
Beastly Bridegrooms

The indirect or symbolic portrayal of maidenly ambivalence about marrying is not limited, in fairy tale romance, to 
encounters with animal suitors. The bridegroom may be portrayed as subhuman or "beastly" in some other way, as for 
example in the familiar story of Bluebeard, one of the folktales made famous by Perrault's little collection. (Because of the 
important precedence of "La Barbe bleue" the Grimms dropped their version, "Blau bart," from their collection beginning 
with the second edition.) In Perrault's telling of the story, the wealthy gentleman's blue beard has "rendered him so ugly and 
terrifying that there was neither woman nor girl who did not flee at the sight of him." Moreover, the women in his 
neighborhood have reason to suspect that he may be in the habit of doing away with his wives "What they further found 
distasteful was that he had already married a number of women and that no one knew what had become of these ladies." The 
mysterious gentleman manages to overcome the fears of a neighbor lady and her two daughters, of whom he has asked to be 
allowed to take one to wife, by showing the three of them a marvelous time on his estates and by proving himself to be a 
gentle and devoted host. The younger daughter is especially moved by his display of bonhomie, to the point where we are 
told, she "began to find that the master of the house did not have so very blue a beard and that he was an extremely nice 
man"; thus she consents to marry him. After the marriage, and upon learning about the room she is forbidden to enter, 
curiosity of course gets the better of her and she discovers the corpses of the previous wives. Somewhat surprisingly, she 
does not flee upon making this discovery, as she might have done, but instead makes a vain attempt to cover up her act of 
disobedience. Perhaps she is willing to remain married to Bluebeard even after she has discovered that he is capable of such 
cruel punishment. It is only when she has been found out and is on the point of being butchered herself that she thinks of 
rescue and remembers that her brothers have promised to visit her that very day. Thus, in the younger daughter's unconscious, 
marriage to a man capable of murdering his wife for disobedience may not be an intolerable situation. Perhaps, on the 
contrary, discovering that her husband is indeed a blue-bearded butcher--as the women of the vicinity have suspected all 
along--renders the union that much more thrilling. Granted, the first of the two morals offered by Perrault concerns the 
"regrets" that surrender to curiosity often brings in its wake and, at the same time, the pleasure curiosity causes the fairer sex 
(this pleasure is itself, perhaps, a form of sublimated erotic desire). Yet the second moral makes the point that one can tell 
that this story is an old one because husbands are not what they used to be: they are no longer the masters of their houses, 
much less terrifying and demanding brutes. This is possibly Perrault's roguish way of suggesting it would be hard to find a 
husband who might prove as "exciting" to a maiden as was Bluebeard for his neighbor lady's younger daughter.

Many other interpretations of Perrault's gruesome tale are possible, of course. Most recently, Bluebeard has been seen as "the 
victim of sexual jealousy--hence his need to subject each successive wife to a test of absolute obedience. In that test, which 
becomes as much a test of fidelity as of obedience, Bluebeard's new wife, like all the others before her, fails miserably." The 
same critic views the heroine, meanwhile, as being possessed not by stereotypically "idle female curiosity and duplicity" but 
a quite legitimate cognitive curiosity (what does her husband have to hide?)1 Indeed, this is the crucial point. What is clear, 
certainly, is the heroine's desire to know just what sort of man she has married, and specifically, what murderous crimes he 
has perhaps committed in view of the rumors she has heard about the disappearances of his former wives.

The Grimms' version of the story differs from Perrault's in certain important respects.2 Here neither the prospective bride nor 
anyone else other than Bluebeard himself knows about his previous wives, or anything else about the man, who is a complete 
stranger (here he is a king, not simply a wealthy landlord, as in Perrault's version). Nor is the effect of his beard on women in 
particular described; instead it is said only that "he had a very blue beard so that one took a small fright whenever one looked 
at him" and that "the girl, too, at first was terrified of it and was afraid to marry him." The girl's situation in the family is 
different here also. She is the only daughter. The parent is her father, evidently a widower. And she and her brothers (there 
are three, not two as in Perrault's version) are almost as greatly devoted to one another as is the case in the tales of the brother 
and sister type. Finally, whereas in Perrault's story the girl remarries at the end, in the Grimms' version she simply goes home 
to the father and--especially--to the brothers, who have fulfilled the role of angels of rescue that she had given them upon 
riding off to become the stranger's bride. In closing, the storyteller reports, "The brothers took their dearly beloved sister 
home with them, and all of Bluebeard's riches belonged to her."

