
christian andersen the little mermaid
Christian Andersen's The Little Mermaid is a timeless tale that has
captivated audiences for generations. More than just a simple fairytale, Hans
Christian Andersen's original story delves into profound themes of sacrifice,
unrequited love, and the yearning for something more. This article will
explore the enduring legacy of Andersen's beloved work, examining its
origins, key characters, thematic depth, and its numerous adaptations across
various media. We will uncover what makes "The Little Mermaid" resonate so
deeply, from its initial publication to its modern interpretations, and
understand why this classic continues to inspire and enchant readers and
viewers worldwide.
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Understanding Christian Andersen and "The
Little Mermaid"

Hans Christian Andersen, a Danish author renowned for his contributions to
children's literature, penned a vast array of beloved stories. Born in 1805,
Andersen's life was marked by both hardship and immense creative output. He
is credited with popularizing the literary fairytale, imbuing his narratives
with complex emotions and often melancholic undertones that distinguished
them from earlier, more didactic folk tales. Among his most famous works,
"The Little Mermaid" stands out for its emotional resonance and philosophical
depth.

Published in 1837 as part of a collection of fairy tales, "The Little
Mermaid" quickly gained recognition for its unique narrative voice and its
exploration of universal human desires. Andersen's tale of the young mermaid
who longs for an immortal soul and the love of a human prince offers a
poignant commentary on sacrifice, identity, and the consequences of pursuing
unattainable dreams. The original story, while sharing the core premise with



later popular versions, presents a much darker and more emotionally complex
exploration of the mermaid's journey.

The Life and Literary Context of Hans Christian
Andersen

Hans Christian Andersen's personal experiences often informed the emotional
landscape of his stories. Growing up in poverty in Odense, Denmark, he
harbored ambitions of becoming a performer before finding his true calling as
a writer. His early struggles with social status and his unrequited
affections are thought to have influenced the longing and sense of otherness
present in many of his characters, including the little mermaid herself.
Andersen's literary output, which includes "The Ugly Duckling," "The Snow
Queen," and "Thumbelina," cemented his reputation as a master storyteller.

The Romantic era, during which Andersen wrote, placed a significant emphasis
on emotion, individualism, and the supernatural. These influences are
palpable in "The Little Mermaid," which features fantastical elements
alongside deeply human emotions. Andersen's ability to weave together the
magical and the mundane, the joyous and the tragic, created a unique literary
style that continues to captivate readers of all ages. His works often
challenged conventional morality, presenting a more nuanced view of good and
evil.

The Original Fairytale: Unpacking Andersen's
Vision

Hans Christian Andersen's "The Little Mermaid" is a tale rich in symbolism
and emotional complexity, diverging significantly from more sanitized
versions. The story begins in the underwater kingdom, where the youngest
mermaid princess resides. Unlike the Disney adaptation, Andersen's mermaid is
driven not solely by romance but by a profound desire for an immortal soul, a
privilege granted to humans but denied to mermaids. This quest for an eternal
existence and the love of a human prince become intertwined, forming the
central conflict of the narrative.

The original story details the immense sacrifices the little mermaid makes.
She encounters a sea witch who offers her a potion to transform her tail into
legs, but at a terrible cost. The price is her voice, the most beautiful in
the ocean, and every step she takes on land will feel like walking on sharp
knives. Should the prince marry another, she will die and turn into sea foam.
This stark portrayal of pain and potential annihilation underscores the
gravity of her yearning and the precariousness of her undertaking.



The Sea Witch's Bargain and Its Consequences

The sea witch, a powerful and morally ambiguous figure, plays a crucial role
in the mermaid's transformation. Her bargain is not a simple transaction but
a carefully constructed trap designed to exploit the mermaid's naivety and
desperate desire. The witch's sharp teeth and her chilling pronouncements
highlight the dark underbelly of the mermaid's aspirations. The pain
associated with her new legs is a constant reminder of her sacrifice, a
physical manifestation of her emotional suffering.

