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Brothers Grimm

Introduction: The Thorns and the
Truth of a Classic Fairy Tale

Few fairy tales are as universally recognized as the
story of a princess cursed to sleep for a hundred
years, only to be awakened by a prince’s kiss. Most
people today know this narrative through Walt
Disney’s animated Sleeping Beauty, but the roots
of the tale run far deeper—and far darker—than the
1959 film. The version collected by the Brothers
Grimm, officially  titled Little  Briar  Rose
(Dornrdschen), offers a distinct and often overlooked
perspective. Understanding Sleeping Beauty the
Brothers Grimm version not only enriches our
appreciation of folklore but also reveals the cultural
anxieties, moral lessons, and narrative craftsmanship
of early 19th-century Germany.

This article explores the Grimms’ telling of Sleeping
Beauty, its origins, its differences from other well-
known versions, and its enduring significance.
Whether you are a student of literature, a fan of fairy
tales, or simply curious about the story behind the
story, you will find that the Briar Rose of the Brothers
Grimm is both familiar and surprisingly fresh.
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The Origins of Sleeping Beauty:
Perrault, Basile, and the Brothers
Grimm

Before diving into the Grimms’ iteration, it is helpful
to understand the tale’s lineage. The earliest known
literary version is Sun, Moon, and Talia by
Giambattista Basile, published posthumously in
1634. That Italian story is considerably darker: Talia
falls into a sleep not from a spindle but from a
splinter of flax, and she is awakened not by a kiss
but by the birth of her twin children after a king visits
her sleeping body. The Brothers Grimm, like many
folklorists of their era, adapted existing tales while
aiming to preserve what they believed were
authentic German folk traditions.

In 1697, French author Charles Perrault published La
Belle au bois dormant (The Sleeping Beauty in the
Wood). Perrault’s version includes the familiar
elements of the sleeping princess, the prince’s kiss,
and the awakening—but also a lengthy second half
involving an ogre queen who attempts to eat the
princess’s children. The Brothers Grimm, working a
century later, streamlined the story, removed the
ogre episode, and gave it a distinctly Germanic
flavor. Their version, Little Briar Rose, first appeared
in the 1812 edition of Children’s and Household
Tales.
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A Detailed Summary of Sleeping
Beauty by the Brothers Grimm

The Grimm narrative begins with a king and queen
who long for a child. When a daughter is finally born,
they hold a great feast but invite only twelve of the
thirteen wise women (fairies) in the kingdom,
because they have only twelve golden plates. The
uninvited thirteenth wise woman arrives anyway,
angry at the slight. After the first twelve bestow gifts
such as virtue, beauty, and wealth, the thirteenth
steps forward and curses the princess: on her
fifteenth birthday, she will prick her finger on a
spindle and die.

A twelfth wise woman, who has not yet given her
gift, cannot undo the curse but can soften it: the
princess will not die but will fall into a deep sleep
lasting one hundred years. The king, hoping to
prevent this fate, orders all spindles in the kingdom
to be burnt. Yet on her fifteenth birthday, while
exploring the castle, the princess discovers an old
woman spinning flax in a tower. Curious, she touches
the spindle, pricks her finger, and immediately falls
into a deathlike slumber.

The sleep spreads throughout the entire castle: the
king, queen, servants, and even the horses and flies
in the kitchen become still. A thick hedge of briar
roses grows around the castle, protecting the
sleeping inhabitants. Many princes attempt to break
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through the thorns but die trapped in the briars.
After exactly one hundred years, a prince arrives
who has heard the tale of the sleeping beauty. The
thorny hedge parts for him, and he finds the princess
looking so beautiful that he bends down and kisses
her. She awakens, along with everyone else, and
they marry, living happily ever after.

Key Differences Between the Grimm
Version and Other Adaptations

Readers familiar with Disney’s Sleeping Beauty will
notice several important variations in the Sleeping
Beauty the Brothers Grimm version.
Understanding these distinctions sheds light on the
different purposes each version serves.

The Number and Nature of the Wise
Women

In Perrault and Disney, there are either three or
seven fairies. In the Grimm version, there are
thirteen wise women—a number often associated
with the lunar cycle, with witchcraft, or simply with
bad luck. The uninvited thirteenth is not a witch or a
villain by nature; she is simply offended by the slight.
This makes the curse feel almost accidental, a
consequence of a social error rather than pure
malice.
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The Absence of a Dragon and a Prince’s
Fight

Disney famously depicts a climactic battle between
Prince Phillip and the dragon Maleficent. In the
Grimms’ telling, there is no dragon, no magical
weapon, and no prolonged combat. The prince
simply arrives at the right time, and the hedge opens
for him. The focus is not on heroism but on destiny
and the passage of time.

The Role of the Kiss

In Perrault’s version, the prince kneels and the
princess awakens simply because the hundred years
are over. The kiss is not explicitly described as a
magical act but as a natural, tender gesture. The
Brothers Grimm are similarly understated: the prince
bends down and gives her a kiss, and she opens her
eyes. The kiss is symbolic of love’s power, but it is
not a forced narrative device; it feels inevitable after
the century-long waiting period ends exactly at that
moment.

The Ending: No Ogre Queen

Perrault includes a gruesome second half in which
the prince’s mother is an ogress who wants to eat
the princess’s children. The Grimm version
completely omits this. The story concludes with the
wedding and the happy reign. This makes the
Grimms’ version more suitable for children and more
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focused on the beauty and purity of the sleeping
maiden and her awakening.

Themes and Symbolism in the
Grimms’ Little Briar Rose

Like all great fairy tales, Sleeping Beauty the
Brothers Grimm operates on multiple levels.
Beneath the surface of a magical sleep lie profound
themes about time, fate, adolescence, and the role
of the individual in a predetermined world.

