
 
Ciao ciao! 
 

Grazie! Thank you for downloading this cheat-sheet. This guide features the story transcript 

and grammar explanations. Want more? Crack the code and master Italian tenses with my 

Intrepid Italian 30-Day Tenses Challenge. For more details, visit 

https://bit.ly/tenses-challenge or go to IntrepidItalian.com 

 

Got a trip to Italy coming up? Remember, you don’t need to be fluent in Italian to have 

meaningful interactions with the locals and create memories that will last a lifetime, but you 

can be fluent enough for travel.  

 

Learning to use just a few words can do wonders for enhancing your travel experiences. 

Plus, it’s a great way to show respect and make a good first impression. This is why I not 

only write detailed destination guides and create informative videos, I also created a free 

travel phrase guide and online language courses to help smart and savvy travellers like 

you get the most out of their travel experiences through the power of language. 

 

Hi! I'm Michele, an Australian travel blogger and language educator 

and ‘guide’ behind The Intrepid Guide. I help my readers and 

students enrich their travels with beautiful and detailed 

destinations guides, free travel phrase guides, and effective 

online language courses that follow my 80/20 method so they can 

enjoy meaningful interactions with the locals and avoid being 

treated like a tourist. Over the past few years, I've travelled the world and learned several 

foreign languages using my unique building-block method which is the basis of all my 

language courses. Keep in touch with me via Instagram @intrepiditalian where I share daily 

Italian lessons. ​
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Cenerentola (Cinderella in Italian): Grammar Explained 
 
 
Can fairy tales in Italian really teach you grammar, vocabulary, and real-life expressions? 
Let’s test the magic! In this guide, we’ll explore Cenerentola (‘Cinderella’ in Italian), a classic 
bedtime story you probably already know, now told in a way that helps you notice how 
Italian really works. Along the way, you’ll pick up real-world vocabulary, see grammar in 
context, and start to get a feel for how Italians express themselves naturally. 
 
I’ve split the story into short chapters, each one followed by clear explanations of useful 
words, practical grammar points, and common expressions you’ll actually hear in everyday 
Italian.  
 
So, ready to crash a royal ball and learn Italian along the way? Andiamo! (Let’s go!) 

 
Why you should read stories in Italian 
 
Just like watching movies on Netflix or listening to podcasts, reading in Italian is a great way 
to pick up new words and get used to the grammar without the pressure of memorizing 
rules.  

If you're just starting out, jumping into a full novel might feel like a lot. But fairy tales are a 
great starting point: they’re short, familiar, and super approachable. Since you probably 
already know the plots, you can concentrate more on the language without needing to 
follow the storyline closely. Additionally, fairy tales are full of repeated words and phrases, 
which helps your brain get a feel for the rhythm and structure of Italian almost 
unconsciously. 

Beyond language learning, these stories still have something to say: from Pinocchio’s 
lessons about the value of guidance to the importance of respecting others’ space and 
belongings in Riccioli d’Oro e I Tre Orsi, there are always little nuggets of wisdom hidden in 
these childhood classics. 

The story of Cenerentola  
 
Cenerentola is a gentle and beautiful girl who lives under the control of her evil stepmother 
and two spiteful stepsisters. When the prince of the kingdom throws a royal ball, Cinderella 
gets a magical makeover courtesy of a fairy godmother, but the magic has a strict midnight 
deadline. She and the prince felt an immediate chemistry, but as the clock strikes twelve, 
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she dashes away, losing her glass slipper on the steps. The prince then searches the 
kingdom, slipper in hand, hoping to find the girl he fell in love with. Will the slipper finally 
find its match? 
 
You may already be familiar with this story, but did you know its roots go much deeper than 
the beloved Disney version from our childhood? Some trace the earliest version of 
Cenerentola back to 9th-century China, in an ancient tale called Ye Xian. Others believe it 
originated in Ancient Egypt, where the heroine was known as Rhodopis. And it hasn’t 
always been the sweet, romantic tale we know today. In 1634, the Neapolitan artist 
Giambattista Basile wrote the first European version, much darker in tone, with Cenerentola 
killing her stepmother. The Grimm brothers’ 19th-century version is no less intense, with her 
stepsisters chopping off parts of their feet to squeeze into the slipper! The version that feels 
most familiar to us comes from Charles Perrault in 1697. 
 

