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THE ENDURING MAGIC OF THE
BEAUTY AND THE BEAST
ORIGINAL STORY

Few fairy tales have captured the human
imagination quite like The Beauty and
the Beast original story. While most
modern audiences are familiar with the
beloved Disney animated film, the
narrative’s true roots stretch back over
two centuries, offering a far richer, more
nuanced, and, at times, darker
exploration of love, sacrifice, and inner
transformation. Understanding the
original text is essential for any fan of
the tale, as it provides the foundational
layers of meaning that have allowed this
story to endure across generations. This
article delves into the authentic origins
of The Beauty and the Beast original
story, exploring its authorship, its
symbolic depth, and the timeless lessons
it continues to impart.

The True Origins:
A French Literary
Fairy Tale

Unlike many folk tales that emerged
from anonymous oral traditions, The
Beauty and the Beast original story
has a known author. The most famous

and widely read version was penned by
French novelist Gabrielle-Suzanne
Barbot de Villeneuve in 1740. Published
in a periodical titled La Jeune Américaine
et les Contes Marins (The Young
American and Marine Tales), Villeneuve’s
story was a lengthy, intricate work of
nearly one hundred pages. It included
subplots that are entirely absent from
later adaptations, such as an elaborate
backstory for the Beast, who was
actually a prince cursed from infancy,
and a detailed history for Beauty herself,
revealing that she was not a merchant’s
biological daughter but the child of a
fairy and a king. This version also
featured a direct rivalry between a good
fairy and an evil one, adding a layer of
courtly intrigue to the central romance.

Villeneuve's narrative was not simply a
romance; it was a complex literary
creation that drew upon the conventions
of the French literary fairy tale, a genre
popular among the salons of the 17th
and 18th centuries. These stories were
often written by aristocratic women who
used fantastical elements to comment
on issues of marriage, class, and female
agency. The length and complexity of
Villeneuve's original were eventually
streamlined for a wider audience.

The Abridged
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Version That
Defined the Tale

In 1756, French writer Jeanne-Marie
Leprince de Beaumont published a
heavily abridged and revised version of
Villeneuve's tale in a magazine for young
ladies called Le Magasin des Enfants
(The Children's Store). De Beaumont’s
version is the one that most scholars and
readers recognize today as The Beauty
and the Beast original story in its
most influential form. She stripped away
the lengthy backstories, cut the cast of
supporting characters, and focused the
narrative squarely on the moral and
romantic relationship between Beauty
and the Beast.

De Beaumont’s primary goal was
didactic. She aimed to teach young
readers, particularly girls, about the
virtues of kindness, gratitude, and
looking beyond superficial appearances.
Her version is significantly shorter,
faster-paced, and more direct in its
moral messaging. By removing the
complex fairy politics, she transformed
the story into a poignant allegory about
the transformative power of love and the
danger of judging by outward
appearances. It is this concise, powerful
version that has served as the blueprint
for virtually every adaptation that
followed, from stage plays to film.

Key DIFFERENCES BETWEEN
VILLENEUVE AND DE BEAUMONT'S
VERSIONS

e Length and Complexity:
Villeneuve’'s version was a novella;
De Beaumont'’s was a short story.

e Beast's Backstory: Villeneuve

explained the curse in great detail,
involving a wicked fairy. De
Beaumont reduced this to a single,
simple paragraph.

e Beauty's Origins: In Villeneuve’s
tale, Beauty is not the merchant'’s
daughter but a foundling of royal
blood. De Beaumont made her a
biological child of the merchant.

e Moral Focus: Villeneuve’s tale
was more of a romantic fantasy;
De Beaumont’s was explicitly a
moral lesson for young women.

e The Enchanted Castle: Both
featured the magical castle, but
De Beaumont placed greater
emphasis on the lavish hospitality
and invisible servants as tests of
Beauty’s character.

The Core Plot: A
Journey of
Sacrifice and
Transformation

At its heart, The Beauty and the
Beast original story follows a simple
yet powerful narrative arc. A wealthy
merchant loses his fortune, forcing his
family to move to the countryside. His
daughters, except for his youngest,
Beauty, are miserable. Beauty is kind,
well-read, and content with her simple
life. When the merchant discovers an
opportunity to regain his wealth, he asks
his daughters what they wish for him to
bring back from his journey. The elder
sisters demand expensive dresses and
jewels, but Beauty asks only for a single
rose.

The merchant becomes lost in a forest
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and stumbles upon a magnificent,
enchanted castle. He finds food and
lodging, and in the morning, as he
leaves, he plucks a rose from the garden
for Beauty. This act summons the Beast,
a terrifying but articulate creature who
sentences the merchant to death for
stealing his most prized possession. The
Beast offers the merchant a deal: he
must return to the castle within three
months, or one of his daughters must
come willingly to take his place.

Beauty, upon hearing her father’s story,
chooses to sacrifice herself. She goes to
the castle, expecting to be devoured.
Instead, she finds a gentle and courteous
host. Every night, the Beast asks her to
marry him. Every night, she refuses. She
is repulsed by his appearance but moved
by his kindness. The Beast allows her to
visit her family, but warns her that if she
stays away longer than a week, he will
die of grief. Beauty’s jealous sisters trick
her into staying longer. When she finally
returns to the castle, she finds the Beast
near death in the garden. Overcome with
compassion and the realization that she
loves him for his heart, she agrees to
marry him. At that moment, the Beast
transforms into a handsome prince. The
spell is broken.

