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The fairy tale “The Sleeping Beauty in the Woods” is familiar to nearly all Western readers, most commonly through retellings of the sophisticated version set down by Charles Perrault in 1697 and used by Tchaikovsky as the basis of his famous 1890 ballet.  The narrative (AT 410 in the standard catalog of international folktales) describes how an evil fairy, angry at not having been invited to a festival celebrating the birth of a princess, curses the child with an evil fate: on her sixteenth birthday, she will prick her finger on the spindle of a spinning wheel and fall dead on the spot.  Another fairy, unable to remove the curse entirely, modifies the princess’s death to a magic sleep, from which is awakened by the man destined to become her husband (Thompson 96-97).  In a multitude of retellings in a variety of modes, serious and parodic, this fairy tale has become one of the most universally known and adapted folk narratives in the Western world.

However, one of the most complex and intriguing retellings of the fairy tale in recent years comes from Japanese popular culture.  This version is integrated into a crucial episode of Cardcaptor Sakura, a popular Japanese shōjo manga or graphic novel series intended for preadolescent females.  Like many other Japanese popular culture plots, Cardcaptor Sakura uses folk narrative materials in a multicultural way that speaks to the changes in sexual identity that its preadolescent female audience is facing.  “Sleeping Beauty,” in particular, is used first in a comic vein that pokes fun at some of the male-dominant elements in the Western folktale.  But the episode then translates it into a more serious mode.  I will suggest some possible readings of it in the light of feminism, eastern religious thinking, and, finally, psychosexual development.

Western Versions and Interpretations of “Sleeping Beauty”
Cardcaptor Sakura is a manga or graphic novel series created by CLAMP,
 a team of four female artists directed by Nanase Ohkawa, who scripted the story, and drawn by Apapa Mokona with the assistance of Mick Nekoi  and  Satsuki Igarashi.  Their other projects include several very popular manga/anime projects, including Magic Knights Rayearth and Chobits, currently the best-selling manga in the US. The manga originally appeared in monthly installments from 1996 to 2000, which were collected into twelve booklet volumes published by Kodansha Comics.  Tokyopop Press began publishing an English translation in May 2000.  The first six were “flipped” to read left-to-right Western style, but in response to many requests from fans familiar with the Japanese original, the second six (titled Sakura: Master of the Clow) were published in the original “unflipped” right-to-left manga format.  The “Sleeping Beauty” episode appears close to the middle of the series, midway in the fifth volume.


The premise of the episode is simple: a third-grade class is assigned to put on a stage version of this folktale as part of a school cultural arts festival.  The performance, which we see both from the audience’s perspective and from backstage, is filled with minor comic mishaps, until the moment comes when the Prince is to awaken the Princess with a kiss.  At this point, Sakura Kinomoto, the main character in the series, is drawn into a magical vortex, invisible to the others, which she must escape to be able to return to the world of the school play.  Hence the episode is made up of three interlaced plots: the script of the “Sleeping Beauty” drama, its actual performance by the main characters, and the magical adventure that interrupts and implicitly comments on the fairy tale narrative.  
The basis of the school play, as shown by the character names and costume design, is the 1959 Walt Disney animated movie.  This in turn claims to based, according to its credits, on “the Charles Perrault version of Sleeping Beauty.”  However, the Disney movie script made in fact drew many details from the German version adapted by the Brothers Grimm as “Briar Rose,” and added many new elements to make the movie similar in structure to the Disney’s previous successful version of “Snow White.”  Hence, while all the original versions include the “fairies” (or “wise women”) only in the first scene, where the Princess is blessed and cursed, Disney keeps them on stage for the entire story, so that the good fairies (reduced from Perrault’s eight and the Grimms’ thirteen to just three) serve as protective chaperones during the girl’s exile in the woods, much like the Seven Dwarfs serve as Snow White’s guardians.  (Interestingly, Disney has the Princess live in the woods disguised as “Briar Rose,” a token of the script’s reliance on the Grimms’ version.)  Similarly, the evil fairy, now the witch Maleficent, now continues to plague the Princess through the story (like the Evil Queen in Snow White) until she is confronted and killed by the Prince.  All these plot changes are preserved in the outline of the Japanese school play version.  Also, both the Disney movie and the play climax with the Prince’s awakening of the sleeping Princess with a kiss, a detail absent in Perrault (and Tchaikovsky) but added to the fairy tale by the Brothers Grimms and now an obligatory part of popular retellings.
Popular culture retellings of these three print versions, in the form of picture books, short stories, poems, and novels, have proliferated, especially since the release of the Disney movie in 1959.  Most of these modern versions have focused on the story as a kind of sexual awakening that occurs for the female protagonist when Mister Right appears on the scene.  Perrault himself implied this kind of reading when he moralized his version in verse: 

To wait so long,

To want a man refined and strong,

Is not at all uncommon. …

Our tale is meant to show

That when marriage is deferred,

It is no less blissful than those of which you’ve heard.

