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In the “Préface” to his fairytales, Charles Perrault insists on the importance of 

morality in fairytales and he blames the “Anciens”—Greeks and Romans--for incorporating 

vicious acts in their texts in order to seduce the reader. By contrast, he acknowledges his debt 

to folklore and the local oral tradition in the following way:  

Il n’en est pas de même des contes que nos aïeux ont inventés pour leurs Enfants. Ils 

ne les ont pas contés avec l’élégance et les agréments dont les Grecs et les Romains 

ont orné leurs Fables; mais ils ont toujours eu un très grand soin que leurs contes 

renfermassent une moralité louable et instructive” (6).  

According to Perrault, there are thus two different kinds of exemplarity associated with 

morality and style: first, fables written by the Ancients that dismiss morality to focus on 

stylistic effects meant to seduce  the reader; and second, fairytales told by unknown  

ancestors who didn’t focus so much on style as they did on morality. The purpose of the 

latter, he states, was to instruct children on right and wrong. Perrault then acknowledges his 

own goal: to transcribe fairytales, keeping their morality while also focusing on style (7-8). 

This preface turns out to be of crucial importance for our comprehension of Perrault’s 

project: in trying to define a new kind of exemplarity that would link both morality and style, 

Perrault contributes to the invention of the written fairytale1 as a new literary genre in the 

seventeenth century.  

There are, however, reasons to wonder if associating style with morality was truly 

Perrault’s purpose, and if so, whether he succeeded in that endeavor. In fact, it does not take 

long to realize that morality in Perrault’s fairytales is problematic: granted, all the fairytales 

he wrote end with a moral, but a moral that often seems to demonstrate the exact opposite of 

what is at stake in the story. Why would Perrault state that his purpose is to write morally 

                                                
1Madame d’Aulnoy published her fairy tales the same year as Perrault, in 1697, but fairy tales were written down 
earlier elsewhere in Europe, in Italy and England.  See Julie Jacquet, “La terrible histoire des contes de fees,” 
https://www.abebooks.fr/livres/la-terrible-origine-des-contes-de-fees/index.shtml;  
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driven fairytales in the purest of styles in his preface and then consciously undermine the 

morality in his texts? Should the reader take his declarations in the preface with a grain of 

salt? 

In order to tackle this question, we will focus on one of Charles Perraut’s best-known 

tales, Le Petit Poucet2. In the story, the eponymous main character and his six brothers are 

abandoned in the forest by their parents who have no means to feed them anymore. Luckily, 

le Petit Poucet, who is the smallest and quietest of the children, overhears the conversation 

between his mother and father and leaves a trail of pebbles from his home. He thus manages 

to bring his brothers back home safely, but their parents take them back to the forest again, 

and this time, le Petit Poucet cannot grab any pebbles because the door is locked. He thus 

uses a trail of breadcrumbs instead, only to soon find out they have been eaten by birds and 

this time, the kids are really lost in the forest. After a while, they find a house that happens to 

be the home of an ogre. Although the ogre’s wife tries to hide them from her husband, he 

finds them. She then convinces him to wait until the next morning to eat them. During the 

night, le Petit Poucet switches his brothers’ caps with the crowns of the ogre’s seven 

daughters. When the ogre wakes up in the middle of the night, he gets confused and kills his 

daughters. By then the seven brothers have fled, but the ogre goes after them, wearing seven-

league boots that allow him to travel very fast through the country. While the ogre is asleep, 

Poucet manages to steal his boots. Perrault then provides two alternative endings: in the first 

one, Poucet steals the ogre’s boots and lies to the ogre’s wife in order to steal all their money; 

while in the second one, he becomes a messenger for the King and makes a fortune sending 

love letters to soldiers from their wives. He then manages to give part of the money to his 

parents and brothers. The moral insists on the fact that appearances can be deceitful and that 

sometimes the ugliest child is the one who brings happiness to his family.  