Andersen's narrative emphasizes the mermaid's unwavering commitment to her
goal, even in the face of unbearable agony. She endures the pain with a
silent grace, her love for the prince and her hope for a soul fueling her
resilience. The sea witch’s bargain is a metaphor for the sacrifices
individuals often make in pursuit of their deepest desires, whether for love,
belonging, or a sense of purpose. The cost of achieving one's dreams can be
immense, and Andersen does not shy away from depicting this harsh reality.

The Prince and the Mermaid's Unfulfilled Love

The prince, unaware of the immense sacrifice the mermaid has made for him,
treats her as a beloved companion but does not reciprocate her romantic love.
He is captivated by her silence and her gentle nature but ultimately falls in
love with a human princess he believes saved him from drowning. This
misunderstanding and the prince's subsequent betrothal to another are
devastating blows to the little mermaid. Andersen's portrayal of unrequited
love is particularly poignant, highlighting the emotional isolation of the
protagonist.

The mermaid's sister, having traded her own voice to the sea witch to save
her sibling, visits her with a dire warning. She offers the mermaid a chance
to return to her sea home by killing the prince, thereby turning his blood
into a potion that will restore her tail. The little mermaid's refusal to
harm the prince, even to save her own life, demonstrates the depth of her
selfless love and her enduring quest for an immortal soul, which she believes
can be earned through good deeds and suffering.

Key Characters and Their Significance

The characters in "The Little Mermaid" are more than just archetypes; they
represent fundamental human desires and struggles. The little mermaid
embodies innocence, longing, and the courage to pursue a dream, even at great
personal cost. Her journey is a profound exploration of sacrifice and the
pursuit of identity. The prince, on the other hand, represents the object of



desire and the often-unwitting beneficiary of immense sacrifice. His
character highlights the complexities of love and perception.

The sea witch serves as a darker, more complex antagonist, representing
temptation and the consequences of making deals with powerful, amoral forces.
Her role underscores the idea that not all desires are pure and that the
pursuit of them can lead to perilous paths. The mermaid’s father, King
Triton, and her grandmother, while less central in the original, represent
the established order and the wisdom of the sea, offering a contrast to the
mermaid's rebellious spirit and her yearning for the human world.

The Protagonist: The Little Mermaid Herself

The little mermaid is the emotional core of Andersen's story. Her fascination
with the human world, her desire for an immortal soul, and her deep, selfless
love for the prince are the driving forces behind her actions. She is a
character who experiences profound emotional turmoil, grappling with pain,
hope, and despair. Her silent suffering and ultimate transformation into sea
foam are a powerful testament to her enduring spirit and her capacity for
love and sacrifice. Her sensitivity and yearning for something beyond her own
existence make her an enduringly relatable character.

The Human Prince: A Symbol of Aspiration

The human prince is the focal point of the little mermaid's desire. He
represents the world she wishes to belong to and the love she craves. His
life is one of privilege and perhaps a certain naivety about the true nature
of sacrifice and the depths of other people's feelings. While he is kind to
the mermaid, his affections are ultimately directed towards another,
revealing the often-unseen barriers that can exist between different worlds
and desires.

The Sea Witch: The Embodiment of Temptation

The sea witch is a formidable and cunning character. She is not simply evil
but rather a pragmatic and ruthless facilitator of desire. Her power lies in
her understanding of desperation and her ability to exploit it. The witch's
appearance and her chilling demeanor emphasize the dangerous nature of the
bargain she strikes, serving as a cautionary figure in the narrative. She
embodies the idea that transformative actions often come with significant and
painful consequences.