Title: "Beauties and Beasts" and "Fathers and Daughters." 
Author(s): James M. McGlathery 
Publication Details: Fairy Tale Romance: The Grimms, Basile, and Perrault. University of Illinois Press, 1991. 
Source: Children's Literature Review. Ed. Scot Peacock. Vol. 79. Detroit: Gale, 2002. From Literature 

Resource Center.
Document Type: Critical essay

Full Text: COPYRIGHT 2002 Gale, COPYRIGHT 2007 Gale, Cengage Learning 

Page 1 of 4



The Grimms' Bluebeard tale is thus as much a portrayal of the devotion between a sister and her brothers as of a maiden's 
involvement with a beastly bridegroom. The terrifying suitor serves to provide a rationalization not only for the girl's escape 
from marriage but also for her return to the brothers, with whom her relationship has then been rendered all the more tender 
by their role as her rescuers. In the Grimms' version the girl is an only daughter. There is no older sister to function as 
companion and as intermediary between the bride and the brothers. Indeed, the girl's first thought upon becoming engaged is 
to secure a promise of aid from the brothers in the event--which she evidently considers quite likely--that she shall need it: 
"But because she felt such great anxiety she went first to her three brothers, took them aside, and said, 'Dear Brothers, if you 
hear me cry out, then wherever you are, drop everything and come to my aid.' The brothers promised her they would do so 
and kissed her. 'Farewell, dear Sister, when we hear your voice, we'll leap onto our horses and will be with you quickly.'"

In Perrault's version, by contrast, no mention of the brothers whatsoever is made until near the end, and there does not appear 
to be anything especially passionate in their relationship to either of the two sisters. Moreover, in the Grimms' version the 
circumstance that the bride herself must summon the brothers to her rescue provides further opportunity for portraying her 
passionate dependence on them, as she thrice repeats the call, "Brothers, my dear Brothers! Come, help me!"--a summons 
rendered all the more sublime in view of her pretense to the husband that she has gone upstairs to say her prayers in 
preparation for death. She sees her help rather in the brothers than in God or Christ. In Perrault's version, although the 
situation is similar, the girl uses the ruse simply to play for time and to ask the sister repeatedly whether she has yet caught 
sight of the brothers, who in that version are, by chance, already scheduled to pay a visit that day. Finally, the fact that in the 
Grimms' version the brothers happen to be drinking wine together in a nearby forest when the call for help is made suggests 
that they may have been camping all the while within earshot of the king's castle, waiting devotedly for the moment when the 
sister might summon them, as she has told them she feared she would have to do. One suspects that this "fear" has 
represented all along her wish for escape from marriage and from the accompanying necessity of foregoing the enjoyment of 
her brothers' devoted presence.3

Fathers and Daughters

There is ... one great exception to [the avoidance in fairy tales] of portraying a father's openly incestuous desire for his 
daughter. And the tale in question is represented in all three classic literary collections of folktales: in Basile, Perrault, and the
Grimms.

