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The literary landscape of the 19th century was fundamentally altered in 1877 by the publication of Black Beauty:
His Grooms and Companions, the Autobiography of a Horse. Penned by Anna Sewell during a period of
declining health, the novel transcended the boundaries of children's literature to become a pivotal instrument for
social reform and animal welfare. This article provides an in-depth technical analysis of the novel's narrative
framework, its historical impact on animal husbandry, and a comparative evaluation of its cinematic translations
spanning over a century.

1.Theoretical Framework: The Genesis of Anthropomorphic Advocacy

Anna Sewell’s work is uniquely positioned within the anthropomorphic narrative tradition. Unlike traditional

fables that use animals as proxies for human vices, Black Beautyemploys the first-person perspective to grant a
voice to the voiceless, focusing strictly on the horse's sensory experiences and psychological state. This technical
choice serves a dual purpose: it builds immediate empathy and acts as a pedagogical tool for equine care.

The Mechanical Influence of the 'Bearing Rein’

A central technical theme in Sewell’s work is the critique of the bearing rein(also known as the checkrein). In
Victorian London, this piece of harness was used to pull the horse's head toward the chest to create an
aesthetically pleasing arch. However, from a biomechanical perspective, it caused immense suffering. Sewell's
detailed descriptions of Beauty’s respiratory distress and spinal strain provided a layman's guide to why this
practice was physiologically detrimental. The novel argues that the mechanical 'beauty’ sought by the upper
classes resulted in the functional degradation of the animal’s health.

2. Structural Narrative Analysis: The Four Life Stages of Black Beauty

The novel is structured into four distinct parts, each representing a shift in the socio-economic utility of the horse
and the corresponding changes in technical care requirements. This sequential structure allows Sewell to analyze
the entire spectrum of Victorian animal treatment.

e Birtwick Park: The ideal state of animal husbandry. Technical focus: Proper stabling, nutritious fodder, and
'kind' breaking-in processes.

e Earlshall Park: The introduction of fashion-driven cruelty. Technical focus: The mechanical impact of the
bearing rein and the psychological effects of negligent grooming.

e London Cab Work: The industrialization of horse labor. Technical focus: The stresses of urban environments,
cobblestone impact on hooves, and the economic pressure on drivers (e.g., Jerry Barker).

¢ The Final Retirement: The restoration of physiological health through rest and restorative care.

3.Technical Comparison of Film Adaptations (1921 vs. 2020)

The transition of Black Beautyfrom page to screen necessitates significant shifts in narrative focus. The following
analysis compares the silent film era's interpretation with modern streaming era adaptations.



The 1921 Silent Film Adaptation

Directed by Edward H. Griffith and starring Jean Paige, the 1921 version is a technical artifact of the silent film era
. Without the benefit of voiceover to convey Beauty's thoughts (the novel's core mechanic), the film relied on visual
cues and title cards to represent the horse's internal state. It focused heavily on the melodrama of the human
characters, often sidelining the technical aspects of equine welfare found in the book.

The 2020 Ashley Avis Adaptation

The 2020 version, written and directed by Ashley Avis, introduces a significant paradigm shift. The horse is
reimagined as a wild Mustang from the American West, rather than an English Carriage horse. This shift allows

the film to tackle modern conservation issues while maintaining the core themes of empathy and resilience.
Technically, the film utilizes cinematographic intimacy—close-up shots of the horse’s eyes and breath—to simulate
the 'autobiography' feel of the original text.



Feature / Version

Protagonist Gender

Primary Setting

Narrative Device

Core Conflict

Technical Focus

1877 Original Novel

Male (Stallion/Gelding)

Victorian England

First-person 'Autobiography’

Industrial Cruelty &amp;
Tack

Animal Husbandry Ethics

1921 Silent Film

Male

Early 20th Century USA

Visual Melodrama / Title
Cards

Human Social Drama

Visual Storytelling

4. Biomechanical and Husbandry Concepts in the Text

2020 Disney+ Film

Female (Mare)

Modern USA

First-person Voiceover
(Kate Winslet)

Wild Horse Conservation
&amp; Bonding

Cinematographic Empathy

Sewell's mastery of hippology(the study of horses) is evident throughout the text. She details various technical
ailments and their causes, providing what was essentially a veterinary field guide for the 1870s.

