
Tale as New as Time 

Narrative Retellings and Feminist Perspectives with Sarah Rees Brennan’s Beauty and the Chad 

 

 For contemporary authors and readers alike, there’s always some inexplicable yearning to 

go back to the well. From novels which tell beloved tales from fresh perspectives to Hollywood’s 

seemingly endless cycle of sequels, reboots and remakes, one could argue the apparent void of 

entirely new content. Why tell stories again and again? What purpose does it serve to revisit 

familiar scenarios or characters that’ve already been absorbed into the vernacular of our 

understanding? What is it about certain stories that audiences seem perpetually intrigued with? 

Regardless of whatever attitudes one might have on the matter, retellings have become a time 

honored tradition unto themselves. This is particularly true for writers, specifically for the 

creative indulgence afforded them through the ability to take a given work and make it his or her 

own. For author Sarah Rees Brennan, such opportunity presents itself with her short story Beauty 

and the Chad. Through her efforts, Brennan paints a contemporary and feminist portrait of both 

Beauty and Beast, commenting on the progression of female characters and the defiance of 

conventional romantic relationships. These insights, in turn, capture the essence of retellings and 

why they’re not only inevitable but essential. 

 Published as a part of a short story collection from 2014 called Grim, Beauty and the 

Chad is a unique take on Madame Leprince de Beaumont’s classic Beauty and the Beast. The 

story, perhaps somewhat more informed by the 1991 animated Disney adaptation, follows the 

traditional framework of a young girl who chooses to offer herself in a role of servitude to a 

hideous Beast in exchange for sparing her father. However, while this appears similar at first 

glance, the tale takes the first of several unique turns. Here, the father has actually avoided 

becoming a prisoner of the Beast, tricking him by promising his son into the Beast’s services 

despite having no son. Though by all accounts the father is technically free from the Beast 



Blankenship – Tale – 2 

 

entirely, Beauty feels the duplicity to be a betrayal of her father’s honor. “Above all else, he had 

to keep his word. As a child Beauty had believed she had to keep to all those rules, as well” 

(401). This is the first of many examples of Brennan utilizing a more feminist perspective with 

the character of Beauty. Here, much like her animated counterpart, Beauty is made proactive, but 

it’s even more apparent when she chooses to take her father’s promise to the Beast to heart, 

taking on the disguise of a son and becoming the Beast’s stable boy. Beauty’s proactivity is 

responsible for the story’s momentum, driving the plot forward through actions and ideas that are 

entirely Beauty’s own, independent of the Beast: 

 “Let us make a gentleman’s agreement,” Beauty suggested. 

 “Uh,” said the Beast, “okay.” 

 “To atone for my father’s crime, O Beast, I shall stay in this castle and serve you for a 

 year and a day.” 

 That seemed the traditional length of time offered in Beauty’s books (405). 

Here, Brennan provides context clues to inform the reader of this version of Beauty’s 

competency. She’s educated, adaptable, resourceful and a woman of her word. By stripping 

away the superficially sexualized layers of her physical appearance or feminine-based eroticism, 

Beauty is allowed to operate as a character uninhibited by the restraints of gender often found in 

fiction and reality alike. This is made most evident during a banquet, or kegger according to the 

Beast, which they hold at the castle and is Beauty’s idea, once more providing the narrative 

thrust to move the plot along. Rather than fulfilling expectations and becoming some sort of 

obliging vision for the guests, flowing gown and all, Beauty maintains her stable boy disguise 

and tends to the party as a servant. She even goes so far as to reflect on her relief that “she would 

have practical things to do and get to wear comfortable clothes. Nobody would expect her to be 
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charming or ornamental, just useful” (415). When female characters are so frequently and 

frighteningly objectified, to the point of being reduced to mere labels ranging from “love 

interest” to “femme fatale” to “hot chick,” Brennan’s redefinition of Beauty is both fresh and 

satisfying. Through her experiences in the story, Beauty takes her character as established by 

Brennan and grows, using her education to entertain the notion that “she could be what she felt 

like, without having to fit into either of the boxes everybody tried to force her into” (425). 

Young, impressionable readers will habitually place themselves within the scenarios and 

contexts of their main characters. Brennan’s Beauty, capitalizing on the sheer magnitude of 

change cultural attitudes towards women have undergone in the time between the publication of 

the original Beauty and the Beast in 1756 and 2014, is very much rendered as a posterchild not 

just for female empowerment but also for equality itself between both genders and the clear need 

for mutual respect and encouragement. ““She’s the hero. She can decide on the ending” (426). 

 This departure with Beauty is perhaps exceeded only by the most obvious and hilarious 

liberty taken with the Beast, who in this telling, and as the title suggests, is named Chad. Beneath 

the fur and fangs, Chad is actually a modern day frat boy, with all the colloquialisms and attitude 

such a deliberate stereotype entails. His language is entirely our own, from referring to other 

characters as “Dude” to dialogue filled with contemporary shorthand for the sake of efficiency. 

“I know how to break the spell. The woman—witch, I guess? She told me. But it’s not an option. 

