
 

dictates the essential qualities the woman must have to 
pass the test. The female character is invariably 
characterized as passive; she only has to look beautiful 
(and be able to dance!) to become the prince’s wife. 
Naomi Wolf (1991) in her book, The Beauty Myth, aptly 
describes the importance of physical beauty in the 
construction of a young girl’s identity (a phenomenon 
that persists to the present in using only beautiful 
women in ads for all types of products). In today’s 
world, maintains Wolf, even though women have made 
breakthroughs in the work world, they are still trapped 
by the beauty myth: competence is not enough. 
Physical attractiveness is still an important constituent 
of their success. 

 By contrast, in Japanese Cinderella stories 
such as Benizara and Kakezara, and Lily and the 
Wooden Bowl, as well as in North American Aboriginal 
fairy tales such as Scarface, The Rough-Face Girl, and 
An Indian Cinderella, it is inner beauty, moral integrity 
and wisdom that are most important. In her 
introduction to Benizara and Kakezara, author Keigo 
Seki identifies a quite different and perhaps more 
profound moral centre to the Japanese Cinderella tale: 
“It is neither by beauty nor by having her foot fit a 
shoe that Benizara proves that she is superior to her 
stepsister, Kakezara. Instead, Benizara uses a skill not 
found in other Cinderella tales; she is a poet!” (Liu, no 
date).  

 In the tales, Lily and the Wooden Bowl, Hanayo 
no hime (Princess Blossom), and Ubakawa (The Bark 
Gown)1, the women must also compose poetry to be 
worthy of marrying their lover. The women have 
agency and can decide when to use it. As well, in these 
tales the men in the stories fall in love with the women 
for what they are, though physical beauty certainly 
plays some role. In these versions, moreover, there 
are no fairy godmothers, and it is mortal women who 
provide the persecuted girls with the special gift 
which they can use, but only if they possess certain qualities; namely, that they are honest, faithful and 
good.  

 It is evident that the values found in the Japanese fairy tales are in sharp contrast to those 
associated with the Perrault-Grimm-Disney versions. The former encapsulate the ethos of the historical era 
in which they were developed, values that to some degree are still part of contemporary Japanese culture.  

 Before turning to the Aboriginal Cinderella stories from Canada, we turn our attention to note 
some other special features of Japanese versions of the fairy tale. First, in her article, “Cinderella and the 
Jesuits: an Otogizoshi Cycle as Christian Literature,” Mulhern (1977) presents convincing evidence that 

(Continued from page 40) 

(Continued on page 42) 

Page 41 Contact    volume 35, issue 2 

1. The names used by different researchers to translate the Japanese titles are frequently different even though 
they refer to the same text.  

Four examples of the 
Cinderella story in 

Japanese and aboriginal 
literature: The Rough 

Face Girl, Naya the Inuit 
Cinderella, Lily and the 

Wooden Bowl and 

Sootface. 



many of the Japanese versions were cast in the same form as Italian Cinderella stories. 

 The Japanese cycle exhibits a remarkable resemblance to the Italian model. All of 
the Japanese heroines are called hime (princess or lady), take a long journey, work as a 
menial servant, and marry the young lord of the house. The most indisputable affinity are 
the peculiar Italian motifs: the old-woman skin in Italian variants is the human skin of a 
corpse or the dead mother’s skin that disguises the heroine as an old woman; and the 
women’s covering may be a box hiding the heroine and treasures, wooden dress, or even 
a wooden figure of the old woman. Hanayo’s robe is apparently a modified old-woman 
skin: the yamauba (old woman of the mountain) says, ‘I let you have the robe (kinu) I have 
just taken off in the summer heat. Please put on this ubaginu.’ In the text with virtually no 
dakuten, this word, generally accepted as ubaginu (old-woman robe), appears as uwakinu, 
literally, outer garment or cloak. Similarly, the title of the tale Ubakawa (literally, old-
woman skin) is written uwakawa (outer layer of skin), which is far more precise and 
descriptive of the robe made of tree bark (the outer skin of wood) in absence of any 
reference to an old woman. If the Ubakawa  robe is a combination of the old-woman skin 
and the wooden-covering motifs, Hachikazuki’s bowl is a veritable hiding place 
concealing her beauty and yielding her treasures in the end. (Mulhern:1977: 444-445).2 

 In the modern version of Lily and the Wooden Bowl, it is the dying grandmother who places the 
wooden bowl on Lily’s head. In the earlier oral versions of the same story, known in Japanese under the 
name Hachikazuki, it is the dying mother who does this. In the process of recording and writing down 
these stories, it is evident that the written form has been changed. 

