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			To the matriarch, Kathryn Jeanne, who gave me life.

			And to Zaza, full of fairy magic, who saved it.
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Not a Fairy Tale

			Once upon a time—the mid-1600s, to be specific—there were some women in Paris who created a social club they called the salon. There they had conversations about the latest news and entertainments of the day, much as you might in a coffee shop or pub, a student union or sorority house. But these women didn’t have those kinds of places to gather in because they were barred from educational institutions and public spaces, as all women in their society were. In addition to being denied the same opportunities as men, they were not allowed to control their own money, to travel freely, or—this bothered them the most—to love and be loved. Many were in arranged marriages (to men frighteningly older than they were), and while their husbands were allowed to have affairs as they pleased, the women were bound by law to be faithful. Even in the case of abuse, which was common, they didn’t dare file complaints because they ran the risk of being labeled “unruly” and sent away for long spells. So, obviously, they had a lot to talk about. The salons were very popular.

			Not with the government, however. The ruler of France at the time was the boy king Louis XIV, whose regime considered the salons hotbeds of radical thought that spurred agitation among the populace. And, well, they were. And did. It wasn’t difficult to spur agitation, though, as citizens of nearly all economic levels felt that their livelihoods were being drained to fund wars and other aggrandizing ventures to benefit the patriarchy. As Louis XIV grew to be a man—one who liked to be called the “Sun King,” so brilliant did he deem himself—the atmosphere only got more tense, the government clamping down on the people of France whenever the king got nervous. Among the casualties were the salons, which were basically shut down.

			Fast-forward a few decades, through much of Louis’ lengthy reign, to a time when his sun is just beginning to set, you might say. It’s the 1690s, and a new wave of women friends are looking for a place to gather, so they decide to open a new wave of salons. These women call themselves conteuses, female storytellers. They know there will be scrutiny from the government, even spies in their midst, but they’re not worried. They’re merely creating fairy tales, playing harmless games. One example: A theme is offered to the gathering—say, metamorphosis—and then each salongoer tells a story rooted in that idea. The telling might be improvised or practiced ahead of time, but the resulting tale always reflects its social origin; the storyteller’s presence is palpable, the tone conversational. When satisfied with their works, the conteuses send them out for publication. The manuscripts have to go through the royal censor, of course, but a story with fairies in it? These won’t warrant a serious read from the busy censor. He probably won’t get past the first page. This the women are surely counting on.

			The tales are subversive, you see. The fairies? Symbols of female empowerment, avatars of the conteuses themselves, who refer to each other as “modern fairies.” The very writing of these stories is an act of liberation, an exploration of love, femininity, masculinity—themes they feel are tragically misunderstood in their culture. The plotlines push against a prevalent viewpoint that women are weak and of limited intelligence, a viewpoint that favors men as public beings while women are expected to keep hidden. The conteuses are fighting for change: for recognition, power, sensible policies. Many of the tales are romances in which the female protagonists go through trials for lovers of their choosing. They rule over queendoms and exact revenge on despotic kings, something that alone can risk a work’s censorship, the law barring even indirect criticism of Louis XIV or his policies. The women do throw a little praise for the monarch into their tales, small flatteries and references to his greatness, in an attempt to stay out of the Sun King’s glare. Many of them fail at that, but in spite of dispiriting punishments, their tales become an absolute sensation. These women produce, altogether, more than seventy stories, which are collected in volumes and published across Europe. They coin the term “fairy tale,” or conte de fée. There are seven conteuses whose names are most celebrated: Marie-Catherine d’Aulnoy, Henriette-Julie Murat, Charlotte-Rose La Force, Marie-Jeanne L’Héritier, Catherine Bernard, Catherine Durand, and Louise d’Auneuil.

			Well, you may be thinking, if they were so popular, then why haven’t I ever heard of them? And, you may also be thinking, why would the movies and storybooks I grew up on claim that Charles Perrault and the Brothers Grimm were the fathers of the fairy tale if that weren’t true?

			Good questions. Let’s start with Charles Perrault. He was a regular visitor to the conteuses’ salons and a participant in their fairy tale games. He wrote down a few stories and published a small collection anonymously—sort of. He put his son’s name on it. It’s not clear why Charles Perrault didn’t own up to this work, but some possible reasons are that (a) the men who went to the salons were looked down on by those in society who thought it too feminine a pastime, and (b) he wanted to be remembered for his more serious writings—essays and dialogues, the kinds of pieces men were trained to produce in the academies. But irony being the power it is, Charles Perrault is not much remembered for any of that “serious” writing. He’s remembered for being “Mother Goose,” the persona that became attached to his book of tales. Perrault is widely thought of as the originator of such classic characters as Puss in Boots and Little Red Riding Hood and Sleeping Beauty. But that’s . . . a fairy tale.

