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The Original Beauty And The Beast Story: A Journey Through
Time and Morality

Few fairy tales have captured the human imagination quite like the story of a beautiful young woman and a
monstrous prince. We know the Disney version by heart—the enchanted castle, the talking teapot, and the
transformative power of love. But beneath the ballroom scenes and singing candelabras lies a much older, darker, and
far more complex narrative. The Original Beauty And The Beast Story is not merely a romantic fantasy; it is a
profound moral fable rooted in 18th-century French literature, social commentary, and timeless human fears. To
truly appreciate this tale, we must step back from the animated spectacle and return to the written word that started it
all.

While many assume the story is ancient folklore, The Original Beauty And The Beast Story was actually a literary
creation, penned by a French novelist named Gabrielle-Suzanne Barbot de Villeneuve in 1740. Her version was long,
intricate, and filled with subplots involving fairies, backstories, and even a critique of arranged marriages. Later, in
1756, Jeanne-Marie Leprince de Beaumont simplified and abridged Villeneuve's work, creating the version most
commonly read today. It is Beaumont's edition that laid the foundation for countless adaptations, and it is this version
that we often refer to when we speak of The Original Beauty And The Beast Story in its most recognizable
literary form.

The Birth of the Tale: Gabrielle-Suzanne Barbot de Villeneuve (1740)

To understand The Original Beauty And The Beast Story, we must first explore its creator. Villeneuve was a
novelist and a member of the French literary salons. She wrote her version of "La Belle et la Béte" as part of a larger
collection of stories published under the title La Jeune Amériquaine et les contes marins. In this original telling, the
narrative is far more elaborate than the familiar modern retelling. For example, the story does not begin with a poor
merchant losing his fortune. Instead, Villeneuve spends considerable time establishing the merchant's background
and the family dynamics. Beauty is not simply a kind-hearted maiden; she is a well-educated woman who loves
reading and is deeply devoted to her father.

In Villeneuve's version, the Beast is a prince who has been cursed by a fairy due to his own immoral behavior—a
detail that later versions often soften. The prince was not a perfect soul trapped in a monstrous body; he was a flawed
man who had refused to marry the fairy (or in some interpretations, refused her advances). The curse is thus a
punishment for vanity and arrogance. Furthermore, the fairy involved is not a simple enchantress but a complex
character with her own motivations. The story also includes a backstory for Beauty: she is actually the daughter of a
king and a fairy, but was switched at birth with the merchant's deceased daughter. This convoluted subplot explains
why Beauty is so exceptionally noble and why she is worthy of the Beast. Villeneuve's tale is a sprawling novel that
weaves together romance, fairy lore, and social critique.

The Classic Version: Jeanne-Marie Leprince de Beaumont (1756)

Sixteen years later, Jeanne-Marie Leprince de Beaumont, a French author who worked as a governess, published a
heavily shortened version of Villeneuve's story in her Magasin des enfants (The Children's Magazine). Beaumont's
primary goal was didactic: she wanted to teach moral lessons to young readers. She stripped away the elaborate
backstories, the secondary fairy characters, and the convoluted lineage of Beauty. Instead, she focused on the core
conflict: the choice between inner virtue and outward appearance. This streamlined version became the definitive
Original Beauty And The Beast Story as it circulated across Europe and eventually the world.

In Beaumont's narrative, the merchant has three daughters. The two elder ones are spoiled and vain, while the
youngest, Beauty, is kind, humble, and loves reading. When the merchant loses his fortune, the family must move to
the countryside. On a journey, the merchant gets lost and finds the Beast's castle. He plucks a rose for Beauty,
incurring the Beast's wrath. The Beast demands that the merchant send one of his daughters to live with him
forever—or die. Beauty, out of love for her father, voluntarily goes to the castle. She is treated well by the Beast,
who proposes to her every night, but she refuses. From the Beast, she learns to see beyond his appearance, and from
her, the Beast learns patience and gentleness. Eventually, Beauty agrees to marry him, which breaks the curse and
reveals the handsome prince. Beaumont's version emphasizes that true love is based on virtue and gratitude, not
physical attraction.

Key Themes in The Original Beauty And The Beast Story

The enduring appeal of The Original Beauty And The Beast Story lies in its rich thematic tapestry. Unlike many
simple fairy tales that rely on magic to solve problems, this tale places the moral weight on the choices of its
characters.

Appearance vs. Reality

This is the most obvious theme. The Beast is physically hideous but kind-hearted and gentle. Beauty is beautiful, but
her true virtue lies in her inner goodness. The story challenges readers to look beyond the surface. In the original
texts, Beauty does not develop a romantic love for the Beast quickly. Instead, she grows to appreciate his kindness,
generosity, and wit. She tells him that she loves him because of his good heart, not despite his ugliness. This message
was radical for its time, especially in a society that prized arranged marriages based on social status and wealth.

