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Original Beauty And The Beast Story

Unveiling the Enchantment: A Deep
Dive into the Original Beauty and the
Beast Fairy Tale

Few stories have captured the human imagination quite like the tale of a
beautiful young woman and a monstrous prince. In the modern era, Disney’s
animated classic has painted our minds with images of dancing teapots and a
grand ballroom. However, the original Beauty and the Beast fairy tale is
a far richer, stranger, and more profound narrative. It is a story steeped in
folklore, moral complexity, and symbolic meaning that reaches back
centuries. To truly appreciate the magic, we must travel back to a time
before the castle was fully lit, exploring the roots of this timeless narrative
and understanding what it meant to the people who first told it.

The Origins of the Original Beauty and
the Beast Fairy Tale

The version most familiar to us is a literary tale penned by French novelist
Gabrielle-Suzanne Barbot de Villeneuve in 1740. Published in a collection
titled La Jeune Américaine et les Contes Marins (The Young American and
Marine Tales), Villeneuve’s story was a lengthy, elaborate piece of fiction

that included several subplots, a backstory for the Beast, and complex
family dynamics. This is the true original Beauty and the Beast fairy tale
in its first published form.

However, Villeneuve did not invent the concept from thin air. She drew
upon a rich tapestry of folklore, most notably the ancient Greek myth of
Cupid and Psyche. In that story, Psyche, a mortal princess, marries a
mysterious husband she is forbidden to look upon. Her curiosity leads to a
separation, and she must undergo a series of arduous tasks to win him back.
The core themes of trust, looks versus reality, and a journey of self-
discovery are central to both tales. Other influences include the Italian fairy
tale Zelinda and the Monster and the French folk tradition of stories
involving magical beasts and enchanted husbands. Villeneuve masterfully
wove these threads together to create the original Beauty and the Beast
fairy tale as we know it.

The Villeneuve Version: A Story with a Deeper Past

Villeneuve’s version is often called the "original" for a reason. It is far more
complex than the abridged retelling that would follow. In her narrative,
Beauty is not the daughter of a poor merchant simply down on his luck. She
is the daughter of a king and a fairy, who was switched at birth to protect
her from an evil fairy’s curse. This backstory explains her innate nobility
and grace, making her a character of royal blood, not just common virtue.



The Beast, too, has a more elaborate history. He is a prince who was cursed
by a fairy for his refusal to marry her. The curse was a specific punishment
for his pride and vanity. The transformation into a beast was a literal
manifestation of his inner ugliness. This adds a layer of justice and
consequence to the original Beauty and the Beast fairy tale that is often
softened in later versions. The castle is also full of backstory, with a fairy
living in the attic and a complex web of enchantments that take years to
unravel. The story is not just a romance; it is a multi-generational saga about
fate, magic, and the redemption of a soul.

A Summary of the Original Tale

The story begins with a wealthy merchant who loses his fortune. He and his
three daughters are forced to move to a humble country cottage. While two
elder daughters are vain and idle, the youngest, Beauty, is kind,
hardworking, and loves to read. She willingly helps her father and does not
complain about their fall from fortune. One day, the merchant hears that
one of his lost ships has been found. Hoping to restore his wealth, he asks
his daughters what they would like him to bring them. The elder two ask for
fine gowns and jewels. Beauty, ever modest, asks only for a rose.

The merchant discovers his ship’s cargo has been seized, leaving him
penniless again. On his way home, he gets lost in a blizzard and stumbles
upon a magnificent, seemingly empty castle. He finds food and a bed for the
night. In the morning, he sees a beautiful garden and remembers Beauty’s
request. He plucks a single rose.

Instantly, a terrifying Beast appears, roaring in fury. He tells the merchant
that he will be killed for stealing his favorite flower. The merchant begs for
his life, explaining the rose was for his daughter. The Beast, in a twist

unique to the original Beauty and the Beast fairy tale, does not simply
kill him. He makes a deal: the merchant must send one of his daughters to
live in the castle, or he must return in three months to die. The merchant,
heartbroken, is allowed to leave with the rose and a promise.

Upon hearing the story, Beauty insists on going to the castle. She believes
she is the cause of her father's misery and must pay the price. She is not a
passive victim; she is an active agent of her own fate. At the Beast’s castle,
she is treated like a queen. She has sumptuous rooms, magical
entertainment, and every luxury. Every night, the Beast visits her at dinner
and asks her a single, haunting question: "Will you marry me?" Every night,
Beauty refuses, and the Beast does not press her.

Over time, Beauty begins to see beyond the Beast's terrifying exterior. She
finds him gentle, witty, and deeply kind. She learns to enjoy his company.
However, she misses her family. The Beast allows her to visit her father,
giving her a magical ring and a mirror. He warns her that if she does not
return in a week, he will die of sorrow. At home, her jealous sisters trick her
into staying longer, hoping the Beast will devour her. Beauty has a dream
where she sees the Beast dying. Overcome with love and remorse, she uses
the magic ring to return instantly. She finds the Beast near death in the
garden. She does not hesitate. She declares her love for him. At that
moment, the Beast transforms into a beautiful prince, and the curse is
broken.