			Take Perrault’s “Sleeping Beauty in the Wood” as an example. This is a retelling of a story by Giambattista Basile, a well-known Italian writer whose works had been published many decades earlier. Basile hadn’t claimed to make up that story; he had attributed it to women of the countryside, anonymous spinners of yarns. Perrault, in his version, replaced wise men and astrologers with fairies (seven of them, interestingly) and did some toning down—taking out a description of the sleeping girl being raped, for one thing—but he otherwise followed the Italian storyline very closely, even including the entire second half, which involves a cannibal queen who decides to eat the princess’s babies, with gourmet sauces to enhance the flavors. (More detail about those stories is unnecessary to this discussion, but if curiosity is getting the best of you, both Perrault’s and Basile’s are easily findable online. Basile’s version is called “Sun, Moon and Talia” from his collection titled, believe it or not, Entertainments for Little Ones.) The point is that Charles Perrault is no more the parent—goose or otherwise—of the fairy tale than was Basile, or, for that matter, the famous Brothers Grimm. They were, however, instrumental in creating the myth surrounding Charles Perrault.

			The Brothers Grimm never actually met Perrault, of course. Aside from being in different parts of Europe, there were more than eight decades between the death of Perrault and the births of the brothers. But the Grimms were scholars, so they would have been steeped in the history of the fairy tale. Which makes their disregard of the conteuses’ once wildly popular tales a pretty clearly purposeful act. They called the women “inferior imitators” of Charles Perrault, which is absurd given that the women founded the fairy tale salons and that Perrault’s little book actually came out after the first of the conteuses’ many volumes of tales. Assertions the Grimms made about the story they called “Rapunzel” also defy logic. In the notes that accompanied their tales, they claimed that they had gotten their version from a man named Friedrich Schulz, but it doesn’t take much digging to discover that Schulz had really just translated that story from the French “Persinette,” one of the conteuses’ tales from more than a hundred years earlier. The translation was nearly word for word, something that would have been obvious to anyone who read the two stories and certainly to language historians, which the Grimms were.

			The Brothers Grimm insulted the memory of the conteuses in more personal ways as well, their criticisms suspiciously similar to those that had come from a notorious band of male writers who were known for their woman-bashing at the time of the salons. The writings of these men compared women to animals, warned of their dangers—their lustful gazes and cackling voices—and railed against the depravity of the salons and their popularity with gay and trans people. A man named Pierre de Villiers was one of the most caustic critics and the first to take on fairy tale writers specifically. His book was entitled Êntretiens sur les contes de fées . . . pour servir de préservatif contre le mauvis goût, which translates to Interviews on Fairy Tales . . . to Provide a Condom Against Bad Taste. (While there is some debate about whether he actually meant préservatif to mean “condom,” after running the word through multiple translators and determining that condoms did in fact exist at the time he wrote that, I’ve decided to take him literally.) Villiers preferred, he wrote, Aesop’s fables, with their “wit” and “delicacy” and “all the knowledge of an excellent philosopher.” It is too much of a temptation not to share one of Aesop’s fables here as an example of what Villiers favored:

			
				“The Camel Who Shat in the River”

		 A camel was crossing a rapid river. He shat and then saw his own dung floating in front of him, carried by the current. The camel puzzled over this. “How is it that that which was behind me I now see pass in front?”

			Moral: Sometimes the idiots hold sway over the sensible.

		

			Not saying it’s bad, not at all. Enduring message, for sure. But “delicacy”? “All the knowledge of an excellent philosopher”? Even Aesop’s still-famous Tortoise and Hare might be intimidated by such praise. The shortness of the fables could have had something to do with Villiers’ high opinion of them. One of his recurring complaints about the conteuses’ tales was that they were too long, though he never provided any details in those reviews, so one might get the idea that he didn’t actually read any of them. Same goes for the Brothers Grimm, who parroted this very complaint and praised Perrault’s stories, arguing that his voice mirrored much more accurately (and here is irony wielding its power again) that of real female storytellers—those illiterate “old wives” of yore who stayed home and did their chores. Regardless of the brothers’ reason, or lack thereof, the end result was that they did not include—or at least credit—any of the conteuses when they compiled works for their Grimms’ Fairy Tales, as the tome would become known around the world. Never mind that few, if any, fairies flutter through the hundreds of stories the Grimms collected.

			That’s a word worth repeating: “collected.” The Grimms were collectors, transcribers, recorders of a tale-telling past. And they were proud of that fact; they didn’t claim to be otherwise. But what we’re made to believe from the covers of our favorite picture books and the opening credits of Disney films is that the Grimms were “authors” or “creators” of most of the classic fairy tales. Not that the picture book publishers, or even Walt Disney, necessarily knew they were spreading misinformation. A falsehood oft repeated does have a way of beginning to resemble fact. But a simple time-travel back to the Grimms’ first edition in 1812 will allow us a visit with just one example of the truth: Snow White, or Sneewhittchen, as the brothers called her. They plainly stated in their notes that they’d heard many versions of this story from the various gatherers they employed to help them with their research. As for the version they chose to publish, they named in the notes the people who had shared it with them, and the brothers produced the story as close to verbatim as they could, as that was part of their mission. Those are hardly the acts of “creators” or “authors” of original stories.