Thematic Explorations in "The Little Mermaid"

Hans Christian Andersen's "The Little Mermaid" is a tapestry woven with
profound themes that resonate deeply with readers. At its heart, the story is
an exploration of sacrifice, love, and the yearning for an immortal soul. The
mermaid's willingness to endure immense pain and relinquish her voice for a
chance at human life and eternal salvation highlights the lengths to which
individuals will go to achieve their deepest desires. This theme of sacrifice
is central to understanding Andersen's moral framework and his empathetic
portrayal of his characters' struggles.

The narrative also delves into the complexities of unrequited love and the
pain of not belonging. The little mermaid’s love for the prince is pure and
selfless, yet it is not returned in kind. Her inability to communicate her
feelings due to her lost voice and the prince’s ultimate marriage to another
woman create a palpable sense of isolation and heartbreak. This aspect of the
story speaks to the universal human experience of longing for connection and
the disappointment that can arise when those connections are not realized.

The Quest for an Immortal Soul

A crucial, often overlooked, theme in Andersen's original "The Little
Mermaid" is the pursuit of an immortal soul. In the context of Andersen's
time and beliefs, an immortal soul was a divine gift, typically associated
with humanity and the Christian faith. Mermaids, as mythical creatures, were
not believed to possess such souls. The little mermaid's ultimate goal is to
gain a soul, which she hopes to achieve through her love for a human and the
potential for a human to elevate her to spiritual existence. This quest adds
a layer of spiritual longing and existential questioning to the narrative,
elevating it beyond a simple love story.

The Nature of Sacrifice and Pain

Sacrifice is arguably the most potent theme in the story. The little
mermaid’s physical suffering—the pain of walking on knives, the loss of her
voice—is a constant, tangible manifestation of her commitment. This sacrifice
is not portrayed as merely a means to an end but as an intrinsic part of her
journey and her character development. Andersen emphasizes that true
transformation often requires enduring hardship and making profound personal
concessions. The narrative suggests that the value of an outcome is often
measured by the sacrifices made to achieve it.



Love, Longing, and Belonging

The themes of love, longing, and belonging are inextricably linked in "The
Little Mermaid." The mermaid longs for the prince's love and, through him,
for a place to belong in the human world. Her isolation as a creature of the
sea, unable to fully integrate into the human realm, fuels her desire. Her
unrequited love for the prince is a poignant depiction of yearning for
connection and the pain of feeling unseen or misunderstood. The story
explores the deep-seated human need for acceptance and the emotional cost of
being an outsider.

From Page to Screen: Iconic Adaptations

The enduring appeal of Hans Christian Andersen's "The Little Mermaid" has led
to numerous adaptations across various media, with varying degrees of
fidelity to the original text. While Andersen's tale is known for its
poignant melancholy and complex themes, many adaptations have softened these
aspects to appeal to a broader, younger audience. These reinterpretations
have cemented the story in popular culture, often overshadowing the darker
nuances of the original fairytale.

The most prominent adaptation, the 1989 Disney animated film, is a prime
example of how a story can be reimagined. While it captured the imagination
of a generation, its narrative significantly alters Andersen’s original
intent, focusing more on romantic love, adding musical numbers, and providing
a happier, more conventional ending. Despite these differences, both the
original and its celebrated adaptations contribute to the rich legacy of this
timeless story.

The Disney Animated Classic (1989)

The Walt Disney Pictures animated film "The Little Mermaid," released in
1989, became a landmark of the Disney Renaissance. It brought the story of
Ariel, a curious mermaid princess who dreams of the human world, to vibrant
life. The film significantly reimagined the source material, transforming the
sea witch Ursula into a flamboyant villain, giving Ariel a distinct
personality and agency, and focusing on her romantic pursuit of Prince Eric.
The addition of memorable songs like "Under the Sea" and "Part of Your World"
further cemented its place in popular culture.

While critically acclaimed and immensely popular, the Disney version diverges
considerably from Hans Christian Andersen's original story. In the film,
Ariel's primary motivation is romantic love and a desire for freedom, rather
than the quest for an immortal soul. The stakes are also lowered; the sea



witch's bargain involves Ariel losing her voice in exchange for legs for
three days, with the consequence of becoming a mermaid again rather than
turning to sea foam. The ending is also significantly happier, with Ariel
marrying Prince Eric and living happily ever after, a stark contrast to
Andersen's tragic conclusion.