Le Petit Poucet is of a great interest for several reasons. Firstly, it has an interesting 

binary structure: the story repeats itself twice, leading to two different endings left at the 

consideration of the reader. Secondly, the moral appears to give some kind of closure, but is 

undermined by the constant use of irony in the story. Thirdly, the narrator’s humorous 

interventions throughout the story seem to prevent the morality from working effectively. 

Therefore we will discuss Perrault’s comments on morality and juxtapose them against a 

close reading of the text in order to reveal previously overlooked connections between the 
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fairytale and its morality. We argue that and that the effectiveness of morality in Le Petit 

Poucet is undermined by humor, narrative interventions, and the very structure of the text, 

thus creating a new literary genre of written fairytale that was never intended for children 

only. 

I. Morality and immorality 

1. An intriguing preface 

Both Contes en vers et Contes de Ma Mère l’Oie begin with a preface that emphasizes  

morality in fairytales. Because Le Petit Poucet is part of the second book, we will now focus 

on what is at stake in the preface from Contes de Ma Mère l’Oie. The foreword is dedicated 

to Mademoiselle, Elisabeth Charlotte d’Orléans, a niece of Louis XV. Curiously, the narrator 

immediatly confuses the reader by stating: “On ne trouvera pas étrange qu’un enfant ait pris 

plaisir à composer les Contes de ce Recueil” (6). If a child wrote the tales, who is writing the 

foreword? Is it a child as stated? The author of the fairytale book is Perrault, but the preface 

is signed by P. Damancour, Perrault’s third child, who was seventeen at the time the book 

was published and could therefore hardly be considered a child. The preface thus creates a 

first ambiguity: who is the author? And if the author is untraceable, which seems to be 

Perrault’s purpose in signing with the name of his third child, shouldn’t we read the foreword 

in a different light? Can the author’s point of view be represented by something he doesn’t 

acknowledge having written? Many critics have argued that this foreword sheds a different 

light regarding the question of authorship for all of Perrault’s fairytales. But our point here is 

to show that although the fairytales are written under Perrault’s name (his name is on the 

cover of the book), the most theoretical text of the book, the one where he states his point of 

view on morality in fairytales is either signed with a pseudonym or written by someone else. 

Can we therefore assume that Perrault is telling the truth in this preface? Can we take for 

granted what is said in it? 

Let us proceed with a close analysis of this foreword and its statement on morality: 

“Ils renferment tous une morale très sensée, et qui se découvre plus ou moins, selon le degré 

de pénétration de ceux qui les lisent” (6). The narrator insists that the reader must be careful 

while reading the fairytales. The morality seems to be hidden at the core of the fairytales, and 

appears to be something the reader must discover on his own, according to his intellectual 

capacities. Perrault then acknowledges that the stories take place in “les moindres familles” 

(6), and that the fairytales might serve as some kind of guide for France’s leaders to get to 
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know their subjects better. Of course, this idea is highly whimsical even though it perfectly 

fits Perrault’s image as one of the leader of the Moderns. Perrault wrote these fairytales for 

aristocratic salon gatherings (he himself did not come from a modest background) and the 

stories told by the fairytales are not supposed to be contemporary to the reader, but to belong 

to an “absolute past” (Bakhtine) related to fantasy. In other words, the preface to the 

fairytales itself advises the reader to be cautious and to try and find a hidden morality in the 

text, while also giving some fallacious advice that the reader should not follow.  

Perrault divides each fairytale of Contes en Prose in two parts: the story (in prose), 

and the moral (in verse). This division is first introduced in the title of the book published in 

1697: Histoires Ou Contes du Temps Passé, where the subtitle states: “avec des moralitez”. 

This expression induces a distinction between the stories and the morals. We can understand 

the word “avec” in two ways: in the sense that the stories contain a morality – as stated in the 

preface – or that they are followed by a moral. But what if both interpretations applied? What 

if the story contained a morality that was different from the moral that followed the story? 