			Before leaving Snow White behind, it’s also worth pointing out that the Grimms’ tale is curiously different from the storybook and movie versions that we are so familiar with and that bear the brothers’ names. Here are a few highlights from the original version of the tale published by the Grimms:

			
					
The queen is Snow White’s biological mother, not stepmother.

					The girl is seven years old when the huntsman is summoned to kill her and bring back her lungs and liver so her mother can cook them, with salt, and eat them.

					The mother tries thrice more to murder the child, until finally Snow White ends up in a glass coffin, where she stays for a long time without rotting (a point explicitly made in the Grimms’ text) before a prince happens by and takes possession of her.

					The prince’s servants have to carry the coffin around all day because he is obsessed with looking at her, but eventually they get sick of this and open the coffin to yell at Snow White and hit her, thus dislodging the piece of apple from her throat.

					The couple marry the next day, and they invite Snow White’s mother to the festivities so they can execute her there by strapping fire-hot iron shoes to her feet and watching her dance in pain until she dies.

			

			Not a great choice for bedtime reading, you may be thinking, but there’s worse in the Grimms’ collection. In “The Robber Bridegroom” a young woman is sent off to marry a prince who turns out to be part of a band of thieves that kidnaps women and kills them, something she witnesses while hiding behind a barrel, when a finger that has been chopped off a woman lands in her lap. In “The Juniper Tree” a mother gets upset with her son and decapitates him, then sets her daughter up to think she was actually the one to kill her brother, and then the mother cooks the boy into a stew that she feeds to the unsuspecting father. I’ll stop there, even though that just scratches the surface of the brutality—mostly against children and women, and mostly with no discernible moral—in the tales the Grimms judged worthy of publication.

			You may be wondering at this juncture if the Grimms intended their stories for children. Most of what’s written about them claims they didn’t. But here’s the title they gave their collection: Kinder- und Hausmärchen. In English, that’s Children’s and Household Tales. Not sure how else to interpret that except that they thought their stories appropriate for children. The conteuses’ tales, however, the Brothers Grimm argued, were definitely not for children. They deemed the women’s tales too complex for a child’s simple mind and, further, maintained that the women hadn’t intended them for children. As to the first claim, the conteuses did use bigger words than did the Grimms, and in stark contrast to the brothers’ blunt stories, the women’s tales had actual plotlines and even character development. But too hard for a child to understand? You can soon answer that question for yourself.

			As to the claim that the conteuses didn’t intend their stories for young people, it is probably true that the greatest market for their books was women. But here’s a question: How would “woman” have been defined at that time? In the twenty-first century, we think of a fourteen-year-old as not a woman but a teen girl. However, in the time of the fairy tale vogue, fourteen-year-olds were regularly sent off to marry and have babies, so it can be assumed that they were considered women. The fairy tales would have been written with these very women in mind, as theirs were the plights the conteuses had experienced themselves and were trying to combat with their pens. Furthermore, over the time that the tales remained popular and were reissued in numerous editions, these women would certainly have read them to their growing children. In these stories, there was no explicit sex (à la the earlier tales by Basile) or violence (as would come later with the Grimms). These were quest tales with brave and clever protagonists who were not punished for their curiosity or their wanderings nor rewarded for blind obedience and silence. These fairy tale princesses didn’t sleep through the action; they were the action. The conteuses would not have had it any other way.

			In this book you’ll rendezvous with each of the seven salon sisters, their life stories pieced together from the fragmented records and flawed histories that survive them. You’ll also find in these pages a selection of retellings of their tales, all based on the original French publications (late 1690s to early 1700s) or English translations from the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. Although some whittling and reshaping occurred in the writing process, I always felt a “modern fairy” at my shoulder as I worked to retell these stories, keeping me true to the conteuses’ voices and to the spirits of the young heroines—all, like the writers who first imagined them, women of the fairy tale resistance.

	

	

			
Marie-Catherine d’Aulnoy

			Marie-Catherine d’Aulnoy was the conteuse who started the fairy tale craze. She is credited with penning an impressive twenty- five tales. More impressive still, she also wrote novels and poetry and “pseudo memoirs,” which were travelogues and recollections fictionalized to make them more exciting. Perhaps she thought a true account of her life would be dull. You be the judge.

