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Abstract 

 

In the television series Once Upon A Time, evil is portrayed as a circumstance rather than a 

character trait. Characters shift toward and away from evil; the evil character suddenly shows 

redeeming qualities and the good character becomes consumed with revenge.  This unusual 

approach to depicting evil in a television adaptation centering upon fairy tales rejects the clear 

distinction between good and evil typically present in the written stories. A close reading of 

Regina and Snow’s narratives and rhetorical analysis of visuals in the show reveal good and evil 

as fluid concepts – developing and shifting within and between characters.  

 

Keywords: fairy tales, Once Upon A Time, evil, transformations, narrative, visual rhetoric, 

textual analysis. 
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CHAPTER ONE 

INTRODUCTION 

 “These stories are classics. There’s a reason we all know them. They’re a way for us to deal 

with our world. A world that doesn’t always make sense.” (Snow, Pilot, 2011) 

 This study examines the portrayal of evil in a primetime television series, specifically, the 

transformations of evil in characters as revealed through a close reading of narratives and 

rhetorical analysis of visuals on the series Once Upon A Time (Kitsis & Horowitz, 2011-present). 

Narratives, or stories, are ubiquitous.  We are surrounded by stories in our daily lives, especially 

when consuming television. Stories are essential to being human; in fact, one might say stories 

are what make us human (Fisher, 1985; Wright, 2000). As children, we are exposed to stories of 

all varieties.  One of the most common types of stories is the fairy tale.  Fairy tales become part 

of our experiences of the world through story time and through books, film, and television. Fairy 

tales were originally communicated through oral storytelling (Cashdan, 1999; Zipes, 2002) and 

were primarily told during leisure time by and to adults. Fairy tales are told, retold, and revised 

in an ever-changing environment (Cashdan, 1999; Zipes, 2011).  Fairy tales remain popular and 

relevant due to a universal quality within the stories that resonate in people’s lives (Haase, 1993; 

Bottigheimer, 2009).   

 The television series Once Upon A Time (OUAT) is an example of fairy tale adaptation. 

Despite changes to the tales, one can recognize not only the plots of commonly known fairy 

tales, but also the characters. These recognizable characters include villains like the Evil Queen 

from Snow White. Fairy tales, both as adaptations and products, are not only based on the culture 

or era in which they are told (Cashdan, 1999) but are adapted through different forms of media. 

Fairy tales are as relevant today as they were when originally told or recorded due to the 
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common underlying dynamic - the struggle between good and evil - that resonates across media 

(Cashdan, 1999). The evolution and adaptability of the stories in culture and media make fairy 

tales an important area to study.  

 Stories, as a part of culture, have a dependent relationship with the culture in which they 

are told. Stories can play a role in shaping or maintaining culture by serving as ways to examine 

and understand life.  Culture influences the content of the stories and how they are told. Fairy 

tales, as some of the first stories we hear, typically offer ways of dealing with struggles in our 

lives.  The most common struggle depicted in the stories is between positive and negative forces 

often termed as good and evil (Cashdan, 1999). The role fairy tales play in the lives of children 

and adults “strengthens us in the belief that we are dealing with a peculiar form of literature, one 

which concerns man directly” (Lüthi, 1976, p. 22).  The ways to deal with certain struggles are 

then taken from the stories and applied to life. This profound influence on how we interpret, 

understand, and handle experiences of life demonstrates the power of stories on humans.  

 Narratives, including fairy tales, are typically used in making sense of the world, 

uncovering inner truths, promoting certain agendas, and for criticizing people.  Narrative then 

serves as a mental structure in order to organize those experiences (Larsen, 2002). Stories, used 

as sense making tools, typically include a struggle between good and evil because human nature 

is both good and evil (Perrett, 2002).  Evil has also been described as a social construct, and not 

something that is natural (Norden, 2000), which contrasts with Perrett.  

 “Our recognition of evil proves, over time, to be extremely flexible and open to 

socialization. Our understanding of evil is always enculterated, informed by and inscribed across 

of panoply of texts continuously in circulation around us” (Turnau, 2004, p. 384). Although 

Perrett describes evil as part of human nature, our recognition and understanding of evil is 
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constructed by culture. So, the representation of evil must always include good because “one 

necessitates the other” (Petersen, 2008, p. 97). 

 All fairy tales follow similar narratives and provide familiar scenes, settings, and themes 

(Propp, 1968; Swann Jones, 1983).  OUAT uses the repeated exposure and structure of fairy tales 

while also surprising the viewer with new or altered narratives as well as the creation of new 

settings and realms. Fairy tales, though, are often judged according to realistic standards.  This 

way of understanding turns use of magic or magical objects into symbols for experiences or 

events that could possibly happen in reality (Joosen, 2007).  People use and are shaped by the 

understandings they develop from repeated exposure to specific stories as well as from other 

aspects of their culture when interpreting and making sense of their own lives (Bhatia, 2011). 

Both fairy tales and television narratives, as part of culture, are important to examine for that 

reason.  

 Shafer and Raney (2012) concluded that “repeated exposure to stories from the same 

genre teaches us how narratives, scenes, and setting are constructed, how fictional causes are 

related to fictional effects, [and] how themes and archetypes are recycled, among other things” 

(p. 1031).  Fairy tales, for many, are present when growing up so those narratives, scenes, setting 

and characters from the repeated exposure allows the producers of OUAT to tell stories that are 

almost immediately recognized by viewers. There are dozens of versions and sometimes 

hundreds of modifications to well-known fairy tales (Tatar, 2003).  OUAT and other adaptations 

prove that to be true.  Each storyteller, whether told through film or television or from memory, 

modifies a story in order to interest, engage or be relatable to an audience.   

 Even with those modifications, both the original tales and the retellings often contain 

elements of historical realities or cultural beliefs.  Although historical realities or cultural beliefs 
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are included, the actions or settings are often depicted as fantastic or surreal (Tatar, 2003).  Thus, 

fairy tales can be viewed as historical documents that provide a window of what life was like 

during the time the stories were first told, despite the story not being a realistic depiction of life 

(Cashdan, 1999). If the original stories can be taken as some form of documenting history, the 

same thinking can be applied to the retellings and adaptations of fairy tales in a different 

medium, like television.   

 Fairy tales consistently introduce us to multiple characters and narratives demonstrating 

battles between good and evil, much like television series. The battles depicted tend to reveal 

truths about people and oneself (Bettelheim, 1976).  The majority of characters in fairy tales are 

either good or evil with no in between.  This is not the case with how people are in real life 

(Bettelheim, 1976); people are layered and complex. The depiction of good and evil characters as 

absolute is due in part to fairy tales simplifying all situations including the struggle between 

good and evil, as well as needing to simplify ways to combat or address those similar situations 

in real life.  We learn about the characters from their actions (Larsen, 2002) and once we are 

familiar with a character, we can either relate to their narratives and their struggles or not.   

 As previously mentioned, narratives often include a struggle between positive and 

negative forces, or good and evil.  As Norden (2000) points out, “evil as a general subject has 

long been an area of inquiry for theologians, sociologists, and anthropologists,” yet the subject of 

evil “has attracted relatively little in-depth writing from film/television scholars” (p. 51).  