Nothing’s lost after a century or so (Zipes 42).

Similarly, Richard Wagner, who included a similar plot detail in his 19th-century opera Siegfried, clearly saw the awakening of the sleeping princess (here the semi-goddess Brunnhilde) in terms of a sexual consummation.  Hence it is no surprise that critics of the fairy tale read it in Freudian terms as an allegory of approach/avoidance conflict felt by young girls when faced with their own sexual identity.  As early as the 1930s, the details of the Princess’s fatal prick on the spinning wheel’s spindle were read in terms of the onset of menstruation, or, perhaps, the girl’s loss of virginity, with the spindle being, in this case, a phallic symbol (de Vos and Altmann 279-80).  

The folktale has recently come under criticism by feminists for maintaining patriarchal values.  Most critics focus on the scene in which the princess sleeps, waiting passively for a handsome prince to come and awaken her with the kiss of true male-dominant love.  Many feminist critics have challenged the premise of the passive heroine, particularly in the light of a lesser-known but franker Italian version, in which the Prince actually impregnates the sleeping princess, who does not awaken until her twin children are born.  “So perhaps the story of Sleeping Beauty is not so much a promise of future romantic awakenings,” novelist Francine Prose comments, 

as a warning, an etiquette lesson, a prescription for behavior.  It’s not so much that we are asleep, on ice till the Prince comes to rouse us.  It’s that—if we want the Prince to come . . . well, forget the make up, the curlers, the short skirts, the feminine wiles, forget the flirtation, the conversation.  The surest route to a man’s (or to some men’s) heart is to pretend to be unconscious: I’m asleep, dear . . . and actually, to tell the truth, I may not even be . . . real.  I’m what you’ve always dreamed about.  Do with me what you will (290-91; ellipses are the author’s).

Significantly, even the Disney Studio found the premise of an entirely unconscious heroine unconvincing and added a new scene in which the Princess meets and falls in love with a stranger while living incognito in the woods.  Hearing that her parents have pledged her to the prince of a neighboring kingdom without consulting her, she responds with rebellious anger.  This episode, based on her desire to choose her mate, not her fear of sex, leads to the fatal encounter with the spindle.  All is made well, however, when the stranger she encountered in the woods turns out to be the prince she is contracted to marry, and when he breaks the evil fairy’s curse and awakens the princess with a kiss, her rebellious anger melts into patriarchal necessity in a typical Disneyfied happy ending.  (This twist, however, is not carried over into the Japanese “school play” version.)

Adding the politics of changing gender roles to the sexual tension implicit in the original folktale has made “Sleeping Beauty” a natural for postmodern retellings.  A number of youth fiction authors, notably Jane Yolen, have written short stories and novels that deconstruct the fairy tale plot by juxtaposing the traditional story with details from recent or contemporary life.
 Notable among these deconstructed versions is James Finn Garner’s “politically correct” reworking, “Sleeping Persun of Better-Than-Average-Attractiveness,” in which the snubbed magickally accomplished wommon curses the Princess to “grow up thinking you can’t be complete without a man, put unrealistic hopes of perfect and total happiness on your marriage, and become a bored, dissatisfied, and unfulfilled housewife!” (68).  The curse is doubly fulfilled when she is awakened by an postmodern male more interested in getting in touch with his inner self than with the Princess’s traditional desire to be dominated, and they live unhappily ever after. 
“Sleeping Beauty” in Japanese Culture
Japanese tales and legends were intensively collected during the 20th century under the direction of the influential ethnographer Yanagita Kunio.  Many analogs of well-known Western fairy tales were collected, including versions of “Cinderella,” but no Japanese version of “Sleeping Beauty” has yet been found.  This is not surprising, as folktale cataloguer Stith Thompson found that, despite its popularity in literary versions, it was very uncommon in European oral tradition.  However, Kunio did locate many folk narratives with analogous motifs.  The closest counterpart is one that he catalogued under his number 185: Stories about Forecasting Fortune.  In this story, the husband of a woman about to give birth visits a shrine to pray for the child’s successful delivery and overhears two kamis (divine beings) conversing about the baby’s future.  He will have a span of only 18 years, one said, at which point he will be carried off by a river kami.  As in “Sleeping Beauty,” the parents of the child try to shelter him from this fate, but one day, when the local river is in full flood, he slips away from home, and the parents, realizing that it is pointless to try to evade destiny, arrange for his funeral.  