			Born Marie-Catherine Le Jumel in 1652, she came from nobility on both sides—her father’s family was “of the robes,” or judicial sorts, and her mother was related to Henri de Beringhen, the first premier écuyer. Although the job description that came with that title may seem lowly—manager of the stables—it was a big deal. The premier écuyer position brought the bearer tête-à-tête with the king, riding alongside him and even subbing for him at the gambling table. Henri held the position for some decades and made a reputation for himself as “the wisest man of his time” before passing the title down to his son, Jacques-Louis, a cousin and contemporary of Marie-Catherine. Keep him in mind for later.

			That Marie-Catherine was a spunky kid with a passion for literature is more than apparent from scribblings she left behind in the margins of one of her favorite plays. In looping cursive (translated here from the French) she warned any future possessor of the book, “If you do not mind what is inside, I hope you get ringworm, impetigo, fever, plague, measles, and a broken neck.” Demonstrating either further proof of a sardonic sense of humor or a desire to tone down the harshness of what she had just written in permanent ink (my bet’s on the former), she signed off with “May God help you against my curses.”

			Her mother, Judith-Angélique, known for her fierce criticism of gender- based power imbalances under the patriarchy, raised her daughter to value independence and protect herself by whatever means necessary. These were traits that Marie-Catherine would need throughout her life and certainly from the age of thirteen, when, as the story goes, a band of masked men swooped into her boarding school and kidnapped her. Among them was François de la Motte, the Baron d’Aulnoy, more than thirty years her senior and—she would quickly figure out—her betrothed in an arranged marriage. Many accounts point to her father as the instigator of the arrangement and even the perpetrator of the kidnapping, but that’s unlikely: It appears her father was dead by that time. This would mean that her mother made the arrangement. Seems hypocritical for a feminist, but perhaps some sense can be made of this by flipping back to an earlier chapter of François de la Motte’s life, one that, in the parlance of the fairy tale genre, would be called a “rise tale,” a.k.a. a “rags to riches” story.

			Probably while still in his teens, la Motte, who had no fancy pedigree to boast of, was taken under the wing of the rich and powerful Duke of Vendôme. La Motte was put into service as a footman at his residence (the Place Vendôme in Paris), then became a valet and moved up the household ladder from there. Around about the time Marie-Catherine would have been learning to walk, the duke was helping the thirty-something la Motte purchase the barony d’Aulnoy, which gave him a fortune of his own as well as entry into social circles he’d never known. This is how he became friends with Judith-Angélique, who found him charming and was impressed with his assets—not only the value of the barony but also the influence that came with connections to the House of Vendôme. Which, by the way, was cheekily referred to on the streets of Paris as the “House of Sodom” because of the duke’s unabashed homosexuality. (This openness was fairly common for men—King Louis XIV’s own brother was gay and didn’t hide it—but as you’ll see when you meet the next salon sister, not so common for women.) That la Motte had long had male lovers is pretty clear from the record, and there are no references to be found of his having any romantic relationships with women. So why, you may wonder, did he suddenly, at age forty-six, want to get married? The answer to that is also pretty clear. In the year prior, the baron had slipped into serious financial straits. By then, the Duke of Vendôme had died and couldn’t help him out. Marrying into wealth was a means to save the barony. We can assume that he kept the extent of his money woes from Judith-Angélique until after the ceremony, but there is still the question of why she would deem a much older man with a demonstrated preference for his own sex a desirable match for her daughter. One possibility is that she may have actually thought these to be points in favor of the union—that is, a man set in his ways and lacking sexual interest in her might just give the debuting Baroness d’Aulnoy the freedom to enjoy her new social milieu without the usual interference that came with marriage bonds. Of course, it’s impossible to know what Judith-Angélique was thinking, though one thing is certain: She came to rue the decision, as evidenced by the calamitous events that would soon unfold.

			But back to the newlyweds.

			Marie-Catherine despised her spouse from the get-go and was known to run away from him, often in disguise, every chance she got. By her seventeenth birthday she’d had three babies, two of whom she’d had to bury, and she was pregnant with her fourth. (It’s worth noting here that she was known to adore her children, to play with them as if she were a child herself, and even to breastfeed her infants, which was not the norm for an aristocratic mother.) She lived in fear of the baron’s temper, which grew inversely to his shrinking wealth, and he was now gambling away all the money she had brought into the marriage. There was nothing she could officially do about it, though, as this was not illegal behavior for a husband. However, she began to take notice that there was illegal behavior he was engaging in: lèse-majesté, to be specific, or bad-mouthing the king. The baron blamed his debts largely on the policies of the monarchy, and the more he became unhinged about his plight, the more he ranted about King Louis, not only at home but sometimes in public. Lèse-majesté was no petty crime; it was a capital offense that could result in execution. If Marie-Catherine had any compunction about bringing to light her husband’s high treason, one can assume that her mother, who took the lead on this project, had no qualms. Judith-Angélique’s feelings for her son-in-law, as per multiple sources, had by this time turned to “hatred.” Mother and daughter hatched a simple plan: They would hire a couple of cavaliers to befriend Baron d’Aulnoy, witness his crime, and turn him in. What could go wrong?