2. “Le Petit Poucet”, an immoral story 

As the last fairytale of the book, “Le Petit Poucet” should be exemplary of morality in 

Contes en Prose but the opposite appears to be the case: In this fairytale, Le Petit Poucet, the 

main protagonist, doesn’t appear to be a moral character. First, he spies on his parents’ 

conversation three times in a row, then he tricks the ogre in order to make him kill his 

daughters (who are also, incidentally, the daughters of the ogre’s wife who has saved the life 

of Poucet and his brothers when they were lost in the forest and in great danger). Finally, 

Poucet, after stealing the seven-league boots that belonged to the ogre, goes back to see the 

ogre’s wife and lies to her, saying that her husband has been captured and that he has sent 

him to gather all of his treasures to give to his ravishers in exchange for his life. Jeanne 

Morgan, in her book Perrault’s Morals for Moderns, underscores the protagonist’s 

immorality and thus also the tale’s moral ambiguity:   

This behavior is not presented as an ideal, but as a negative model. For example, 

Poucet’s action of repaying the kindness of the ogre’s wife by arranging for the 

murder of her children and by stealing all her possessions is morally indefensible. 

This story highlights the subtle nature of the morality behind Perrault’s stories, for if 

we choose to interpret Poucet’s behavior simply as a laudable example, then the 

moral becomes ambiguous. (99)  
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In short, by choosing to put forward an immoral character, Perrault gives the reader a chance 

to see through the apparent morality of his writing. While praising Poucet, the narrator 

highlights an ambiguity: can the reader really take Poucet as a model? 

3. Irony and humor 

One of the other clues that Perrault gives the reader in order to undermine what has 

just been stated in the preface is the way he uses irony and humor in the text. Perrault had 

always been attracted to the burlesque genre – in fact, in 1643, he had written a burlesque 

version of Aeneid. One would not expect irony nor humor to be part of a fairytale, since the 

fragile equilibrium that makes fantasy work can be upset easily by the parody. But while 

reading “Le Petit Poucet”, one can only be struck by the humor and irony Perrault uses in the 

text, and this from the beginning in the very first paragraph:  

Il estoit une fois un Bucheron et une Bucheronne qui avoient sept enfans tous 

Garçons. L’aîné n’avoit que dix ans, et le plus jeune n’en avoit que sept. On 

s’estonnera que le Bucheron ait eu tant d’enfans en si peu de temps ; mais c’est que sa 

femme allait viste en besogne, et n’en faisait pas moins que deux à la fois (141).  

As he brings the reader back to material considerations – very far from the fantasy world – 

Perrault adds humor to the text. The use of the pronoun “on” introduces the narrator very 

early in the text and seems to create a bond between reader and narrator, thus taking both 

away from the fantasy world and producing a distancing effect.  

Another example of Perrault’s playfulness can be found in the following remark on 

women who are right as opposed to those who are always right: 

Ce n’est pas que le Bucheron ne fust peut-estre encore plus faché que sa femme, mais 

c’est qu’elle luy rompoit la teste, et qu’il estoit de l’humeur de beaucoup d’autres 

gens, qui ayment fort les femmes qui disent bien, mais qui trouvent trés importunes 

celles qui ont toûjours bien dit (144),  

The apparent misogyny of this comment is counterbalanced by the use of irony.  

Perrault’s humor gets even darker as we approach the end of the text and this 

particular use of humor plays a significant role in keeping the marvelous at bay. Once the 

ogre has killed his seven daughters instead of Poucet and his six brothers – something he 

doesn’t know yet because it was dark – he jokes when he asks his wife to go “les habiller,” to 

dress them up, which can mean either “to put clothes on them” or “to rub meat with spices 

and sauce:” 
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L’Ogre s’estant éveillé, dit à sa femme, va-t’en la haut habiller ces petits drôles 

d’hier au soir; l’Ogresse fut fort estonnée de la bonté de son mary, ne se doutant 

point de la manière qu’il entendoit qu’elle les habillast, et croyant qu’il lui ordonnoit 

de les aller vestir, elle monta en haut, où elle fut bien surprise lorsqu’elle aperçût ses 

sept filles égorgées et nageant dans leur sang. Elle commença par s’évanoüir (car 

c’est le premier expédient que trouvent presque toutes les femmes en pareilles 

rencontres). (150-151) 