Live-Action Film Adaptations and Their
Interpretations

Beyond the animated classic, "The Little Mermaid" has been adapted into live-
action films, each offering its own interpretation of Andersen's tale. These
adaptations often strive to capture the fantastical elements of the story
while grounding it in a more realistic or modern context. Some productions
have attempted to retain more of the original story's darker themes and
emotional depth, while others have leaned into the romantic or adventurous
aspects.

Notable live-action versions have explored different facets of the mermaid's
story, sometimes focusing on the magical elements, sometimes on the societal
commentary, and often on the central romance. The diverse approaches taken by
these films highlight the adaptability of Andersen's narrative and its
continued relevance to contemporary audiences, demonstrating how the core
elements can be reinterpreted to suit different cultural and artistic
sensibilities.

Other Media and Cultural Retellings

"The Little Mermaid" has also found its way into ballet, opera, literature,
and theatre, each medium offering a unique perspective on the tale.
Andersen's story has inspired countless artists and writers to explore its
themes of transformation, sacrifice, and the allure of the unknown. These
retellings often highlight different aspects of the original, from the
philosophical underpinnings to the sheer wonder of a mermaid interacting with
the human world.

The mermaid motif itself has become a powerful symbol in art and literature,
representing themes of otherness, desire, and the fluidity of identity.
Whether through modern novels that explore the mermaid’s existence in
contemporary society or through artistic interpretations that capture her
ethereal beauty and tragic fate, the story continues to inspire and be
reinterpreted, ensuring its place as a cultural touchstone for generations to
come. Its adaptability ensures its relevance across various forms of artistic
expression.



The Enduring Appeal of "The Little Mermaid"

The enduring appeal of Hans Christian Andersen's "The Little Mermaid" lies in
its profound exploration of universal human experiences. Themes such as
longing, sacrifice, unrequited love, and the search for identity resonate
across ages and cultures. The mermaid's journey, filled with both enchantment
and profound sorrow, speaks to the human condition, our aspirations, and the
often-painful realities of pursuing our deepest desires. The narrative's
ability to evoke deep emotional responses ensures its lasting impact.

The contrasting interpretations of the story, from Andersen's melancholic
original to the vibrant Disney adaptation, showcase the narrative's
remarkable flexibility. Each version offers a unique lens through which to
view the mermaid’s plight, catering to different audience sensibilities and
artistic visions. This adaptability allows "The Little Mermaid" to remain
relevant and captivating, continually finding new audiences and sparking new
conversations about its timeless themes and unforgettable characters.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the original ending of Hans Christian
Andersen's 'The Little Mermaid'?
In Andersen's original tale, the Little Mermaid does not marry the prince.
Instead, she dissolves into sea foam, choosing a path to become a 'daughter
of the air' and gain an immortal soul after her unrequited love.

How does Andersen's mermaid differ from the Disney
adaptation?
Andersen's mermaid is far more melancholic and the stakes are higher. She
experiences immense physical pain with every step on land, and the deal with
the sea witch is explicitly about sacrificing her voice for legs, with the
implicit threat of death if the prince marries another.

What is the philosophical or allegorical meaning
behind Andersen's 'The Little Mermaid'?
The story is often interpreted as an allegory for longing for something
unattainable, the pain of unrequited love, the pursuit of an immortal soul,
and the sacrifices one makes for personal growth or spiritual salvation.



What was the inspiration for Hans Christian
Andersen's 'The Little Mermaid'?
While Andersen never explicitly stated a single inspiration, many scholars
believe his own feelings of longing, unrequited love, and perhaps his
outsider status in society influenced the story's themes and his fascination
with the human world.