 Second, the wooden bowl (of possible Buddhist influence) and the outer dress or piece of cloth 
with magical powers—a common theme in Japanese folktales such as ‘Crimson Dish – Broken Dish’, also 
known as ‘The Broken Dish’ (an Ubakawa version)—are related. They are examples of objects that have 
magical powers, a common element in Asian fairy tales. 

 Third, an additional Buddhist influence evident in the tales is the role of Kannon, The Goddess of 
Mercy. In Lily and the Wooden Bowl, for example, the mother entrusts the life and safety of her daughter to 
Kannon. As the woman knows she is dying, she cries out for someone to protect her from harm, and as 
alluded to earlier in the four summaries of the Japanese Cinderella stories, Kannon appears and is thus 
instrumental in all.  

 

Aboriginal and Inuit Cinderella Stories from Canada 

 Similar to Japan, Canada also has a number of versions of the basic Cinderella story. Most of the 
Aboriginal stories cited here have a similar form and content, though the geographical location and 
culture of origin differ. Nonetheless, the stories open similarly: 

1. “On the shores of a wide bay on the Atlantic coast there dwelt in old times a great Indian 
warrior”  in The Indian Cinderella, retold by Cyrus Macmillian; Mi’kmaq Indian Cinderella, 
Mi’kmaq vs European Cinderella Intro.mht; 

2. “Once, long ago, there was a village by the shores of Lake Ontario…” in The Rough-Face 
Girl (Martin and Shannon, 1992); 
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2. Not all researchers would agree with Mulhern’s analysis, as many variations of the Cinderella stories were 
used for didactic purposes in the Muromachi period, there being some evidence that monks and nuns had 
been using them to teach prior to that period.  

3. San Souci in his research found some 15 versions of this story in the Great Lakes (Algonquin and Ojibwa), the 
East Coast (Mi’kmac) and the Southern Pueblo regions with names such as the ‘Invisible One’, ‘Oochigeaskw: 
The Little Scarred Girl, and ‘The Algonquin Cinderella’.  



 

3. “Once, an Ojibwa man whose wife had died raised three daughters alone. They lived in a 
village beside a lake, deep in the forest” in Sootface: An Ojibwa Cinderella Story. (San Souci 
and San Souci,1994)3 

 The story line for these three is as follows: 

 In this Algonquin Indian version of the Cinderella story, two domineering sisters set out to marry 
the `rich, powerful, and supposedly handsome' Invisible Being, first having to prove that they can see him. 
They cannot, but their mistreated younger sister, the Rough-Face Girl—so called because the sparks from 
the fire have scarred her skin—can, for she sees his `sweet yet awesome face' all around her. He then 
appears to her, reveals her true hidden beauty and marries her. (http://search. barnesandnoble.com/The-
Rough-Face-Girl/Rafe-Martin/e/9780698116269) 

  Martin (1996) in his thesis on Aboriginal world views points out the close association that exists 
between a people’s worldview and its culture.  

World views form the deep structures or fundamental presuppositions which constitute the 
basis of any culture. World views are formed through the relationships human beings have 
with one another and the natural world. World views are often experienced at a 
preconscious level and provide a way for human beings to interpret the realities around 
them. As such, a world view provides the foundation of the languages, beliefs, practices, 
values, and knowledge of any culture. The relationship between aboriginal peoples and 
nature is a central feature of their world views. It provides the foundation for the 
relationships aboriginal peoples have to one another and to the spiritual entities which 
inhabit their universe. Many aboriginal peoples of Canada have a close and enduring 
relationship with the natural world. While nature's gifts ensure human survival, aboriginal 
peoples also understand and value the natural world as a manifestation of the sacred. For 
example: the typical traditional American Indian attitude was to regard all features of the 
environment as enspirited. These entities possessed a consciousness, reason, and volition, 
no less intense and complete than a human being's. The Earth itself, the sky, the winds, 
rocks, streams, trees, insects, birds and all other animals therefore had personalities and 
were thus as fully persons as other human beings.  