Once again, the misogynist joke and the pun have a distancing effect but it is associated this 

time with a narrative intervention found in the parenthesis.3  

So while the proximity of the marvelous (through the fairytale characters) and the 

everyday (through their mundane behavior and actions) works in favor of the prosaic and has 

a distancing effect on the marvelous, on the fantasy world, as Jacques Barchilon points out,4  

Perrault’s narrative interventions have a similar effect: insofar as they draw attention to the 

text itself, they take it away from the fairy tale, as Patricia Waugh tells us: 

Metafiction is a term given to fictional writing which self-consciously and 

systematically draws attention to its status as an artefact in order to pose questions 

about the relationship between fiction and reality. In providing a critique of their own 

methods of construction, such writings not only examine the fundamental structures 

of narrative fiction, they also explore the possible fictionality of the world outside the 

literary fictional text (Waugh, 2).  

In our case, that means that if the text presents itself as an artifact, it must also give an 

indication on the fictional nature of its construction, morality included. Once it becomes clear 

that morality itself is the product of the author’s imagination, it becomes easier to understand 

why it does not necessarily abide by Judeo-Christian standards of morality. 

In sum , Perrault brings the prosaic back into fantasy through the use humor and 

irony, preventing the fantasy from working completely,  or, at least, allowing for an ironic 

distancing effect. According to Fleur Vigneron, this narrative posture must be both amusing 

and uncomfortable:  

On l’aura compris, Perrault s’amuse. Par ces divers procédés tous les ressorts du conte 

de fées se trouvent discrédités. L’auteur crée une tension entre ce genre qu’il a 

                                                
3 As we will see below, the narrator intervenes one more time towards the end of the text. 
4 See Barchilon’s comments on the “voisinage du merveilleux avec le prosaïque” (265). 
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pourtant choisi et la mise à distance ironique. Le merveilleux est en péril, cependant 

l’œuvre ne bascule pas dans la satire de la féerie (213).  

To put it slightly differently, the marvelous seems to be experiencing a crisis in this fairytale-

-linked as it is to the use of irony and humor.   Is the morality impacted by this crisis, and if 

so how?  

 

II. The two-part structure in “Le Petit Poucet” contributes to the crisis of morality 

1. A story in two parts 

As already mentioned, “Le Petit Poucet” has a dual structure  by virtue of having a 

story written in prose and a moral written in verse) In Perrault’s Morals for Moderns , Jeanne 

Morgan argues that this dual structure is meant to muddle reader’s expectations:  

Perrault’s separation of the tale into prose and verse components further emphasizes 

the contrast between the narrative’s deadpan tone and the moral’s direct appeal to the 

tastes and interests of the reader. In a clever reversal of expectations, the prose is 

abstract and distant whereas the verse is ‘familiar,’ allying itself with the reader’s own 

perspective and experience (Morgan, 53).  

If verse and prose were commonly used at the time to indicate the protagonists’ 

different social origins (such as in Shakespeare’s plays), their respective uses in this case 

would appear to be linked to a reversal of readerly expectations,  Perrault’s aim in using verse 

being, according to Morgan  to get closer to his aristocratic reader. We can also infer from 

her analysis that those tales being addressed to the aristocracy, peasants’ lives were a  matter 

of little concern for the people who were to read them, hence the emphasis on “style,” on an 

“abstract and distant” prose in the story itself, and a simple moral for the simple folks who 

expect it(such as in La Fontaine’s Fables). Before addressing the issue of the “moralité’s” 

meaning, let us see proceed a bit further with the analysis of the tale’s structure. 

