal.



Influence on Subsequent Works
The story has inspired numerous authors and illustrators to create characters and stories that defy
traditional roles. It opened doors for more diverse and dynamic portrayals of princesses and heroes in
children’s literature, promoting gender equity and challenging outdated stereotypes.

Educational Value and Moral Lessons
The paper bag princess story serves as a valuable educational tool, imparting essential moral lessons
and promoting critical thinking. Teachers and parents often use the book to discuss themes such as
courage, equality, and self-respect with children. Its straightforward yet profound narrative makes it
an effective resource for fostering social and emotional learning.

Lessons on Courage and Self-Reliance
The story teaches children the importance of facing challenges head-on and believing in their abilities.
Elizabeth’s journey exemplifies how determination and quick thinking can lead to success,
encouraging young readers to develop resilience.

Promoting Gender Equality
By portraying a princess who rescues a prince, the story challenges traditional gender roles and
promotes equality. This message helps children understand that anyone, regardless of gender, can be
brave and capable.

Encouraging Critical Thinking
The narrative invites readers to question societal norms and superficial values. Discussions based on
the story can stimulate critical evaluation of appearances, behaviors, and expectations.

Adaptations and Media Versions
The paper bag princess story has been adapted into various media formats, expanding its reach
beyond the original book. These adaptations contribute to the story’s popularity and accessibility,
allowing it to influence a broader audience.

Theatrical Adaptations
Several stage adaptations have been produced, ranging from school plays to professional theater
productions. These performances often emphasize the story’s humor and empowering message,
engaging audiences with interactive and lively interpretations.



Audio and Video Versions
Audio books and animated videos have been created to bring the paper bag princess story to life in
different formats. These versions make the story accessible to children with varying learning
preferences and needs, including those who benefit from auditory or visual storytelling.

Merchandise and Educational Materials
Books, activity kits, and educational resources based on the paper bag princess story are widely
available. These materials support literacy development and thematic learning in classrooms and
homes.

Stage plays highlighting empowerment1.

Animated adaptations for visual engagement2.

Audio books for auditory learners3.

Educational kits supporting thematic lessons4.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the main theme of 'The Paper Bag Princess' story?
The main theme of 'The Paper Bag Princess' is empowerment and challenging traditional gender roles,
as the protagonist, Princess Elizabeth, rescues Prince Ronald herself instead of waiting to be saved.

Who is the author of 'The Paper Bag Princess'?
The author of 'The Paper Bag Princess' is Robert Munsch.

What makes 'The Paper Bag Princess' different from
traditional fairy tales?
Unlike traditional fairy tales where a prince rescues the princess, 'The Paper Bag Princess' features a
princess who saves the prince, subverting typical gender roles and expectations.

What lesson does 'The Paper Bag Princess' teach children?
The story teaches children about self-reliance, courage, and the importance of looking beyond
appearances and societal expectations.



Why does Princess Elizabeth wear a paper bag in the story?
Princess Elizabeth wears a paper bag because her clothes are burned by the dragon, leaving her with
nothing else to wear when she goes to rescue Prince Ronald.

How does Prince Ronald react when Princess Elizabeth
rescues him?
Prince Ronald criticizes Princess Elizabeth for looking messy in her paper bag clothes, showing his
shallow attitude, which leads Elizabeth to reject him.

What message does the ending of 'The Paper Bag Princess'
convey?
The ending conveys that self-respect and inner strength are more important than appearances or
conforming to others' expectations.

How has 'The Paper Bag Princess' influenced children's
literature?
The story has influenced children's literature by promoting strong female characters who break
traditional stereotypes and encouraging stories that focus on empowerment and independence.

Is 'The Paper Bag Princess' suitable for all age groups?
Yes, 'The Paper Bag Princess' is suitable for children of various age groups, especially early readers,
as it combines a simple narrative with meaningful lessons on gender roles and self-confidence.

Additional Resources
1. The Paper Bag Princess by Robert Munsch
This classic children's book tells the story of Princess Elizabeth, who outsmarts a dragon to rescue her
prince. When the dragon burns her castle and clothes, she dons a paper bag and embarks on a daring
adventure. The story challenges traditional fairy tale roles and promotes themes of courage,
intelligence, and self-worth.

2. Not All Princesses Dress in Pink by Jane Yolen and Heidi E.Y. Stemple
This book celebrates princesses who break the mold by engaging in adventurous and unconventional
activities. It emphasizes that princesses can be brave, strong, and independent, much like the Paper
Bag Princess. The book encourages young readers to embrace their individuality and reject
stereotypes.

3. Princess Smartypants by Babette Cole
Princess Smartypants is a witty and clever princess who takes control of her own destiny, refusing to
marry anyone who doesn’t meet her high standards. With humor and charm, the story subverts
traditional fairy tale expectations. It’s a delightful read that highlights intelligence and self-confidence.



4. The Princess Knight by Cornelia Funke
This story features a princess who desires to become a knight and protect her kingdom. Defying
gender norms, she trains hard and proves her bravery in battle. Like the Paper Bag Princess, this tale
champions resilience, courage, and breaking societal expectations.

5. Dragon’s Fat Cat by Dav Pilkey
While not a princess story, this book involves a dragon and a clever approach to solving problems,
similar to the Paper Bag Princess. The humorous narrative focuses on friendship and wit. It’s an
entertaining read that encourages creative thinking.

6. Princess Powder Puff by Linda Stanford
This book tells the story of a princess who uses her strength and smarts to overcome challenges in
her kingdom. The narrative promotes empowerment and self-reliance, echoing themes from the Paper
Bag Princess. It’s an inspiring tale for young readers who enjoy strong female protagonists.

7. The Princess and the Goblin by George MacDonald
A classic fairy tale featuring a brave princess who, with the help of a magical thread, defeats goblins
threatening her kingdom. The story combines fantasy, adventure, and cleverness. It’s a timeless tale
of courage and wit.

8. Grace for President by Kelly DiPucchio
Though not a fairy tale, this story features a young girl who runs for president, breaking traditional
gender roles. It shares the Paper Bag Princess’s spirit of challenging norms and empowering young
girls to be leaders. The book encourages confidence and ambition.

9. Rosie Revere, Engineer by Andrea Beaty
Rosie is a young girl who loves inventing and never gives up despite failures. This story promotes
creativity, perseverance, and self-belief. Like the Paper Bag Princess, it inspires children to be
resourceful and confident in their abilities.
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