Despite the interest in other fields, there is limited analysis on how evil functions in television 

narratives.  Evil is understudied in media, which is unusual because of the extensive existing 

research on other topics, such as stereotypes, violence, and gender. As stories are modified or 

adapted, novel ways of presenting characters and behaviors can occur. OUAT portrays evil in a 
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way that is unique to how the written fairy tales depict evil.  Good and evil are no longer 

absolutes; evil is transformative and shifts within and between the characters.   

 Like in fairy tales, television meanings are not confined to television but are cultural and 

used to make sense of experiences (Fiske, 1985).  Television serves as a mirror to the outside 

world and encourages the telling of stories, including already recognized fairy tales.  OUAT 

presents an opportunity to examine evil in the context of fairy tales as depicted on television.  

This opportunity is through modifications in the retelling of well-known fairy tales. The changes 

to the tales include but are not limited to: expanding the characters’ histories and showing 

complex character development, both visually and implied.  This brings a relatable human 

quality to the otherwise fictional, magical stories.  The retellings of fairy tales also demonstrate 

new ways of handling or understanding a struggle that is ever present in reality for viewers. 

When written fairy tales incorporate a battle of good and evil, which is a basic motif of human 

existence and narratives, it is important that good and evil are simplified (Lüthi, 1976), which is 

not the case in OUAT, where good and evil are presented as entangled and complex.  

 The fairy tale is a topic continually of interest to scholars in multiple fields including 

anthropology, sociology, communication, and psychology. Despite the interest from many fields, 

disagreement among scholars about the definitions of folklore and fairy tales (Utley, 1958) as 

well as the stories’ origins (Lüthi, 1982) is common.  There are several types of tales and it is 

important to note the differences, especially when looking to examine a particular type.  In order 

to classify the genre, several commonly accepted definitions will be described below, although 

there will be differences based on professional bias and experiences of the scholar (Clarke & 

Clarke, 1963).    
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 According to some scholars, folk tales differ from fairy tales in their structure, characters, 

and plot, but the terms folk tale and fairy tale are sometimes used interchangeably (Utley, 1958).  

To some scholars, folk tales lack the dimension of depth not only in portrayals of characters or 

environment but also in time (Lüthi, 1982), meaning there is no sense of time in the tales, only 

that an event occurred at some vague point in time.  Conversely, some scholars believe fairy tales 

show depth in the timing presented in the story. 

 Another type of tale is commonly known by several names including fairy tale,  magic 

tale, or Märchen. Magic tales are defined as including magic, although “magic exists across a 

broad spectrum of tales, some of which are fairy tales and many of which are not” (Bottigheimer, 

2009, p.5). Märchen simply means fairy tale in the German language, but the literal translation to 

English is "little tale" or "brief story", and fairy tales are neither little nor brief. Folk tales and 

fairy tales are stories with extreme contrasts, especially in regard to the depiction of good and 

evil where “characters are completely beautiful and good or completely ugly and bad” (Lüthi, 

1982, p. 35; Lüthi, 1976).  

 According to Clarke & Clarke (1963), Märchen refers to a story “involving wonders, 

lowly heroes who win fame and fortune in an unreal world of improbable characters and 

creatures.  Magic, transformations, ogres, and quests abound in these tales” (p. 21-22).  The term 

fairy tale for some scholars only refers to European folk tales that “deal with the little people of 

the supernatural world…fairies, elves, gnomes, dwarfs, or leprechauns” (p. 23).  These 

characters are able to perform and possess magic while also supporting the hero of the story.   

 Another type of tale is the legend. Legends are “narratives about persons, places, or 

events involving real or pretended belief” (Clarke & Clarke, 1963, p. 24).  A fable is “a short 

tale, usually involving animal characters, which expresses, either implicitly or explicitly, a moral 
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principle” (p. 25).  In addition to legends and fables, there are myths.  A myth is a narrative 

“dealing with gods, demigods, or culture heroes.  The myth is concerned with the creation of the 

world, the establishment of the present order, the origins of a people, tribe or cultural trait” (p. 

26). For this research, the following compilation definition will be used in reference to fairy 

tales:  A fairy tale is a story involving magic in a fantastic setting while describing a journey to 

defeat darkness and ending in happiness. 

 Once Upon A Time (OUAT) is an American fairy tale drama television series, produced 

by Edward Kitsis and Adam Horowitz, on American Broadcasting Company, ABC (2011 – 

present).  The show is about the lives of fairy tale characters in different realms.  Fairy Tale Land 

is “filled with magic, monsters and all of the characters we all know from stories growing up. It's 

real, and so are the people in it. But unlike the ‘happily ever after’ you may have heard about, 

their stories continued, and The Evil Queen cast a Dark Curse over the land” (About the Show, 

n.d.).  

 Another world depicted is the town of Storybrooke. “It's a quiet, little, New England 

town filled with people who go about their everyday lives with no idea who they really are. The 

Queen's Curse has trapped them here and placed her in near-complete control. They have no real 

memories and no real hope” (About the Show, n.d.).  The first season of OUAT is about the hope 

of breaking Evil Queen’s dark curse, and subsequent seasons continue to emphasize hope as new 

dangers, magic, and realms constantly emerge.  

 There has been a resurgence of fairy tales in popular culture, with OUAT being only one 

of the new popular adaptations.  Films like Snow White and the Huntsman (Sanders, 2012) prove 

that fairy tales are not limited to children’s books; these films revive one of the original purposes 

– for adults to occupy and entertain themselves during leisure time.  In fact, many of the 
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television and film adaptations are aimed toward an older audience who has a recollection of the 

tales they grew up hearing.  The retellings include darker, more violent content as well adult 

themes, such as infidelity.  The darker versions of the tales can be traced back before the 

revisions in animated films from Disney.  The previous literary versions of Snow White or Little 

Red Riding Hood included adult content like sexual themes and even cannibalism.  

 OUAT is not the only television series based on or adapted from fairy tales.  Another 

television show, Grimm (Carpenter, S., Greenwalt, D. & Kouf, J., 2011 – present), is similar to 

OUAT, due to its classification as "a drama series inspired by the classic Grimm Brothers' Fairy 

Tales” (About, n.d.).  OUAT is a television series solely focused on fairy tale characters with  

their stories occurring in multiple realms. Close readings of a television series and the characters’ 

narratives are important because television series are thought to be significant carriers of cultural 

values and insights (Larsen, 2002).  This thesis examines how the transformation of evil is 

portrayed within and between characters to uncover cultural values and insights on how evil is 

communicated.  In order to contribute an informed and detailed analysis of evil as communicated 

in OUAT, a review of related literature is critical.  The next chapter is the review of relevant 

literature.   
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CHAPTER TWO 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

 This chapter will summarize the literature relevant to an examination of evil on the 

television series Once Upon A Time (OUAT). On this show, evil can be viewed as a circumstance 

rather than a character description.  Evil is communicated through a character’s selfishness and 

use of power over others.  Because evil is portrayed as circumstance instead of a character 

descriptor, evil becomes transformative and fluid in the characters themselves.  Characters are 

able to shift towards and away from evil; the easily identifiable evil character suddenly shows 

redeeming qualities and the good character becomes consumed with revenge.  As noted in the 

previous chapter, this is an unusual approach to evil, especially in a television adaptation 

centering upon well-known fairy tales.  In order to provide a detailed examination of this 

inventive approach to evil in OUAT, it is necessary to explore literature related to narrative and 

popular culture.  The next section details several approaches to the analysis of narrative.  