Yet this narrative too has a happy ending: for on the way to the river, the young man stops at a mochi shop to snack on this pounded-rice confection that is a ubiquitous treat in Japan.  Meeting an attractive girl, he gallantly offers to treat her, and is amazed to see her devour 100 kan worth.  Not having enough money to pay for so much mochi, he leaves his parasol with the shopkeeper as security, promises to return later with the remaining sum, and continues to the angry river with the girl.  She then reveals that she herself is the river kami, come to carry him off as fated; but in reward for his courteous behavior, she instead alters his lifespan from 18 to 61 (Mayer 193-94).  This narrative has much in common with “Sleeping Beauty,” particularly the curse laid on the newborn baby, the attempts of the parents to shield the growing child from its effects, their inevitable failure, and the alleviation of the curse by a supernatural being.  Certainly the inevitability of one’s personal fate is a strong one in Japanese worldview, and so the princess’s destined death on her 16th birthday would seem a natural plot motif to such an audience, and its softening a satisfying happy ending. 


The influence of Japanese folk narrative on contemporary manga and anime has been noted by several critics.  Indeed, graphic arts and narrative have been linked in Japan for many years, as Frederik L. Schodt showed in his history of manga (28-37).  In fact, painted screens illustrating well-known ghost legends were commonly used by professional actors telling these stories on ceremonial occasions (Michiko and Toelken xix-xx), and Kunio’s tale-collecting project was inspired when an assistant found in a used book store an pamphlet, “copied by hand, in which ten tales were presented without a single word of explanation, only pictures” (Mayer xx).  Such a tradition has led to an extraordinarily active popular culture of graphic novels, intended for all age levels, which frequently retell or deconstruct familiar Japanese folktales.  
Antonia Levi has shown that a broad range of anime series incorporate elements from Japanese myth and legend as well (33 ff.).  So it is not surprising that there have been several adaptations of the Western fairy tale in Japanese children’s culture, as well though mainly based on the Grimms’ version rather than Perrault’s.  The renowned artist/animator Tezuka Osamu, best known for his children’s classic Simba, the White Lion, produced a faithful version of “Briar Rose,” and the same tale was chosen as one of the Grimm's Fairy Tale Classics produced in animated version by Nippon Animation and broadcast on Japanese television in 1987-89.
  

Sakura Kinomoto, the protagonist of Cardcaptor Sakura, is an example of a widespread character type in Japanese manga/anime, the “magical girl” or shōjo.  Such character must deal with the normal routine of a school girl but who secretly has magical powers and a supernatural quest to fulfill.  The term shōjo literally means “little girl,” but the cultural studies observer Susan Napier remarks that it has recently come to mean more specifically a female at the cusp of the menarche, mature enough to be aware of sexual identity but still innocent of them herself.  She quotes Japanese critic Tamae Prindle as saying, “the shōjo nestle in a shallow lacuna between adulthood and childhood, power and powerlessness, awareness and innocence as well as masculinity and femininity” (Napier 118-19).  Many popular manga series, (quickly adapted into even more influential anime series) build on the shōjo formula, including Sailor Moon, perhaps the most internationally influential Japanese pop culture icon.  
 
So the “birthday curse” was an important motif in Japanese folklore, the Western tale itself was available through multiple Japanese adaptations, and the theme of “Sleeping Beauty” was relevant to those exploited in shōjo manga/anime.  Thus it is not surprising to find direct references to the fairy tale in the manga version of Sailor Moon, in which the story likewise begins with a celebration of a princess’s birth, interrupted by an uninvited guest who delivers a curse.  In this case, the intruder says  that the princess will die and the kingdom be destroyed before she comes of age; and in this case the princess’s mother, a supernatural being herself, uses the last of her magic to allow the princess to be reborn in a later age and develop her own powers to restore the kingdom (Rogers).  Similarly, the conclusion of Wish, a manga produced by CLAMP, seems to come to a tragic end when a mortal who has fallen in love with an angel is too bashful to express his love until the day when, according to the celestial records, he is destined to die.  The two seem to be parted forever, but God softens the curse by allowing the mortal to be reincarnated after a span of a hundred years, while the angel is put to sleep in a garden to wait until the moment that he returns.
  Accordingly, the choice of “Sleeping Beauty” as a school play script in Japan is not as surprising as it seems.
“Sleeping Beauty” and the Plot of Cardcaptor Sakura

