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INTRODUCTION

Few  fairy  tales  have
captured  the  human
i m a g i n a t i o n  a s
powerfully as the story
of  a  young  mermaid
w h o  g i v e s  u p
everything for love. For
o v e r  1 8 0  y e a r s ,
readers  have  been
enchanted  by  the
poignant  narrative  of
longing,  sacrifice,  and
s p i r i t u a l
transformation.  At  the
heart of this tale is the
Danish  author  who

p e n n e d  i t :  H a n s
Christian  Anderson.
The  Little  Mermaid
remains  one  of  his
most celebrated works,
though  its  original
ending  is  far  darker
and  more  complex
than  the  animated
version  many  know
today.  This  art icle
delves  deep  into  the
world of Hans Christian
Anderson  The  Little
Mermaid, exploring the
story’s  origins,  its
literary  significance,
a n d  t h e  m a n  w h o
c r e a t e d  i t .  B y
understanding  the
original  text,  we  can
appreciate  why  this
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underwater  tragedy
continues  to  resonate
with  audiences  of  all
ages.

THE ORIGINAL
STORY BEHIND
HANS CHRISTIAN
ANDERSON THE
LITTLE MERMAID

Published  in  1837  as
part  of  a  collection of
fairy tales, the original
s to ry  o f  the  l i t t l e
mermaid  is  a  far  cry
f rom  the  co lo r fu l
Disney  musical.  Hans
Christian Anderson The
Little Mermaid tells the
t a l e  o f  a  y o u n g
mermaid princess who,
on  her  fifteenth
birthday, swims to the
surface  and  sees  a
human prince. She falls
desperately  in  love,
and  he r  des i re  t o
b e c o m e  h u m a n
consumes  her.  She
visits  the  Sea  Witch,
who gives her a potion
to  transform  her  tail

into  legs—but  at  a
terr ib le  pr ice:  her
tongue is cut out, and
every  step  feels  like
wa lk i ng  on  sha rp
knives.  Worse,  if  the
prince marries another,
the  mermaid  will  die
and  dissolve  into  sea
foam.
Un l i ke  the  happy
ending of the animated
film,  Anderson’s
mermaid does not win
the prince. He marries
a princess he believes
saved  him,  and  the
m e r m a i d  i s  l e f t
heartbroken.  However,
s h e  i s  g i v e n  o n e
chance to save herself:
her  sisters  trade their
hair for a knife, and if
the  mermaid  kills  the
prince, she can return
t o  t h e  s e a .  S h e
sacrifices  herself
instead,  throwing  the
knife  into  the  waves.
But instead of dying as
foam,  she  becomes  a
daughter  of  the  air,
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earning a soul through
g o o d  d e e d s  a n d
eventually  ascending
t o  h e a v e n .  T h i s
spiritual  conclusion
reflects  Anderson’s
deep  Christian  beliefs
a n d  h i s  o w n
exper iences  w i th
unrequited  love  and
sacrifice.

A Tale of
Sacrifice
and
Unrequite
d Love
The  central  theme  of
H a n s  C h r i s t i a n
Anderson  The  Little
Mermaid  is  sacrifice.
The mermaid gives up
her  voice,  her  home,
h e r  f a m i l y ,  a n d
ultimately her life for a
chance at love and an

i m m o r t a l  s o u l .
Anderson  masterfully
p o r t r a y s  h e r
pain—both  physical
and  emotional.  She
walks  on  knives,  she
cannot speak, and she
must  watch  the  man
s h e  l o v e s  m a r r y
another  woman.  Yet
her greatest sacrifice is
not for  the prince but
for  her  own  spiritual
salvation.  By  refusing
t o  k i l l  h i m ,  s h e
transforms her  earthly
suffering into a path to
something greater. The
story  suggests  that
true love is not about
possession  but  about
selfless  giving,  even  in
the face of despair.
Unrequited love was a
theme Anderson knew
intimately.  He  fell  in
love several times but
never  married,  often
directing  his  affection
toward  people  who
could  not  reciprocate.
The  mermaid’s  silent



4

4 Hans Christian Anderson The Little
Mermaid

2023-06-15

devotion  mirrors  the
author’s  own  longing.
She  cannot  tell  the
prince  how  she  feels
because  she  has  no
voice—a  powerfu l
metaphor  for  those
who  love  in  silence.
The tragedy is not that
she  loses  the  prince,
but  that  she  gains
s o m e t h i n g  m o r e
profound:  an  eternal
s o u l  t h r o u g h  h e r
suffering.