Analysis of Narrative 

 This section will detail the literature pertaining to narrative analysis, specifically 

structuralism and the narrative paradigm.  Structuralism contributes methods for examination of  

meanings found in the structure of a narrative. The narrative paradigm considers people as 

storytellers who participate, read, and evaluate texts of literature and ultimately, life. People are 

“full participants in the making of messages, whether they are agents (authors) or audience 

members (co-authors)” (Fisher, 1985, p. 86).  Narratives have been around as long as humans 

could communicate.  Originating with oral storytelling, stories have transitioned to literature and 

evolved in other media, like film or television.  Narratives are viewed as the “means of 

articulating the profound and uncertain relationship of the individual with the social” (Fiske, 
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1987, p. 138). Because of the social component of storytelling, cultural meanings are expressed 

in narratives by the creators or authors of the tales and understood by the consumers. Although I 

am looking to literature on structuralism, I acknowledge that the meanings of stories as well as 

the ways they are interpreted are not stable or universal.  The meanings of stories can and do 

change with a culture or language because it is the audience that serves as a maker of meaning. 

 With that acknowledgement, the examination and analysis of narrative structure is a 

useful method to determine meaning.  The next section will detail literature regarding 

structuralism, which is an area of narrative analysis popularized by Lévi-Strauss and Propp. 

 Structuralism. 

 This section focuses on structuralism, including its definition and known scholars of this 

method of narrative analysis.  Herman (2007) noted, “one of the first projects of structuralist 

narratory was the attempt to create a systematic framework for describing how characters 

participate in the narrated action” (p. 193). Narrative structuralist theories identify the laws that 

direct the organizational basis for the story, rather than determining if the story is an accurate 

representation of reality (Fiske, 1987).  This means the structure and linear movement of the 

story is more important to structuralists rather than the if the story is able to accurately reflect or 

depict real life.   

 Fiske (1987) detailed approaches by Lévi-Strauss and Barthes that insist stories are a part 

of a “universal cultural process and that the deeper ‘truer’ meanings of myths are not 

immediately apparent but can only be revealed by theoretical analysis” (p. 131). This sentiment 

led to the development of methods to uncover layers of meaning in the structure of narrative.  

“Structurally, narrative belongs with the sentence without ever being reducible to the sum of its 

sentences: a narrative is a large sentence,” wrote Barthes (1975, p. 241), referring to the fact that 
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the details of the story are irrelevant when compared to the organizational structure.  Meaning, 

for structuralists, is revealed through the structure of the narrative, not the details or culture.  

 For Lévi-Strauss, myth became a mechanism to reduce concern when dealing with 

“unresolvable contradictions in a culture and provides imaginative ways of living with them” 

(Fiske, 1987, p.132).  Those unresolvable contradictions are expressed in terms of binary 

oppositions and form the structure of several types of stories.  Binary oppositions include 

abstract generalizations expressed as good and evil or nature and culture, for example. Stories 

work metaphorically to transform the unresolvable contradictions into real representations.  This 

structure of meaning in myths is grasped when the characters and setting are removed (Fiske, 

1987).    

 Myth, like language, is made up of basic units. These units, when analyzed on different 

levels, reveal a complex order of form and function compared to the units that make up language 

(Lévi-Strauss, 1955).  In order to define myth, it is best to include all versions of a story.  

Through structural analysis, “it becomes possible to organize all the known variants of a myth as 

a series forming a kind of permutation group, the two variants placed at the far-ends being in a 

symmetrical, though inverted relationship to each other” (Lévi-Strauss, 1955, p. 439).   

 The method of analysis used by Lévi-Strauss brings order to the narrative’s structure by 

uncovering the underlying functions of myth, which then enables us to see the basic logical 

processes that are at the root of myth.  The structure of myth is identifiable through repetition, 

thus making repetition a function (Lévi-Strauss, 1955).  According to Lévi-Strauss (1955), the 

purpose “of the myth is to provide a logical model capable of overcoming a contradiction, a 

theoretically infinite number of slates [layers to the story] will be generated, each one slightly 

different from the others” (p. 443).  Slates are the layers of the story’s structure revealing its 
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function.  Implying that the story unfolds layer by layer when its structure is revealed through 

repetition.  

 Lévi-Strauss, through his method of structural analysis, uncovered that the logic used by 

“mythical thought is as rigorous as that of modern science, and that the difference lies not in the 

quality of the intellectual process, but in the nature of the things to which it is applied” (1955, p. 

444).   Lévi-Strauss was not the only scholar focused on how meanings are revealed through 

structure. Incorporating a functional approach is a useful addition to Lévi-Strauss’ brand of 

structuralism.  

  For structuralists, function refers to the actions of the character significant to progress 

the story.  According to Barthes (1975), “a narrative is made up solely of functions: everything, 

in one way or another, is significant” (p. 244). Girardot (1977) elaborates that, “the functional 

aspect of the overall narrative form is most important in getting at the possible meaning or layers 

of meaning” (p. 284). Another method of analysis was developed in order to identify functions to 

uncover the possible meanings. 

A scholar who identified a method of analysis specific to narrative function is Propp.  

Propp (1968) examined folktales, a term he often applied to fairy tales.  Propp was able to 

identify a method of analysis for fairy tales based on the characters’ actions in the narrative.  

Through his analysis of folktales, Propp noted several recurring functions in every story. 

Because a story assigns identifiable actions to its characters, it is then possible to study the tale 

according to its characters’ actions.  The functions identified by Propp always appear in the same 

order, although not every tale will have every function, despite the function serving to advance 

the narrative.   
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 “Function is understood as an act of a character, defined from the point of view of its 

significance for the course of the action” (Propp, 1968, p. 21).  These functions become stable, 

constant elements in a tale, regardless of who performs them or how.  Propp (1968) identified 

thirty-two functions known to the fairy tale.  Through the thirty-two functions, Propp discovered 

“all fairy tales are of one type in regard to their structure” (1968, p. 23).  Because of this one 

structure of fairy tales, it is possible to analyze other stories based on its functions.  Within the 

thirty-two functions identified by Propp, the actions of the hero and villain are fundamental and 

clear contributors to the movement of the story.  There are eight functions of the thirty-two 

attributed to the villain’s actions that always result in the defeat and punishment of the villain.  

 “The struggle between the hero and villain is a metaphorical transformation of that 

between the forces of order and those of disorder, good and evil, or culture and nature” (Fiske, 

1987, p. 138). This battle between good and evil or negative and positive is central to all 

societies.  Narratives look at the role of human and social agents in the struggle between good 

and evil. Another contribution from Propp was the attention to the motivations of the character 

identified through the tale.  By motivations, Propp refers to “both the reasons and aims of 

personages which cause them to commit various acts” (1968, p. 75).  Although motivations are 

part of the tale, they are also some of the unstable elements when compared to the fundamental 

and stable functions.  “Motivations often add to a tale a completely distinctive, vivid coloring” 

(Propp, 1968, p.75), while the characters of hero and villain and their functions are essential to 

depicting the struggles of society through their actions. Some structuralists choose to focus on 

the character itself instead of motivations in analysis.   