Key vocabulary  
 
Before we jump into the story, let’s take a moment to get familiar with a few important words 
that you'll come across. Knowing these ahead of time will make the story easier to follow: 
 
•​C'era una volta: once upon a time. This is the classic opener for fairy tales in Italian, 

perfect for evoking magical adventures. 
 
•​Cenerentola: this is the name of our main character. It comes from the word cenere (ash), 

since poor Cenerentola is always covered in soot from sweeping the fireplace. In 
everyday Italian, the plural form, ceneri (ashes), refers to the funerary ashes. 

 
•​Matrigna: stepmother. This word often carries a negative connotation, mostly due to 

stories like Cinderella where the matrigna is the villain. To keep things more positive in 
real life, Italians often say la compagna di mio padre (my father’s partner) or la moglie di 
mio padre (my father’s wife). The same goes for patrigno (stepfather): you might hear il 
compagno di mia madre (my mother’s partner) or il marito di mia madre (my mother’s 
husband) instead. 

 
•​Sorellastra: stepsister. Just like matrigna, this word can evoke negative feelings because 

of how it appears in fairy tales. A softer option is simply to use sorella (sister), especially if 
you’re close. The same idea applies to fratellastro (stepbrother). 

 
•​Principe: prince. In Italian, this word appears in fixed expressions like il principe azzurro 

(prince charming – the dream guy!) or il principe del foro (star lawyer). Interestingly, 
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principe can also be used as an adjective meaning “main” or “most important,” for 
instance: L’obiettivo principe della riforma è ridurre le tasse (The main goal of the reform 
is to reduce taxes). 

 
•​Fata Madrina: fairy godmother. Fata means fairy, but shouted as Ah fataaa, it’s a form of 

catcalling in Roman slang, roughly translating to “Hey, beautiful!”. Madrina, on the other 
hand, is the godmother at a baptism or confirmation, but it can also describe a woman 
chosen as the face of an event (la madrina dell’evento). 

 
•​Scarpetta: little shoe. This is a great example of how diminutives are built in Italian. Here, 

scarpa (shoe) becomes scarpetta by adding the suffix -etta, making it sound small and 
sweet! 

 
So, here’s how the story of Cenerentola goes… 
 

Chapter 1: La nuova vita di Cenerentola 
 
C’era una volta una giovane ragazza dolce e gentile di nome Cenerentola. Dopo la morte 
del padre, fu costretta a vivere con la sua matrigna e le sue due sorellastre, che erano 
crudeli e invidiose della sua bellezza e bontà. 
 
La matrigna costrinse Cenerentola a fare tutti i lavori di casa: pulire, cucinare, lavare e 
servire le sorellastre. La ragazza non si lamentava mai e manteneva sempre un cuore 
gentile. Le sue vesti erano vecchie e sporche di cenere, per questo la chiamavano 
Cenerentola. 
 
Chapter analysis 
 
The story opens with the classic fairy-tale phrase C’era una volta (Once upon a time), which 
uses the imperfetto tense (c’era from esserci, meaning “there was”). This tense is commonly 
used to set the scene and provide background information. 
 
We’re introduced to Cenerentola, una giovane ragazza dolce e gentile (a sweet and kind 
young girl). The adjective dolce (sweet) is particularly interesting because it can be used in 
a range of contexts, from describing personality (un bambino dolce - a sweet child) to taste 
(un frutto molto dolce - a very sweet fruit).  
 
The story then darkens after her father’s death: fu costretta a vivere con la sua matrigna e 
le sue due sorellastre (she was forced to live with her stepmother and two stepsisters). 
Here, fu costretta is in the passato remoto, a past tense used primarily in written storytelling 
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to mark key actions that move the story forward. It’s also an example of the passive voice in 
Italian, formed with the auxiliary essere (to be) + past participle, which is in the feminine form 
(costretta) since it refers to Cenerentola. 
 
As we learn more about her new family, the text shifts back to the imperfetto for more 
background details: her matrigna (stepmother) and sorellastre (stepsisters) erano crudeli e 
invidiose (were cruel and envious). Notice also the use of the relative pronoun che (who, 
which, that) to link the subject (the stepmother and stepsisters) with the description that 
follows.   
 