Differenc
es from
Disney's
Adaptatio
n
When comparing Hans
Christian Anderson The
Little  Mermaid  to  the
beloved  1989  Disney
film,  the  differences

are  stark.  Disney’s
Ariel  is  a  rebellious
teenager  who  actively
pursues  her  dream,
wh i le  Anderson ’s
m e r m a i d  i s  m o r e
p a s s i v e  a n d
melancholic.  Disney
gives  Ariel  a  happy
ending—she  marries
Prince  Eric  and  lives
happily  ever  after.
Anderson ends with the
mermaid  dissolving
into  foam  and  then
ascending  to  heaven.
T h e  S e a  W i t c h  i n
Disney  is  a  villainous
cha rac te r  named
Ursula, whereas in the
o r i g i na l ,  she  i s  a
neutral  if  cruel  figure.
Disney  also  removed
the  religious  elements
ent i re ly,  focusing
instead  on  romance
and  adventure.  While
both  versions  have
t h e i r  m e r i t s ,
Anderson’s  ta le  is
d a r k e r ,  m o r e
philosophical,  and



Hans Christian Anderson The Little Mermaid 5

5

ultimately  more  about
the journey of the soul
than  about  romantic
fulfillment.

THE LIFE AND
INSPIRATION OF
HANS CHRISTIAN
ANDERSON

To  fully  understand
H a n s  C h r i s t i a n
Anderson  The  Little
Mermaid, we must look
at the man behind the
quill.  Hans  Christian
Anderson  was  born  in
1 8 0 5  i n  O d e n s e ,
Denmark,  to  a  poor
s h o e m a k e r  a n d  a
washerwoman.  He
grew up in poverty, but
his  father  introduced
h im  to  l i te rature ,
especially the works of
Shakespeare. After his
father’s  death,  young
H a n s  m o v e d  t o
Copenhagen to pursue
a career in the arts. He
st rugg led ,  fac ing
rejection  as  an  actor
a n d  s i n g e r ,  b u t

eventua l l y  f ound
success as a writer. His
fairy  tales,  published
between  1835  and
1 8 7 2 ,  m a d e  h i m
famous across Europe.
Yet  he  never  quite  fit
in ;  he  fe l t  l i ke  an
o u t s i d e r  i n  h i g h
society,  often  craving
affection  and
recognition that eluded
him.
The little mermaid can
be seen as a reflection
of  Anderson’s  own
feelings  of  otherness.
The  mermaid  is  not
fully  human,  just  as
Anderson  often  felt
al ienated  from  the
people  around  him
because of his humble
origins  and  perceived
oddities.  He  was  tall,
a w k w a r d ,  a n d
s e n s i t i v e .  M a n y
scholars  believe  the
story was inspired by a
rea l - l i fe  c rush  on
Edvard Collin,  the son
o f  A n d e r s o n ’ s
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benefactor.  Anderson
w r o t e  l e t t e r s
expressing  his  love,
which  Collin  did  not
reciprocate.  Like  the
mermaid,  Anderson
loved  someone  he
could  not  have,  and
like her, he channeled
that pain into a work of
art  that  would  outlive
him.

Anderson'
s Own
Struggles
Anderson’s  life  was
marked  by  loneliness
and a constant search
for  be long ing .  He
traveled  extensively
throughout Europe, but
he never settled down
wi th  a  fami ly .  H is
writ ing  became  an
outlet  for  his  deepest
emotions.  The  Little
Mermaid is particularly

autobiographical.  The
prince, who is kind but
oblivious,  represents
the  unattainable  love
object.  The mermaid’s
silence  mirrors  the
author’s  inability  to
e x p r e s s  h i s
homosexuality  openly
i n  a  s o c i e t y  t h a t
f r o w n e d  u p o n  i t .
Modern readings often
interpret the story as a
coded  coming-out
narrative,  where  the
mermaid’s  double  life
and  hidden  identity
resonate  with  queer
experiences.  Indeed,
t h e  t h e m e s  o f
transformation  and
h id ing  one ’s  t rue
nature  add  layers  of
m e a n i n g  t o  H a n s
Christian Anderson The
Little Mermaid.

The
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Mermaid
as a

Symbol
In  the  original  story,
the mermaid is not just
a  romantic  figure  but
also  a  symbol  of  the
human  des i re  f o r
t r a n s c e n d e n c e .
Anderson  was  deeply
religious, and he wove
Christian theology into
his  tale.  Mermaids  in
folklore  were  often
soulless  creatures
doomed to dissolve at
death.  But  Anderson
gave  his  mermaid  a
chance at an immortal
soul—if  she  earned  it
through  suffering  and
good  deeds .  Th i s
makes  the  story  not
just  about  love  but
a b o u t  s p i r i t u a l
e v o l u t i o n .  T h e
mermaid’s  choice  to
die rather than kill the

pr ince  is  an  act  of
grace that elevates her
to  a  higher  plane.  In
t h i s  s e n s e ,  H a n s
Christian Anderson The
Litt le  Mermaid  is  a
parable about salvation
through selflessness.

