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Foreword

SURELY one of the best-known and most beloved of all fairy tales is “Beauty and the Beast.” Unlike such classic contes de fées as “Cinderella,” “The Sleeping Beauty,” “Bluebeard,” and “Puss in Boots,” “La Belle et la Bête” was not the work of the obscure French academician Charles Perrault. The earliest printed version of the story is a novella rather than a brief, succinct fairy tale in the Grimm and Andersen tradition, an inset story told by a governess to her young American charge in the opening of La Jeune Américaine et les contes marins (1740–1741) by Gabrielle-Suzanne Barbot de Villeneuve (1685–1755). This baroness wrote under the spell of the baroque fairy tales of Mme Marie-Catherine D’Aulnoy and her circle, devised to amuse the lords and ladies at the court of King Louis XIV at Versailles. It in turn inspired Mme Jeanne-Marie Leprince de Beaumont (1711–1780) to condense it into what is now the popular form of the story. This “La Belle et la Bête” too was a story within the story, the fifth of the didactic dialogues devised by another governess Mme Bonne (“Mrs. Affable” in English) to instruct her pupils in Le Magasin des enfants (1756). The following year it was translated into English as part of The Young Misses magazine; and “Beauty and the Beast” quickly entered the world’s popular lore.

The two French versions differed only in details. The basic plot remained the same. The merchant once had a much larger family: six daughters and six sons in de Villeneuve, three and three in Leprince de Beaumont. (The boys usually disappear from subsequent retellings.) de Villeneuve provided elaborate back stories for both Beauty and the Beast that were missing from her successor’s narrative. The Beast was born a handsome prince who, when he spurns the amorous advances of an evil fairy, is transformed into a hideous monster. Beauty, too, was of noble birth, being the daughter of a king and a good fairy. She is raised by a merchant to protect her true identity from an evil fairy who wants her dead so the fairy can marry the girl’s father. Beauty is also haunted by recurring dreams of a charming Prince, which greatly complicates and compromises her feelings toward the horrid Beast. Leprince de Beaumont simplified the earlier story by discarding gratuitous characters and incidents while shortening and thus tightening de Villeneuve’s seductive narrative. She stripped Beauty of her troubling dreams. She did, however, enlarge the moral possibilities of the tale by engaging Beauty and the Beast in ethical discourse. “I have a good heart, but I am a monster,” he tells her. “There are many men who are more monstrous than you,” she replies, “and I love you more for your body than those who with the body of men hide a false, corrupt, and ungrateful heart.” De Villeneuve and Leprince de Beaumont did also, in a sense, modernize the fairy tale by calling attention to the emergence of a powerful merchant class in eighteenth century Europe. Both recognized the precariousness of the nouveau riche, in that one’s wealth could vanish overnight. Leprince de Beaumont also touched on the then common practice of bartering brides that she (along with other writers of fairy tales) believed could only be conquered by the relatively modern concept of romantic love. Beauty is won over by the goodness of the Beast’s temper as virtue triumphs over the shallowness of physical beauty. Her love makes him beautiful. “One can conquer pride, anger, gluttony, and laziness,” the good fairy lectures Beauty’s malicious sisters at the end, “but the conversion of a wicked and envious heart is a kind of miracle.”

What exactly is the Beast? Like Beauty herself, he lies in the eye of the beholder. Some scholars believe he was based on a real person, Petrus Gonsalvus, a Spaniard who in the sixteenth century suffered from a condition that gave his face and body an overabundance of hair. A marriage was arranged between him and a beautiful young bride who was not informed of his deformity. Nevertheless it seems to have been a happy and fruitful union. Other critics like Andrew Lang have traced the tale’s origins back two to three thousand years, particularly to the classical myth of Cupid and Psyche. The bestial suitor appeared in folk tales that predate both de Villeneuve and Leprince de Beaumont and his form varied wildly from one telling to another, from one country to the next. Peter and Iona Opie and other folklorists have located stories from all over the globe in which he may be a pig, a goat, a ram, a donkey, a dog, a monkey, a wolf, a bear, a frog, a snake, even a stove! The early French writers were no help at all. de Villeneuve described the Beast only as “a horrible creature” with “a trunk, resembling an elephant’s”; and Leprince de Beaumont’s “looked so horrible that [Beauty’s father] almost fainted” and spoke in “a terrible voice.” That was it!

Therefore, it has been left to illustrators throughout the world to determine exactly what this creature looked like. And the results have differed considerably over the years. Perhaps the earliest depiction is an etching in the mammoth Cabinet des fées (1785–1789) that tried to collect all of the French contes de fées up to that time in one ambitious well-illustrated edition. The Beast is shown as some indefinable creature dwelling in a pseudo-Arabian Nights setting. He often appeared as a bear as in the early English pantomime probably because it was so easy to unbutton such a costume to reveal the handsome prince within. In his famous 1874 Victorian toy book, Walter Crane presented the Beast as an erudite, elegantly dressed giant boar. One of the oddest interpretations was the chromolithographed walrus of E. V. B., the Honorable Eleanor Vere Boyle, in 1875. A cockney master of the grotesque, Arthur Rackham depicted him as a goblin in 1910; and Gustaf Tenggren, best known for his work on Walt Disney’s Snow White and Pinocchio, drew him thirty years later as a troll straight out of his native Sweden. Jean Cocteau introduced him in the classic 1946 black-and-white French movie as a virile lion. But the most famous modern dramatization of the story is Walt Disney’s Academy Award-winning animated musical, in which the Beast has the head and horns of a bison; a bear’s body and arms; a lion’s jaws, teeth, and mane; a wild boar’s tusks; and the legs and tail of a wolf. Now the superb Spanish illustrator Ángel Domínguez has devoted his considerable talents as a watercolorist to creating a new Beast in the grand tradition of Arthur Rackham, Edmund Dulac, and Kay Nielsen.
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