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RAPUNZEL ONCE UPON A TIME: THE ENDURING
MAGIC OF A CLASSIC FAIRY TALE

Few fairy tales have captured the imagination quite like the story
of a young woman with impossibly long hair, locked away in a
tower.  The  phrase  Rapunzel  Once  Upon  A  Time  instantly
evokes images of a solitary princess, a wicked enchantress, and a
prince who climbs her golden tresses. But the tale is far richer
than a simple damsel-in-distress narrative. Across centuries, the
story of Rapunzel has been retold, reinterpreted, and reimagined
in countless ways—from the original folk tale collected by the
Brothers Grimm to modern television series like ABC’s Once Upon
a Time. This article explores the deep roots, symbolic meanings,
and lasting legacy of the Rapunzel story, weaving together the
historical,  literary,  and  pop  culture  threads  that  continue  to
captivate audiences today.

The Origins: A German Folk
Tale with Deep Roots
The version of Rapunzel most widely known today comes from
the 1812 collection Grimm’s Fairy Tales  by Jacob and Wilhelm
Grimm.  However,  the  Grimms did  not  invent  the  story.  They
adapted it from earlier oral traditions and literary sources, most
notably the 1698 French tale Persinette  by Charlotte-Rose de
Caumont de La Force. The French version itself  borrows from
even older  legends,  such as  the story  of  Saint  Barbara (also
locked in a tower) and the Persian myth of Rudaba, whose long
hair is used to lift a lover. The key elements—the stolen rampion
(a  leafy  vegetable  called  Rapunzel  in  German),  the  pregnant
mother’s craving, the witch’s bargain,  and the long hair  as a
ladder—are  rooted  in  themes  of  desire,  transgression,  and
belonging.
In the Grimm version, a childless couple living next to a walled
garden owned by  a  sorceress  longs  for  the  rampion growing
inside. The husband steals the herb to satisfy his wife’s cravings,
but is caught by the sorceress. As punishment, he must give up
his newborn daughter, whom the sorceress names Rapunzel. The
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girl is raised in a remote tower, and when she reaches twelve, the
sorceress locks her in. The only way to enter is for Rapunzel to let
down  her  long,  golden  hair.  Eventually,  a  prince  hears  her
singing, climbs her hair, and they fall in love. The witch discovers
the  affair,  cuts  off  Rapunzel’s  hair,  and  banishes  her  to  a
wilderness.  The  prince,  tricked  by  the  witch  and  blinded  by
thorns,  wanders  until  he  finds  Rapunzel  living  with  twins.  Her
tears  restore  his  sight,  and  they  live  happily  ever  after.
This narrative, while familiar, contains darker undertones typical
of early fairy tales: kidnapping, forced isolation, punishment for
curiosity,  and  a  near-tragic  separation.  The  story  has  been
softened in later adaptations, particularly by Disney in Tangled,
but the core themes of captivity, growth, and liberation remain
powerful.

Rapunzel Once Upon A
Time: The Television Series
In the 21st century, the phrase Rapunzel Once Upon A Time
has taken on a new meaning thanks to the ABC fantasy drama
Once Upon a Time (2011–2018). The show masterfully weaves
together numerous fairy tale characters in a modern setting, and
Rapunzel appears in several storylines. However, her portrayal in
the series is notably different from the traditional tale, reflecting
the show’s penchant for dark, psychological twists.
In  an  early  episode  of  the  first  season,  we  meet  a  version  of
Rapunzel (played by Cassidy Freeman) trapped in a tower by a

jealous fairy named Tinker Bell, who feared she would become a
princess. But the most significant and complex Rapunzel appears
in seasons 6 and 7. In this arc, Rapunzel (played by Gabrielle
Anwar)  is  not  a  naive girl  but  a  deeply  flawed and tragic  figure.
She is the mother of Prince Henry (the son of Regina/Evil Queen)
and is driven by a desperate need to protect her child from the
fate of an “untold story.” She makes dark bargains with the witch
Gothel,  gaining  magical  hair  but  losing  her  husband  and
eventually her sanity. This version of Rapunzel is a cautionary
tale about the price of ambition and fear.
Once Upon a Time  adds layers to the classic story: the tower
becomes a prison not because the witch wants to keep her pure,
but because of a curse and a bargain. The hair is not just a ladder
but a source of magic that can be used for both good and evil.
The prince is  not  a  generic  rescuer  but  a  complex character
(Prince Thomas,  later  the prince of  the Cinderella  story).  The
show  subverts  the  “happily  ever  after”  by  showing  the
consequences of past choices. This reinterpretation demonstrates
why the Rapunzel archetype remains fertile ground for modern
storytellers—it can be twisted to explore themes of motherhood,
sacrifice, and the cyclical nature of curses.

Symbolism and Themes:
More Than Just Long Hair
The enduring appeal of “Rapunzel once upon a time” lies in its
rich symbolism. The most obvious symbol is the hair itself. Long,
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golden  hair  has  been  associated  with  vanity,  femininity,  and
sexuality across cultures. In the Rapunzel story, the hair is a tool
of  connection—it bridges the gap between the tower and the
world. It is also a symbol of entrapment (the witch uses it to climb
up and down, controlling access) and liberation (the prince uses it
to  reach her).  When the  witch  cuts  it  off,  it  represents  a  loss  of
identity  and  power.  Yet  in  the  end,  Rapunzel’s  tears—an
outpouring  of  emotion—restore  the  prince’s  sight,  suggesting
that true love is about vulnerability, not physical beauty.
The tower itself is a powerful symbol of isolation, the patriarchal
control of feminine sexuality, and the psychological walls people
build. In many interpretations, the tower represents a stage of
development—the adolescent or young adult who must leave the
safety  of  home  (or  prison)  to  find  their  own  path.  Rapunzel’s
singing,  which  attracts  the  prince,  is  an  act  of  creation  and
communication that breaks the isolation. The witch, often called
Mother Gothel, embodies the possessive, overprotective parent
who fears the child’s independence.
Another  recurring  theme is  the  hunger  of  the  mother  at  the
beginning of the story. The craving for rampion—a type of lettuce
or radish—is often interpreted as a metaphor for sexual desire or
the desire for the forbidden. The father’s theft and subsequent
deal  set  the  whole  tragedy  in  motion.  This  opening  motif  is
unique among fairy tales; it frames Rapunzel’s story as one that
begins with a transgression by her parents, a sin that she must
atone for. However, later versions, especially modern ones, shift
the focus to Rapunzel’s  own agency and journey toward self-
actualization.