In the Grimms' version of this story, "Allerleirauh" (KHM 65), a widower king conceives the mad plan of marrying his 
daughter.4 This forbidden, if not entirely unnatural, wish is motivated in part by lingering grief over the death of his beautiful 
wife, to whom he was passionately devoted. The dying spouse's request that he promise never to take another wife unless he 
should find a woman as least as beautiful as she is likely an expression of her confidence in the incomparability of her 
beauty, for the request makes sense only as indirect testimony to a desire on her part that he not remarry (this is her explicit 
motivation in Perrault's version). The king's promise to the wife is likewise a confession of his eternal devotion, but it 
subsequently provides as well a justification for his assertion of his right to marry the daughter. In the context of the story, the 
circumstance of the wife's request and the king's promise offers an explanation of the secret desire that fathers feel toward 
their daughters. By the time a daughter has reached adolescence, the mother's beauty has begun to fade, or she is in any case 
no longer the nubile, virginal maiden with whom the father once fell in love (it is of course not necessary, as happens here, 
that the mother actually has died). The king's failure, during the years that the daughter is growing to adulthood, to find a 
prospective bride as beautiful as the dead wife may be counted as evidence that his secret desire is for the daughter. That such 
guilty passion is involved is also indicated by the likely element of repressed awareness in the father's failure to notice, until 
the daughter has reached marriageable age, that she is equal in beauty to her dead mother. At this point, in any event, the 
issue is joined. If the father does not marry the daughter, she will leave his household and wed another, as then happens in the 
ensuing course of the story.

The king's councillors react with horror to his announcement that he intends to wed the girl, admonishing him that "God has 
forbidden that a father should marry his daughter; nothing good can come of sin, and the kingdom will be dragged along into 
ruin." The daughter's horror at the prospect is all the greater, of course. Yet the plan she conceives for dissuading the king 
from his mad folly suggests that she is secretly delighted by the intensity of his passion. The extravagant request she makes 
as the condition for acceptance of his proposal of marriage amounts to an unconscious invitation to him to demonstrate the 
degree of his devotion. In stipulating that he must first provide her with three dresses--one as golden as the sun, one as silver 
as the moon, and one as shining as the stars--and then with a fur coat made from a piece of hide from each and every animal 
in his kingdom, she is making the sort of demand, only much exaggerated, that one might expect from a spoiled daughter or a 
haughty bride or vain courtesan. If the girl's secret, unconscious wish is to test how far the father's passion for her will carry 
him, it certainly is fulfilled; and once he has complied with her demands, she has no choice but to flee. The father's sinful 
passion is not punished, other than by the loss of the daughter, and with her flight from his castle he disappears from the 
story. This indicates that the opening episode is, in the last analysis, a roguishly comic depiction of certain aspects of the 
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emotional crisis experienced by many a father and daughter with the latter's arrival at marriageable age.5

In Perrault's and Basile's versions of the Allerleirauh story, the focus is so completely on the intensity of the father's passion, 
and the disgust and revulsion it produces in the daughter, that there is little reason to suspect that she may secretly share his 
dream. The father in Perrault's "Donkey-Skin" ("Peau d'Ane") displays not the least hesitation in squandering all the riches 
of his kingdom in the vain hope that the daughter will agree to marry him. In particular, he accedes immediately to her 
ultimate demand, born of desperation, that he sacrifice the source of his kingdom's wealth, a magical donkey in whose straw 
each morning golden coins are found (in place of the usual excremental matter). The king's willingness to have the 
miraculous donkey slaughtered so that the daughter might have its hide (hence Perrault's title) can fairly well be said to offer 
final proof, as it were, that the father's foolish passion has made an ass of him. Meanwhile, the daughter in this version is 
removed from suspicion that she unconsciously desires to test the heat of the father's passion, insofar as it is not she herself 
but the fairy godmother from whom she seeks advice in her adversity who is responsible for suggesting the series of demands 
to be made in an effort to dissuade him. Since the godmother, though, is possessed of supernatural powers, she may be seen 
to that extent as a creature of fantasy and a magical mentor. The advice she gives may therefore reflect, after all, a secret 
desire on the daughter's part to take the measure of her father's devotion.6