Sakura’s magical challenges result from her finding an old book in her father’s library that once had held a collection of magical objects that resemble playing cards.  In doing so, she awakens Kero-chan, the book’s Gatekeeper Beast, a winged teddy-bear that becomes her magical mentor.  Once they escape, Kero-chan explains, these cards turn into mischievous spirits that must be tracked down and captured by forcing them to return to their “proper form.”  Hence Sakura’s primary job is to be the “Cardcaptor,” and once she is successful, she then can use the power of these spirits creatively, to defeat the remaining “wild” cards, and in other beneficial ways.  The dramatic transformation of these spirits as cards and vice versa are typical of shōjo manga/anime, where Napier notes that the amorphous nature of young girls “embody the potential for unfettered change and excitement,” and that her ability to shift from one identity to another is an important source of drama even in plots dealing with mundane reality, though, as she also notes, “this transformative power is always ultimately contained” (119).  The card spirits introduce a chaos into her life, which has to be tamed or contained.  The series, therefore, is similar to others such as Pokemon and the more recently popular Yu-Gi-Oh, in focusing on collecting cards that have combat powers and using them in imaginative battles.  
However, Sakura’s quest, like that of many shōjo, more often relies on understanding and appreciating the nature of the card spirit, which is often parallel to a personality trait in herself, rather than in simply defeating her antagonist.  For this reasons, transformations in these magical adventures in fact parallel and comment on Sakura’s own motion toward sexual maturity and her growing awareness of others’ sexual identities.  For this reason, the sexual politics of Cardcaptor Sakura are of special interest, especially as they are unusually complex even for shōjo plots.  Sakura has an intense crush on Yukito, an older teenager who is her brother’s best friend.  Indeed, the audience soon realizes, they are more than best friends, for Yukito is a bishonen, or preternaturally handsome but androgynous character.  A crucial subplot focuses on how Sakura comes to understand and accept that the person she idolizes is in fact her brother’s same-sex partner.  In these magical adventures, she is invariably accompanied by her best friend Tomoyo, who designs her “battle costumes” and ensures that her exploits are recorded on videotape.  The reader quickly sees that her attachment to Sakura is likewise more intense than friendship and threatens to become yet another same-sex partnership.  
Meantime, Sakura’s task as “Cardcaptor" is complicated by the arrival of a rival magician named Li Syaoran.  A transfer student from Japan’s slightly exotic neighbor, China, Syaoran is the heir of a magical family who has prepared himself to capture the Cards himself with detailed book knowledge of spells and occult techniques.  Their rivalry takes one odd twist when Syaoran meets Yukito and finds himself embarrassingly but uncontrollably infatuated with him.  Hence Sakura and Syaoran become rivals both in pursuit of the cards, and also in vying for Yukito’s attention and approval.  As a final irony, Syaoran finds his rivalry with his Japanese counterpart softening first into respect, and then, though Sakura is oblivious to the signs, into the beginnings of a romantic attachment.  

Things become complicated when the roles in the play are assigned by lottery, ostensibly so that no one can complain about being given star roles by preference.  By coincidence, (but “there is no coincidence in this world, there is only the inevitable,” Sakura’s mysterious math teacher tells us) the key roles of the Princess and the Prince fall to Sakura and Syaoran.  It would have been ironic enough to have the shōjo Sakura play a passive princess who falls under a Sailor Moon style curse, while Syaoran, who is supposedly her antagonist, plays the gallant Prince who awakens her with a kiss, while the androgynous Yukito whom they both idolize is watching their performance from the audience.   But the story undergoes an extra twist when by coincidence (but in this world there is no coincidence …) Sakura draws the role of the Prince, while her rival is chosen to play the Princess.  

Cross-dressing in dramatic performances is not as intrinsically subversive for Japanese audiences as it is for Westerner: in both Noh and Kabuki performances, after all, female characters are routinely played by male actors.  In addition, most male roles in anime series are voiced by female voice actors who specialize in such parts.  (In the anime adaptation of Cardcaptor Sakura, for example, the parts of Sakura, Syaoran, and Yukito were all voiced by well-known female voice actors.)  Nevertheless, the plot makes it clear that, while Sakura is not at all bothered with wearing a dashing Prince’s outfit, complete with an elaborately plumed floppy hat, Syaoran is mortified by the costume he has to wear, a spectacular floor-length ball gown with a curly blonde wig topped with a tiara.  “Why do I have to wear this frilly thing?”
 he complains before the performance.  Reminded that he is, after all, the Princess, he continues, “Why does it have to be so frilly?  And what’s with the curly hair?  I won’t do it!”  But when he is informed that Yukito is in the audience waiting for the performance to start, and if he does not go on, the play will be cancelled, Syaoran abruptly changes his mind and says, “I’ll do it!”

