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Preface


When I was still at school, my godmother, the Comtesse de Beauregard, having taught me nothing about God, gave me instead Marcel Proust’s A la Recherche du Temps Perdu. It was the most spellbinding book I had ever come across and led me directly to Saint-Simon, for in the first pages of Du Coté de Chez Swann, the narrator says that Swann has in one pocket a copy of the Thousand and One Nights and in the other a volume of the memoirs of the Duke de Saint-Simon, thus indicating the twin sources of his inspiration. In the course of the novel, he mentions Saint-Simon thirty-two times and that one of his characters has a portrait of Saint-Simon in her dining room. In the closing paragraphs, he says that he wants to write a novel as great as the Thousand and One Nights and as long as the memoirs of the Duke de Saint-Simon.


Saint-Simon was not then on the accepted canon of schoolboy reading and it was some years before I finally caught up with Saint-Simon in Lucy Norton’s brilliant translation in a sale of their used library books at Harrods. Proust and Saint-Simon had much in common. Proust was, famously, asthmatic; Saint-Simon suffered what he called ‘occasional suffocations’, presumably also asthma. Both wrote by night, Proust because his asthma attacks were less likely then; Saint-Simon because had he been caught, it might have cost him his life. In an age when men of his rank thought highly of the Sun King, Saint-Simon’s was a dissenting voice, and the king had spies everywhere. Nor was Saint-Simon always polite about the most odious of his contemporaries.


On the face of it, Saint-Simon’s motive for writing his memoirs was to warn his contemporaries that the Sun King’s extravagance, his too many wars of aggression¸ his too many mistresses, his enormous building projects (Versailles and its gardens) would lead to the ‘end and dissolution of the monarchy’.


Yet, after spending fifty years collecting material for his memoires and putting them into their final form, knowing they could never be published in his lifetime and had, perhaps, no chance of ever seeing the light of day, Saint-Simon then locked them away in a drawer of his desk and seems never to have given them a further thought. In his will, he left his papers, five crates in all, to his cousin, the bishop of Metz, with no instructions as to what the bishop should do with them.


At his death, they were confiscated and held as prisoners of state.


So, why did he write them?





Who’s Who in Saint-Simon


Saint-Simon mentions more than a thousand people in his Mémoires. I list only the main players. Others may be mentioned only once or twice and their significance explained at the time.


The royal family




The King. Louis XIV (1638-1715), king of France from 1642


The Queen. His wife, Marie-Therese (1638-1683)





Their son




Monseigneur, le Grand Dauphin (1661-1711): their only surviving son; heir to the throne. Famously the son of a king and father of a king, never a king himself. m Marie Anne Christine of Bavaria (1660-1690) La Dauphine





Their children




Bourgogne, Louis de France, duc de (1682-1712). Louis’ eldest grandson. Later the Dauphin; Saint-Simon’s friend, m Marie Adelaide de Savoy (1685-1712)


Anjou, Philippe de France, duc de,(1682-1746) Louis’ second grandson, later Felippe V, king of Spain from 1700 m 1st Marie-Louise de Savoy, sister of Marie Adelaide de Savoy, duchesse de Bourgogne (1701-1714), m 2nd 1714, Elisabeth Farnese (1692-1766), daughter of the duke of Parma


Berry, Charles de France, duc de (1682-1714) Louis’ third grandson m Marie Louise Elisabeth d’Orléans, duchesse de (1695-1719)


La Grande Mademoiselle (1627-1693), duchesse de Montpensier, only daughter of Louis XIII’s brother Gaston d’Orléans (1608-1660) by his 1st wife, Marie de Bourbon. La Grande Mademoiselle was the richest and highest ranking spinster in Europe; never officially married though in middle age she fell passionately in love with Saint-Simon’s brother-in-law, the duc de Lauzun


Maintenon, Francoise d’Aubigné, marquise de (1635-1719 ): the widow Scarron, later the king’s pious secret second wife; perhaps loved by the king but loathed by almost everyone else, especially Saint-Simon





The Princes of the Blood (the king’s cousins)