In Basile's version of the Allerleirauh story, "The She-Bear" (II, 6), the daughter has no opportunity to pose seemingly 
impossible demands that may satisfy a secret desire to know just how much the father is captivated by her. The father, 
enraged by her rejection of his proposal, simply orders her to come to his bedroom that evening to consummate the union. 
The matter of unrestrained and forbidden sexual passion is very much out in the open. As the old woman who serves here as 
the daughter's adviser puts it, the father, who is behaving like an ass (cf. the symbolism in Perrault's "Peau d'Ane" referred 
to above), would like this evening "to play the stallion." To punish the father for his outrageous demand and thereby also 
enable the daughter to escape the fate envisioned for her, the hag gives her a splinter which, when she puts it into her mouth, 
transforms her into a she-bear. The odd--though certainly most effective--character of this magical remedy likely represents a 
continuation of the sexual imagery in this episode, especially the hag's words about the father being an ass who would like to 
play the stallion. The father's unnatural command, in effect, reduces the daughter to the role of a concubine or female animal, 
since she is offered no choice in the matter. Were the daughter actually to join him in bed, she would feel herself, at best, to 
be no better than a she-bear.

As in Perrault's and the Grimms' versions of the Allerleirauh story, in Basile's "She-Bear" the new raiment, or in this case the 
transformed appearance, of the daughter that formed a part of her efforts to defeat the father's plan to marry her subsequently 
plays an indispensable role in her captivation of her eventual husband. Here the princess's use of her magical appearance as 
an animal in winning her prince casts retrospective doubt on the complete purity or chasteness of her initial employment of 
this guise to thwart her father's plan. She appears to enjoy this role of female bear; at least she makes use of it in order to 
enter into a relationship with a prince as his pet. The prince, "finding himself confronted with this female bear, was about to 
die of fright; but then, seeing that the animal, all the while crouching and wagging its tail like a little pet female dog, was 
circling around him, he regained his courage." The implication is that the girl's acquiring of the ability to change herself into 
a she-bear, which she first used to defeat her father's immoral purpose, is in part a symbolic representation of her nubility. 
With this new, magical role as she-bear the princess has simultaneously acquired the mating instinct and mastered the art of 
flirtation. It is as though the father's mad plan to make her his wife served to awaken the woman in her, in this sense. ...

As we have observed, depiction of father's attachments to their daughters is more typical of the romantic stories in Basile's 
collection than in the Grimms' tales of love. Moreover, such depictions as are found in Grimm's Fairy Tales tend to occur in 
stories that the later German collection has in common with the earlier Neapolitan one, such as Sleeping Beauty, Cinderella, 
and Thousandfurs (Allerleirauh). The reason is surely that the subject easily offended the sensitivities of a later age and more 
northern, puritanical climate. In late Renaissance Italy, by contrast, a father's, guardian's, or uncle's foolish love for his pretty 
daughter, ward, or niece became the dominant subject for comedy. Pantalone, the old fool in love, was the principal figure in 
the commedia dell'arte of Basile's time.

While magic usually plays a role in Basile's tales of the father and daughter type, it is not employed to veil the father's 
passion nearly to the extent it does in the Grimms' stories. The Neapolitan Renaissance author depicts the older man's 
devotion or jealous love openly as well as more frequently. In Basile's Sleeping Beauty tale, "Sun, Moon, and Talia," as in 
the Grimm and Perrault versions, the daughter pricks her finger and falls into a magical, deathlike sleep. Basile, though, has 
the father and daughter in a more intimate relationship, living together in a secluded sylvan palace, while Perrault and the 
Grimms have her living with both parents in the father's royal residence. And in Basile's other story about a father's worry 
over a curse or prophecy about his daughter, "The Face," the father goes so far as to lock her away in a tower. The Cinderella 
tale, meanwhile, represents a case in which the father's devotion emphasized in Basile's "The Cat Cinderella" has been 
transferred almost entirely to the dead mother in the Grimms' story, while Perrault completely did without this element in his 
version. Further, Basile employs the Cinderella story a second time, in "The Little Slave Girl," to depict an older man's 
devotion to a maiden, in this case an uncle's passion for his adored sister's daughter.
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To be sure, both the Grimms' "Allerleirauh" and Perrault's "Donkey-Skin" baldly depict a father's incestuous love of his 
daughter, as did Basile earlier in "The She-Bear." Here the exception proves the role, though, because this tale renders the 
father's passion less offensive as resulting from his grief over the death of his beautiful, beloved wife, with whose beauty only 
the daughter can compare. Moreover, Perrault and the Grimms made the fathers' feelings toward the daughter very tender. 
Thus, Basile's father does not bother to prove his devotion and try to win his daughter with gifts, as he does in the Grimms' 
and Perrault's versions, but simply and immediately orders the daughter to come to his bed.