The tale’s two-part structure is clearly noticeable. First, the abandonment of the boys 

by their parents is repeated, with the same conditions, and the same consequences. The 

parents twice bring their children to the forest, twice Le Petit Poucet overhears the 

conversation between his parents, and twice he tries to leave a trail from his house. In the first 

occurrence, he appears to be smart enough to find his way back thanks to the trail of pebbles 

he has left along the way, and the story ends well thanks to the use of a deus ex machina 

device: his parents just happen to receive a large sum of money they were owed but no longer 
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expected.5  The story could end there, but instead of saving, the parents overspend6 and are 

soon back to square one: 

 

Cette joye dura tant que les dix écus durèrent; mais lors que l’argent fut dépensé ils 

retombèrent dans leur premier chagrin; et résolurent de les perdre encore, et, pour ne 

pas manquer leur coup, de les mener bien plus loin que la première fois (Perrault, 

145). 

In part I, happiness seems to be closely related to money but le Petit Poucet has not made “le 

bonheur de toute la famille” yet (Perrault, 154). In part II, the story finally enters the realm of 

fantasy. The first part does not make use of magic, but the second part features creatures of 

wonder and is highly hyperbolic, thus drawing the reader closer into a real fairy tale. The 

parents lead their children to the deepest and darkest part of the forest--”le plus épais et le 

plus obscur” (Perrault, 145), just the place where magic can occur, as François Rigolot has 

shown in his analysis of the forest motif in “Les Songes du savoir, de la ‘Belle Endormie’ à la 

‘Belle au bois dormant:’”  

On est cette fois-ci plongé dans l’épicentre des ténèbres, là où se joue le drame des 

terreurs nocturnes qu’évoque le conteur avec réalisme : ‘Plus ils marchaient, plus ils 

s’égaraient et s’enfonçaient dans la Forêt. La nuit vint, et il s’éleva un grand vent qui 

leur faisait des peurs épouvantables. Ils croyaient n’entendre de tous côtés que des 

hurlements de Loups qui venaient à eux pour les manger’. On pense à l’analyse que 

fait Bachelard de la forêt et du ‘mystère de son espace infiniment prolongé’ : ‘un 

véritable transcendant psychologique’. Cette épouvante s’estompe au moment où le 

petit Poucet aperçoit du haut d’un arbre la lumière d’une maison dans le lointain : 

lueur d’espoir située ‘bien loin par-delà la Forêt’ et donc nettement hors de l’espace 

physique et mental de la frayeur sylvestre (Rigolot, 104) 

The two-part structure works as a mirror, the woods acting as a pivot that effects the passage 

from the prosaic into the marvelous\. The two parts seem to be highly symmetrical. In the 

first part, the children find their way back into their parents’ house, while their parents are 

devouring meat, and it is the father who wants to abandon them while their mother refuses at 

first. In the second part, in the fantasy world, the children find their way to the ogres’ house, a 

                                                
5 « Le seigneur du village leur envoya dis écus, qu’il leur devoit il y avoit longtemps, et dont ils n’espéraient 
plus rien” (Perrault, 143), 

6 “Elle acheta trois fois plus de viande qu’il n’en falloit pour le souper de deux personnes (Perrault, 143-144). 
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mirror image of their parents’ home – seven daughters, the gorging on meat, the wish to make 

the seven boys disappear. Poucet’s behavior is determined by the dark world (literally and 

metaphorically) epitomized by the forest. And if the coming-of-age story that is his mostly 

happens in a dark and immoral world, , how could it be moral?  Poucet’s story is reminiscent 

of Descartes’ metaphor of the man who is lost in the forest and has to choose a straight path 

to get out of it in his Discours de la Méthode. But what if this path leads you directly to an 

ogre’s house? Is it still a moral lesson? Maybe being able to overcome this danger is the 

morality?  The only expedient Perrault has found in order to preserve some kind of morality, 

it seems, is to make the two-part story bear a two-part ending. 

2. A two-part ending 

It is surprising enough that the children find their way back home on their own the 

second time. Indeed, when the ogre catches up with them thanks to his seven-league boots, 

they are almost back home already: “Il entra dans le chemin où marchoient ces pauvres 

enfans, qui n’étoient plus qu’à cent pas du logis de leur père” (Perrault, 151).  Money, of 

course, is the problem here: the parents abandoned their children twice because they couldn’t 

feed them anymore. So if the children were to come back without money, they would be 

abandoned again and the story would go on. Poucet’s goal, therefore, is less to find his way 

back home, than it is to come back a rich man.  