Cenerentola is then subjected to forced labour: pulire (to clean), cucinare (to cook), lavare 
(to wash), and servire (to serve) — verbs that are all part of everyday vocabulary around 
household chores. They are all in the infinitive, following the structure costringere a + 
infinitive (“to force someone to do something).  
 
Despite her mistreatment, we’re told that non si lamentava mai (she never complained), 
where the verb lamentarsi is reflexive, meaning the subject performs the action on 
themselves. We also learn the origin of her name: because her vesti (clothes) were dirty 
with ashes, she was nicknamed Cenerentola. Vesti is a rather literary word for clothes, less 
commonly used today than vestiti. 
 

Chapter 2: L’invito al ballo 
 
Un giorno arrivò un messaggero del re con una notizia speciale:​
 "Il principe darà un grande ballo a palazzo e tutte le giovani del regno sono invitate!” 
 
Le sorellastre erano entusiaste e iniziarono subito a prepararsi, scegliendo i vestiti più belli 
e facendo capricci. Anche Cenerentola sognava di andare al ballo, ma la matrigna rise di 
lei: "Tu? Al ballo? Con quegli stracci? Rimani a casa a pulire!” 
 
Cenerentola aiutò comunque le sorellastre a vestirsi e pettinarsi, poi rimase sola, triste e in 
lacrime nel giardino. 
 
Chapter analysis 
 
Excitement surges at the start of this second chapter as a royal messenger delivers an 
important announcement: ll principe darà un grande ballo a palazzo e tutte le giovani del 
regno sono invitate! (The prince will host a grand ball at the palace, and all the young 
women of the kingdom are invited!). The use of the word giovani here is particularly 
interesting. While commonly used as an adjective meaning "young," in this context it 
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functions as a plural noun referring specifically to "young women." But giovani can also be 
used as a noun to mean "young men," as in i giovani ("the young people" or "young men” 
depending on context). 
 
As the news spreads, the stepsisters immediately begin getting ready, and this is where we 
see more examples of reflexive verbs: prepararsi (to get ready) vestirsi (to get dressed) and 
pettinarsi (to comb one’s hair). Meanwhile, Cenerentola quietly dreams of attending the 
ball. The verb sognare (to dream) appears in the phrase Cenerentola sognava di andare al 
ballo (Cinderella dreamed of going to the ball), a beautiful example of the construction 
sognare di followed by an infinitive, which is used to express a wish or longing. 
 
But the mood quickly shifts with the stepmother’s harsh response: Tu? Al ballo? Con quegli 
stracci? Rimani a casa a pulire! (You? At the ball? In those rags? Stay home and clean!). This 
line highlights some notable features. First, the word stracci (rags) is the plural of straccio, a 
cloth typically used for cleaning which also appears in the idiom essere uno straccio (to feel 
completely worn out or exhausted). We also see the imperative mood used to give a direct 
command: Rimani a casa a pulire! (Stay home and clean!). 
 
Finally, another useful expression to become familiar with is ridere di somebody or 
something (to laugh at someone or something), as in the sentence la matrigna rise di lei 
(the stepmother laughed at her). 
 

Chapter 3: La Fata Madrina 
 
All’improvviso apparve una Fata Madrina, che, vedendo la bontà di Cenerentola, decise di 
aiutarla.​
 
"Non piangere, cara. Anche tu andrai al ballo!" disse la Fata con un sorriso. 
 
Con la sua bacchetta magica, trasformò una zucca in una splendida carrozza, i topolini in 
cavalli, e il vestito logoro di Cenerentola in un meraviglioso abito da sera con scarpette di 
cristallo. 
 
"Ma ricordati," avvertì la Fata, "a mezzanotte l’incantesimo svanirà!” 
 
Cenerentola promise di stare attenta e partì felice verso il palazzo. 
 
Chapter analysis 
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In this chapter, the tone shifts from sadness to amazement as help arrives in the most 
magical form: All’improvviso apparve una Fata Madrina (Suddenly, a Fairy Godmother 
appeared). The verb apparve is in the passato remoto, a tense we’ve seen used to drive the 
action forward. Other examples in this chapter include trasformò (she transformed) and 
partì (she left), both of which continue to move the story along with decisive actions. 
 
