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Les Contes des fées
VS

The term “fairy tale” originated in 1697, when Marie-Catherine Le Jumel de Barneville,
baronne d’Aulnoy, gave the title Les Contes des fées to her first collection of wonder
tales. Published in Paris by Claude Barbin, this seminal work has become extremely rare
and is often described as “lost” or “untraceable.” Recent editors (Philippe Hourcade in
1997, Nadine Jasmin in 2004, and Constance Cagnat-Debœuf in 2008) were unable to
locate a single copy of any of the four volumes and had to rely on eighteenth-century
editions to establish the text of the fifteen tales and two frame narratives.

At least one complete copy seems to have survived in private hands. It first appeared in
1737 at the sale of the books belonging to the comtesse de Verrue and again, 160 years
later, at that of the library of the baron Jérôme Pichon; in 1979, it resurfaced at an
auction in Paris.  According to the catalog descriptions, this set includes two engraved
frontispieces; the title pages of volumes 1-3 show the date 1698, whereas volume 4 is
dated 1697. These divergent dates do not necessarily indicate different editions:
publishers routinely updated their title pages to re-issue unsold copies and make them
appear more current. Conversely, volumes with identical titles and dates may actually
represent distinct editions, as we shall see below.

A similarly complete set of Les Contes des fées is in fact preserved intact in a public
library, the Württembergische Landesbibliothek in Stuttgart, Germany, where I
consulted it last December. Each of the four volumes bears its original owner’s
signature, which appears to read “JH Böhm.” The books entered the collections of the
WLB some time in the 18th or 19th century. Just like in the Verrue-Pichon copy, the first
three volumes are dated 1698, and the fourth 1697. The “achevé d’imprimer” (indicating
the day when the first printing of the work was completed) shows April 29, 1697, for
volumes 1 and 2, and August 31, 1697, for volume 3. Volume 4 does not contain an
“achevé d’imprimer.”
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Württembergische Landesbibliothek, Fr.D.oct.1816-4

Engraved frontispieces face the title pages of volumes 1 and 3. The first of these images
has already been known from another copy of volume 1, which was sold on eBay in
2008; fortunately, it was captured and posted online on the blog of “Le Bibliomane
moderne” (the French bookseller Bertrand Hugonnard-Roche). In her excellent study of
early fairy-tale illustrations, Daphne Hoogenboezem doubted the authenticity of this
frontispiece and suggested that it was a later addition by an individual owner of the
book.  Its presence in the WLB copy, however, confirms that at least some of the copies
sold by Claude Barbin were indeed issued with this frontispiece. Whether the author had
any control over its design and execution is another matter; none of d’Aulnoy’s earlier
books were illustrated, and Barbin may well have proceeded without consulting her.
Whatever its origins and intentions, this frontispiece must now be taken into account as
the earliest visual representation accompanying and introducing Les Contes des fées.
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https://i1.wp.com/anecdota.princeton.edu/wp-content/uploads/sites/470/2018/04/vol4title.jpg?ssl=1
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Württembergische Landesbibliothek, Fr.D.oct.1816-1

It is perhaps in reaction to this rather frightening image of a stern matron or mistress
that volume 3 opens with a much gentler vision of female storytelling. This frontispiece
(reproduced here for the first time) is signed “Clouzier. F.” – with “F.” being not a first
name initial but the abbreviation of “Fecit.” The same signature appears in three of the
five vignettes in volume 4. It probably refers to the engraver Antoine Clouzier, who often
worked for Barbin and also executed the famous frontispiece to the tales of Perrault,
published the same year. (The comparison between these two frontispieces signed by
Clouzier lies beyond the scope of this note.) By contrast, none of the illustrations in
volumes 1 and 2 are signed; on stylistic grounds, I would question their traditional
attribution to Clouzier.

Württembergische Landesbibliothek, Fr.D.oct.1816-3

Another copy of volume 1, also dated 1698 but lacking the frontispiece, was acquired by
the University of Colorado Boulder in 2007 and digitized in 2011. While at first it looks
identical to the WLB copy, closer examination yields a surprise: the two books were
actually printed, for the most part, from different settings of type and thus represent
(bibliographically speaking) two different editions. Their non-identity is almost
imperceptible on some pages, but conspicuous on others:

https://i0.wp.com/anecdota.princeton.edu/wp-content/uploads/sites/470/2018/04/vol1title.jpg?ssl=1
https://i2.wp.com/anecdota.princeton.edu/wp-content/uploads/sites/470/2018/04/vol3title.jpg?ssl=1
http://cudl.colorado.edu/luna/servlet/detail/UCBOULDERCB1~53~53~433498~132652:Contes-des-f%C3%A9es?sort=title%2Cpage_order&qvq=sort:title%2Cpage_order;lc:UCBOULDERCB1~53~53&mi=2&trs=38
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left: University of Colorado Boulder / right: Württembergische Landesbibliothek

left: University of Colorado Boulder / right: Württembergische Landesbibliothek

The presence of the same engraved vignettes and woodcut ornaments in both copies
shows that we are confronted not with a piracy but with two “original” editions, both
published by Claude Barbin and printed by the same printer (probably Jacques
Langlois). Such cases of duplicate editions are surely more frequent than bibliographers
have realized; in fact, Barbin’s 1697 edition of Perrault’s tales exists itself in two
versions, which have often been erroneously described as two “states” or “printings”
(tirages) of a single edition, when in reality most of the text was reset.

In the case of Perrault’s tales, an errata leaf helps distinguish the first edition from the
second. No such supplement differentiates the UCB and WLB copies of volume 1 of Les
Contes des fées, and a more thorough comparison will be needed to determine which of
the two may have been printed first. As far as volume 2 is concerned, the three currently
known copies (preserved in Stuttgart, Gotha, and Madrid) all seem to belong to the same
edition, but one can hope that additional copies will surface and shed more light on the
publication history. In the meantime, the newly located volumes present d’Aulnoy
scholars not only with two new frontispieces, but also with hundreds of (small but not
insignificant) textual variants awaiting identification and critical appraisal.

Volker Schröder

April 10, 2018
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Württembergische Landesbibliothek, Fr.D.oct.1816-3

Footnotes

1. Succession de Madame Agnès Van Parys, Drouot, 7-8 mars 1979, no. 3. The four
volumes are bound in two (“4 tomes en 2 volumes”) bearing the arms of the comtesse de
Verrue. The same copy was advertised in the October 1951 catalog of Librairie
Dommergues: see the facsimile reprint of Lucien Scheler’s annotated copy of
Tchemerzine, Bibliographie d’éditions originales et rares (Paris: Hermann, 1977), and
Roswitha Böhm, Wunderbares Erzählen: Die Feenmärchen der Marie-Catherine
d’Aulnoy, Göttingen: Wallstein Verlag, 2003, p. 100-101. In his introduction to the 1997
edition by Philippe Hourcade (Paris: Société des Textes Français Modernes), Jacques
Barchilon describes a different set comprising volumes 1-3 (dated 1698, and without any
frontispiece); the current whereabouts of this copy, which used to belong to Gilbert
Rouger, are not known.

2. Le Conte de fées en images: le rôle de l’illustration chez Perrault et Madame
d’Aulnoy (1695-1800), dissertation Rijksuniversiteit Groningen, 2012, p. 83-89.

3. The distinction between Barbin’s 1697 editions of Perrault’s tales was first established
in d’Eylac (A. de Claye), La Bibliophilie en 1891-1892, Paris: A. Rouquette, 1893, p. 11-
19.
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