			Well, just about everything. The details could fill a book, but here is a truncated version. The baron did get arrested for lèse-majesté and was thrown into the infamous Bastille prison, but he managed to convince the authorities to arrest the men who had set him up, and they were tried for the same crime (it seems it was also high treason to coax someone to say bad things about the king), and soon the cavaliers were put to death. But not before they gave up the names of their co-conspirators. Marie-Catherine was still recovering in bed, just weeks past childbirth, when members of the King’s Guard burst in to arrest her. She asked permission to attend to hygienic matters before being taken away, but while they waited outside her boudoir, she escaped via a back stair and slipped into a nearby church, where she hid under a velvet-curtained coffin set up for a funeral mass. Eventually she managed to make her way to the home of extended family, where she hid out for a few days before being turned in by a relative she had trusted (thought to be her brother-in-law, but she refers to him in later writings only as “my Judas”).

			Here is where the aforementioned cousin, Jacques-Louis, the premier écuyer, comes into the picture. Or presumably so, as his influence with Louis XIV is really the only explanation for how differently Marie-Catherine and her mother were treated compared with the cavaliers they hired. It certainly wasn’t just because they were women. That was not a thing, as will be borne out in a bit. By the time Marie-Catherine was arrested, Paris was abuzz about the crimes, so, to avoid whatever the equivalent was of paparazzi in the seventeenth century, she was taken to the city courthouse and jail, the Conciergerie, in the dead of night. She had a babe in arms, and a trunk of necessities was brought in behind her to a room that she later described as comfortable and a relief. She had expected worse. For the length of time she was there—which is unclear because no official records were kept from her detention, and her own writings on the subject are incomplete—she was watched closely at all times (and that means all), because her earlier escape had been such an embarrassment to the King’s Guard. They weren’t going to take any chances while they waited for the king to decide what to do with her.

			Meanwhile, Judith-Angélique was being dealt with elsewhere. Histories align on the fact that she agreed to become a spy for France and Spain in exchange for her head, and it appears she was banished for life, as she never set foot in France again. She spent most of her remaining years in Madrid, comfortably outfitted with a pension from the king of Spain. That last part, it seems to me, lends credence to a particular claim that she actually became a double agent, working, in the end, against the interests of the French monarchy.

			Marie-Catherine was banished as well, but historians argue over whether spying was part of the deal. Consider this, though: During her time away, which lasted more than a decade, she lived in a number of European cities, including Madrid, mingling with the upper echelons of society. When she finally returned to her homeland, she was granted a legal separation from Baron d’Aulnoy and set up in a house on a smart boulevard in Paris—all part of a “reward for services rendered to the Court,” as records show. Hard to imagine what “services” those could have been if not espionage.

			Wait, you may be thinking, Baron d’Aulnoy was still alive? Shouldn’t he have been executed for saying mean things about the Sun King? Yes and yes. The baron’s old Vendôme connections likely came into play to save him. He was, however, saddled with hefty court costs that he couldn’t pay, and he spent time in prison for that. But for much of his wife’s exile he was a free man in Paris, left to plot from afar new ways to make her life miserable. He accomplished that, in spades, not too long after her return. Their eldest daughter was getting married, and of course he had no money for the dowry. So he promised his new son-in-law what was left of Marie-Catherine’s inheritance. Sadly, there’s no record of how she specifically reacted to this, but it had to have been colorful, given the response from King Louis XIV himself, who banished her once again, this time for mauvaise conduite, a crime that basically meant misbehavior by women. She was incarcerated in a convent (it may seem strange today, but at that time convents were commonly used as women’s detention centers), where she had to stay for years—yes, years—something she seemed to endure by wield of pen. During this period of isolation, she generated a lot of tales, most filled with strong young women who battle forces out of their control and are saved in unexpected and imaginative ways or by deus ex machina, a device Marie-Catherine often employed to rescue her protagonists from tyranny.

			It is tempting to give her a happily ever after at this point in the story, but there is one more thorny episode that merits attention, this one starring a very close friend of hers: Madame Ticquet, wife of a legal adviser to the king who was known for his brutality. Perhaps he kept his abuse within legal limits (the law allowed a man to beat his wife so long as the weapon’s diameter did not exceed that of his thumb), but whatever the reason, he was never made to stop. Then one night on the street, he was shot in the gut by an unknown male assailant. He survived the attack. Madame Ticquet was arrested for attempted assassination. She claimed innocence until she was subjected to torture by “water pot,” a standard practice in the day to elicit information. It went like this: The prisoner was stretched naked over a stool at the small of the back, hands and feet tied and pulled in opposite directions, then forced to swallow four pots of water (a total of about six quarts), and then, if that didn’t work, the prisoner was bent back over an even higher stool and four more pots were forced down. After her “confession” Madame Ticquet was taken to the executioner, a young man, new at the job, who got flummoxed when she kissed his hand and then gracefully set her neck on the chopping block. It took him three tries with the sword, blood spurting everywhere, before he successfully severed her reputedly beautiful head, which was then propped up on the platform, facing out, as a cautionary tale to all wives in the crowd. Yes, there was a crowd—all of Paris, according to the newspapers.