Thus the play, even though it sticks closely to the Perrault/Disney version, becomes something more complex when overlaid by the anime plot.  Both Syaoran and Sakura are anxious to do their best, and when the two come on stage, they respond in similar ways to seeing their idol Yukito in the audience.  Syaoran’s reaction is the most appropriate—and comic.  The role he is given is short and conventionally passive: when her father asks what she wants for her sixteenth birthday, the Princess replies, “I want nothing more than for you and mother to be healthy and for our land to be at peace,” then she obediently returns to her room to dress for her party … and encounters the fatal spindle.  Syaoran, finding his masculinity challenged on more than one front, breaks with all convention, and astonishes everyone with the fiery emphasis with which he delivers his lines and moves incisively around the stage.  In fact, the forcefulness that he brings to the role effectively undercuts the submissive feminine role that he is supposed to be enacting.  

He brings his interpretation to a climax when he encounters the spindle; rather than inadvertently pricking his finger out of ignorance, he consciously confronts his fate and, in the cause of dramatic realism he deliberately does stab his finger on the stage prop, provoking a gasp of amazement and concern from Yukito.  The purposeful way in which Syaoran does this recalls of the samurai code of seppuku or ritual suicide, in which warriors who had in some way disgraced their honor chose to redeem themselves by undergoing a physically painful death.  Thus while Syaoran has no choice but to embarrass himself by appearing on stage as a submissive girl, he manages to salvage some semblance of his dignity by enduring the spindle prick, both in character and in his own body, before enacting his own “death.”


Sakura somewhat more smoothly enacts a role of conventional masculine bravery.  On hearing that the princess is being kept imprisoned by the evil witch’s spell, she responds, “I have this sword and my courage. I promise to break the princess’s curse,” provoking a round of enthusiastic applause from the audience.  Confronted by the witch and her demonic lackeys, she puts on an impressive display of stage combat, adapted from her cheerleading routine, which likewise impresses Yukito and the rest of the audience.  When she arrives at the Princess’s chamber, though, her role goes less well.  “Only the kiss of true love can awaken the princess,” the good fairies tell the Prince, adding, “If you truly love the princess, then please …”  Obedient to her role, Sakura bends over the “sleeping” Syaoran—but at the critical moment he loses his nerve, breaks character, and pulls himself away from the “Prince.”  He and Sakura are left looking at each other, unsure of how to continue, and at this precise moment the magical adventure breaks in.

The scene is suddenly wrapped in darkness, Syaoran has only a moment to warn Sakura of the danger before he too disappears, and suddenly Sakura, and we readers, seem to be in an entirely different plot.  Realizing that she has to understand the nature of the magical entity that has captured her, Sakura guesses the card’s name (in English, no less), but this is not enough, as her mentor Kero-chan comments, aware of Sakura’s situation but unable to communicate with her: to capture “this one, you have to find ‘that’ on your own.”
  She comes close when she stops to notice something strange:  “If it really is pitch black, I shouldn’t be able to see anything at all,” she wonders.  “So why can I see myself?” As if in answer, the darkness seems to seize on her body, and she too begins to fade into the shadows.  She fights back her fear, though, and, half-wrapped in darkness, she states a phrase that comes to be an often-repeated credo for her in her future adventures:  “Daijoubu nantoka naru yo.  Zettai daijoubu da yo” (122) 

The Japanese here is simple, literally meaning “Somehow [it] will be all right.  Absolutely—[it] is all right.”  Depending on context the phrase could have a range of meanings: “I’ll make it through somehow.  I know I’ll be okay!” (Tokyopop) or possibly “I’ll figure something out FOR SURE!!!” (Kodansha).   In any case, it signals her refusal to give in to the darkness around her, and this refusal, transfigures her.  “Light …!” she muses, looking down at herself; then the answer comes to her, and she adds, adding, “That's it! I glowed and so I could see in the darkness” (124)  And at this point a second card spirit manifests itself; in fact, the manga shows her practically bursting from Sakura’s chest, almost as if she is giving birth to the being.  “Are you a Clow Card,” she asks.  “That’s right,” the entity responds.  “I am Hikari [Light].”  She points to the Sakura’s chest, which is still pulsing with light and says, “I was always here, inside your heart, ever since the seal on the Card melted.”  “I didn’t know,” the still bewildered Sakura responds, and the card spirit continues, “When you absolutely [zettai] would not give up, you realized my existence … and I appeared.”  