 Structuralism focuses “on the mode and means of representation” (Fiske, 1987, p. 154) 

and according to some structuralists, a character can be viewed as a textual device created by 
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discourse.  With a shift from literature to television, the physical presence of the character is used 

to embody the discourse and ideology of the storyteller (television producers and writers).  The 

characters then lend themselves to the visual depiction of certain contradictions and struggles 

much like our own social experiences and reality.  Viewers can see a struggle or consequence of 

an action play out by the characters on the screen or in a text and understand how and why 

something occurs.    

 Fiske (1987) reiterates that according to structuralism’s position on characters, “a 

character cannot be understood as an individual existing in his or her own right, but only as a 

series of textual and intertextual relations” (p. 154).  The most common of these textual and 

intertextual relations is the relationship with other characters.  Characters, like the hero and 

villain, serve to depict those textual relationships through their relationship.  Without a villain or 

opposing force, there would not be a need for a hero and vice versa. Another form of narrative 

analysis examines the role of humans, not the functions and motivations of the characters, in 

relation to stories.     

 Narrative paradigm.  

 In the narrative paradigm, people are storytellers whose “values, emotions, and aesthetic 

considerations ground our beliefs and behaviors” (West & Turner, 2014, p. 355). Narration, as 

understood by Fisher (1989) refers to "individuated forms such as depiction, anecdote, and 

characterization," "generic forms such as argumentation and narration," and "a conceptual 

framework, like dramatism, for understanding human decision, discourse, and action" (p. 

55). The narrative paradigm is an approach used for understanding communication since “we 

experience the world as filled with stories” (West & Turner, 2014, p. 357).  

 The role of the character can hold significance to the meanings in a story.  Herman 
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(2007) stated, “roles in narrative are constellations of structural, semantic, cognitive, and 

pragmatic factors” (p. 202).  The actions and roles of the characters portrayed in stories serve as 

ways to communicate meaning.  This is because narrative and language are main cultural 

processes shared by all societies, as they serve as basic ways of making sense of our experiences 

of the real (Fiske, 1987; Fisher, 1984; Barthes, 1975).  In addition to giving us tools to 

understand own experiences, narratives help us understand the actions of others (Fisher, 1984).  

This is because Fisher’s perspective assumes “the world is a set of stories, and as we choose 

among them, we experience life differently” (West & Turner, 2014, p. 360).  Fiske (1987) 

suggests narrative as a fundamental cultural process. Narratives are not only useful in reality, 

they can serve as tools for sense making when consuming media. 

 Fisher supported the notion that the narrative perspective is relevant not only to real but 

fictive worlds as well.  The narrative paradigm is a blend of “two traditional strands in the 

history of rhetoric: the argumentative, persuasive theme and the literary, aesthetic theme” 

(Fisher, 1984, p. 2).  Through the narrative paradigm, human communication is viewed not only 

as historical but situational and rational as well.  Essentially, the narrative paradigm is founded 

on the thought that humans are storytellers (Fisher, 1984) and stories vary in form among 

communication situations, genres, and media. West and Turner (2014) note Fisher believed 

“narrative is universal – found in all cultures and time periods” (p. 358).  

            In determining how people look to stories to guide their behavior, there are several 

approaches.  “Structuralism approaches narrative formally; the narrative [paradigm] approaches 

it, along with other genres, rhetorically, as a mode of social influence” (Fisher, 1985, p. 351).  

Through the narrative paradigm, Fisher views stories as methods of influencing behaviors and 

beliefs.  According to Fisher, the function of the narrative paradigm offers a “way of interpreting 
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and assessing human communication that leads to critique, a determination of whether or not 

given instance of discourse provides a reliable, trustworthy, and desirable guide to thought and 

action in the world” (1985, p. 351).  

            “Narrative theory which is derived from folk tale, with its emphasis on common 

structures and conventions that relate directly to its social context, would seem more pertinent to 

a popular medium like television”, with simple, repeated structures appealing to a heterogeneous 

audience with differing histories and experiences (Fiske, 1987, p. 138). With this primary 

function, Fisher asserts that with the narrative paradigm normal human discourse is meaningful 

and is subject to the tests of narrative rationality, which contrasts with structuralism.  

 Meanings do not just come from functions or structure; Fisher views meaning as a 

“matter of history, culture, and character” (Fisher, 1985, p. 351).  The goal of the narrative 

paradigm is to help determine how persons came to believe and how they came to behave.  It 

offers an “approach to assessment and interpretation of human communication - assuming that 

all forms of human communication can be seen fundamentally as stories, as interpretations of 

aspects of the world occurring in time and shaped by history, culture and character" (Fisher, 

1989, p. 57).  

 Narrative discourse and analysis are crucial to uncovering insights of a culture and the 

meanings behind why a story is structured a certain way or to the significance of the characters 

within a story.  Fairy tales are popular subjects of narrative analysis both structurally and 

paradigmatically because the structure of fairy tales remains consistent across different cultures, 

continents, and languages.  The next section will include relevant literature on popular culture 

with sub-sections centered on fairy tales and television studies. 
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Popular Culture  

This section will discuss literature concerning popular culture in regard to media, more 

specifically television and fairy tales. Examination of relevant literature is important to 

understanding how evil is presented in media, especially with evil being a key element of both 

human nature and culture. Within this section, the portrayal of evil in popular culture, literature 

pertaining to fairy tales, the role of villains in fairy tales, television and media studies, and 

villains in media will be discussed.  Fairy tales and television are very much tuned to popular 

culture and to how aspects of culture are informed and consumed. “What we call culture can be 

seen as a collection of codes that tell us to what to eat, how to dress, and how to relate to others” 

(Berger, 2010, p. 23). Television shows and fairy tales are constructed with codes informing 

behaviors, beliefs and providing tools for sense making, whether the stories are written or 

depicted visually.  

 Turnau (2004), who studied popular culture and the perception of evil as portrayed in 

television shows and books, stated “when we spot evil, it is always by means of a mediated gaze, 

as through a reflecting telescope – a refracted, inflected image” (p. 384). Authors, especially 

television producers and writers, can affect a viewer’s sense of self, his or her relation to the 

world, and more specifically, how evil is or should be recognized through the portrayals (Turnau, 

2004).  

 Before examining evil as depicted in media, it is critical to discuss some of the definitions 

of evil.  Evil is often understood to be a unique moral category, one that involves not just 

wrongdoing, but intentional wrongdoing (Perrett, 2002).  According to Perrett (2002), intentional 

wrongdoing in reality comes from a particular type of person, one who is motivated, enacts the 

wrongdoing because it is wrong, takes pleasure from wrongness of the action, and does not 
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exhibit any reactions like guilt, shame or regret. In relation to dualism (the idea or belief that 

everything has two opposite parts), evil is normally best explained by a human’s propensities to 

pursue their own interests and desires at the expense of others and override their natural 

propensities to do good (Perrett, 2002). This is an important view to consider in the analysis of 

the behaviors of fictional evil characters in television as well. Perrett concluded the dualist 

theory “allows for both selfish and genuinely altruistic actions, since human nature is taken to be 

both good and evil.  Every good action has to explain why the agent’s natural propensity to do 

evil did not triumph” (p. 311).   