Deep Symbolism
and Moral
Lessons

The enduring power of The Beauty and
the Beast original story lies in its rich
symbolic language. The rose, for
instance, is not merely a flower. It
represents Beauty’s simple, pure
request, but it is also a symbol of the
fragile, blooming love between the two

protagonists. It is the object that triggers
the central conflict, representing the
dangerous intersection of desire,
possession, and sacrifice.

The Beast himself is a powerful symbol
of the hidden self. In the 18th century,
when the story was written, marriage for
women was often seen as a terrifying
leap into the unknown. A woman was
expected to marry a man she might
barely know, trusting in her family’s
judgment. The Beast can be interpreted
as a representation of male sexuality
and domestic power—something initially
frightening to a young woman, but which
must be understood and tamed through
patience and love. Beauty’s journey is
not about changing the Beast; it is about
changing her own perception of him.

The core moral lesson is one of inner
beauty. The story explicitly argues that
a kind, gentle, and loving heart is more
important than a handsome face. This
lesson was particularly aimed at young
women in De Beaumont’s readership,
encouraging them to value character
over wealth or appearance in a potential
husband. However, the lesson is equally
applicable to all people, reminding us
that true connection requires looking
beneath the surface.

PsycHoLoGIcAL AND FEMINIST
INTERPRETATIONS

1. Stockholm Syndrome Critique:
Some modern readers have
critiqued the story as a
romanticization of Stockholm
syndrome, where a captive
develops positive feelings for a
captor. This reading highlights the
story's problematic power
dynamics, as Beauty is a prisoner
who eventually falls in love with



her jailor.

2. A Female Empowerment
Narrative: Conversely, many
scholars argue that Beauty is a
remarkably strong female
protagonist for her time. She
makes a conscious choice to
sacrifice herself, she does not
flatter the Beast, she sets her own
boundaries, and she ultimately
holds the power to break the spell
through her own free will. She is
not a passive princess waiting to
be rescued; she is an active agent
in her own story.

3. The Shadow Self: From a Jungian
perspective, the Beast represents
the "shadow self"—the repressed,
instinctive, and often frightening
aspects of the psyche that must be
integrated for a person to become
whole. Beauty’s acceptance of the
Beast symbolizes the individual’s
journey toward self-acceptance
and wholeness.

The Characters:
More Than
Archetypes

While the story uses archetypal figures,
the characters in The Beauty and the
Beast original story possess surprising
depth. Beauty is not just kind; she is
intelligent and discerning. She loves
reading, which in the 18th century was a
sign of an independent mind. She is also
capable of deep sorrow and loneliness,
making her relatable. Her kindness is not
naive; it is a conscious moral choice she
makes even when faced with fear.

The Beast is a tragic figure. He is

deeply aware of his own monstrosity. He
does not demand Beauty’s love; he asks
for it, humbly and sadly. His nightly
question, "Will you marry me?" is not a
demand but a desperate plea born of
loneliness. His ability to feel shame and
sadness makes him sympathetic long
before his transformation. He is a prince
trapped not only by a physical curse but
by his own internal shame.

The merchant is a weak but loving
father, and the sisters are cruel and
jealous, serving as foils to Beauty’s
virtue. Their eventual
punishment—being turned into stone
statues in some versions—emphasizes
the story’s moral universe, where
goodness is rewarded and cruelty is
punished.

Comparing the
Original to the
1991 Disney Film

For many people, the 1991 Disney
animated feature is the definitive version
of the story. However, it makes
significant changes to The Beauty and
the Beast original story. The most
notable is the creation of new
characters: Gaston, the arrogant hunter
and suitor; Lumiere, Cogsworth, and Mrs.
Potts, the enchanted servants; and the
curse that transforms the servants into
household objects. These additions were
brilliant narrative choices by Disney,
serving to increase stakes, provide
comic relief, and create a ticking clock
for the main romance.

Disney also changed the Beast’s
personality. In the original, he is
consistently gentle and courteous from
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the moment Beauty arrives. In the
Disney version, he is initially short-
tempered and frightening, undergoing a
more dramatic arc from beastly to kind.
This makes his transformation more
visually and emotionally satisfying for a
film audience. Furthermore, the Disney
version turns the Beast into a hero who
saves Beauty from wolves and fights
Gaston, actions absent from the original
text.

Despite these changes, Disney’s film
remains remarkably faithful to the spirit
of De Beaumont's story. It preserves the
central themes of sacrifice, inner beauty,
and the transformative power of love.

The Enduring
Legacy

From ballet to opera to live-action films,
The Beauty and the Beast original
story has proven to be one of the most
adaptable narratives in Western culture.
It speaks to a universal human truth:
that love requires seeing beyond the
surface. In a world increasingly obsessed
with image and perfection, the story's
central message remains powerfully
relevant. It challenges us to confront our
own prejudices, to value kindness over
appearance, and to understand that true

beauty is found in the heart.

The original story, whether in
Villeneuve's ornate prose or De
Beaumont's clear moral instruction,
offers a depth that modern adaptations
often hint at but rarely fully explore. It is
a tale about the courage required to love
someone who is difficult to love, and the
profound personal growth that occurs
when we choose compassion over fear. It
is a story that asks a question of every
reader: Can you love the beast within
another person?

CONCLUSION

The journey from Villeneuve's 1740
novella to the globally recognized fairy
tale we know today is a testament to the
story's profound emotional resonance.
The Beauty and the Beast original
story is far more than a simple
romance. It is a complex meditation on
the nature of love, the power of sacrifice,
and the necessity of looking beyond the
physical world to find the true essence of
a person. By returning to the original
text, we discover a story that is both
darker and more hopeful, a narrative
that affirms that love, when rooted in
virtue and free choice, has the power to
break any curse. It remains, undeniably,
one of the most beautiful and
meaningful fairy tales ever written.