 In Table 1 (page 44) , the differences between Aboriginal and European world views clearly show 
the contrasting emphases the two cultures place on different elements.  

 The cultural values of both non-Aboriginal and Aboriginal peoples of North America are also 
found in their myths, stories and legends, most of which have been passed on orally from one generation 
to another. In the case of Aboriginal cultures, only a few of these stories have been written. In fact, the 
Cinderella motif, the most common fairy tale, is present in the literature of a number of Aboriginal groups 
in slightly different forms, but with no slipper, no ball, no glitz. 

 In Martin’s (1994/1998) version, The Rough-Face Girl, the Invisible Being differs from the Prince of 
most Cinderella tales, as he is personified as the world at large in his village, the society in which the 
Invisible Being is a part of the cosmos. Martin describes his society and its surrounding with the emphasis 
on nature, not on wealth and possessions. There are “pictures of the sun, moon, stars, plants, trees, and 
animals” painted in the wigwams showing what the Invisible Being values in his village (Martin, p.1). The 
Rough-Face Girl, unlike all the other villagers, “saw the great beauty of the earth and skies spreading 
before her” (Martin, p. 8). This evidently shows how she also appreciates nature and life for its aesthetic 
qualities.  

 In Martin’s version of Cinderella, the test is based on wisdom. To become the partner of the 
‘Invisible Being’, young Aboriginal women must answer three questions. The first question tests their 
honesty: “If you want to marry my brother you have to have seen him. Tell me, have you seen the Invisible 
Being?” The two sisters of the Rough-Face Girl lie to the Invisible Being’s sister; however, the Rough-Face 
Girl tells the truth by saying, “…wherever I look, I see his face” to her own father. The second and third 
questions test for wisdom in the aesthetics of nature. The second question is, “What’s his bow made of?” 
The Rough-Face Girl answers, “…why, it is the great curve of the Rainbow”. The third question, “What’s 
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the runner of his sled made of?” she answers by looking up into the night sky, saying, “Why, it is the Spirit 
Road, the Milky Way of stars that spreads across the sky!”    

 In The Rough-Face Girl, as in the two other Aboriginal Cinderella stories, the test was based on the 
young woman’s knowledge and honesty. The women are active participants, not passive like the women 
are in the Perrault-Grimm-Disney versions. Moreover, in the Aboriginal versions the young women are not 
clad in fancy clothes, since external appearance is not an important aspect of their identity. Neither is the 
fact that they end up being beautiful at the end of the story of substantive value. 

 

Naya, The Inuit Cinderella 

 Naya contains elements common to both the Disney Cinderella and Aboriginal version, as well as 
the Japanese Cinderellas. The text, presented in the form of a play can be found at www.gov.nu.ca/
education/eng/css/curr/7-/English/Gr%207%20Modules/Readers%20Theatre.pdf. Naya, unlike her two 
other sisters prefers to live on the land with her grandfather according to the traditional Inuit way of life. To 
go to the annual party, Naya needs to prepare a dress but has little material to do so, though her two sisters 
go to Yellowknife to have dresses made. Her grandfather says that he will go on the land and kill a caribou 
so that she can use the skins to make her dress. Her grandfather also needs to bring meat to the 
celebration. 