When the Fairy Godmother comforts Cinderella, she says: Non piangere, cara. Anche tu 
andrai al ballo! (Don’t cry, dear. You too shall go to the ball!). This gives us two more 
interesting features. First, we see the imperative mood used to reassure (non piangere - 
don’t cry), while ricordati (remember), later on, is a more serious warning. Then there’s the 
word cara (dear), a common Italian term of endearment often used between close friends or 
married couples. Beyond this use, caro/a is also an adjective meaning “expensive.” 
 
The chapter also features some lovely examples of Italian diminutives: topolini is the 
diminutive form of topi (mice), and scarpetta comes from scarpa (shoe). By adding the 
suffixes -ini and -etta, Italian words take on a softer, cuter tone. 
 
Before sending Cenerentola off to the ball, the Fairy Godmother gives her an important 
warning: A mezzanotte l’incantesimo svanirà! (At midnight the spell will vanish!). The term 
mezzanotte (midnight) is one of those time expressions worth memorizing, as it appears 
often in stories and everyday conversation alike. 
 
Finally, Cinderella promises to stare attenta (to be careful), another useful expression in 
many situations. 
 

Chapter 4: L’incontro con il principe 
 
Quando Cenerentola arrivò al ballo, tutti rimasero incantati dalla sua bellezza. Nessuno 
riconobbe la ragazza, nemmeno la matrigna e le sorellastre. Il principe, colpito dalla sua 
grazia, la invitò a danzare e passò tutta la serata con lei. 
 
Cenerentola era così felice che dimenticò il passare del tempo. Quando l'orologio cominciò 
a battere i dodici rintocchi, si ricordò delle parole della Fata e corse via in fretta, perdendo 
una delle sue scarpette di cristallo sulle scale del palazzo. 
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Chapter analysis 
 
This chapter captures the most iconic moment of the fairy tale. Cenerentola arrives at the 
ball and tutti rimasero incantati (everyone was enchanted by her beauty). The prince, 
colpito dalla sua grazia (captivated by her beauty), is immediately drawn to her. Colpito 
literally means “hit” or “struck,” but it can also take on a figurative meaning (deeply 
impressed or moved by something), followed by the preposition da (by). 
 
The sentence la invitò a danzare (he invited her to dance) offers a great example of how 
Italian uses direct object pronouns. Here, la (her) replaces Cenerentola, thus avoiding 
repetition and making the sentence more fluid. The verb danzare is also worth noting. 
While ballare is the more commonly used for “to dance,” danzare adds a touch of elegance, 
fitting the fairytale atmosphere. 
 
Cenerentola is so happy that dimenticò il passare del tempo (forgot the passing of time). 
This phrase is especially expressive, combining the verb dimenticare (to forget) with il 
passare del tempo (the passing of time), to evoke how one is completely swept away in the 
moment. 

But time is not on her side and l’orologio cominciò a battere i dodici rintocchi (the clock 
began to strike twelve). The verb battere typically means “to strike” or “to beat,” but is also 
used in many other ways. For instance, in a figurative sense, it can mean “to defeat” or “to 
win,” as in a competition or conflict. It also appears in the reflexive form battersi, meaning 
“to fight for something.” 

Realizing what is happening, Cenerentola corse via in fretta (ran away quickly). The 
expression correre via is useful to know: it means “to run away” and conveys a sense of 
urgency and quick action, perfect for emergency situations or simply moments when you 
need to leave abruptly. 

Chapter 5: La ricerca della fanciulla misteriosa 
 
Il principe, innamorato, raccolse la scarpetta e dichiarò: 
"Sposerò solo la ragazza a cui appartiene questa scarpetta!” 
 
Il giorno dopo, il re ordinò ai suoi servitori di visitare ogni casa del regno per trovare la 
fanciulla misteriosa. Tutte le giovani donne provarono a calzare la scarpetta, ma nessuna 
aveva il piede della misura giusta. 
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Chapter analysis 
 
In this chapter, the fairy tale enters its suspenseful phase. The prince is now innamorato, 
the standard adjective for “in love,” but Italians often enrich it with expressions that intensify 
the feeling. You might hear someone say innamorato perso (madly in love) or innamorato 
cotto (head over heels). 
 