 According to Alford’s definition of evil, which is different from Perrett’s, “evil is an 

experience of dread” (1997, p. 3). In an attempt to understand how people experience evil, 

Alford examined study participants’ examples of evil.  From the study’s examples, Alford 

described acting evil as taking dread and inflicting it on to others by hurting them, thus “doing 

evil is an attempt to transform the terrible passivity and helplessness of suffering into activity” 

(Alford, 1997, p. 3). Alford elaborated that evil is a “discourse about human malevolence, 

suffering, and loss: why humans are the way they are, and why we live in a world that is this 

way. Evil is not a residual category but a foundational one” (Alford, 1997, p. 15).   

 Applications of both Perrett’s and Alford’s findings and definitions will be used in this 

thesis when examining the behaviors of characters’ actions on a television series.  Although their 

definitions stem from reality, the definitions may be applied to fictional characters, similar to 

Fisher’s reasoning for narrative being used for fictional purposes and real life. The definitions of 

evil and actions of evil reveal meaning for those who create it (television writers and producers) 

and interpret it (audience).  Evil portrayed on television contributes to an attempt to better 

understand or create meanings of the social experiences depicted on a series.  
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 However, Alford (1997) worries that the portrayals of evil in popular media such as 

television can have more influence. The way that evil is portrayed in popular media, through 

"symbolic language,” results in what Alford calls "imitations of evil" and these imitations start to 

“desensitize us to evil” (Alford, 1997, p. 13).  Authors should recognize the possible effects of 

their depictions on television, when television is used as a tool for sense making– the audience’s 

desensitization to evil. Alford sought to explain evil and concluded, “evil is the attempt to inflict 

our dread on others. Evil is the presentiment of something, which is nothing.  Evil is a refusal to 

submit to the conditions of being human” (1997, p. 119).  

Just as narratives are a part of being human, so is evil. Evil and its definitions are created, 

maintained, or changed in discourse as well as through its depictions in media and narrative. 

Thus, an important aspect of culture is narrative, specifically the type of stories that help 

individuals make sense of the world. Popular culture shapes stories and may dictate how stories 

are told or shared. The stories consumed by audiences then influence the level of popularity in a 

culture. Humans have been and will continue to be storytellers, especially with narratives 

holding an important role for humans and culture.  Stories help guide our actions and provide 

tools for interpreting the world as well as the social experiences around us. Fairy tales are some 

of those stories that continue to be told, revised, and adapted to the world and experiences of the 

time.  The next section will look at previous research on fairy tales and the source of evil in fairy 

tales.  

 Fairy tales.  

 This section will describe the origins, significance, and importance of fairy tales based on 

previous literature as well as the study of evil or villains in fairy tales.  This section also includes 

summaries of the two well-known versions of the fairy tale Snow White and the Seven Dwarfs.  



EVIL AS COMMUNICATED IN OUAT 28 

Stone (1981) noted that magic tales, in scholarly terms, are called Märchen or fairy tales.  

Bottigheimer (1987) elaborated by stating “structurally, fairy and folk tales (Märchen) are 

distinct from legends (Sagen)…Fairy and folk tales require elaborated narrative development, 

while the emphasis on the uniqueness of an event, which defines legends, necessitates a simpler 

narrative structure” (p. 9).  

 Fairy tales are modified by the cultural setting in which they are told and retold (Cashdan, 

1999; Tatar, 2003; Zipes, 2011) in order to survive and remain relevant.  Tatar (2003) described 

the opening paragraphs as the only part of a fairy tale that might suggest reality and human life, 

but once the story progresses, the readers find the characters in “in a world of inner realities” (p. 

155). Bettelheim argued the fairy tale only “views the world and what happens in it not 

objectively, but from the perspective of the hero, who is always a person in development” (1976, 

p. 203). 

 Fairy tales can serve as historical documents of sort, providing a glimpse into what life 

was possibly like or what was culturally important (Cashdan, 1999) at the time the stories are 

told.  Fairy tales are often the first stories we hear and, though entertaining, the stories offer 

strategies for addressing common psychological conflicts (Cashdan, 1999).  Fairy tales were not 

initially meant for children.  Originally, fairy tales were forms of adult entertainment to fill 

leisure time told at social gatherings or in spinning rooms.  With this origin as adult 

entertainment, it was common for fairy tales to include adult themes such as exhibitionism and 

rape (Thompson, 1955; von Franz, 1987; Cashdan, 1999).   

 Fairy tales began appearing as children’s stories in the 19th century with the German 

Grimm Brothers versions of the tales as most popular. The Grimms never wrote any of the 

stories; they simply compiled the tales that had been known throughout Europe from friends and 
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   While she knew she could vanquish any threat to the boy, she also knew  

   she couldn't raise him worrying. No, she needed to put her own troubles  

   aside and put her child first. And so, the Queen procured an ancient potion 

   of forgetting. (Henry cries.) Oh, it's all right. If the Queen drinks the  

   potion, she won't forget her child. She'll only forget her worries. Her  

   troubles. Her fears. And with those gone, she and her prince can indeed  

   finally live happily ever after. (Save Henry)   

While on the way to Storybrooke from NeverLand, Regina refers back to the story she first told 

him in her vault eleven years earlier saying, “we’ll be home soon my little prince” (Save Henry). 

 

 Illustration 7.4 Snow reuniting and remembering Emma, Broken 

 The scene above is after the curse is broken and all memories restored.  Snow is able to 

realize who Emma truly is: Instead of her friend in Storybrooke, Emma is her long lost daughter.  

The light colors and sunny background demonstrate the mood and emotions of Snow finally 

reuniting with her daughter, Emma.  Relief, happiness, and excitement are evident when Snow 

embraces Emma, finally back with the product of her and Charming’s true love.  Snow’s 

happiness is restored, as well as her family.   
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 While in NeverLand, Charming reveals he may not be able to leave the island due to 

consuming a magical plant.  Snow will never abandon her true love and recognizes how precious 

time is with her family, especially her child after having all her memories restored from the dark 

curse.   

 Snow:  I may be on this island for eternity so if you think I’m not going to spend  

   my last moments with my daughter; you’re crazy. (Save Henry)   

Once Pan is defeated and Henry is saved, Charming is able to leave NeverLand prompting Snow 

to say, “we can go home, a family” (Save Henry).  

 Selflessness and altruism are commonly attributed to Motherhood, like True Love.  Love 

is considered a weakness when a character is consumed with darkness, but as demonstrated with 

Emma and Regina’s true love for Henry, maternal love is just as strong as the true love between 

adults.  Sacrificing their life or happiness for their child’s safety is common with both Regina 

and Snow.  Regina, even while focused on her spite for Snow, is still able to care for and love 

Henry.  

