Volker Schröder 
  
Marie-Madeleine Perrault 
  

ou non, émanant des établissements d'enseignement et de recherche français ou étrangers, des laboratoires publics ou privés.

This is no fairy tale but a true story. It is based on archival sources that have lain dormant for centuries and, to my knowledge, never been published or discussed. Like Sleeping Beauty in the Woods, the time has come for this secluded file to be awakened and to speak again. (Warning: there will be no happy ending.) This is the story of Marie-Madeleine, the firstborn child and only daughter of French writer Charles Perrault (1628-1703) and his wife Marie Guichon (1653Guichon ( -1678)). Her very existence has been a subject of debate and disagreement. While church records attest the baptism of three sons, no such evidence seems to have survived for a daughter. The only textual trace traditionally cited by scholars is a 1695 publication by Marie-Jeanne L'Héritier, who dedicates her tale Marmoisan to "Mademoiselle Perrault" and praises the fine education she and her brothers receive from their father. But given the apparent lack of factual information about such a daughter, this dedication itself has sometimes been read as a metaliterary game, "a potentially ironizing invention of a fictional fourth sibling," rather than a reference to a real person.

Notarial documents kept in the Archives Nationales in Paris offer unambiguous proof that Mademoiselle Perrault did exist, while also raising many questions about her life and relationship to her father and brothers. They indicate that Marie-Madeleine was born in 1674, probably in the spring or early summer, about a year after Marie Guichon's first pregnancy had ended in a miscarriage. In 1699, she attained legal majority, and issues of inheritance became pressing and contentious. The archives are tangled but appear to reveal a family drama in five acts, leading from a filial act of resistance to a paternal deed of reconciliation.

On November 7, 1699, a woman named Catherine Dumesnil brought the notaries a document sent to her by Marie-Madeleine Perrault. In this one-page autograph note signed "M Perrault," she protests against any deeds which could indicate that she is renouncing part of her inheritance; if she signed any papers to this effect, she "did so only because of the authority of my father his ill treatments and the threats of my oldest 
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Far from providing a harmonious denouement, the marriage contract prompted new legal disputes. On October 13, the newlyweds obtained the rescission of the July 10 renunciation and of Charles Perrault's ensuing calculation of his daughter's inheritance. This led finally (on December 16) to an elaborate deed of partage et donation aimed at giving Marie-Madeleine and Charles-Samuel a truly equal share of the family propertya settlement said to express the father's desire to "maintain the peace and union between his two children and, in the name of the good friendship that he feels for them, contribute to their advancement as much as a good father must do."

All's well that ends well? Alas, this young woman's story has a sadly familiar ending, which is attested by the parish registers of Saint-Nicolas de Coutances. On July 21, 1701, the priest recorded the burial of an unnamed son for Louis Le Gentil and his wife "Marie Madelaine Preaux." On July 25, the mother herself was interred, one day after her death.
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Having outlived his three siblings, Charles-Samuel became the sole heir of Charles Perrault, even without the help of any forced or voluntary renunciations. It was thus for him alone that his father, in 1702, wrote his (unfinished) Memoirs of my life. Marie-Madeleine does not appear in them, nor anywhere else in his works, at least not openly.

But it is surely her juvenile likeness that is preserved and endlessly reproduced in the famous frontispiece to Stories or Tales of Times Past. Will the whole story behind this image ever come to light? 

Addendum (May 2021)

Thanks to the digitization and indexing labor undertaken by the volunteer contributors to the Familles Parisiennes project, another piece has surfaced that sheds a bit more light on the Perrault family dispute. Whereas my narrative above was based on notarial and parish records, this document is part of the legal guardianship registers (registres de tutelle) preserved today at the Archives Nationales. It shows that in September 1699, the two surviving sons of Charles Perrault -Charles-Samuel (aged 24 years and 3 months) and Pierre (21 years and 5 months) -were granted "lettres de bénéfice d'âge,"

i.e. their legal emancipation, for they, unlike their sister, had not yet reached full majority. The purpose of this move, explicitly stated in the document, was to enable the two sons to relinquish their share in the "communauté de biens" that had existed between their parents, given that no inventory of this joint property had been drawn up after Marie Guichon's death in 1678. Once all three children had signed such a renunciation, their father would proceed to give an account of the family property and partition it between them -at least that seems to have been Charles Perrault's plan. By protesting against the renunciation that he had made her sign, Marie-Madeleine precluded this settlement and forced her father to have a proper inventory established after all.
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