Finally, with a smile, she challenges the girl, “I have a question: What is it that illuminates the dark?”  “Light!” Sakura answers, this time in English, the magical language of the Cards.   The spirit, saying “Correct” grows more brilliant, and from the remains of the darkness, the second spirit, Dark, coalesces.  But far from being adversaries, the two embrace as friends, and Light cautions Sakura,  “Please don’t hate Dark.” Now she can transform the two spirits into their Card forms, and, having done so, she herself back on the set of “Sleeping Beauty,” where no one but Syaoran has noticed anything except a momentary dimming of the stage lights.  Delighted to get out of this adventure safely, she impulsively embraces Princess Syaoran, and the performance of the tale dissolves into playful chaos. 
The Magical Adventure as a Japanese Transformation of “Sleeping Beauty”

 Clearly, the magical adventure is a transformation of “Sleeping Beauty,” but to see how the two speak to each other, we must figure out how the gender inversions in the play performance link to the encounter with the Dark and Light card spirits. Also, we need to see how the Zettai daijoubu da yo credo develops out of the themes of “Sleeping Beauty.”   A simple feminist reading would suggest that Sakura learns to challenge male-dominant stereotypes.  By enacting the Prince in the fairy tale, she overturns the sexist values embodied in it, showing that women can be their own saviors.  Imaginatively, we could say that her willingness to transgress gender roles threatens to marginalize her in a society that still values patriarchal values.  But she finds the strength to say, “well … that’s all right”—women don’t need a Prince Charming to cope—and so the phrase affirms her identity separate from her sexual role.  But this interpretation seems simplistic, more in line with one of James Finn Garner’s politically correct bedtime stories.  And while the performance is clearly a fractured fairy tale, the magical adventure falls into a larger plot in which Sakura and Syaoran settle into a partnership, and finally a mutual romance.  Syaoran’s own performance seems to transgress gender boundaries in its own way, and We need to look more deeply.

A more complicated reading follows the story’s links with Shinto religion.  This belief system, built on the animist beliefs of Japanese folklore, holds that nature is permeated with divine entities called kami.  In the Japanese “Sleeping Beauty” analog, we have already seen an instance of a human meeting and pleasing the kami resident in a dangerous river.  In Cardcaptor Sakura, the card spirits often act like kami in the way that they embody potentially dangerous natural phenomena such as The Watery (which, like the river kami in the folktale, threatens to drown Sakura and her classmates) and The Thunder.  Other cards such as The Shadow or The Erase, embody a dark side to the world, a threat that represents a negation of existence.
   Still, Shinto religion accepts that the heart of man is “full of light” and that the personality, properly trained in proper behavior during life, survives death and eventually melds into the kami devoted to one’s family (Littleton 90-91). 


Even in this world, however, Shinto worshipers do not draw a sharp distinction between the world of the divine and the everyday world of humans.  “Men and deities are … reflections of each other,” anthropologist Herbert Plutschow says, “each partaking of the nature of each other” (25).  Seen from this perspective, the mundane context of school play and Sakura’s magical adventure are equally part of a divine education, in which Sakura confronts natural forces that exist in a wild state and “tames” them into a civilized form, symbolized by the transformation of the chaotic being into the form of a card that can be named and used in a controlled, creative way.  But, as Kero-chan warns during the confrontation with Dark, she can only tame “this one” by finding “that” one inside herself.  


That is, Dark is like a kami in its “wild” state, and Sakura can capture and domesticate it only by resolving an internal conflict at the same time as she solves the external problem.   Sakura, initially, sees herself as trapped in a world of darkness, but comes to understand that this perception is an illusion: if the world were ruled by shadow, she could not be aware of her own personality.  Understanding this, she, and the magical world in which she finds herself, are simultaneously enlightened, and Sakura can now see Light and Dark as representing forces of creation and dissolution in a yin-yang relationship that reflects a higher order.  In this sense, Zettai daijoubu da yo—“it’s absolutely all right”—in two senses: Sakura knows that she has the inner light to direct her in the social world to which she returns, and also that the cosmic world reflects a harmonious pattern.

While this reading makes sense out of the magical adventure, however, it does not explain how it reads the gender-inverted performance of “Sleeping Beauty.”  Whatever religious overtones the confrontation with Dark and Light may have, Cardcaptor Sakura  is not a myth enshrining its heroine as a goddess but a romance that closes (seven manga volumes later) when the two finally  confess their love for each other.  So both the tale and the magical adventure that interrupts it must primarily comment on the tensions of their psychosexual maturation.  