Notes

1Tatar, Hard Facts of the Grimms' Fairy Tales, pp. 134-35.

2For the Grimms' Bluebeard story, see Jacob Grimm and Wilhelm Grimm, Kinder- und Hausmärchen, ed. Rölleke, II, 465-
68; also the relevant note, III, 525-26.

3Folkloristic studies of the Bluebeard type of story were done by Emil Heckmann, Blaubart: Ein Beitrag zur vergleichenden 
Märchenforshung (Diss., Heidelberg, 1930; n.p.: n.p., 1930), and Josef Herzog, Die Märchentypen des 'Ritter Blaubart' und 
'Fitchervogel' (Würzburg: Konrad Triltsch, 1938); see also Paul Delarue, "Les Contes Merveilleux de Perrault et la tradition 
populaire," Bulletin folklorique d'Ile-de-France, n.s. 13 (1952), 348-57 and n.s. 14 (1953), 511-17. Heckmann argued that the 
Bluebeard story originated in mythical tales about Death abducting maidens and testing their obedience, and then was 
contaminated by elements from ballads about sexual murderers (Lustmörder). One critic recently hs proposed, rather 
abstractly, that the lesson the heroine learns is the "unreliability of sight"; see H. H. Moshowitz, "'Voir est un acte dangereux': 
An Analysis of Perrault's 'La Barbe bleue,'" Proceedings of the Pacific Northwest Conference on Foreign Languages, 30, 
nos. 1-2 (1979), 28-30.

4As we know from their notes to another tale, "Das Mädchen ohne Hände" (KHM 31), the Grimms were familiar with a 
version of that story in which the father wants to marry his daughter. When she refuses, he personally cuts off her hands--and 
her breasts as well--and chases her off into the world. See Jacob Grimm and Wilhelm Grimm, Kinder- und Hausmärchen, ed. 
Rölleke, III, 57-60; and cf. Bolte and Polívka, Anmerkungen zu den Kinder- und Hausmärchen, I, 295-96. In the version the 
Grimms used in their collection, the father does not conceive a passion for the daughter, but instead unwittingly promises her 
to the devil (trying to get the daughter to commit incest with him, as in the other version, would amount to offering her to 
Satan, too). As noted earlier (Chap. 1 [of Fairy Tale Romance]), in Basile's related tale, "La bella dalle mani mozze" (III, 2), 
the girl has her manservant cut off her hands in order to thwart her brother's mad plan to marry her. The Grimms' "Das 
Mädchen ohne Hände" is cited by Renate Meyer zur Capellen as an example of how folktales reflect men's feelings about 
women, and he position of women, in a male-dominated society; see "Das schöne Mädchen: Psychoanalytische 
Betrachtungen zur 'Formwerdung der Seele' des Mädchens," in Brackert, ed., Und wenn sie nicht gestorben sind ... , pp. 89-
119.

5Jöckel makes a somewhat similar interpretation of the beginning of "Allerleirauh": "In our opinion ... the father represents 
for the daughter men in general, the representative of the male principle, toward which the girl must first have adopted a 
clear, and therefore affirmative, attitude before she goes about choosing for herself that man with whom she would like to 
share her life"; see Der Weg zum Märchen, p. 62.

6An analysis of the story using deconstructionist notions of intertextuality was done by René Démoris, "Du littéraire au 
littéral dans 'Peau d'âne' de Perrault," Revue des Sciences Humaines, 166 (1977), 261 79.
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