In the prince’s promise, Sposerò solo la ragazza a cui appartiene questa scarpetta! (I will 
marry only the girl to whom this slipper belongs!), we come across the relative pronoun cui, 
which replaces an Italian indirect object and it’s generally preceded by a preposition, the 
choice of which depends on the verb or expression it relates to. In this example, the 
preposition is a (to), because it’s connected to the verb appartenere (to belong to).  
 
The next day, the king orders his servants to begin their search, visiting every home in the 
regno (kingdom). The word regno has that same regal tone as in English, evoking castles 
and crowns. But just like in English, it can also appear in more technical or scientific 
contexts, such as il regno animale (the animal kingdom). 
 
As the servants travel from house to house, every young woman tries on the slipper, but 
nessuna aveva il piede della misura giusta (none has the right size). The term misura 
means “size”, “dimension," and is a useful word when shopping in Italy. But it also appears 
in common idiomatic expressions like su misura (custom-made), vincere di misura (to win 
by a narrow margin), and la misura è colma (enough is enough). 
 

Chapter 6: L’arrivo a casa di Cenerentola 
 
Quando i servitori arrivarono a casa di Cenerentola, la matrigna chiuse la ragazza in 
soffitta e fece provare la scarpetta alle sue figlie. Le sorellastre fecero di tutto per far 
entrare il piede, ma fu inutile. 
 
Proprio quando stavano per andare via, i servitori sentirono dei rumori provenire dalla 
soffitta. Uno dei topolini amici di Cenerentola riuscì a liberarla e la ragazza scese le scale. 
 
"Posso provare anch'io la scarpetta?" chiese con voce gentile. 
 
Le sorellastre scoppiarono a ridere, ma i servitori, seguendo gli ordini del principe, le fecero 
provare la scarpetta. Con grande stupore di tutti, la scarpetta calzava perfettamente. 
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Chapter analysis 
 
The tension peaks in this chapter as the prince’s servants arrive at Cenerentola’s home. Her 
stepmother locks her away in the soffitta (the attic) and presents only her own daughters to 
try on the slipper. The word soffitta carries more weight than just a physical location; it can 
also appear in the expression mandare qualcosa in soffitta, meaning “to get rid of 
something” or “to leave something behind,” often with the idea of discarding what is no 
longer useful or relevant. 
 
Meanwhile, the stepsisters fecero di tutto per far entrare il piede (they did everything they 
could to make the shoe fit). This phrase, fare di tutto per, is a common expression to 
describe determined (and sometimes desperate) efforts. It can also be followed by pur di 
for added intensity, for example fare di tutto pur di riuscirci (to do anything just to 
succeed). 
 
When Cinderella manages to free herself and asks to try on the slipper, her stepsisters 
scoppiarono a ridere (they burst out laughing). The verb scoppiare literally means “to 
explode,” but in idiomatic usage, it often signals an overwhelming reaction. It’s frequently 
paired with expressions of emotion: scoppiare a piangere (to burst into tears), scoppiare di 
salute (to be bursting with health), or scoppiare in lacrime (to break down in tears). 
 
The servants, loyal to the prince’s instructions, allow Cenerentola to try the slipper and con 
grande stupore di tutti (to everyone’s astonishment), it fits perfectly. Stupore is a beautiful 
Italian word that expresses a powerful mix of surprise and wonder. You might hear 
expressions like destare stupore (to arouse astonishment) or essere motivo di stupore (to 
be a cause for amazement), both of which reflect that sudden spark of magic. 
 

Chapter 7: Il lieto fine 
 
Cenerentola tirò fuori l’altra scarpetta di cristallo dalla tasca e tutti capirono che era lei la 
fanciulla del ballo. I servitori la condussero subito a palazzo, dove il principe la accolse con 
gioia. 
 
I due si sposarono poco dopo con una grande festa e vissero felici e contenti. 
 
