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The tale that we tell in this book is based on a very short story by Duan Chengshi in his book Miscellaneous Morsels from Youyang written around 850 AD.

There has been a great deal of scholarly research into the origins, evolution and underlying symbolism of the Cinderella story, and this was incredibly useful to us as we developed this book. Our favorite reference source was Mila Moioli’s comprehensive 2018 Ph.D. thesis, Ye Xian and Her Sisters: The Role of a Tang Story in the Cinderella Cycle. Her thesis is freely available online, see “Further Reading” at the end of this book.

Thanks also to Choo Suan Hee and Arnaud Ysmal for proofreading this book, to Junyou Chen for his always-enjoyable audio recording of the book, and Paolo Domeniconi for his beautiful cover artwork.
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A complete Chinese language audio version of this book is available free of charge. To access it, go to YouTube.com and search for the Imagin8 Press channel. There you will find free audiobooks for this and all the other books in this series. 

You can also visit our website, www.imagin8press.com, to find a direct link to the YouTube audiobook, as well as information about our other books.
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The story of Cinderella is possibly the most widespread and popular of all folk tales. Over the last two millennia, people from all over the world have told the timeless story of the “cinder maid” in thousands of different ways. But throughout all these versions, the essential elements of the story are unchanged – the highborn but poor and mistreated girl, the wicked stepmother, the magical helpers, the lost shoe, the prince, and the wedding.

It’s a powerful and enduring story. But where did it come from, and how did it arrive in China to become the story of Ye Xian that we tell in this book?

Let’s start at the beginning. The earliest known version of Cinderella is the Greek story of Rhodopsis, which dates from the time of Jesus. Rhodopsis (her name means “rosy cheeks”) was a beautiful young woman who was bathing one day when an eagle snatched one of her sandals and carried it off to the city of Memphis, dropping it into the lap of the king. The king, amazed by this, sent men across the country to search for the owner of the sandal. When the girl was found, she was brought to the king and made his wife.

Over the next thousand years, this story made its way from Greece to France, where in the 12th century it appears as the story of Le Fresne, the “ash tree girl.” A baby girl, one of twins, is abandoned by her mother at a nunnery. She eventually meets and falls in love with a nobleman. Unable to marry him because of her low status, she works for him as a handmaiden. On his wedding night she discovers that he has just married her long-lost twin sister. Her true royal parentage is revealed, she marries the nobleman, and her twin sister marries a different nobleman.

Later, in Italy, a 17th century book of folk tales by Giambattista Basile includes the story of Cenerentola (“cinder girl”), which has all the elements we know from the modern version. She is the daughter of a prince, and is dressed in beautiful clothes by a fairy who lives in a date tree. She meets the king but runs away, leaving her slipper behind. The king tests all the maidens in the land to see whose foot fits the slipper, and when the heroine touches the slipper it jumps from her hand to her foot. The king marries her.

In modern times, everyone knows the story of Cinderella made famous by Walt Disney. Disney’s classic is based on two European versions of the story: Cinderella or the Little Glass Slipper, a French story by Charles Perrault in 1697, and Aschenputtel, a German tale by the Brothers Grimm in 1857. Disney reworked the stories to make them more appealing to young American children and their parents. He produced a seven minute animated short film in 1922, followed by the famous full length feature film in 1950 which established the Cinderella images and storyline known throughout the world.

But as the Cinderella story traveled from Greece westward to Europe, it was also carried eastward to Asia along the Silk Road and other ancient trade routes. The story of Ye Xian appeared in Yǒuyáng Zázǔ (Miscellanous Morsels from Youyang), written by Duan Chengshi in 860 AD, during the Tang Dynasty. This book was an ancient Chinese version of Ripley’s Believe It Or Not, a collection of over thirteen hundred assorted legends, stories and tall tales, as well as practical information about herbs and tattoos.

In the book, Duan Chengshi says that the Ye Xian story was told to him by his house servant, a man named Li Shi Yuan from the southern coast of China. The story itself is set a thousand years earlier, around the 3rd century BC, and most of it takes place in what is now China’s Guangxi province. However, at the time this area was not actually part of China. It was inhabited by the Zhuang people and was only nominally under Chinese control. Some of the story takes place in a country called Tuohan, which is probably an island off the shores of Malaysia, most likely Java or Sumatra.