			Though it’s said Marie-Catherine was initially implicated in the scheme, and some accounts even claim she was banished (yet again), I choose, given no bona fide proof of that, to leave her in Paris for the remainder of her days, hosting her famous salon on the rue Saint-Benoît. She would have had her writer friends for company—though some had disappeared by that time, as you’ll see—and her adult daughters. Baron d’Aulnoy eventually died, leaving her finally free of marital shackles. For five years, anyway, which is as long as she would outlive him, unfair as that seems given the age difference.

			But Marie-Catherine did achieve acclaim for her work in her lifetime. From the moment she returned to France after her first exile, she wrote popular books with an international flavor that appealed to readers across Europe. She was even admitted to Italy’s Accademia dei Ricovrati in Padua, one of the first literary academies to accept women, where she was nicknamed Clio after the Olympian Muse. Her fairy tale collections met with great publishing success, starting with the first volume, Les contes des fées, or The Fairy Tales, in 1697. Undoubtedly to help secure royal privilege—that is, approval by the censor—she dedicated the book to the Duchess of Orléans, Louis XIV’s sister-in-law and the highest-ranking woman in France at that time. (If you are wondering why the king’s wife, i.e., the queen, was not considered the highest-ranking woman, it’s because she—a second wife whom he’d married secretly after the death of his first—was not of his social stratum and thus was an “unofficial” ruler. More on her to come.) Marie-Catherine’s tales were not only read widely but also performed onstage, including at the Palace of Versailles, where a national decree required “Knights of the Order” to act out fairy tales for the dauphin, the king’s eldest son and heir.

			One tale that would surely have been in that mix was “The White Cat,” her most popular and enduring tale, retold here as “Féline.” It is the story of a creature who has long suffered under a spell that can be broken only by a human who falls in love with it as it is—a beauty-and-the-beast tale, in other words, but with a beast in the form of a female cat and a beauty in the form of a prince. This was written more than forty years before the “Beauty and the Beast” we know so well (that, too, is by a French writer, and one who would have certainly grown up on the contes de fées of the renowned Madame d’Aulnoy), so Marie-Catherine was no, eh, copycat. Among the points of divergence between the two is the inclusion of a nested tale in “The White Cat,” a story within a story, that explains the underlying curse. This narrative comes from the cat herself, who, after returning to her human form, steps into the role of storyteller to inform her new beau of her past—one that includes her abduction as a child, an arranged marriage to a monster, and a parade of punishments for her rebelliousness. This may sound suspiciously like autobiography, but Marie-Catherine does give her protagonist something that always seemed to elude her: a happy ending.

			Transformation also figures into another one of her tales retold here, but this transformation is of the gender variety. “Belle-Belle” features a teenager who bravely puts herself in danger to keep her father safe. (If you are again thinking of “Beauty and the Beast,” remember who got there first.) Belle-Belle disguises herself as a man in order to go to war in her father’s place. While a cross-dressing warrior was not entirely new in literature of the era, Marie-Catherine put hers, and herself, closer to the battle lines. At the time she was writing this tale, a very popular form of entertainment was political satire, distributed via pamphlets, which poked fun at Louis XIV, making him appear weak and stupid or excessively vain and immoral. He hated these things (the way late-night comedians are hated by certain pols today), and he would have had all the authors rounded up for lèse-majesté, but they wrote anonymously to avoid that whole decapitation business. Shift the spotlight now to our writer, Marie-Catherine, scratching away at a manuscript in a cramped room in a convent during banishment number two. Onto the page appears Belle-Belle—or Chevalier Fortuné, the name she dons with her enchanted male attire—riding her steed to the palace of a king who is not only a military failure but also a leader whose power is overshadowed by that of his tougher sibling, a woman. Not wanting to give too much away, I’ll just add that Belle-Belle saves the day. Clearly, Marie-Catherine was taunting King Louis, a rather unwise risk to take given her situation. But you’d have to agree that that woman did have balls. And so, you’ll see, does her gender-bending Belle-Belle.