Psychologist Mary Pipher, in her influential book Reviving Ophelia (1994), observed that many girls respond to the challenges of early adolescence with intense passivity.  Faced with a growing recognition of the gender-based hardships facing them, she observes, many girls in early adolescence choose various forms of “sleep,” ranging from simply declining to be engaged in social or mental endeavors to forms of self-destructive behavior such as eating disorders.  Thus in Pipher’s sense, pricking one’s finger on the spindle is a self-punishing refusal to face the social expectations that lie ahead in life.  In the gender-reversed version, we see this suicidal finger-pricking balanced against a second climax, when Sakura attempts to enact, even as part of a staged play, the kiss of true love that will bring the tale to a happy conclusion.  When Syaoran loses his nerve and refuses the kiss, the tale is left suspended, and it is appropriate that the magical adventure that immediately breaks in shows Sakura seeming to have been trapped in a world of isolation.  


But Sakura’s and Syaoran’s mutual infatuation with the androgynous Yukito has already isolated them in a more important way.  Even before Cardcaptor Sakura, CLAMP already had a reputation, as Levi saw, for featuring “exceptionally beautiful and sexually ambiguous young men” (160).  In fact the audience has long since recognized that while Yukito playfully flirts with  both Sakura and Syaoran, in fact he is in a committed same-gender relationship with Sakura’s older brother Touya.  However, as Levi points out, the bishonen is not typically homosexual but rather a reflection of the intense same-sex friendships typical of Japanese youth culture, where social conventions restricting communications between genders are often more difficult to breach than those among the same sex.  
In addition, as Camille Bacon-Smith pointed out a decade ago, speculation about same-sex romances among fictional characters has been a staple among American female fan fiction for some time, particularly among devotees of the Star Trek saga, who overwhelmingly assume that Captain Kirk and Dr. Spock have a more intimate relationship than comradeship.  By projecting emerging female emotions onto nominally male characters, she argues, the audience can entertain romantic ideas in a less risky way than by envisioning heterosexual fantasies (246).  In short, bishonen characters like Yukito code for a latent heterosexual urge within female readers that is too risky be felt directly as heterosexual.  Pipher observes that most heroes in American female children’s fiction are also androgynous in nature, showing girls in a pre-adolescent age freely able to engage in both female and male types of activities.  But such a period, however happy, cannot be maintained without blocking the natural process of puberty.  

Now we see why “Sleeping Beauty” plays a pivotal role in the plot.  Up to this point, both characters have been content in a latent world, but the folktale warns that, in spite of all the precautions that parents and children can take, puberty arrives and with it the consequences of a distinct sexual identity.  It is undeniably comic that both Sakura and Syaoran cross gender boundaries to gain the androgynous Yukito’s approval, but the humor gives way at the real tension point of the tale, the moment in which the she-Prince has to awaken the he-Princess with a kiss.  Syaoran, already suspecting that this will mean the start of his own sexual maturation, delays the inevitable by pulling back.  Nevertheless, Sakura undergoes the more profound sexual awakening during the magical adventure.  Bruno Bettelheim, in examining the Grimm Brothers’ version of this folktale, suggested that the long sleep coded for a period of seemingly passive behavior, even lethargy, that marked a period of quiet internal growth necessary for both males and females to recognize and accept their new sexual identities (225-26).  Thus the sleep, for Bettelheim, may not be a passive waiting for a patriarchal rescuer, but instead the young person’s refusal to accept her new identity as a sexual being.  “The world becomes alive only to the person who herself awakens to it,” he concludes, and “Only if the maiden grows into woman can life go on” (234).  Bettelheim’s reading suggests another, more complex reading of the encounter with the Card spirits.  

Light—an entity residing in Sakura’s heart since the beginning of her quest—is drawn as a fully mature female with abundant breasts accentuated by an extravagant costume that plunges deeply between their cleavage down to the navel, which could easily be seen as a euphemism for the cleft of the vagina.  The Dark wears a similar costume, but has hair cropped short in the front, like Sakura’s, while Light has long blonde curly locks similar to those in the wig worn by Syaoran as the Princess.  Their contrasting but similar forms (and the fact that one cannot be sealed or used without the other) suggest that we are dealing with two forces like male and female sexuality that cannot exist by themselves but must be accepted as part of a single natural force.  The credo Zettai daijoubu da yo thus has a more specific meaning within Sakura’s maturation:  as Bettelheim argues, both males and females must first accept one’s sexual identity before reaching out to others, so on a psychosexual level it does not matter whether “Sleeping Beauty” is a Prince or Princess.  While puberty comes with frightening consequences, he argues that withdrawing from these dangers is still more dangerous. Hence the credo should be read in its more active sense: “Without doubt, I’ll make it all right.”  And in fact in later episodes Zettai daijoubu da yo credo is used as freely in contexts dealing with romantic complications—don’t worry, we two can work it out—as it is spoken in magical contexts. 