Table of Pathological Conditions and Causes



Condition Mentioned

Broken Knees

Roaring

Founder

Thrush

Symptom Described

Scarring and lameness

High-pitched breath

Severe hoof pain

Foul-smelling frog

Technical Cause (Per
Sewell)

Poor shoeing or rider
negligence

Tight bearing reins

Overworking on hard
roads / poor diet

Dirty, damp stable floors

Modern Veterinary
Correlation

Carpal joint trauma

Laryngeal Hemiplegia

Laminitis

Bacterial/Fungal infection

of the hoof

5. Step-by-Step Analysis: The '‘Breaking-In' Process

One of the most technically rigorous sections of the book is the description of Beauty being 'broken in.' Sewell
outlines a systematic procedure that emphasizes gradual desensitization over brute force, a precursor to modern
natural horsemanship.

1. Habituation to the Bit: The horse is introduced to the metal mouthpiece without immediate pressure.

2. Fitting the Harness: Each component—the blinkers, the collar, and the crupper—is applied slowly to prevent
panic.

3. The Shoeing Process: A technical breakdown of the farrier's work, emphasizing the horse’s need for trust
during the application of hot iron.

4. Road Desensitization: Leading the horse near steam engines and carriages to ensure steady nerves in
industrial environments.

6. Socio-Economic Impact: The '‘Black Beauty Effect'

The technical accuracy of the novel led to tangible legislative and societal changes. Shortly after the book's

release, the Royal Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Animals (RSPCA)used the book as a manifesto for
their campaigns. The specific technical critique of the bearing rein was so effective that the practice saw a massive
decline in usage within a decade of the book's publication.

The Psychological Framework of Empathy Construction

From a technical writing perspective, Sewell utilizes a concentric circle of empathy. She starts with Beauty’s
immediate physical sensations (pain, hunger) and expands to his observations of other horses (Ginger and
Merrylegs), and finally to the human conditions that dictate animal treatment. This structure forces the reader to
acknowledge that animal cruelty is often a byproduct of human economic desperation or ignorance, rather than
inherent malice.

7. Troubleshooting Common Literary Misconceptions

Many contemporary readers view Black Beautyas a simple 'pony book' for children. However, a technical analysis
reveals several complex layers that are often overlooked:

e Error: Treating the book as a fantasy because the horse 'talks.' Correction: The book is a social protest novel
using a literary device to bypass human ego.
e Error: Assuming the story is purely fictional. Correction: Sewell based many characters and incidents on real-



world observations of the London carriage trade.
e Error: Viewing the film adaptations as direct replacements for the text. Correction: No film has yet fully
captured the technical breadth of the original book’s veterinary and husbandry advice.

8. Modern Relevance and Environmental Integration

In the 21st century, the principles outlined by Sewell are being re-integrated into equine-assisted therapy and
sustainable agriculture. The 2020 film adaptation’s focus on the Mustang highlights the technical challenges of
managing wild populations in a shrinking habitat, paralleling the Victorian struggle between industrial expansion
and animal welfare.

Comparison of Modern vs. Victorian Husbandry Standards

While the Victorian era focused on survival and utility, modern standards focus on ethology and mental well-being.
Sewell was an early advocate for the latter, arguing that a horse’s psychological state directly affected its
mechanical performance. This insight remains a cornerstone of modern technical manuals for competitive and
recreational riding.

Ultimately, Black Beautyserves as a masterclass in how technical information—whether it be the mechanics of a
harness or the physiology of a hoof—can be woven into a compelling narrative to drive global social change. The
enduring legacy of Anna Sewell lies in her ability to combine scientific observation with profound empathy, creating
a blueprint for animal advocacy that remains as relevant today as it was in 1877. Through various cinematic lenses,
the story continues to adapt, proving that the technical and emotional bond between humans and horses is a
timeless subject worthy of continuous re-examination.
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