LITERARY
ANALYSIS OF THE
LITTLE MERMAID

F r o m  a  l i t e r a r y
standpoint,  Anderson’s
s to ry  i s  r i ch  w i th
i m a g e r y  a n d
symbolism.  The  sea
r e p r e s e n t s  t h e
unconscious, a world of
deep  emot ion  and
mystery.  The  surface
world  is  the  realm  of
the conscious, of rules
and social  norms. The
mermaid’s  journey
from sea to  land is  a
metaphor  for  growing
up,  for  moving  from
i n n o c e n c e  t o
experience.  She  loses
h e r  v o i c e ,  w h i c h
symbolizes her loss of
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identity  and  ability  to
express  herself.  The
pain  of  walking  on
knives  suggests  the
agony  of  trying  to  fit
into a world that is not
made for you. And the
final  transformation
into a daughter of the
air  suggests  that  true
fulfillment  comes  not
from  earthly  love  but
f r o m  s p i r i t u a l
enlightenment.
Anderson’s  prose  is
lyrical and melancholic.
He does not shy away
from  describing  the
mermaid’s  suffering.
Yet there is beauty in
that  suffering.  The
story teaches that pain
can  be  redemptive.
The mermaid does not
get  what  she  wants,
but she gets what she
needs: a soul. This is a
far more mature theme
than a simple romance.
It  forces  readers  to
consider  what  they
would sacrifice for their

deepest desires.

Themes
of
Transfor
mation
and
Identity
Transformat ion  is
c e n t r a l  t o  H a n s
Christian Anderson The
Little  Mermaid.  The
mermaid  transforms
from a sea creature to
a human, then from a
human to a spirit. Each
transformation requires
sacrifice.  Anderson
explores the idea that
change  is  painful  but
necessary  for  growth.
The mermaid’s identity
shifts constantly: she is
a princess of the sea, a
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voiceless  girl,  a  silent
wife-to-be, and finally a
spiritual  being.  This
fluidity  of  identity
reflects  the  human
experience of growing,
a d a p t i n g ,  a n d
ultimately  finding  our
true  selves.  The  story
encourages readers to
embrace change, even
when it hurts.

The
Spiritual
Journey
The original  ending of
H a n s  C h r i s t i a n
Anderson  The  Little
M e r m a i d  i s  o f t e n
misunderstood.  Many
think  the  mermaid
s i m p l y  d i e s ,  b u t
Anderson  gave  her
r e d e m p t i o n .  T h e
daughters  of  the  air
explain  that  through
three hundred years of

g o o d  d e e d s ,  t h e
mermaid  can  earn  a
s o u l .  T h i s  a d d s  a
hopeful  dimension  to
an  otherwise  tragic
narrative.  It  suggests
that  no act  of  love is
was ted ,  and  tha t
suffering  can  be
transformed into grace.
Anderson  wrote  this
conclusion in response
to critics who found his
original  ending  too
bleak.  He  wanted  to
offer  readers  a  sense
of  hope,  even  in  the
face  of  death.  The
spiritual journey of the
mermaid  is  one  of
purification,
culminating  in  eternal
life.

LEGACY AND
CULTURAL IMPACT

Few  stories  have  had
such a lasting influence
as  th i s  one .  Hans
Christian Anderson The
Litt le  Mermaid  has
inspired  countless
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adaptat ions,  f rom
ballet  to  opera  to  film.
The  most  famous  is
D i s n e y ’ s  1 9 8 9
animated  film,  which
brought the story to a
global  audience.  But
Anderson’s  original
text  continues  to  be
studied in schools and
cherished  by  readers
who  appreciate  its
depth.  The  statue  of
the  Little  Mermaid  in
Copenhagen  harbor  is
one of Denmark’s most
iconic  landmarks,  a
t e s t a m e n t  t o  t h e
story’s enduring power.
The  t a l e  has  a l so
influenced feminist and
queer  readings,  as
scholars  explore  its
themes  of  si lence,
sacrifice,  and  hidden
identities.

Adaptatio
ns Across
Media
Beyond  Disney,  the
story  has  been  retold
in many forms. There is
a  Russian  bal let,  a
German  opera,  and
numerous stage plays.
In  1975,  a  Japanese
anime  series  called
“The  Little  Mermaid”
brought a more faithful
a d a p t a t i o n  t o
television. In literature,
a u t h o r s  l i k e  N e i l
Ga iman  and  A l i ce
Hoffman  have
referenced the story in
t h e i r  w o r k s .  T h e
mermaid  archetype
appears in movies like
“Splash”  and  “The
Shape