 Regina: I want Henry to excel in life. That doesn’t make me evil. (Pilot)   

She is protective of him and will do everything she can to ensure he is safe. Regina, after 

recognizing herself in the fairy tale book he received from Snow, tells Henry,  

 Regina: I care because you think I am some Evil Queen…It hurts me Henry, I’m  

   your mother. (The Thing You Love Most)  

Regina is constantly trying to prove to Henry that she isn’t out to hurt him or keep him from his 

birth mother once Emma decides to remain in Storybrooke,  
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 Regina: I’m sorry, I know you think otherwise but I’m trying to protect you. This  

   will be good for us. You’ll see things will be better. (The Thing You Love  

   Most)  

 

 Illustration 7.5 Regina and Henry, saying goodbye, Going Home 

 This scene is when Regina says goodbye to Henry before she will undo the dark curse 

trigger.  They both realize that Henry will no longer have memories of her and it will be as if she 

never existed, despite raising, loving and caring for him over eleven years.  Regina is shown 

wearing a white scarf, one of the few times she wears that color. Again, they maintain eye 

contact and Regina bends down to Henry’s level when they speak.  Regina, in order to save the 

town and undo the curse has to give up the thing she loves most because all magic comes with a 

price. She knew from the moment she held him; Henry is whom she loves most and losing Henry 

is the price she must pay for casting her dark curse.  Making the greatest sacrifice and not 

thinking of herself, Regina transforms into a hero at this moment, more than any other time in 

the three seasons.    

 Henry:  You’re not a villain, you’re my mom. (Going Home)   
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Regina is faced with yet another loss, perhaps the greatest loss of all - her little prince.  Henry is 

her everything and although she knows she might never see him again or he might never know 

who she is, her sacrifice ensures he lives and is safe.  

 Cora, Regina’s mother, did not embody nurturing or tenderness when parenting Regina. 

Cora protected Regina and wanted what was best for Regina, but only according to her own gain.  

As previously mentioned, Cora rips out Regina’s true love’s heart and crushes it, which kills 

him.  It is later revealed that Cora does not keep her heart in her body, as she views love as 

weakness.  Her motivation as a mother is power, and for her, power is greater than any magic. 

There are several instances where Regina’s protection of Henry is more aligned to Cora’s 

method of mothering, which also demonstrates the greater transformation of Regina as a mother.  

Regina is angry at being blamed for a crime she did not commit and loses care of Henry to Snow 

and Charming. She resorts to planning an extreme and evil way to get her son back.  For Regina, 

there are times when being a mother, combined with her sense of protection of Henry, shifts her 

back toward evil.  

 Regina:  I don’t have any other choice as long as there are other people in our lives, 

   you will never fully be mine. You loved me once, with them gone you can 

   love me again, and see me for what I truly am, a hero. 

 Henry:  Not if you kill everyone, you’re a villain! 

 Regina:  Me? They are the ones who’ve been keeping us a part; they are the   

   villains. (The Evil Queen)  

 Once Regina gets magic back in season two, she goes to retrieve Henry.  Henry leaves 

with her in order to save the rest of the townspeople from her revenge. Henry makes it clear he 

does not agree with Regina using magic to hold power. Regina traps Henry with a barrier spell at 
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their house, just as Cora did to her when she was younger.  Regina realizes the way her mother 

treated her is not what she wants to do with Henry.  She does not want to become her mother. 

 Regina:  Henry, you are going to go home with David. I shouldn’t have brought  

   you here. I don’t know how to love very well; I wasn’t capable of it for a  

   very long time… I remember that if you hold on to someone too hard, it  

   doesn’t make them love you.  I’m sorry I lied to you and I made you feel  

   like I didn’t know who you are but I want you to be here because you want 

   to be here, not because I forced you and not because of magic. I want to  

   redeem myself. (We are Both)   

 Motives and actions of the characters are essential to understanding Motherhood, both in 

the contemporary and traditional notion, and to understanding how evil is communicated in the 

series. For Regina, her vengeful actions support her as the evil character, yet her motherly 

attention and affection for Henry contradicts that archetype. When Snow is with her children, she 

is perceived as nurturing and maternal by other characters.  Her instincts of motherhood are 

never questioned, despite placing a newborn in a magical cabinet. The type of mother depicted in 

OUAT contrasts with the more contemporary notion of motherhood explored by Danuta Walters 

and Harrison (2014).  The contemporary notion is described as “neither monster nor angel, this 

aberrant mom…does upend more traditional depictions of maternal identity. Unabashedly 

sexual, idiosyncratic to a fault, and seriously deleterious in her caretaking skills, she seems to 

live largely in the high end of popular culture” (p. 40).  

 As the narratives shift toward or away from evil, the characters are also shown 

transforming visually.  With a focus on the theme of Motherhood, shifts away from evil are 

communicated through soft lighting, smiles, and lighter clothing. Motherhood is visually 
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communicated through facial expressions and physical contact.  Motherhood introduces to the 

characters an altruistic and nurturing personality as well as a drive to protect their children.  

When Snow or Regina is selfless, as evidenced in Regina undoing her dark curse to save the 

town, they act accordingly in order to save their child(ren).  Acts of selflessness transform 

Regina from the Evil Queen into a hero and a mother.  Snow is determined to protect her family, 

especially her children, and will do anything to make sure they are safe, much like Regina with 

Henry.  Any action to protect their children moves the characters away from evil. The exceptions 

are Regina’s desperation and plan to undo the dark curse trigger taking only Henry with her and 

killing everyone else. While Regina does not follow through with those plans, she demonstrates a 

shift back towards becoming a villain. 

 What is most evident in the Motherhood narratives of Snow and Regina is that being 

nurturing, protective, and selfless fuels their identities as mothers.  This notion of motherhood is 

more aligned with Hollywood portrayals of mothers as one of two binary opposites, either good 

or bad (Danuta Walters & Harrison, 2014).  Snow and Regina continually prove to be good 

mothers to their children, despite any discrepancy in how they act or behave with other 

characters.  This contrasts to some of the “highly ambiguous maternal figures” now featured on 

television shows, where mothers are not always good (Danuta Walters & Harrison, 2014, p. 46).  

Motherhood takes shape in several ways for Snow and Regina.  Both times she becomes a 

mother, Regina does so by choice. After the death of Daniel, she chooses to marry King Leopold, 

thus becoming Snow’s stepmother. Then Regina, by choice, becomes a single mother when she 

adopts Henry and becomes a stronger and selfless character.  Snow is also a mother of two, 

Emma the savior and a newborn son named in honor of Neal, Henry’s father.  She, too, is a 

mother by choice.  
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 Motherhood serves as a reason to abstain from committing evil acts.  It serves as reason 

to try to be or to remain good.  Motherhood affects Snow and Regina in similar ways.  Both 

characters shift away from darkness not only visually but in their actions and narratives.  

Regina’s narrative shows the greater transformation.  Snow is a character commonly known to 

be nurturing, whether it be to dwarfs or animals like in the animated tale, or to an adult daughter 

and newborn son in OUAT.  

