ORIGINS OF THE STORY

T

he origins of the story of the witty animal, which wins a fortune for his master, is quite common in popular tradition throughout Western and Eastern Europe. In Italy, we can find an almost identical storyline in the tale of Straparola, which dates from 1554.

In Perrault’s version, a cunning cat wants to avoid being eaten by his poor master. If he makes a fortune for him, he will be saved, so he puts on boots – a detail found only in Perrault's version - and thereby assumes a form of human character and becomes the Master Cat.

Hereafter it is almost as a consequence of his “humanness” that Master Cat identifies opportunities, becomes inventive and devises strategies by which he persuades the King that his master possesses the title of  “The Marquis of Carabas”.  The cat’s resourcefulness also wins his master the hand of the Princess! But, despite his “humanness” the cat remains a fable character in that he is a household pet.

Although there's magic happening in the tale – that of the ogre changing shape - it is the only one of all the preceding versions of Puss in Boots or any of the other tales in the Contes de ma mère l'Oye which does not begin with "Once upon a time  …….". 

The character of Master Cat evokes the character of the “cunning servant”, typically represented in Italian comedy by Sciapin or Crispin, both of whom are in the service of masters and manage to improve living conditions for all.

PUSS IN BOOTS - THE OGRE HUNTER!

I

n the Perrault’s tale, Puss in Boots, Master Cat outwits a shape-changing ogre and, over and above winning his master a title as well as the hand of the King’s daughter, also acquires for both him and his master a spectacular castle and many lands.
According to the folklore and mythology of the peoples of Northern Europe, the ogres (related to the Latin Orcus) are a race of humanoid beings; fierce and cruel monsters, that eat human flesh. They are also shy and cowardly, and have little or no intelligence and cleverness, which make it easy for men to defeat them. A female of this race is called ogress. 

Ogres are said to be able to change their shape at will into animals or objects, and they often dwell in marvelous palaces or castles, sometimes underground. In art, ogres are depicted with a big heads, with abundant body hair and beards, huge bellies and strong bodies. 

In Scandinavian countries, there is no concept for "ogre"; instead, similar mythological figures are translated into “trolls”. These trolls are considered to be the masters of castles built in the mountains, of keeping fabulous treasures (compare with the Irish leprechaun). These creatures most commonly are considered to be giants but, sometimes, present as dwarfs. 

Literature for children has plenty of tales mentioning ogres and kidnapped princesses who are rescued by valiant knights and, sometimes, peasants. Ogres are also popular in fantasy games. In recent times the most famous ogre is the title character from the movie Shrek in which several of the stereotypes are broken down. 

By extension, the term ogre applies to disgusting persons with a violent temper. 

The word 'ogre' comes from 'Hungar' or 'Uigur'. These were the Hun/Turk invaders of Europe. Ogre legends, originally, may have originated from the stories of their raid. 

Blue, red, & black ogres with horns and iron clubs, appear in Momotaro - Peach Boy - a Japanese fairy tale. A large community of these ogres lived on Giant Island, near Japan, according to this tale. 

Other fairy tales with ogres in them: Motiratika, Tritill Litill And The Birds, and Don Firriulieddu. Negoogunogumbar is an ogre of African origin. In this Pygmy myth this ogre devours children. 

The ogre is thus a universal element in children’s tales and is observed as an archetype in cultures across the globe. It is thought that the extinct Neanderthals could have served as the origin for this archetype.

THE MARQUIS OF CARABAS

I

n later literature, the author Rafael Sabatini derived the main character and title for his book The Marquis de Carabas from Perrault’s  Puss in Boots. The Marquess of Carabas is a character in Benjamin Disraeli's novel Vivian Grey. The Marquis de Carabas is also the title of the third episode of the TV-series FLCL, in which, rather appropriately, the cast performs "Puss in Boots" as a school play. One of the females remarks as to how the paradox of living a lie eventually makes it the truth, a reference to her own squeaky-clean image. 

In the BBC TV series and later novel Neverwhere, both written by Neil Gaiman, there is a character who calls himself the Marquis de Carabas. In the novel, the character has decided to name himself after an imaginary Marquis and to create of him a figure of legend. 