 When her grandfather’s hunting partner dies, Naya decides that it is more important to help him 
hunt than go to the party, especially since she sees her dress made of caribou skin as being too plain. After 
a successful hunt, Naya puts on her dress but insists she will not go to the party. However, when she steps 
outside the igloo, the northern lights swirl around her and her dress becomes covered with beautiful bead 
work. Just then, a team of huskies appears and takes her off to the party. She is so beautiful that no one 
recognizes her. A young hunter is taken with her and they spend the night dancing together. When Naya 
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ABORIGINAL PHILOSOPHY EUROPEAN PHILOSOPHY 
Space is more important than time Time is more important than space 

Cyclical view of world (constant motion) Linear view of world 

Verb-rich language (action-oriented) Content-based 

Dichotomies are rare in language Dichotomies (good/bad) reinforce universalism 

Creation is continuity Creation is static 

Context specific Universalist 

Spider web of relations: interconnected/ balance 

Non-interference unto others Universalism justifies interference 

Depend on each other’s truth to create the whole Truth is objective and must be striven for 

Collective decision making Hierarchical social order (since only one truth) 

Education through storytelling, actual experience Objective body of knowledge (oxymoron) 

Diversity is the norm (law is the culture) Social control ensures minimal diversity. 

 

Table 1: Jagged world views colliding: Leroy Little Bear 

www.gov.nu.ca/education/eng/css/curr/7-/English/Gr%207%20Modules/Readers%20Theatre.pdf


 

remembers that she had not told her grandfather where she was, she rushes to see him. As she does so, 
her dress returns to its original state and the dogs and sled disappear.  

 The hunter is determined to find Naya but does not know her name. When he consults an elder, he 
is told that the beadwork on Naya’s dress could only have been done by one person, her grandmother. 
With this knowledge, he sets out to find her and when he does, asks her grandfather’s permission to marry 
her. It is granted, they marry, and live happily ever after.    

 

Learning Activities based on Fairy Tales 

 Below are a number of learning activities that can be used with the fairy tales presented in this text 
and others that students may find or bring in to class. 

1. Have students discuss their prior knowledge of fairy tales. Record their ideas on chart or 
chalkboard. 

2. Ask students to compare the main elements of other stories they know to the main elements of a 
fairy tale.  

3. Identify the elements of all stories: title, setting, characters, problem and solution.  

4. Apply these story elements to fairy tales: title, beginnings (Once upon a time), evil vs. good, lesson 
and endings (And they lived happily ever after).  

5. Ask students to share their knowledge of story characters they know, such as the hero or heroine 
and apply this knowledge to previously learned elements of a fairy tale.  

6. Make a character map, charting as much detail as they can recall.  

7. Collect a number of different versions of Cinderella from around the world (internet search). What 
elements do they have in common? Chart this information. 

8. Find and discuss the common themes in all the Cinderella stories.  

9. Take one of the stories and sequence the events in it (first, next, last).  

10. In teams, write and act out a play of their favourite version of Cinderella.  

11. Select a version of Cinderella to be read to the class. (or choose two or three with different 
endings), e.g.: Cinderella, by Charles Perrault, retold by Amy Ehrlich ; The Rough-Face Girl, by 
Rafe Martin and David Shannon; Lily and the Wooden Bowl by Alan Schroeder. 

12. Before reading, ask students them to predict will happen in the particular story they have chosen. 
It might be a good idea to begin with a version of Cinderella that they know. 

13. Compare their predictions with the actual story. 

14. Read the story again and ask students to find favourite words or expressions or  words they do not 
understand. Assist with the vocabulary and the overall plot of the story; use the knotted string 
technique to check comprehension. 

15. As a class project or in small groups complete a Story Map or Plot Diagram for the story (if 
students are not able to write, this could be a type of Language Experience-students dictate and 
teacher writes). Compare the story maps (if done in groups) created by each group—hang them on 
the walls. Discuss the different versions with the students.  

16. Use one of the story maps for a language experience approach (cut the story events or story 
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sections up in strips and ask students to put the strips order) 

17. Story Charts. Provide each student with a story chart like the one below and ask them to complete 
it for the story you have just read. Alternatively, have pairs or even small groups complete the 
chart. 

18. Provide students with a list of different Cinderella stories (available on the web in many different 
languages).  

19. Students can present their self-chosen book and story map to the class, post it on the wall or 
exchange it with fellow students (could also be done as a group project) 

20. Once the students/groups have completed their story map, they can compare the Cinderella story 
they have done with the one that was done in class in the beginning. 

21. Students who are less confident and verbal could draw a picture (or 
pictures) based on the story and write one or two sentences about it.  