Conclusions


In sum, “Sleeping Beauty” is used in Cardcaptor Sakura in a complex, cross-cultural way that values the traditional tale’s message on the need for preadolescent females to face puberty with courage and acceptance of their own sexual identity.  It  builds on its traditional lessons about sexuality without turning it into either a patriarchal lesson about the need to wait for one’s Prince to come or a naïve feminist fractured fairy tale.  Cardcaptor Sakura instead values the rich way in which the tale provides its audience with psychological support needed to counter the “Ophelia complex” that has affected many girls in this world of changing role models.  And in fact the pivotal role of this episode provides ways in which the remaining episodes of the series can be read.  After capturing all of the Cards in the first six volumes, Sakura must then use each card at least once to deal with a series of additional crises.  To do this, she must transform each of them into a new identity, just as she herself, passing through puberty, must rethink and transform all parts of her own life.  Appropriately, the last and most demanding of these crises requires her to use both Light and Dark, this time to break a spell and awaken all of her friends from a magic sleep.  Hence she, again, must enact both Prince and Princess, for, as Bettelheim says of the fairy-tale heroine, “not only she but her entire world—her parents, all inhabitants of the castle—returns to life the moment she does.  If we are insensitive to the world, the world ceases to exist for us” (236).  Such an awakening speaks intimately to the age group for which it was created, not only in Japan but internationally.  For this reason, Cardcaptor Sakura is a postmodern children’s classic with which all scholars dealing with children’s folklore and popular culture should be familiar.
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Notes
� When asked what the name “CLAMP” signified, Nanase Ohkawa once told an interviewer that it “means something like a pile of potatoes.”  


� In the anime version, this corresponds to Episode 42 (of 70 in all). 


� de Vos and Altmann (293-319) provide an annotated bibliography of these modern fiction retellings up to 1997, and Heiner (online) continues to update the list as new publications appear.


� The series, dubbed into English by Saban studios, was also broadcast in North America on the Nickelodeon cable channel at about the same time.


� While the romance up to this point has followed traditional gender stereotypes, with the angel being dutifully subordinate to the human male she loves, once he is reborn the story comes to a wittily subversive ending.  Once reincarnated, the male has, as usual, lost all his memories of his previous life, while the celestial woman who reawakens at his arrival, remembers everything that has passed between them.  Thus on awakening, she at once turns the tables on the fairy tale plot by becoming the dominant partner in the romance.


� The following discussion deals only with the manga version.  When this was adapted into a very popular anime series, many changes were made in the overall plot, which were reflected in the new version of this episode.  However, much of the episode was extremely faithful to the manga version, even reusing the graphic version’s dialogue word-for-word in most places.  In my discussion I have focused on the elements common to both the manga and anime versions, both of which were scripted by CLAMP’s Nanase Ohkawa.


� Quotes are, unless otherwise indicated, from the authorized English translation published by Tokyopop.  However, this translation occasionally takes liberties with the original text to avoid culture-specific allusions that Western readers would find difficult.  Kodansha published its own English translation as part of a bilingual series intended to help Japanese readers practice English, and a number of very literal “fan translations” have been published on the Internet.  In coming to terms with this surprisingly complicated visual/verbal text, I have consulted all of these translations, and in tricky spots, the original Japanese plus a dictionary.


� Tokyopop translation: the Kodansha bilingual translation says “To catch this card you’ll have to discover ‘the secret inside you’ all by yourself.”  Ann’s Pretty Good Translations renders this very literally as “You can seal this one if you can find the other one!”


� In the anime version, which was supervised and largely scripted by CLAMP’s leader Nanase Ohkawa, additional cards were created that extend both these categories.  Additional cards that deal with natural phenomena include Rain, Cloud, Freeze, Snowy, and Storm, while those dealing with darker forces were supplemented with Silent and Sleep.  As a movie-length sequel, Ohkawa scripted an additional story arc in which Sakura is confronted by a new card, Void (or Nothingness), which she eventually domesticates with the help of an even more uncanny card of her own creation, the Card Without a Name.