Quanto alla matrigna e alle sorellastre, furono lasciate sole, a riflettere sulla loro cattiveria 
e invidia. 
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Chapter analysis 
 
This final chapter brings us the long-awaited lieto fine (happy ending). Cenerentola tirò 
fuori l’altra scarpetta di cristallo dalla tasca (took the other glass slipper out of her pocket). 
The expression tirare fuori means “to take out,” but like many everyday verbs in Italian, it 
also has rich figurative uses. You might hear it in phrases like tirare fuori il meglio di sé (to 
bring out the best in oneself), tirare fuori il carattere (to show one’s true character), tirare 
fuori le unghie (to show your claws, i.e. to defend yourself fiercely), or the colourful tirare 
fuori le palle (lit. to show your balls, meaning to grow a backbone).  
 
The moment is unmistakable: tutti capirono che era lei la fanciulla del ballo (everyone 
understood she was the girl from the ball). The word fanciulla is particularly striking here. 
It’s a refined, somewhat poetic term for “young girl,” rarely used in casual conversation 
today but still present in poems and fairy tales. 
 
The story quickly moves toward its joyful conclusion: i due si sposarono poco dopo con 
una grande festa e vissero felici e contenti (the two were married soon after in a grand 
celebration and lived happily ever after). E vissero felici e contenti is the classic fairy tale 
ending in Italian. 
 
As for the stepmother and stepsisters, furono lasciate sole, a riflettere sulla loro cattiveria 
e invidia (they were left alone to reflect on their cruelty and envy). This sentence includes 
two important constructions. First, the passive voice: furono lasciate (they were left): as we 
saw in the first chapter, it's formed using the auxiliary verb essere plus the past participle, 
which must agree in gender and number with the noun it refers to (here, lasciate is feminine 
plural because it refers to the stepsisters and stepmother). Then there’s the verb riflettere 
su (to reflect on, to think about), which Italians also use in the reflexive form (riflettersi su) 
with the meaning “to have an impact on something.” 

 
The lesson we can learn from Cenerentola 
 
The enduring charm of Cenerentola lies not only in its magical storyline, but also in the 
wisdom it offers. At its heart, the tale reminds us that we shouldn’t let obstacles (or bullies) 
define who we are. Even though Cenerentola is mistreated and pushed aside, she never 
loses her kindness. This idea connects her story to another well-known fable, I tre porcellini 
(The Three Little Pigs): life will always bring challenges, but what really matters is how we 
choose to face them. 
 
The story also gently suggests that pretending can only get you so far. Cenerentola’s 
magical transformation lasts only until midnight, reminding us that pretending can create 
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opportunities, but eventually, we must come back to reality and face the world as our real 
selves. 
 
Finally, for all the romantics, Cenerentola offers a quiet reassurance: love finds us when we 
least expect it. A lost scarpetta (little shoe) and tutto cambia (everything changes)! 
 
 
Don’t forget to download the free story transcript, complete with grammar notes to review 
what you’ve learned!  
 
If you found this guide useful, then you’ll love Intrepid Italian, my series of online self-paced 
video courses that break down everything you need to know about Italian using my 80/20 
method. Visit Intrepiditalian.com for more details. 
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Grazie! 
 

I hope you enjoyed this cheat-sheet and learned something new. Remember, don’t worry 

about not being able to remember it all, you’re learning more than most other people do so 

you should be very proud of yourself. I know I am!​

​

Want more language resources? Check out my guide on top-rated languages tools, 

courses, and apps here. If you enjoyed this compact language guide and you want to 

discover how I can help you boost your language skills, check out my popular language 

courses here.  

 

If you have any feedback on this guide or want to share any suggestions for future material 

you’d love me to create, feel free to get in touch at michele@theintrepidguide.com 

​

*As a thank you for downloading this guide, I’m proud to offer you a special reader 

discount. Simply use the code TRAVEL20 at checkout to GET 20% OFF any purchase of 

my online travel language courses. Check out my language courses here or visit 

intrepiditalian.com.  

​

Please do keep in touch and follow me on: 

My website: The Intrepid Guide 

Facebook page: https://www.facebook.com/theintrepidguide/ 

YouTube channel: https://www.youtube.com/theintrepidguide 

Italian YouTube channel: https://youtube.com/intrepiditalianwithmichele 

Twitter account: https://twitter.com/intrepidguide 

Instagram: @intrepidguide | Instagram: @intrepiditalian (For daily Italian lessons)​

 

With all the encouragement in the world, I wish you success! ​

Happy learning! ​

Michele 
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