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            Preface

         

         When I read only a few words of Puss in Boots, Cinderella or some other story by Perrault (pronounced pair-row), I cannot stop, but go on to the very end even though I may have read the story a few days before (like the poet La Fontaine, who said about these stories: on hearing two or three first words, “I am enraptured, really am”).

         Why am I so interested? One reason is, I think, that I like names, and the title of a story by Perrault usually is the name of the principal character—hero or heroine. I am curious. If the story is named for someone, the person must have done something interesting. The master of Puss in Boots is poor, but again and again Puss finds some way of outwitting poverty for his master and for himself. He waits with his sack, then traps a rabbit; we see what he does and feel what he feels. We wonder what he will do next.

         When we like what we are reading so much that we do not wish to be interrupted or answer a question—when holding our thoughts from being scattered—we win a victory for the mind, Mr. Padraic Colum says. And having seen a problem solved—something begun and completed—the story has done something more for us than interest us, he says; it has left “a pattern of order” in the mind.

         
            *

         

         In the story of the Sleeping Beauty, the Prince must go through the hedge of thorns if he is to reach the castle and see what is there. “He starts”; “he sees”; “he is all on fire.” The words are not just accidental. After Perrault first wrote the stories, he saw ways of making them better. At first he said “the cat” (le chat in French) pretended that his master, when almost drowning, had been robbed of his clothes (then Puss could beg the King for others). Since Puss had hid the clothes himself, Perrault changes “cat” to “this rascal” (ce drôle; spelled it drôsle: either way means a rascal who plays pranks).

         When the Sleeping Beauty has married the Prince, she is left in her castle until the Prince prepares a fine welcome for her at Court. Perrault said at first, “She entered the town”: that is all. Then, before the words had been printed, he improved them, wrote, “She entered the capital in splendor—one of her children on her left, the other on her right.”

         Another improvement: In the manuscript of Cinderella (the original copy in handwriting), he said, “She had to eat in the kitchen,” but did not say why she found life dreary; then made it clear, said, “She was gentle yet was given the hardest, most despised tasks, had to drudge from morning till night, and afterward sleep on straw in an attic.” We do not see her face—just what she does (her “actions”), and this helps us to imagine how she looked.

         Leaving something to the imagination is one of Perrault’s arts. In his telling of The Sleeping Beauty, the Prince does not wake the Princess with a kiss. The more the Prince cared, Perrault felt, the less willing he could be to intrude.

         
            *

         

         Puss in Boots, The Sleeping Beauty, Cinderella, and other tales of his, Perrault called Stories of Mother Goose. The author of the stories was Charles Perrault or his son, Pierre; we have reason—several reasons—to think it was Charles. They were written to amuse Elisabeth Charlotte d’Orléans, the young niece of a French king, Louis XIV. The cover of her handwritten copy was of red leather (morocco) stamped with the “arms” of Elisabeth in gold on the front and on the back. One’s coat-of-arms tells something about one in small form. Since Elisabeth Charlotte d’Orléans was of the nobility and the lily is the special flower of France, there are lilies in Elisabeth Charlotte’s coat-of-arms: two lilies side by side and one under them, below a crown on the upper rim of which there are lilies all the way round. (According to legend, the lily came to mean “France and royalty” as follows: A very old hermit saw light streaming into his cell one night; then an angel appeared, holding a shield of wonderful beauty; it was sky blue—azure—and on it were three gold lilies that shone like stars. The hermit was commanded by the angel to give the shield to Queen Clotilde. She gave it to King Clovis, her husband; and after that, his soldiers were always victorious.)

         The red book stamped with Elisabeth Charlotte’s gold lilies was discovered in 1953 in Nice, France, and is now in the Pierpont Morgan Library in New York. The Sleeping Beauty, written first, had been printed in 1696 in a magazine called Le Mercure Galant (The Dashing Hermes, I translate it), and all nine of Perrault’s stories were published in one volume the following year.

         Dr. Jacques Barchilon, who has translated Perrault, says (I like this very much), “In a fairy tale or fantasy, things happen ‘naturally’—marvelous things.” “The magical is interwoven with everyday things” of life as we live it day by day.

         Marianne Moore

         
            *

         

         For reading these stories by Perrault to obviate misreadings and oversights by me—assistance without which I would have felt it effrontery to offer the text—I thank Dr. Floyd Zulli, Professor of Romance Languages at New York University: or for giving what one needs most for oneself—time—amid academic preoccupations at a season when one does not digress.

         Without Mr. Michael Di Capua’s resourcefulness, sense of coherence, enthusiasm and intuitiveness, could there have been any Perrault by me to read?

         M.M.

December 1962
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