Duan Chengshi’s original Ye Xian story is very brief, told in just 750 Chinese characters. But the story is quite complex and shows Zhuang, Hindu, Buddhist, and Han Chinese influences.[1]​

It’s interesting to note that although the Ye Xian story is 1200 years old and comes from southern China, it has all the main elements of the modern Cinderella story, and matches it more closely than later European versions. The heroine, Ye Xian, is the daughter of the village chief, not quite a princess but close. Her mother and father both die, leaving her in the hands of her cruel stepmother. She has magical helpers: a fish who is really her mother returned to earth to help her, and a mysterious flying man whose identity is never really explained. She goes to the Cave Festival, equivalent to Cinderella’s ball. There is the famous lost slipper, made of gold thread and silk instead of glass. There is a king who obtains the slipper and attempts to find its owner. There is the magic of the slipper itself, preventing anyone but its owner from wearing it. And of course, there is the eventual marriage of the heroine and the punishment of the evildoers.

But unlike Disney’s Cinderella, the Ye Xian story does not simply end with the heroine marrying and living happily ever after. This is similar to other versions, especially Grimm’s, but we won’t give away the ending here!

If this quick historical overview piques your interest, you’ll be happy to learn that there’s much more to read on the subject. Many scholars have written extensively about the origins and symbolism of the Ye Xian story. Please see the “Further Reading” section at the back of this book to learn more.

One final note. In telling this story we’ve used just 450 Chinese words, most of which are in the standard 1200-word HSK4 vocabulary. This has cramped our storytelling style a bit, but we hope it makes it easier for beginning and intermediate students of Chinese to read and enjoy the book. Whenever we use a word that’s not in HSK4, that word is defined where it first occurs. All words used in the book are included in the glossary at the end, along with an English translation of the story. 

A free audiobook version of this book is available on YouTube, on the Imagin8 Press channel. Visit our website, www.imagin8press.com, to find a direct link to the audiobook.

We hope you enjoy this story!

Jeff Pepper and Xiao Hui Wang

Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania

October, 2020
Revised July, 2026
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我亲爱[2]​的孩子们，让我告诉你们一个从我母亲那里听到的故事。她从她的母亲那里听到了这个故事，她的母亲从一个名叫李的男人那里听到了这个故事。很久以前，李是在我爷爷奶奶家工作。他是从中国的南方来的。他知道许多住在那儿的壮人留下来的神[3]​怪故事。这是他告诉我奶奶的故事。我觉得你们会喜欢它的！

Wǒ qīn'ài de háizimen, ràng wǒ gàosù nǐmen yígè cóng wǒ mǔqīn nàlǐ tīng dào de gùshì. Tā cóng tā de mǔqīn nàlǐ tīngdào le zhège gùshì, tā de mǔqīn cóng yígè míng jiào Lǐ de nánrén nàlǐ tīngdào le zhège gùshì. Hěnjiǔ yǐqián, Lǐ shì zài wǒ yéye nǎinai jiā gōngzuò. Tā shì cóng Zhōngguó de nánfāng lái de. Tā zhīdào xǔduō zhù zài nà'er de Zhuàng rén liú xiàlái de shén guài gùshì. Zhè shì tā gàosù wǒ nǎinai de gùshì. Wǒ juédé nǐmen huì xǐhuān tā de! 

这是一个很久以前的故事，在秦和汉之前[4]​。当时有人住在我们现在叫广西的地方。这些人叫他们自己为壮。在这个地方有一个村庄[5]​叫吴村。吴村的人们大部分生活在近海洋的山洞[6]​里。他们在山里吃鱼和种[7]​大米。村长是一个叫吴东的人。

Zhè shì yígè hěnjiǔ yǐqián de gùshì, zài Qín hé Hàn zhīqián. Dāngshí yǒurén zhù zài wǒmen xiànzài jiào Guǎngxī de dìfāng. Zhèxiē rén jiào tāmen zìjǐ wéi Zhuàng. Zài zhège dìfāng yǒu yígè cūnzhuāng jiào Wú cūn. Wú cūn de rénmen dà bùfèn shēnghuó zài jìn hǎiy
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