How has the story of 'The Little Mermaid' evolved
culturally?
The story has been adapted into numerous forms, with the Disney animated film
being the most globally recognized. These adaptations often soften the darker
elements and provide a more conventional happy ending, leading to a broad
public perception of the story that differs significantly from the original.

What are some recurring themes in Hans Christian
Andersen's fairy tales that are present in 'The
Little Mermaid'?
Themes of sacrifice, unrequited love, the longing for a different world or
existence, spiritual yearning, and the contrast between the mundane and the
magical are common throughout Andersen's works and are central to 'The Little
Mermaid'.

Why does the Little Mermaid feel compelled to gain
legs and a soul?
The Little Mermaid is driven by a profound desire to experience the human
world, to love the prince, and, crucially, to gain an immortal soul, which
mermaids are believed to lack. This yearning for something beyond her aquatic
existence is the core motivation for her dangerous bargain.

Additional Resources
Here are 9 book titles related to Hans Christian Andersen's "The Little
Mermaid," with each title starting with and a short description:

1. In the Deepest Blue
This novel explores the life of a young woman living in a remote coastal
village who becomes captivated by local legends of the sea. She discovers an
ancient, forgotten diary that details the tragic love story of a mermaid and
a human prince centuries ago. The book delves into themes of forbidden love,
sacrifice, and the enduring power of myth across generations.

2. The Sea Witch's Bargain
A retelling of the classic tale, this story focuses on the intricate and



dangerous deal the mermaid makes with the sea witch. It delves into the
witch's motivations, the true cost of the mermaid's desires, and the magical
elements of the underwater kingdom. The narrative emphasizes the consequences
of ambition and the manipulation inherent in desperate pacts.

3. Wings of the Siren
This collection of poems imagines the mermaid's longing and her attempts to
understand the human world from her unique perspective. The verses capture
the sensory details of the ocean depths, the ache of unrequited love, and the
fleeting moments of beauty she observes on land. It's a lyrical exploration
of transformation and the bittersweet nature of dreams.

4. The Prince's Silent Song
This book offers a different viewpoint, focusing on the human prince who is
saved by the mermaid. It explores his bewilderment and fascination with the
mysterious woman who appeared from the sea. The narrative delves into his
internal struggles as he grapples with his feelings for someone he can't
fully comprehend and the societal expectations placed upon him.

5. Beneath the Coral Canopy
Set in a fantastical underwater kingdom, this adventure novel follows a young
prince who discovers a secret about his lineage that connects him to the
surface world. He embarks on a quest to understand a prophecy and encounters
a mysterious creature from the ocean floor. The story blends mythology,
courage, and the discovery of hidden truths.

6. Whispers of the Abyssal Plain
This dark fantasy reimagines the mermaid's story with a grittier, more
cautionary tone. It explores the primal forces of the ocean and the
sacrifices required to navigate its treacherous depths. The narrative
examines the cost of ambition and the true darkness that can lie beneath even
the most beautiful surfaces.

7. A Voice for the Waves
This coming-of-age story follows a modern-day teenager who discovers she has
a deep connection to the sea and ancient folklore. As she learns more about
her family's past, she finds herself drawn into the narrative of a legendary
sea creature and its human love. The book explores themes of identity,
heritage, and finding one's own voice.

8. The Selkie's Sister
While not directly about a mermaid, this novel draws inspiration from
Andersen's tale by focusing on shapeshifters and their struggles between two
worlds. It tells the story of a selkie who longs for a human life but must
confront the sacrifices and heartbreaks that accompany such a choice. The
book explores themes of belonging, loss, and the longing for acceptance.

9. The Eighth Sea Daughter
This historical fantasy places the mermaid's tale within a different time
period, perhaps medieval Europe or ancient Greece, and explores its impact on
a royal family. It delves into the consequences of magical encounters, the



burden of curses, and the enduring hope for love and connection. The
narrative weaves together history, magic, and the human desire for
understanding.
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