Let us take a close look at the first ending: 

Le petit Poucet s’estant approché de l’Ogre, lui tira doucement ses bottes, et les mit 

aussi tost […] Il alla droit à la maison de l’Ogre où il trouva sa femme qui pleuroit 

auprés de ses filles égorgées. 

Vostre mary, lui dit le petit Poucet, est en grand danger, car il a esté pris par une 

troupe de Voleurs qui ont juré de le tuër s’il ne leur donne tout son or et tout son 

argent. […] Comme la chose presse beaucoup, il a voulu que je prise ses bottes de 

sept lieuës que voilà pour faire diligence, et aussi afin que vous ne croyez pas que je 

sois un affronteur. 

La bonne femme fort effrayée, lui donna aussi-tost tout ce qu’elle avoit : car cet 

Ogre ne laissoit pas d’estre fort bon mari, quoy qu’il mangeast les petits enfans. Le 

petit Poucet estant donc chargé de toutes les richesses de l’Ogre s’en revint au logis 

de son pere, où il fut receu avec bien de la joye. (Perrault, 152-153) 
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Here Poucet commits two robberies: first he steals the ogre’s boots – which can be morally 

defendable since the ogre wanted to eat him in the first place – but then he lies to the ogre’s 

wife who has helped him and his brothers. She is also still mourning the death of her seven 

daughters that Poucet has participated in killing. And yet, Poucet manipulates her in order to 

steal all her money.  

But because this ending is particularly immoral – or at least that seems to be the 

reason he gives –, Perrault offers the reader an alternate ending: 

Il y a bien des gens qui ne demeurent pas d’accord de cette derniere circonstance, et 

qui prétendent que le petit Poucet n’a jamais fait ce vol à l’Ogre ; qu’à la vérité, il 

n’avoit pas fait conscience de luy prendre ses bottes de sept lieües, parce qu’il ne 

s’en servoit que pour courir aprés les petits enfans. Ces gens-là asseurent le sçavoir 

de bonne part, et même pour avoir bû et mangé dans la maison du Bucheron. Ils 

assurent que lorsque le petit Poucet eut chaussé les bottes de l’Ogre, il s’en alla à la 

Cour, où il sçavoit qu’on estoit fort en peine d’une Armée, qui étoit à deux cens 

lieües de là, et du succès d’une Bataille qu’on avoit donnée. Il alla, disent-ils, trouver 

le Roi, et luy dit que s’il le souhaitoit, il luy rapporteroit des nouvelles de l’Armée 

avant la fin du jour. Le Roi luy promit une grosse somme d’argent s’il en venoit à 

bout. […] 

Après avoir fait pendant quelque temps le mêtier de courier, et y avoir amassé 

beaucoup de bien, il revint chez son pere, où il n’est pas possible d’imaginer la joye 

qu’on eut de le revoir. Il mit toute sa famille à son aise. Il acheta des Offices de 

nouvelle création pour son père et pour ses frères; et par là il les établit tous, et fit 

parfaitement bien sa Cour en même temps. (Perrault, 153-154) 

Through the use of  impersonal sources--”Il y a bien des gens, » […] « Ces gens-là asseurent 

le sçavoir de bonne part, et même pour avoir bû et mangé dans la maison du Bucheron” 

(153)--the narrator succeeds in muting his own voice in the alternate ending. Furthermore, 

this alternate ending, which tries to justify the immoral actions of Poucet, seems to go 

through many narrative filters; the narrator has heard this story from many people, who 

assure that they know this from the woodsman. This multi-layered version of the ending 

offers two interpretative possibilities. On the one hand, it could be that this ending brings the 

fairytale back to the real world by pretending that the woodsman is real and that he has 

testified to other people. That is the reading Morgan choses : “This ending illuminates the 

way in which Perrault placed traditional themes and characters into unexpected contemporary 
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contexts, in order to derive both humor and a moral applicable to the reader’s own 

experience” (100). One the other hand, it can also completely undermine the attempt to 

justify Poucet’s actions morally. The multiplication of narrative layers, the fact that the 

woodsman (a fictional character) is already known as a liar in the text, since he lied to 

abandon his children, are reminiscent of the game of Chinese whispers in which variations on 

a story end up  discrediting all of them.. But the text adds another layer to this double ending, 

the morale in verse. 