22. Venn Diagrams are made up of two or more overlapping circles. 
Often used in mathematics to show relationships between sets, Venn 
Diagrams are also useful in language learning for visually 
representing similarities and differences in characters, stories, 
poems, etc. They cam also be used as a prewriting activity to enable 
students to organize their thoughts or Textual quotations graphically 
prior to, writing a compare/contrast essay, for example. Elements 
shared by the two fairy tales. In the process of identifying the 
elements that are similar and different, students realize that cultures 
have different worldviews with accompanying sets of values. It helps 
them to realize that their take on the world is not the only one 
possible. 

23. Create bilingual books. Have students write a summary of a 
Cinderella story from their own country in their first language, if they 
can. Students select a different story that they summarize in English. 
Students can illustrate the books with their own drawings or images 
captured from the  internet. 

24. Respond through writing, drama, art, media products: Assign students different parts and have 
them put on a play (can be a simplified version)Have students write invitations to the ball. Have 
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STORY TITLE 

SETTING 

CHARACTERS 

PROBLEM /DILEMMA 

MAJOR EVENTS (INCLUDING TEST) 

CONCLUSION 

NAME: 

A: Description of The 
Rough-Face Girl. 

B: Description of Lily 
and the Wooden Bowl. 

C: Elements shared 
by the two fairy tales. 



 

students message/email trying to find the owner of the lost slipper message from Cinderella asking 
her fairy godmother for help. Have students design Cinderella’s costume for the ball. Have 
students prepare a character chart for main characters. Analyze fairy tales for racial/gender 
stereotypes.  
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Quick analysis checklist for sexism and racism in children’s books: 

1. Check the Illustrations for stereotypes, tokenism and who’s doing what in the story. 

2. Check the story line: Standards for success, role of women and their standards for success. 

3. Look at the lifestyles. 

4. Weigh the relationships between people. 

5. Note the heroes. 

6. Consider the effects on a child’s self image. 

7. Consider the author or illustrator’s background.  

8. Check the author’s perspective. 

9. Watch for loaded words. 

10. Look at the copyright date. 

11. The choice of categories used will depend on the students’ age and language ability. First, 
work through one with them, using a Stereotype Feature Analysis like the one below. 

Fairy 
Tale 

Heroes 
Women’s 

roles 
Stereo
-types 

Loaded 
words 

Author’s 
perspective 

Relation-
ships 

Loaded 
words 

Date 

Naya: An 
Inuit Tale 

                

Walt 
Disney’s 
Cinderella 

                

Lily and the 
Wooden 
Bowl 

                

The Flower 
Princess 
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Book 
Character 

Has 
sisters or 

step-
sisters 

Has a 
magical 
person, 
animal 

or object 

Slipper 

Evil 
character

s are 
punished 

Has a 
party or 

ball 

Marriage 
to royalty 
or nobility 

Other 

Lily and the 
Wooden 
Bowl 
  

              

Rough-Face 
Girl 

              

Flower 
Princess 

              

The Paper 
Bag Princess 

              

Yeh-Shen   

  

            

Sootface   

  

            

Mufaro’s 
Beautiful 
Daughters 

              

Grimm’s 
Cinderella 

              

25.Analyze fairy tales for racial/gender stereotypes. Post-reading activities like the following will 
depend on the version of Cinderella chosen (The Rough-Face Girl).  

26.Semantic Feature Analysis. Another method of examining and comparing fairy tales is to use what 
is called semantic analysis. The fairy tales discussed in this paper, along with other versions, can 
be analyzed using a structure like the following: 
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 Many other exercises and lesson plans 
for use with Cinderella stories can be found on 
the internet. In most cases they include content, 
methodology and resources and target a given 
grade or age level. A sampling of such lessons is 
found in the reference list.  � 
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Appendix: Synopses and Comments 
on ‘Cinderella’ tales 

The Rough-Face Girl 

 In an Algonquin village by the shores of 
Lake Ontario, many young women have tried to 
win the affections of the powerful Invisible Being 
who lives with his sister in a great wigwam near 
the forest. Then came the Rough-Face girl, 
scarred from working by the fire. Can she 
succeed where her beautiful, cruel sisters have 
failed? A strong, distinctive tale with art to 
match.  Kirkus Reviews 

 The drama of the haunting illustrations, 
and of Martin’s respectful retelling, produce an 
affecting work. Publishers Weekly  

 Rafe Martin lives in Rochester, NY. 
David Shannon lives in southern California.  