 The scenes analyzed support how characters’ transformations from evil are 

communicated.  The characters’ reasons for and responsibilities towards motherhood are often 

strengthened when True Love or goodness prevails, especially for Regina. Motherhood is 

communicated when the characters are nurturing, protective, and altruistic, as well as through 

soft colors, soft vocal tones and maintained eye contact.  Through a television series, the growth 

of certain characters occurs over time, which demonstrates several underlying layers of the 

character’s change.  Because of this, television continues “character development both on a 

regularly scheduled basis and over a long period of time” (Porter, et al., 2002, p. 24), where 

transformations are clear. 

 Motherhood, at the core of Snow White and Regina’s narratives, is a matter of sacrifice. 

This is evident not only in actions and functions of scenes progressing the narratives along but 

visually through colors, costumes, makeup and interactions between characters.  

  Tinker Bell:  I’m glad you got your son back, Regina. Seems the Evil Queen  

    was able to love someone after all.  

  Regina:  Yes, it seems. It seems you were right.  

  Tinker Bell:  I knew you had some good in you. (Save Henry)  
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CHAPTER EIGHT 

DISCUSSION SUMMARY 

By examining the narratives of Regina and Snow, this thesis demonstrates that in Once 

Upon A Time, evil is no longer portrayed as a character trait, but as a shifting aspect within the 

characters. The identifiable characteristics of evil are no longer restricted to only evil characters 

in the series. Evil transforms, evolves and consumes other characters, sometimes resulting in a 

once evil character becoming a hero. Revenge contributes to the character’s shift toward evil 

while True Love and Motherhood help characters shift away from evil. This novel depiction of 

characters shifting toward and away from evil is important because television serves as an area 

for viewers to make sense of the world.  

 These findings demonstrate the importance of telling complex narratives, showing 

character development, and depicting the changeability of characters, much like how evil is 

communicated in OUAT.  The textual analysis of how transformations of evil in characters are 

communicated through and by Regina and Snow contributes to the importance of examining the 

television meanings used by society to make sense of social experience. After all, fairy tales not 

only transport us to a different realm and lend to sense making but also signify hope.   

 Snow:  I want him to have hope. Believing in the possibility of a happy ending is  

   a powerful thing. (Pilot) 

Limitations and Future Research 

 There were several limitations to this thesis research.  Only two main characters were 

analyzed in the series OUAT.  Another limitation to discussing how evil is communicated in the 

characters is that focus was on two female characters. Snow White is not the only well-known 

fairy tale in the series, although it is only one of two tales with consistent main characters in the 
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series. Multiple tales and characters are introduced and maintained during the series, but not 

every fairy tale character introduced becomes a main character.  

 Future studies should examine how evil is communicated in other main characters.  

Incorporating gender communication theories would provide an additional layer of depth to the 

analysis of narrative structure and visual rhetoric.  Gold, in addition to being known as 

Rumplestiltskin, is also known as the beast from Beauty and the Beast and the crocodile from 

Peter Pan.  Captain Hook is from the well-known tale of Peter Pan and could serve as a second 

male character to examine the communication of evil in comparison with Gold.   

 Additional studies might seek to examine the narratives and conduct rhetorical analysis of 

the visuals on the television series Grimm, which is also loosely based on the tales by the Grimm 

Brothers. I would also propose building on this research and compare the visual rhetoric of the 

transformations of evil in the different film and television adaptations of Snow White and the 

Seven Dwarfs.  Currently, there appears to be a cycle of adapting and revising well known fairy 

tales, evidenced with the soon to be released The Huntsman: Winter’s War (Nicolas-Troyan, 

2016), which touches on the back story of Snow White’s Evil Queen. It would be pertinent to 

examine adaptations in order to understand more about why these fairy tales continue to not only 

remain profitable but relevant and popular in our culture.  

 Narrative complexity on television is based “on specific facets of storytelling that seem 

uniquely suited to the series structure that sets television apart from film and distinguish it from 

conventional modes of episodic and serial forms” (Mittell, 2006, p. 29). Narrative complexity as 

it appears in OUAT, including flashbacks and several storylines appearing in the same episode, is 

not novel to the television landscape, as evidenced in previous shows like Lost or The Sopranos. 

With an increase in shows telling rich, complex narratives over the course of a series, critical 
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analysis of the characters’ narratives like the one presented in this thesis not only contributes to 

communication literature, it can also serve as a model for future research. The range of this form 

of complex storytelling on television presents more opportunities to criticize and analyze series 

pertaining not just to sense making but for other avenues like ethics in television as well. In 

addition to the narrative structure on television, our access to television series has increased with 

the technology available today, such as on-demand viewing or watching on hand-held devices.  

Television’s complex narratives are available for consumption anywhere and at any time, which 

makes in-depth analysis of narratives critical.      
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CHAPTER NINE 

CONCLUSION  

 This study examined the transformations of evil in the primetime television series OUAT. 

The transformations of evil were revealed through Snow and Regina’s narratives as well as 

through rhetorical analysis of the visuals on the series. Since humans are and always have been 

storytellers (Fisher, 1984), narratives and how they are shared will remain critical area to study 

to understand communication. Stories, including fairy tales, are what make us human (Wright, 

2000; Fisher, 1985) and how we make sense of our lives (Fisher, 1985). Fairy tales are many of 

the stories we grew up hearing or watching. These tales are consistently told, retold and revised 

in order to remain in an ever-changing world (Cashdan, 1999; Zipes, 2002; Tatar, 2003).  

Through the adaptations on television or film, fairy tales continue to be popular and resonate in 

people’s lives (Haase, 1993; Bottigheimer, 2009). 

 As previously mentioned, fairy tales are as relevant today as they were when originally 

told or recorded due to the common underlying dynamic of the struggle between good and evil 

that resonates across media (Cashdan, 1999). Narrative and language are main cultural processes 

shared by all societies and serve as basic ways of making sense of our experiences (Barthes, 

1975; Fisher, 1984; Fiske, 1987). Narratives not only aid us in understanding our own experience 

but also help to understand the actions of others.  We live out and understand our lives through 

narrative (Fisher, 1984).  Using narratives in this way is not only helpful for real life but the 

same notion can be applied to the sense making involved when consuming media, including 

television shows. 

 Narratives on television, like other ways of telling stories, hold influence over the 

shaping or affirming of our beliefs. Television meanings are not limited to television and are 
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used within a culture to make sense of experiences (Fiske, 1985). Television consumers 

construct or shape their views based on the consistent bombardment of information presented 

through television. Television then serves as a source of societal and cultural values, ideologies, 

and perspectives (Gerbner, 1998; Norden, 2000; Goodall, 2012). With limited analysis on how 

evil functions in television narratives, this thesis contributes to the scholarship on evil as 

communicated both visually and through narrative in a television series.  

 Television serves as society’s major storyteller due to being narrational in its mode 

(Gerbner, et al., 2002; Porter, et al., 2002), as well as being readily accessible, easily 

disseminated, and popularly consumed. This includes telling stories about good and evil. The 

fight against evil narrative is commonly shown as very clear-cut, with little doubt as to who is 

considered evil in television. This is where OUAT presents evil in a novel way. No character is 

evil or good all of the time. Evil evolves, consumes, and transforms characters. The study in this 

paper is important because OUAT depicts what was once considered an absolute in the written 

tales as a fluid area between good and evil in the characters, where it is much harder to 

disentangle the two.   