	
		

			
Féline
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	Once upon a time there was a king who feared that his three sons would be seized with the desire to reign before his death. He was a distrustful sort, the king. And selfish. And scheming. So he hatched a plan to divert his sons with promises he could escape fulfilling. He summoned them one day and said, “My dear children, you know that my advanced age does not permit me to attend to state affairs so closely anymore, and I fear my subjects may suffer.”

			(The king was a liar as well. He wasn’t too terribly old, he was certainly clear of mind, and he cared little about his subjects’ sufferings.)

			He went on: “I wish therefore to give one of you my crown, but it is only fair that in return for such a gift you should seek ways of making my retirement pleasing. It seems to me that a clever, pretty, and faithful dog would be a pleasant companion. I declare that whichever of the three of you brings me the finest dog shall be my heir.”

			The princes were surprised at their father’s request for a dog, as he had never shown much interest in pets. But they gladly accepted the commission. The king gave them money and jewels, adding that in a year they must return, and on the same day and at the same hour bring him their dogs.

			Before their departure they repaired to a keep about a league from the town. There they brought their friends and had a great feast, at which the brothers swore eternal friendship, that they would act without jealousy, and that the successful one should share his fortune with the others. At length, they set out, deciding that on their return they would meet at the same place and go together to their father.

			Each took a different route, but we shall follow only that of the youngest. He was of a happy disposition, considered handsome, and skillful in all exercises befitting a prince. He sang pleasantly, played charmingly on the lute, and he could even paint. He was also recognized for his honesty and gallantry.

			A day scarcely passed that he did not buy dogs: big, little, greyhounds, bulldogs, boarhounds, harriers, spaniels, poodles. As soon as he had a very fine one, he found one still finer, and therefore let the first go and kept the other. In this manner, he traveled far. One night, walking without knowing where he was going, he was overtaken by thunder and pelting rain. He could see a light ahead, wavering in the distance, and he made his way toward it, thinking it a house where he could take shelter till morning.

			He walked for quite a while through the storm, the light seeming to only grow in magnitude ahead of his path. This was no mere house, he finally saw, but a castle built entirely from gleaming gemstones in a palette of colors he had only ever seen through prisms. A stag’s foot hung at the entrance, and he pulled on it. In an instant the doors opened, and a dozen hands, all bodiless, ushered him in with torches, leading him through room after room, pushing him from behind until he reached a great salon where a commodious armchair slid across the floor quite on its own, stopping abruptly in front of a fireplace that at the same moment lighted itself. More hands appeared and, setting him in the chair, began replacing his wet clothes with dry ones, these more magnificent than any he had seen in his own court.

			When he was powdered, curled, perfumed, adorned, and made more beautiful than Adonis, the hands led him into a hall resplendent with fine furniture. A table was laid for two. He perceived cats (yes, cats) taking their places in a little orchestra. One held a book in which was written the most extraordinary music imaginable, and the rest had small guitars. Suddenly, each began to mew in a different key and to strike the strings of their guitars with sharp claws. It was quite awful, the prince thought, and he was trying to work out how to plug his ears without appearing rude, when a little figure entered the hall. It was covered in a long black veil and was attended by two cats with swords at their sides.

			The prince did not know what to think. The little figure approached him and raised her veil, and he saw in front of him the most beautiful white cat that ever was or ever will be. She looked very sad, and she began to mew so softly and prettily that it went right to his heart. Then she said to him, “I am Féline. You are most welcome in my home.”

			[image: ]

			“It is very kind of you to receive me so cordially,” said the prince, “but you do not appear an ordinary animal. Your gift of speech and your castle are strong proofs to the contrary.”

			“I beg of you to leave off making me compliments,” she said. “Come, let supper be served.”

			The bodiless hands waited table. First two dishes were put out, one of young pigeons and the other of fat mice. The sight of the one prevented the prince from eating the other, imagining the same cook had prepared them both. But Féline, guessing by his expression what was passing in his mind, assured him that his kitchen was separate, and that he might eat what was given him without worry. The prince felt quite sure that she would not deceive him, and so he ate. The meal was delicious.

			He noticed that Féline wore a miniature on one paw. He asked her to show him and was astonished to see in the tiny portrait a young man that resembled him most incredibly. He looked inquisitively at her, but she just sighed and became more melancholy. Fearing he had upset her, he changed the subject to news of the world, prattling on about this and that, and finding her to be surprisingly well informed on matters one would not expect a cat to care about.

			After supper Féline invited her guest to enter a hall containing a stage on which twelve cats danced a ballet. Their leaps and capers were peculiar, but soon the prince found the dancers enjoyable to watch. When they were done, Féline bade her guest good night, and the hands that had heretofore been his guides took charge again and led him to a most unusual bedroom, where the floor was carpeted with butterfly wings and the feathers of rare birds, the bed was of gauze fastened up with ribbons, and there were large mirrors that reached from ceiling to floor, a hundred cupids smiling from gilded frames.