Annotation 

 In this Algonquin Indian version of the 
Cinderella story, the Rough-Face Girl and her 
two beautiful but heartless sisters compete for 
the affections of the Invisible Being.  

Publishers Weekly 

 In this Algonquin Indian version of the 
Cinderella story, two domineering sisters set out 
to marry the `rich, powerful, and supposedly 
handsome' Invisible Being, first having to prove 
that they can see him. They cannot, but their 
mistreated younger sister, the Rough-Face Girl – 
so-called because the sparks from the fire have 
scarred her skin - can, for she sees his ‘sweet yet 
awesome face' all around her. He then appears 
to her, reveals her true hidden beauty and 
marries her. Shannon (How Many Spots Does a 
Leopard Have?) paints powerful, stylized figures 
and stirring landscapes, heightening their 
impact with varied use of mist, shadows and 
darkness. His meticulous research is evident in 
intricate details of native dress and lodging. In 
places, though, he struggles with the paradox of 
illustrating the invisible--an eagle, tree, cloud 
and rainbow form the face of the Invisible Being 
in one disappointingly banal image. For the most 
part, however, the drama of these haunting 
illustrations - and of Martin's (Foolish Rabbit's Big 
Mistake ) respectful retelling - produce an 
affecting work. Ages 4-8. (Apr.)  

(http://search.barnesandnoble.com/The-Rough-
Face-Girl/Rafe-Martin/e/9780698116269) 

The Rough Face Girl, Rafe Martin.  Barnes and 
Noble  

 Synopsis: Based on an old Micmac 
legend, Rough-Face Girl is the story of a young 
Micmac woman who in the midst of family 

conflict and hardship sees the beauty in the 
world around her. Three sisters are attempting 
to survive after their father's death. The two 
older sisters are angry and mean, mistreating 
their youngest sister, Dos. In an attempt to 
escape their plight, the two older sisters set off 
to marry the Invisible One. Only the woman who 
can truly see him will marry him. The Invisible 
One is guarded by his Sister, whose job it is to 
determine which woman really is capable of 
seeing him. After the two older sisters fail in 
their attempt to see him, Dos sets out on her own 
quest to marry him, with her sister's taunting her 
all the way. Along the way, Dos helps them heal 
from the grief of their father's death. Dos sees 
beauty all around her and consequently is able 
to see the Invisible One and marry him. Rather 
than reject her family she insures that they too 
will share in the goodness of her life. 

 

Lily and the Wooden Bowl 

 
 This traditional Japanese folktale light-
handedly reinforces the cultural ideal of 
respecting the wisdom of one's elders. On her 
deathbed, Aya contrives to protect her 
granddaughter, Lily, from worldly men ("I fear 
they will spoil your innocence") by extracting 
her promise to wear a wooden bowl on her head 
–always - in order to hide her prodigal beauty. 
Kumaso, a wealthy farmer's son, falls in love with 
Lily despite her odd headgear, but his wicked 
mother, Matsu, forbids their marriage unless Lily 
can make rice for 100 guests from one grain of 
rice. Lily's store of magical heirlooms goes head-
to-head with Matsu's own sorcery, but Kumaso's 
devotion to Lily tips the scales. The moment they 
marry, Lily's bowl falls away, showering jewels 
on the couple-a fitting reward for their mutual 
obedience to Aya's last request. Schroeder's 
quietly expressive language and Ito's polished 
homage to Japanese motifs result in their own 
shower of visual and verbal pleasures.  From 
Publishers Weekly. 
 
 http://www.amazon.com/Lily-Wooden-Bowl-
Alan-Schroeder/dp/0440412943 
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A cclaimed writer-director Deepa Mehta 
sets Heaven on Earth, her latest feature 
film, in the bleak winter landscape of 

Brampton, Ontario. A hard-hitting domestic 
drama, Heaven on Earth has the power to 
disturb, depress and perhaps even outrage. It is 
a gritty contemporary portrayal of an immigrant 
woman trapped in an abusive arranged 
marriage and confused by events beyond her 
experience and understanding. Released in 
March 2009 by Toronto’s Mongrel Media, it is 
now available on DVD.  