Unlike the simplified romance of later films, the original Beauty and the
Beast fairy tale ends with a grand wedding, the arrival of Beauty’s true
parents (the king and the fairy), and the punishment of her sisters, who are
turned into statues until they repent of their petty jealousy.
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Key Themes and Symbols in the
Original Tale

The enduring power of the original Beauty and the Beast fairy tale lies in
its profound themes. It is far more than a simple "love conquers all" story.

The Power of Inner Beauty and Virtue

This is the most obvious and central theme. The Beast is not ugly on the
inside; he is kind, generous, and capable of deep love. Beauty’s greatest
quality is her virtue—her kindness, her intelligence, and her willingness to
sacrifice for her father. The story argues that true beauty lies in character,
not appearance. The transformation of the Beast is a reward for Beauty’s
ability to see past his outward form and love the soul within.

The Importance of Choice and Consent

A crucial element of the original Beauty and the Beast fairy tale is that
Beauty is never forced to love or marry the Beast. He asks her every night,
and she freely refuses. He respects her choice. Her final declaration of love
is entirely voluntary. This contrasts sharply with many fairy tales where
marriage is forced or arranged. The Beast’s growth is tied to his learning to
wait and to honor Beauty’s autonomy. This is a powerful lesson about the
nature of true love, which cannot be coerced.

The Danger of Appearances and Judgment

The story warns against judging by appearances. The sisters, who are
outwardly beautiful, are revealed to be cruel and shallow. The Beast, who is
outwardly terrifying, is revealed to be noble and gentle. The merchant

judges the Beauty of the castle by its material wealth, but it is the Beast’s
inner hospitality that saves his life. In a world that often prizes the
superficial, the original Beauty and the Beast fairy tale demands a
deeper, more thoughtful kind of perception.

The Rose as a Symbol of Love, Temptation, and Time

The rose is the catalyst of the entire story. It represents Beauty’s modesty, as
she asks for the simplest of gifts. It is also a symbol of the Beast’s possessive
love and his vulnerability. When the merchant plucks it, he violates the
Beast’s sanctuary. The rose is also a symbol of fleeting time, as it will
eventually wilt. This is a subtle reminder that love and life are fragile and
must be nurtured.

How the Original Differs from Modern
Adaptations

Most people know the story through the 1991 Disney film or its live-action
remake. While these versions capture the heart of the story, they make
significant changes to the original Beauty and the Beast fairy tale.

The Beast’s Backstory: In the original, the Beast was cursed for his
pride and refusal to marry an evil fairy. In Disney, he is cursed for
being selfish and cruel, with the curse being a punishment from an
enchantress in disguise.
The Enchanted Objects: The talking, singing household objects are
a Disney invention. In the original, the castle is simply magical, with
invisible servants and talking fireplaces, but no anthropomorphic
characters like Lumiere or Cogsworth.
Beauty’s Personality: In the Disney version, Belle is an outcast



because she is a reader and rejects the provincial life. In the original,
Beauty is a paragon of virtue, kindness, and self-sacrifice, but she is
not a social misfit. She is simply good.
The Villain: Gaston is a creation of Disney. In the original tale, the
villains are Beauty’s jealous sisters, who try to sabotage her by
making her stay past her promised week. There is no brawny hunter
to rival the Beast.
The Transformation’s Trigger: In the original, Beauty must declare
her love. In the Disney version, she must say "I love you" before the
last petal falls. The original is more about a genuine, earned love,
while the Disney version adds a ticking clock for dramatic tension.

The Cultural Impact and Legacy of the
Original Tale

The original Beauty and the Beast fairy tale has had a profound impact
on literature, film, and psychology. It is a founding text of the "Beauty and
the Beast" archetype, which appears in countless stories, from King Kong to
The Hunchback of Notre Dame. Psychologists like Bruno Bettelheim, in his
work The Uses of Enchantment, have interpreted the tale as a story of
psychosexual development, where a young girl must learn to overcome her
fear of male sexuality (the Beast) and see the loving man underneath.

The story has also been used to explore themes of feminism, disability, and
social acceptance. Beauty’s agency and the Beast’s vulnerability make the
tale a flexible and powerful tool for discussing human relationships. The fact

that the Beast is redeemed by love, not by his own actions, has been both
celebrated and criticized. Some see it as a problematic message that a
woman's love can fix a damaged man, while others see it as a story of
reciprocal growth and forgiveness. Regardless of the interpretation, the
original Beauty and the Beast fairy tale remains a cornerstone of
Western storytelling.

The story was significantly shortened and popularized by Jeanne-Marie
Leprince de Beaumont in 1756, who removed much of the complicated
backstory and focused on the central romance. It was Beaumont’s version
that became the standard and the basis for most subsequent adaptations,
including the Disney film. Yet, it is Villeneuve’s original, with its layered
plot and fairy-tale politics, that offers the deepest well of meaning for those
willing to explore it.

Conclusion

The original Beauty and the Beast fairy tale is a magnificent work of
literature that transcends its simple label of a children's story. It is a
meditation on love, sacrifice, and the journey to seeing the truth of another
person. While the dancing teapots and catchy songs of modern adaptations
are delightful, they only scratch the surface of a narrative universe built on
profound human truths. The original tale invites us to look beyond the
surface, to wait for love to grow, and to understand that true transformation
begins not in a burst of magic, but in the quiet, patient cultivation of the
heart. It is a story that will