			The prince was awakened in the morning by a confused noise. The hands took him out of bed and dressed him in hunting costume. He looked out into the courtyard and saw it filled with cats, some leading hounds on the leash, others sounding the horn. Féline bid him to come down and join them. A wooden horse awaited him, and while he at first resisted mounting the awkward-looking thing, the hands persisted in placing him in the saddle. He found that it moved better than a real horse, and on it he followed Féline, herself in a tricorn hat and riding a monkey. It was quite a successful hunt; the cats ran quicker than the rabbits, and the birds, too, were scarcely safe, for the cats climbed trees. When it ended, Féline blew a horn, and the procession returned to the castle. She put on again her black veil and supped with the prince.

			The days went on this way, with entertainments of all manner, and soon he forgot about the dog he was to take to his father. Indeed, he forgot his country, and cared only about being with Féline.

			But she remembered his obligations and said to him one evening, “Do you know that your father is expecting you in three days?” Seeing the sudden anxiety that came over him, she added, “King’s son, do not vex yourself. I am your friend. You can stay here another day, and although it is far from here to your country, the wooden horse will easily take you there in time.”

			“I thank you,” the prince said, “but it is not enough to return to my father. I must take him a dog.”

			“I know,” Féline said, passing an acorn from her paw to his hand. “This contains a dog more beautiful than the dog-star.”

			“Oh!” cried the prince. “You are laughing at me.”

			“Put the acorn to your ear,” she said. “You will hear it bark.”

			And so he obeyed, and he heard the little dog and was assuaged. He wanted to open it right then, but she convinced him to wait until he was with his father. He thanked her, and tenderly said, “I regret leaving you. Although you are queen here and the cats that form your court are more intelligent and gallant than ours, I do wish you would come with me.”

			Her only reply was a deep sigh.

			When the prince arrived at the keep to meet his brothers, they were surprised to see a wooden horse that performed better than all those in the riding schools. They also wondered why he had no dog at his heels. So he showed them the acorn, and they looked at each other, confused but also secretly glad for such foolishness. There was no denying the desire that had been growing in the two older brothers to be the winner of their father’s competition.

			The next day they went on together in the same coach. The older brothers brought their little dogs in baskets, so delicate that one scarcely dared to touch them. When they reached the palace they were greeted by all, and when the king set eyes on the two dogs, he did not know which to favor, for they were equally impressive. And then the youngest brought out of his pocket the acorn Féline had given him. He opened it, and there was a perfect, silken dog lying on soft wool. The king found it impossible to find anything to say against the tiny animal. He held it in his palm and seemed quite mesmerized.

			But remember, the king had not the least desire to give away his crown. So he told his sons that he was pleased with their labors, and since they had succeeded so well in the first thing, he wanted them to prove their skill further before he fulfilled his promise. He said he would give them a year to look by sea and land for a piece of linen so fine that it would pass through the eye of a needle.

			The two older brothers were visibly disgruntled and departed quickly, without so much affection for the youngest this time, as his showing them up with the superior little dog had greatly cooled their love.

			So the prince mounted his wooden horse and steered himself away. He stopped at many places, in search of spinners and weavers, hoping to procure the prize his father sought. But soon his longing to again see Féline led him back to her castle. He found there the windows and doors flung open in welcome, and the hands ready to serve him. But nowhere did he see Féline, until finally, in the evening, in a dim corner of her room, he found her curled onto a pillow. She seemed in a state of neglect, her usually lustrous coat matted, her claws untrimmed.

			“Dear one,” he said softly, “what is it that has happened to you?”

			Hearing his voice, she perked up, and stretched, and answered, “Whatever reason I had to hope you would return, king’s son, I dared not expect too much. I am usually so unfortunate in the things I want that this event surprises me.”

			“But of course I would return,” he said. “Why would you think otherwise?”

			She looked down at the paw on which she wore the miniature, then back up at his face, and though she seemed on the brink of saying one thing, she said another: “Tell me about your journey.”

			And he related the events, and what was next expected of him by his father. “I think the task impossible,” he concluded.

			“We’ll see,” she said, and she leapt from her perch and led him to a gallery that extended along the river, where the cats of her court had taken to shooting off fireworks each day when darkness fell, to cheer her up. This night it would be to celebrate the prince’s return. The rockets were such that he’d never seen before, lighting the hills so brightly it was as if they had been touched with fire.

			The days that followed were the best of the prince’s life, for he had only to think of something he wanted and it was immediately brought to him by the hands. Féline was so charming to be with and talk to, so versatile of mind. “You are not natural,” he said to her one evening as they dined. “Tell me what miracle has made you able to think and speak as if you attended the most famous academies.”

			“Cease your questions,” she replied, her eyes going from his plate to her own, from the grilled fish to the skewered mice. And then, again, she let out that deep sigh that signaled she would say no more.
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