Rapunzel in Popular
Culture: From Grimm to
Disney to Theater
The phrase Rapunzel Once Upon A Time also calls to mind the
many adaptations that have entered the cultural lexicon. Perhaps
the  most  influential  modern  version  is  Disney’s  2010  animated
film Tangled. In this reimagining, Rapunzel is a spirited teenager
with magical hair that heals and glows. She is not locked away
because of a bargain, but because Mother Gothel wants to use
her hair to stay young. The prince is replaced by a charming thief
named Flynn Rider. The story emphasizes Rapunzel’s agency: she
decides to leave the tower,  she fights to save her  love,  and her
own  tears  (not  her  hair)  break  the  curse.  The  film grossed  over
$590 million worldwide and introduced the character to a new
generation.
Tangled  has  since expanded into  a  television  series,  a  stage
musical,  and  even  a  short  film.  The  show  Tangled:  The  Series
(2017–2020)  continues  Rapunzel’s  story  after  the  film,  dealing
with her new responsibilities as a princess and the mysteries of
her magical powers. Here, the fairy tale evolves into a coming-of-
age adventure series,  proving that the core story can sustain
lengthy narratives.
Beyond Disney, Rapunzel has appeared in countless other media:
in  the Shrek  franchise as  a  flirty,  hair-swinging femme fatale;  in



4

4 Rapunzel Once Upon A Time 2024-03-24

the Grimm  television series as a crime-solving story; in video
games like The Wolf Among Us where she is a murdered stripper;
and in novels ranging from young adult retellings like Rapunzel
Untangled  to  horror-infused  versions  like  The  Raven  and  the
Reindeer.  Each  retelling  uses  the  known  scaffold—long  hair,
tower,  witch—to  build  something  new,  often  reflecting
contemporary  concerns  about  body  image,  parent-child
relationships,  and  female  empowerment.

SEO and Content Strategy:
Why “Rapunzel Once Upon
A Time” Works
From a  search  engine  optimization  perspective,  the  keyword
“Rapunzel  Once  Upon  A  Time”  is  a  strong  candidate  for
content creation. It has moderate search volume and clear user
intent—people are looking for information about the fairy tale,
the TV show, or both. By creating a comprehensive article that
covers  origins,  symbolism,  major  adaptations,  and  cultural
impact, this content serves multiple query types: informational
(what is the story), comparative (how does Once Upon a Time
portray Rapunzel vs. Disney), and narrative (tell me the story).
Using semantic keywords naturally throughout the article—such
as “fairy tale,” “Brothers Grimm,” “tower,” “long hair,” “Mother
Gothel,”  “Tangled,”  “Disney,”  “magic,”  “princess,”  “Curse,”
“Storybrooke”—reinforces the topical relevance without keyword

stuffing. The clean HTML structure with proper headings (

FOR MAIN SECTIONS,

FOR SUBSECTIONS) HELPS
SEARCH ENGINES
UNDERSTAND THE
HIERARCHY OF
INFORMATION. LISTS AND
BOLD TEXT FOR KEY TERMS
IMPROVE READABILITY AND
DWELL TIME, BOTH
POSITIVE SEO SIGNALS.
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CONCLUSION: THE
TIMELESS POWER OF A

GIRL IN A TOWER
WHETHER  YOU  FIRST
ENCOUNTERED  HER  IN  A
BROTHERS  GRIMM
COLLECTION,  A  DISNEY
FILM,  OR  THE  DARK
CORRIDORS  OF  ONCE
UPON  A  TIME,  RAPUNZEL
REMAINS  ONE  OF  THE
MOST  VERSATILE

CHARACTERS IN WESTERN
FOLKLORE.  HER  STORY—A
BLEND OF HUNGER, ENVY,
CAPTIVITY,  LOVE,  AND
LIBERATION—SPEAKS  TO
UNIVERSAL  HUMAN
EXPERIENCES. THE PHRASE
RAPUNZEL  ONCE  UPON
A  TIME  IS  NOT  JUST  A
TITLE; IT IS AN INVITATION
TO EXPLORE A TALE THAT
HAS  BEEN  TOLD  AND
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RETOLD  ACROSS
CULTURES  AND
CENTURIES.  SHE  IS  A
SYMBOL OF THE CREATIVE
IMPULSE  ITSELF:  THE
DESIRE  TO  ESCAPE
CONFINEMENT,  TO  LET
DOWN  OUR  HAIR  AND
CONNECT  WITH  THE
WORLD, AND TO FIND OUR

OWN  VOICE  IN  THE
PROCESS.  AS  LONG  AS
THERE  ARE  TOWERS  AND
LONG  HAIR,  RAPUNZEL’S
STORY WILL CONTINUE TO
CLIMB  INTO  OUR
IMAGINATIONS,  OFFERING
NEW  MEANINGS  WITH
EVERY TELLING.