 The story revolves around a spirited 
and striking young Indian woman, Chand 
(played by Bollywood superstar Preity Zinta), 
whose arranged marriage to Rocky, an airport 
limousine driver at Toronto’s Pearson airport, 
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offers the promise of a brighter future in 
Canada.   

 The story begins pleasantly enough 
with comic touches that lure us into willing belief 
as we view bashful Rocky (Canadian actor 
Vansh Bhardwaj in his first film role) at the 
airport’s arrival level, nervously anticipating the 
first sight of his bride. Their marriage ceremony 
two days later at a storefront Sikh temple in 
Brampton is so innocent and charming that we 
can’t help but sigh, anticipating a fluffy 
Hollywood tale of marital bliss, or a slice-of-life 
domestic sitcom, rather like a half-hour episode 
of Everybody Loves Raymond. Perhaps they’ll 
break into a Bollywood musical number the first 
chance they get.  

(Continued on page 52) 
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Heaven on Earth:  Director Deepa Mehta’s 
new film confronts domestic abuse 
Reviewed by Sandra Garcia 

FILM REVIEW 



 Nothing, however, could be further 
from the truth. 

 The pastel-hued blandness of the film’s 
early scenes suddenly darken during Chand 
and Rocky’s one-day honeymoon in a soulless 
Niagara Falls hotel, when Mamji, Rocky’s 
possessive and controlling mother, arrives on 
the scene unannounced, effectively breaking up 
the couple’s first moment of real intimacy.  

 Chand’s mild suggestion that they give 
up the room to Mamji and rent another for 
themselves, however, unleashes in Rocky such 
rage that he smacks his new wife across the 
face, sending her reeling. His shocking outburst 
proves, sadly, to be only the first of many from 
this sullen, mercurial mama’s boy.  

 Back in the slushy dreariness of 
suburban Brampton, life in the family’s 
overcrowded townhouse reeks of tension, anger 
and menace. Chand is at her wits’ end as to how 
to fit into her new husband’s multi-generational 
and much-troubled family, come to terms with 
her domineering mother-in-law, please the 
mercurial Rocky, and adapt to life in Canada.  

 Her distress is compounded when she 
is sent out to work for minimum wage (which 
goes automatically to her husband) and by a 
paralyzing homesickness for her own family 
back in India. Strong feelings of dislocation, fear 
and estrangement begin to impinge on her 
ability to distinguish reality from fantasy. 
Magical and supernatural thoughts and 
memories begin to cloud her mind, driving her 
almost mad. In a delirium she implores her 
mother to help her escape her Canadian prison 
and return to India. 

 From a technical perspective, the 
jarring disconnect in Chand’s mind is realized 
by filmmaker Mehta’s device of alternating 
scenes in black and white with full colour, 
contrasting the delicate balance of her central 
character’s tenuous grip on reality with her 
wish-fulfillment. It is a visually and dramatically 
masterful effect. 

 

(Continued from page 51) 

(Continued on page 53) 
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Stills from the feature 
movie Heaven on 
Earth (2008), National 
Film Board of 
Canada. 

http://films.nfb.ca/
heaven-on-earth/?
fid=547  

http://films.nfb.ca/heaven-on-earth/?fid=547


 

 But it is the Indo-Canadian director’s 
depiction of the mental landscape of the abused, 
where the only viable escape is through flights 
of disturbed imagination, that most distinguishes 
Mehta’s film from much of the standard 
cinematic fare.  

 “My film is not only about an abused 
woman in an arranged marriage,” says Mehta in 
explaining her approach, “it is also an attempt to 
portray what happens when the realities of a life 
become unbearable.” 

 Following the film’s narrative arc, at the 
laundry where she works, Chand is befriended 
by Rosa, a sympathetic co-worker from Jamaica, 
who gives her a magical root with instructions to 
prepare a potion that will forever end Rocky’s 
violence and cause him to instantly fall in love 
with her. Whether the plan for the elixir works 
or not I will leave viewers to discover on their 
own. 