It involves kidnapping someone—which, dude, no, wrong—and then hoping they have a really 

bizarre fetish. I’m not doing it. This is my mess. So, I guess I’m stuck here” (411). This results in 

unfortunate breakdowns in communication between Chad and Beauty. For all her proactivity, 

Brennan keeps Beauty with one foot in the archaic, resulting in her finding Chad’s 

communication skills quite incomprehensible and comedic irony for the reader. “I thought you 
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were calling me Dude,” Beauty said. “Is it an honorific in your land?” (410). Chad comes from a 

fraternity and is the son of a CEO. He misses his Xbox, only knows of books by way of listening 

to audio versions while going to the gym and is constantly aware of socially imposed gender 

roles. When Chad and Beauty start showing signs of affection for one another, Chad is 

impulsively opposed to the idea. “Neither of them had moved; it was the chairs who had edged 

together. “Uh,” said Chad. His voice cracked. “No homo? Dumbass interfering furniture” (420). 

Frequently, Chad insists on male-dominant perspectives, feeding off his stereotype rather than 

openly defying it the way Beauty is. From naming his horses after male action stars like Vin 

Diesel, who play their part keeping the cycle of male fantasy and indulgence intact, to picking on 

a young guest at his party as a bit of seemingly harmless fun, Chad is an apathetic participant in 

the continuation of expectant gender roles. However, Brennan uses Chad’s flourishing 

relationship with Beauty, at the time still a stable boy in Chad’s eyes, to broaden his horizons as 

a first step towards self-attained enlightenment. “It’s okay to be a little gay. Or a lot. And human 

sexuality is a complicated and beautiful thing, or that’s what a psych major I dated once told me” 

(421). If anything, it’s a start, showcasing that as with female characters, relationships aren’t 

quite as clear cut as they might have appeared in the days of Beaumont. This isn’t simply a 

statement on the contemporary awareness of an ever growing LGBT community but of 

relationships in general. Where the designations of “man” and “woman,” “boyfriend” and 

“girlfriend,” “husband” and “wife” may have held steadfast in clearly defined connotations and 

expectations, modern relationships between any two people of either gender are afforded the 

freedom to define themselves for themselves. This is personified in the story when Chad, upon 

learning of Beauty’s actual gender, chooses to ignore any possible implications it might hold in 

regards to the relationship they’ve already established: 
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 “You always call me Dude,” Beauty said, confused and a little hurt. 

 “Dude it is,” Chad said. “Sorry. I’m just—It’s a bit of a surprise. But a nice surprise! 

 Though it would have been cool the other way, too.” He hesitated. “It’s all good, as long 

 as you’re with me” (425). 

Contemporary attitudes towards relationships have become as complex, nuanced and sensitive as 

relationships themselves have truthfully always been. Brennan is using her story to demonstrate 

the significance of embracing non-traditional relationships, defying the term “non-traditional” to 

begin with. Whether it’s a relationship defined by homosexuality, differences in age or even, in 

this instance, between Beauty and Chad, any consensual connection built on genuine love should 

be accepted. Love is too complex a thing to be either strictly defined or restricted. It will find its 

way to bring souls together, no matter what background they may come from. 

 Beauty and the Chad is a perfect example for advocating the process of narrative 

retelling. This story is not merely a matter of updating Beauty and the Beast for the sake of doing 

so nor is it making any claim of being superior to Beaumont’s original text, seeking to replace it 

in any way. The texts and stories most fertile for and utilized in retelling have core themes, 

morals and ideas which we inherently feel a need to repeat both for ourselves and for future 

generations. However, those same texts don’t reside in a vacuum any more than we do; as 

individuals, communities or even as an entire species. Human beings are creatures of continuous 

evolution, moving through and molding history. We are malleable and forever changing, all in 

the name of progress. Progress is achieved through the simultaneous efforts of reinforcing and 

redefining ideas and ideas are most efficiently transmitted through the conduits for information 

we’ve created, such as storytelling. Beauty and the Chad is using the armature of Beaumont’s 

text and rendering its framework in a modern light, capable of taking prior themes regarding 
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relationships and the need for meaningful connection and contemporizing them through 21
st
 

century lenses of feminism and the aggressive defiance of traditional gender roles. This is a sign 

of a retelling informed with up-to-date attitudes and climates, using that shift to relate to today’s 

audiences while simultaneously doing so through a familiar tale where the information may be 

more readily accepted. Texts and stories, like the ones who write and tell them, are as susceptible 

to change, interpretation and examination as we are. So long as certain stories like Beauty and 

the Beast continue to hold the attentions of audiences for generations to come, the process of 

retelling should then be embraced for what it is and what it brings to the table of human 

understanding. As we evolve and grow, so do our stories. Brennan’s effort is not, in fact, an 

alternative to Beaumont or to Disney. It is the inclusion of yet another in a long line of voices, 

carrying on a conversation that has lasted for two hundred and sixty years and will go on. So 

why not bring something fresh and engaging to the discussion? By doing so, the conversation, in 

turn, will continue so long as there are new and fascinating insights to be found and observations 

to be made.  