The Inevitability of Fate

The curse is prophesied at birth, and despite the
king's efforts to burn every spindle, fate finds a way.
The thirteenth wise woman’s curse represents an
inescapable destiny. Yet the twelfth wise woman'’s
softening of the curse shows that fate can be
mitigated but not avoided. The story suggests that
life’s major events—birth, maturity, love—cannot be
prevented through sheer control; they must be
accepted and navigated.

Adolescence and the Transition to
Adulthood

The princess’s fifteenth birthday marks the threshold
between childhood and adulthood. The spindle, a
tool used for spinning thread (an ancient symbol of
women’s work and sexuality), represents the
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dangers and responsibilities that come with maturity.
The prick of the spindle is often interpreted as a
symbolic loss of innocence or the beginning of
menstruation. The long sleep can be seen as a
period of incubation, a waiting phase before the
princess is ready for the full responsibilities of adult
love and marriage.

The Power of Patience and Time

Unlike many fairy tale heroes who actively quest or
fight, the prince in the Grimm tale arrives at exactly
the right moment. The one hundred years is not
arbitrary; it is a period that allows the old world to
pass away and a new generation to emerge. The
story extols the virtue of patience—the princess
must wait, the kingdom must wait, and the prince
must come only when the time is ripe. This resonates
with the Romantic era’s fascination with sleep,
dreams, and the mysterious passage of time.

Nature as Protector and Obstacle

The briar hedge serves a dual role. It protects the
sleeping castle from intruders but also becomes a
trap for those who attempt to force entry. The thorns
symbolize the dangers of desire without destiny. The
hedge only opens for the one who is meant to enter,
suggesting that love and fate are aligned in a natural
order. Once he passes through, the thorns transform
into beautiful flowers, reinforcing the idea that
obstacles can become blessings when the right
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moment arrives.

Cultural Impact and Legacy of the
Brothers Grimm Sleeping Beauty

The Grimm version of Sleeping Beauty, though not as
widely popular today as the Disney adaptation, has
left a deep imprint on literature, psychology, and
popular culture. Its stark, concise style and emphasis
on fate over heroics influenced later writers and
folklorists.

Influence on Fairy Tale Scholarship

Bruno Bettelheim, in his classic work The Uses of
Enchantment, analyzed Sleeping Beauty as a story
about the latency period of adolescence and the
psychological preparation for sexual maturity. The
Grimms’ version, with its clear emphasis on the age
of fifteen and the stillness of the sleep, provided rich
material for psychoanalytic interpretation.

Jack Zipes, a leading fairy tale scholar, has noted
that the Grimms’ Sleeping Beauty reflects the
bourgeois values of 19th-century Germany: passive
femininity, the importance of the family unit, and the
belief that love will conquer all obstacles. At the
same time, the tale encourages readers to accept
that some forces are beyond human control—a
message that resonates with any culture facing
unpredictability.
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Adaptations in Other Media

Many films, novels, and ballets have drawn directly
from the Grimm version rather than from Disney. The
2014 film Maleficent reimagined the story from the
perspective of the uninvited fairy, but it retained
elements unique to the Grimms, such as the number
thirteen and the curse being a consequence of a
social affront. The French ballet The Sleeping Beauty,
composed by Tchaikovsky, uses a libretto that
combines Perrault and Grimm influences; the famous
“Rose Adagio” and the spindle-prick scene are
directly tied to the original folklore.

Permanent Place in Global Folklore

Variations of the sleeping princess motif exist in
cultures from Scandinavia to Japan, but the Brothers
Grimm version is the one most often cited in
academic contexts. Its brevity and moral clarity
make it a cornerstone of Western fairy tale studies.
Educators continue to teach Little Briar Rose in
literature classes as a prime example of the Grimms’
editorial choices and their effort to create a distinctly
German national identity through folklore.

Why the Brothers Grimm Version
Still Matters Today

In an age saturated with Disney princess
merchandise and sanitized happy endings, returning
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to the Sleeping Beauty the Brothers Grimm
version offers a purer, more thought-provoking
experience. The story does not rely on elaborate
battles, talking animals, or comic relief. Instead, it
presents a world where cause and effect, courtesy
and rudeness, patience and destiny shape human
life.

The omitted second half of Perrault’s tale means the
Grimm story ends on a note of hope and reunion
without the complication of cannibalistic mothers-in-
law. This makes it feel more unified and more
focused on the core relationship between the
princess and her fate. The absence of a villain with a
name (Maleficent was invented by Disney)
underscores that evil in the Grimm world often stems
from simple human error—a forgotten invitation, a
slighted ego—rather than from supernatural
malevolence.

Moreover, the Grimms’ version encourages readers
to reflect on the nature of time. The hundred-year
sleep is not a punishment but a necessary pause. In
a modern world obsessed with constant productivity
and instant gratification, the idea that one might
need to “sleep” or wait for a century before finding
resolution is both humbling and liberating. The
prince’s role is not to fight but to arrive—and that
arrival is made meaningful precisely because of the
long wait.

Finally, the story offers a powerful message about
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the inevitability of certain life transitions. No matter
how many spindles a father burns, a daughter will
still grow up. No matter how many royal decrees are
issued, adolescence will come. The thorny hedge of
life cannot be hacked down by force; it must be
parted by timing and grace. This wisdom, encoded in
a simple fairy tale, remains as relevant today as it
was in the early 1800s.

Conclusion: A Timeless Rose Among
Thorns

The Brothers Grimm gave the world a Sleeping
Beauty that is lean, poetic,
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