The Role of Choice and Consent

In the original version, Beauty's choice is paramount. The Beast does not force himself upon her. He respects her

rejection of his nightly marriage proposals. This was a significant departure from earlier folkloric tales of women
being forced to marry monsters. The story emphasizes that love cannot be coerced; it must be freely given. This
theme is particularly powerful when considered alongside the historical context of marriages arranged by families.
Beauty's agency—her ability to say no—was a revolutionary idea in children's literature of the 18th century.

Redemption Through Sacrifice

The Beast's redemption is tied to his capacity for selfless love. He allows Beauty to leave the castle to visit her ailing
father, even though it means he might die of loneliness. Similarly, Beauty sacrifices her own freedom to save her
father's life. This theme of reciprocal sacrifice underscores the transformation. In the original Beaumont version, the
Beast's transformation is not merely a magical spell; it is the result of moral growth. He learns to be unselfish, and
Beauty learns to see the value of that unselfishness.

Social Class and Femininity

Scholars often interpret The Original Beauty And The Beast Story as a commentary on marriage expectations.
Beauty, a merchant's daughter, rises to become a queen. The Beast is a prince, but he is also a monster. The story can
be read as a cautionary tale against judging a suitor by his appearance—a suitor may be hideous but wealthy and kind
(the monster prince) or handsome but cruel (the hunter in later adaptations). In Villeneuve's version, the Beast's
wealth is described in lavish detail: luxurious rooms, sumptuous feasts, and magical servants. This reflects the
material reality of arranged marriages where a woman's family would seek the most advantageous match, regardless
of the groom's personality.

Differences Between the Original and Modern Adaptations

Many people are surprised to learn how much the modern Disney version deviates from The Original Beauty And
The Beast Story. Here are some key differences:

e Gaston: The character of Gaston, the arrogant hunter, is entirely an invention of the Disney film. In the
original tale, there are no jealous suitors. The conflict is strictly between Beauty's familial duty and her
growing affection for the Beast.

e The Enchanted Servants: The talking furniture and candelabra (Lumiere, Cogsworth, Mrs. Potts) are also
absent from Beaumont's version. In Villeneuve's version, the castle is filled with magical creatures, but they
are not transformed humans. They are simply magical beings serving the Beast. The concept of servants
cursed alongside the prince originated in the 1946 Jean Cocteau film and was expanded by Disney.

o The Curse: In the original, the Beast was a prince cursed for his vanity and refusal to marry a fairy. The
Disney film presents the curse as punishment for turning away an old beggar woman (the enchantress in
disguise). The original is more about personal moral failing, while Disney's version is about charity and inner
kindness.

e The Timeframe: Beaumont's story has a specific timeframe: the Beast gives Beauty a magic ring that allows
her to travel instantly. She must return within a certain period, or the Beast will die. In the original, she stays at
the castle for months, and the transformation happens after she agrees to marry him. There is no "petal
falling" deadline, as in the Disney film (that device comes from the 1946 film).

o Beauty's Sisters: In the original, Beauty's sisters are jealous and cruel. They trick her into staying past the
deadline, hoping the Beast will devour her. In some versions, they are turned into statues as punishment.
Modern adaptations often omit or soften their role.

The Cultural and Literary Legacy

The Original Beauty And The Beast Story has inspired countless retellings, from opera to ballet, from film to
television. The 1946 Jean Cocteau film "La Belle et la Béte" is widely considered a masterpiece and stays closer to
the original in tone, with its dreamlike quality and emphasis on the Beast's animalistic nature. Modern
reinterpretations, such as Robin McKinley's novel Beauty (1978) or the television series Beauty and the Beast (1987),
explore the story from different angles—feminist, psychological, and even noir. The story's enduring power lies in its
archetypal structure: the journey from fear to love, the demon lover motif, and the idea that true love transforms both
the lover and the beloved.

Psychologically, the tale has been analyzed through the lens of Jungian archetypes, Freudian theory, and feminist
criticism. The Beast represents the shadow self—the repressed, animalistic part of the psyche that must be integrated.
Beauty represents the anima, the feminine principle that tames and civilizes the masculine. The story is, at its core,
about the integration of opposites: beauty and beast, civilized and wild, love and fear.

Conclusion

Returning to The Original Beauty And The Beast Story is like uncovering an ancient tapestry often hidden
beneath layers of glitter and song. While modern adaptations have brought magic and spectacle, the original texts
offer something quieter but equally profound: a meditation on the nature of love, sacrifice, and the courage to look
beyond the surface. Gabrielle-Suzanne Barbot de Villeneuve and Jeanne-Marie Leprince de Beaumont gave the
world a story that transcends time, reminding us that true beauty is not in the mirror but in the heart. Whether you are
a scholar of fairy tales or simply a lover of stories, exploring The Original Beauty And The Beast Story in its
literary form offers a richer, deeper understanding of why this tale continues to enchant generation after generation.
It is not just a love story between a girl and a monster—it is a love story between humanity and its own capacity for
growth, forgiveness, and inner transformation.
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