(Continued from page 52) 
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 One feature of writer-director Mehta’s 
work is the presence of cultural myth as a 
powerful force in the narrative. In Heaven on 
Earth this element winds its way through the 
story in the form of an ancient Indian folktale 
about a benign cobra snake, told to Chand as a 
child by her mother.  

 The recurring appearance of the 
legendary venomous serpent in this story will 
terrify some, especially in a scene near the end 
when the film’s star must actually handle a real 
cobra as an ordeal to prove that she has been 
faithful to Rocky. The intertwining of the 
supernatural and the mundane is a device 
seldom tackled in western films and for this 
reason its presence lends a freshness to the 
narrative. 

 Heaven on Earth is not a ‘feel good’ film. 
Its shocking realism is more rueful and acidic 
than the catchy, ironic title would have you 
believe. Director Mehta’s graphic portrayal of 
spousal and familial abuse etches into our 
comfortable consciousness some realities of 
modern life that many would rather turn away 
from.  

 In a prologue, the director reminds us 
that the situations this work portrays are more 
common than we think, and she urges us to 
respond with greater awareness and action. In 
this sense, the movie has a strong social 
message. 

 Among its other features, the film 
presents English sub-titles for the numerous 
lines of dialogue in Punjabi. Thankfully, it 
refrains from overwrought musical clichés to 
trigger emotional response in the viewer, and 
through the use of realistic language, some of it 
very strong and even vulgar, further convinces 
of us its essential truth. And stretches of silence 
in the soundtrack have the effect of allowing the 
viewer to think, remember, connect and react. 
What more could one ask for? 

 If there are any quibbles I had with 
Heaven on Earth, one would be the suddenness 
of the ending. Another would be its length, at 
133 minutes. Still, this new work by Oscar-
nominated Deepa Mehta (Water, 2007) provides 
the viewer a thoroughly engrossing—often 
disturbing — take on a difficult theme.. � 
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T he City of Toronto and other communities 
across Ontario have once again agreed to 
designate December 6 - 12, 2009 as ESL 

Week in recognition of both those who have 
contributed and those who have benefited from 
ESL learning in Ontario.  This public acknow-
ledgement will coincide with TESL Ontario's 
annual conference: "Language for a Changing 
World" to be held in Toronto, December 10 - 12 
at the Sheraton Centre Hotel. 

 Various events and activities will take 
place across the province to mark ESL Week. 
These include writing contests, spelling 
competitions, film festivals, special class 
activities, art displays and more. We have now 
posted the winners of the 2009 Poster Contest. 
Please take this opportunity to visit the poster 
web page. 

 We encourage instructors and teachers 
to participate in celebrating ESL Week by 
planning special activities in your classroom or 
organization. We are also interested in posting 
your ideas, pictures, or artwork on our website! 

  Email us your plans at membership 
@teslontario.org, or write to: TESL Ontario 
Head office located at 27 Carlton St., Suite #405, 
Toronto, Ontario M5B 1L2. We would ask that 
groups document their events as they occur, so 
that we can continue to promote ESL Week in 
future years. 

 

December 6th - 12th, 2009 has been 
declared ESL Week in: 

Town of Ajax, Town of Amherstburg, City of 
Barrie, City of Brampton, Town of Caledon, 
Municipality of Clarington, City of Cornwall, 
Town of Fort Erie, City of Kingston, Town of 
Markham, Town of Milton, Norfolk County, City 
of North Bay, Town of Oakville, City of Orillia, 
City of Oshawa, City of Peterborough, City of 
Pickering, Township of Scugog, City of 
Stratford, City of St. Thomas, City of Toronto, 
City of Windsor, York Region.  � 
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English as a Second Language week 
December 6-12, 2009 

Language for a 
Changing World 
37th Annual TESL Ontario 

Conference 

December 10-12, 2009 

Sheraton Centre Toronto 

 

For more conference information go 
to: www.teslontario.org  

http://www.teslontario.org
mailto:membership@teslontario.org

