
The Cinderella story that won out and be-
came the basis for the now standard account
in English was a French story about “Cen-
drillon,” which first appeared in English
translation in 1729. Charles Perrault’s witty
tale, which included “barbs at female sexu-
ality and matriarchal figures,” was intended
mainly for sophisticated adults, Cullen says,
but by the late 18th century, “it had been
watered down.” The trials and triumphs of
Perrault’s long-suffering Cendrillon, a noble
exemplar of grace in adversity, came to be
enjoyed by both children and adults.

Yet Cinderella was still not ready for prime
time. First she had to beat out two rivals, the
Grimm brothers’ rustic heroine “Aschen-
puttel” and “Finette Cendron,” the more spir-
ited Cinderella of a feminist French author, the
Countess d’Aulnoy. Feisty Finette “engineers
daring escapes” for her sisters and herself after
they are abandoned by their parents, notes

Cullen, and later “refuses to marry the
prince” until her parents’ lost kingdom is re-
stored. But she was apparently no match for the
bland Cendrillon. 

Generous, charming, and good-humored
in even the most difficult circumstances,
Cendrillon was “the ideal bride, from the
gentleman’s perspective,” Cullen maintains.
And as 19th-century (male) illustrators and
writers made her into a “vehicle for Vic-
torian notions of femininity,” Cinderella be-
came even more of an ideal. No longer did
she make joking suggestions to her fairy god-
mother, and she averted her eyes when she
took the prince’s hand. As a midcentury edi-
tion explicitly said, Cinderella “made a most
excellent wife.” Instead of nobility, her
youthful beauty became her chief asset, and
her stepsisters—never ugly in Perrault’s orig-
inal treatment—turned into repellent hags.
Cinderella was finally ready for Disney.
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The business of Broadway is as dramatic as
anything that appears on the stage. In 1999, the-
atergoers bought more than 11 million tickets
to the Great White Way’s dramas, comedies,
and musicals, yielding gross revenues of more
than $550 million. Yet all too often failure
waits in the wings: More than half of the 91
Broadway shows that opened in the three sea-
sons from 1996–97 to 1998–99 closed after 10
or fewer performances. Only six shows, all of
them musicals, ran for more than 800 perfor-
mances: Cabaret, Chicago, Jekyll and Hyde,
Ragtime, The Lion King, and Titanic. Such
winners can rake in profits of $50,000 per per-
formance, but investors in a loser can see
their entire investment—as much as $10 mil-
lion for a musical—go right down the drain.

The rise of the musical is familiar to anybody
who follows theater, but there’s another, less
familiar story: the declining clout of the
drama critic from The New York Times, that
august personage who once held an almost
absolute power of life and death on Broad-
way. After studying three Broadway seasons in
the late 1990s, Simonoff, a professor of statis-

tics at New York University’s Stern School of
Business, and Ma, a professor at Rider
University, in Lawrenceville, New Jersey,
found that many of the shows “got poor re-
views in the Times but were very successful.
[And] several shows getting very positive re-
views closed very quickly.” Overall, the au-
thors conclude, reviews in the Times had no
impact at all on a show’s longevity.

That contrasts with favorable reviews in
the tabloid Daily News, which were statisti-
cally associated with “a significantly more
successful show,” report Simon and Ma. Of
course, that may only mean that the Daily
News is more in step with popular tastes, not
that it is wielding Times-like influence.

Winning major Tony Awards can work
wonders at the box office, Simonoff and Ma
found. But winning a Tony nomination and
then losing the award apparently hurts, as
the producers and cast of The Wild Party
learned during the 1999–2000 season. Nom-
inated for four major Tony Awards, the mu-
sical won none. A week after the awards were
announced, the show went dark.