3. A double morality? 

MORALITÉ 

On ne s’afflige point d’avoir beaucoup d’enfans 

Quand ils sont tous beaux, bien-faits et bien grands 

Et d’un extérieur qui brille ; 

Mais si l’un d’eux est foible ou ne dit mot, 

On le méprise, on le raille, on le pille, 

Quelquefois cependant c’est ce petit marmot 

Qui fera le bonheur de toute la famille. (154) 

There have been many debates concerning this moral but most interpretations are 

summarized by Morgan in the following lines:  

In this moral, parents are criticized for centering their pride and attention upon their 

handsomest children; by implication, Perrault condemns society itself, for valuing 

outward manner and appearance over inner worth. Andrew Lang, among others has 

suggested that this moral is a fond tribute to Perrault’s son Darmancour (117).  

Given the rather familiar if not outright negative sense of the word “marmot,” we have 

reasons to doubt that the moral should be understood as a “fond tribute” to Perrault’s son. In 

any case, the various readings reported by Morgan all take the morality to be either self-

reflexive (Perrault thinking about his own life), or societal. She does point out that “Le Petit 

Poucet” is the only tale, with “Le Petit Chaperon Rouge,” that has a single moral but she 

makes nothing of it: her conclusion is that the moral has a direct meaning (152-153).  But 

given the many clues that point to moral ambiguity in the text, the dual structure, the double 

ending, it would be rather surprising if the moral wasn’t ambiguous as well. . Granted, when 

read by itself, the moral says what Morgan says it does. But can it really be read in isolation 

from the immoral tale, the one that says that happiness can be achieved by lying and stealing? 
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Everything happens as if the moral was here purely for convention, which would be another 

way of undermining its moral purpose. Furthermore, the use of verse in the moral supports 

this hypothesis, emphasizing the convention and the shift between the text in prose and the 

moral. It therefore appears as a lid that doesn’t fit the pot, resulting in a crisis similar to the 

one identified by François Rigolot:  

Les Contes, eux, enferment la « Morale très sensée » comme les Méditations 

enfermaient la Folie […]. Le Cogito de Perrault échapperait donc à l’alternative du 

sensé et de l’insensé, de la folie et de la raison déterminées. Il en résulte un texte en 

crise (106). 

Conclusion 

The preface of the fairytales that insisted on the importance of morality in the text was 

already filled with warnings. Just as Poucet, Perrault seems to leave a trail of clues to help the 

reader see how the morality is prevented from working. Or at least, he shows it does not work 

as expected . The use of humor and irony, the double structure of the text and of the ending 

are all aimed at achieving a crisis of morality that culminates o with the adjunction of the 

moral in verse. It doesn’t work. It doesn’t fit the story or achieve a moral goal. But Perrault’s 

purpose in constructing this textual  crisis may well have been to put the reader at the core of 

it so he/she may follow the trail of pebbles he left and either go back to his/her parents’ or go 

deeper in the forest to the ogres’ house. Enticing hermeneutics are this tale’s modus operandi 

.In the process, our understanding of Perrault’s fairytales is completely redefined: they seem 

more closely related to Boccaccio’s immoral tales than to Judeo-Christian morality. The 

foreword was after all accurate when it stated : “Ils renferment tous une morale très sensée, et 

qui se découvre plus ou moins, selon le degré de pénétration de ceux qui les lisent” (Perrault, 

6). Maybe the moral is that no morality that can be given through the reading of a text; the 

reader should be the one who, through his own path, finds that truth ; with the help of the 

text, but within himself. He should be, just like the ogre, the one who says: “il y a icy quelque 

chose que je n’entens pas” (147). 
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