 Authors, including television producers, can influence how evil is to be or should be 

recognized. Evil has also been described as a social construct, and not something that is natural 

(Norden, 2000).  What we recognize and understand as evil proves to be flexible and open to 

socialization. This research contributes to Turnau’s (2004) notion of how “our understanding of 

evil is always enculterated, informed by and inscribed across of panoply of texts continuously in 

circulation around us” (p. 384), like television and stories.   

 Television and film creators have changed the face of evil constantly and “in doing so, 

they have turned evil into nothing short of a ubiquitous commodity for our consumption” 
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(Norden, 2000, p. 50). Through characters, evil is shown as many things, whether it is a vengeful 

Queen or a dark, powerful lord set to rid the world of light magic and goodness. Characters on 

television are not just representations of individual people but modes of sharing ideology and 

values (Fiske, 1987). Although Perrett (2002) describes evil as part of human nature, our 

recognition and understanding of evil is constructed by culture.  

 OUAT takes the tales we grew up hearing and changes them into stories that are new, 

layered, and complex. The characters, while still recognizable due to the repeated exposure to the 

genre, are not the characters we think we know.  The Evil Queen from Snow White has a name, 

adopts a child, and becomes a hero. Snow not only rejects the written or animated versions of 

Snow White by engaging in an affair or murdering someone but also by having two children.  

OUAT takes the well known fairy tales and adds contradictions and complexities to the 

character’s narratives not only to continually engage a television viewing audience week over 

week but also to demonstrate new ways of making sense of our experiences and the world by 

providing flawed and layered characters to relate to.  The fluidity of evil in the series is unique 

because evil no longer a character trait, it is a developing and shifting aspect in the narratives of 

the characters and is revealed visually as well.    

 Before analyzing the characters’ narratives in the series, a review of the relevant literature 

detailed scholarship on structuralism, narrative discourse, popular culture, fairy tales, and 

television/media studies.  Through the review of applicable literature, it became evident the 

importance of continuing to examine not just narratives but to include rhetorical analysis of 

visuals to provide additional insight on the transformations toward and away from evil.  This 

thesis looked to semiotics, the study of signs, in order to examine the visual portrayals of evil as 

shifting and fluid within and between the characters. Additionally, this research examined the 
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structure of the characters’ narratives using Porter, et al.’s (2002) Scene Function Model, a 

model specific to television narratives. 

 Again, only episodes spanning seasons one through three (2011-2014) were analyzed. 

Several themes were uncovered in the examination of the characters, their narratives, and visual 

transformations. The themes identified and used in this thesis were Revenge, True Love, and 

Motherhood.  For the rhetorical analysis of visuals in the series of OUAT, examination of the 

facial expressions of a character, the lighting, costume, and posture were of focus.   

 The Revenge theme is present in the structure and progression of Snow and Regina’s 

narratives as well as when characters demonstrate selfishness or gain power. When there is 

power associated with the characters, there is more likely to be an instance or motivation for 

revenge. This theme of revenge and transformation of evil is also revealed visually. Revenge 

serves both as a reason for committing evil acts and motivation to inflict pain or suffering onto 

others as a result of something else. With a focus on the theme of revenge, evil is communicated 

through dark colors and clothing, as well as harsh makeup.  In addition to costume and makeup, 

lighting is sharper or darker and interactions between characters are tense.  This tension is 

visually communicated through facial expressions as well as posture.   

 Contrary to the well-known tale of Snow White, Regina’s revenge has nothing to do with 

jealousy or vanity.  In the written tale and animated film, the Evil Queen is determined to kill 

Snow White so she may remain the fairest one of all.  Her motive is out of vanity and jealousy 

over a young child.  The series OUAT rejects those reasons and provides an alternative over the 

course of the series, one being that Regina blames Snow for the death of her true love. Snow, on 

the other hand, often viewed as a good character, sought to avenge the death of a friend with 

murder. The thirst for revenge is at the core of both Snow and Regina’s narratives. Both 
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characters react to loss by setting out to destroy the other’s happiness or power.  The nature of 

the revenge that they pursue is evident in the actions, especially in the kernel scenes.   

 The theme of True Love is evident in the narratives of Snow and Regina and also affects 

the transformations of evil in the series. Regina’s happiness introduces the visual and narrative 

transformation from a villain towards a hero.  Love proves to be most powerful in the narratives 

of Snow and Regina because love can threaten all dark magic since  “love is the most powerful 

potion” (Gold, Heart of Darkness). In addition to True Love being present in the narratives, True 

Love demonstrates a shift away from evil visually as well. With a focus on True Love, 

transformations from evil are communicated through light colored clothes, soft features, steady 

eye contact, and smiles as well as the lighting being soft or bright.  This softness is also 

communicated through facial expressions and vocal tone. Evident in the True Love narratives of 

Snow and Regina is that their motivations and actions are fueled by happiness.  

 Motherhood introduces to the characters an altruistic and nurturing personality as well as 

a drive to protect their children. Acts of selflessness transform Regina from the Evil Queen into a 

hero and a mother. Any action to protect their children moves Snow and Regina farther away 

from evil. What is most evident in the Motherhood narratives of Snow and Regina is that being 

nurturing, protective, and selfless fuels their identities as mothers. Motherhood in regard to evil 

serves as a reason to abstain from committing evil acts and serves as reason to try to be or remain 

good. Both characters shift away from darkness not only visually but in their actions and 

narratives. Motherhood is communicated through nurture, protection, and altruism, as well as 

through soft colors, soft vocal tones and maintained eye contact. Motherhood, at the core of 

Snow White and Regina’s narratives, is a matter of sacrifice. 
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 The scenes and visuals analyzed support how transformations from evil are 

communicated as well as demonstrate the constant evolution of what is considered evil. Evil, or 

actions considered evil, occur as a circumstance to events in the character’s narrative. This study 

is significant because of the influence television narratives have on culture and ways of making 

sense of the world.  Repeated exposure contributes to how beliefs and perceptions are formed or 

influenced.  Structurally, repeated exposure becomes a way of understanding or making sense of 

what is being told or shared (Bhatia, 2011). Being in love, being a parent, and holding onto 

revenge toward someone can be considered common social experiences. 

 These findings establish the importance of telling complex narratives, showing character 

development, and depicting the changeability of evil, much like how evil is communicated in 

OUAT.  A close reading of Snow and Regina’s narratives and rhetorical analysis of visuals in the 

show revealed how transformations of evil are communicated in the series and contributes to the 

importance of examining the meanings from stories and television and how they are used by 

society to make sense of social experience. Fairy tales not only transport us to a different realm 

and lend to sense making but also signify hope.    

 Keeping in mind the influence that stories and television have on an audience and 

society, television series like OUAT are able to bring to life well-known fairy tales by adding 

layers and complexity to the characters’ narratives.  Evil is communicated on OUAT as 

transformative, regardless of the character. Viewers can use those narratives in attempt to relate 

and find ways to deal with our ever-changing world.  That’s why, “these stories are classics. 

There’s a reason we all know them. They’re a way for us to deal with our world. A world that 

doesn’t always make sense” (Snow, Pilot, 2011).  
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