Monsieur le Prince, Henri Jules de Bourbon-Condé (1530-1569), son of the victor of Rocroi


Monsieur le Duc Louis III de Bourbon-Condé (1668-1710), known as the prince de Conti after his father’s death in1685


Monsieur, Court name of Philippe I, duc d’Orléans (1640-1701), brother of Louis XIV


Madame, Court name of Monsieur’s 2nd wife, Elisabeth Charlotte of the Palatine (1652-1722), duchesse d’Orléans; duc de Chartres’ mother, famed for her outspoken letters to her German Aunt Sophie—she hated Monsieur, her husband, secretly loved the king and loathed French cooking





Their son, the king’s nephew




Chartres, Philippe II, duc de (1674-1723) later duc d’Orléans, later Regent of France, Saint-Simon’s co-eval and lifelong friend; m Mlle de Blois who he nicknamed Mme Lucifer





Their children




Charlotte Aglaé Marie-Louise-Élisabeth d’Orléans (nicknamed Jouflotte) (l169-1719), née Mlle de Valois, m Charles de France, duc de Berry


Chartres, Louise-Adelaide, Mlle de; later abbess of Chelles (1698-1743) of whom nothing seems to be recorded.


Montpensier, Louise-Élisabeth Mlle de (1709-1742), m Louis Prince of the Asturias; later briefly queen of Spain


Louis XV (1710-1774)





The king’s mistresses, and their illegitimate offspring




Only those relevant are listed here:


La Vallière, Louise de La Baumchartres de Le Blanc, duchesse de (1644-1710)


Conti, Marie-Anne de Bourbon, princesse de (1666-1739) m Louis Armand, prince de Conti, widowed 1685, hence dowager princesse de


Montespan Francoise Athenais de Rochechouart, marquise de (1641-1707)


Maine, Louis August de Bourbon, duc de (1670-1736) Saint-Simon’s enemy; m Louise Bénédicte du Bourbon the tiny daughter of Henri Jules de Bourbon, Le Grand Condé.


Nantes, Louise Francoise, Mlle de (1673-1743) their eldest bastard daughter, known as Madame la Duchesse; Saint-Simon’s enemy.


Blois, Francoise Marie de Bourbon, Mlle de (1677-1740), later duchesse d’Orléans; m duc de Chartres afterwards duc d’Orléans, later Regent of France during Louis XV’s minority.


Toulouse, Louis Alexandre de Bourbon, comte de (1678-1737) m Marie de Noailles; Saint-Simon’s friend.





The Orléans




Monsieur, Philippe I (1640-1701), the king’s effeminate brother, ‘the prettiest lady at Court’; Chartres’ father, later Duc d’Orléans


Madame, Elisabeth Charlotte of the Palatinate (1651-1722), 2nd duchess d’Orléans; as fat and spotty as a plum pudding; famed for her indiscrete letters to her German Aunt Sophie—mother of George 1st of England





Their children




Charlotte, d’Orléans, their eldest surviving child, sister to the duc de Chartres, grandmother of Marie Antoinette


Chartres, Philip II, duc de, later duc d’Orléans; later regent of France; Saint-Simon’s lifelong friend m the king’s bastard Mlle de Blois, properly duchesse d’Orléans, nicknamed Mme Lucifer





Their children




Jouflotte, their first daughter, Orléans’ favourite, later duchesse de Berry





The courtiers




Bourbon, Louis Henri de Bourbon, duc de (1692-1740). Known at Court as M le Duc, otherwise as the One-Eyed Duc de Bourbon; disliked by almost everyone, including Saint-Simon


Noailles, Adrien Maurice duc de (1678-1766), Saint-Simon’s enemy


Dangeau, Philippe de Courcillon, marquis de (1638-1720), gentleman-in-waiting to the duchesse de Bourgogne; author of Journal later passed to Saint-Simon


Bourbon, duc de. The one-eyed duc


Lauzun, Antoine Nompar de Caumont, duc de (1632-1723) m Genevieve Marie de Durfort, Saint-Simon’s sister-in-law


Maurepas, see Pontchartrain, Jêrome Phélypeaux, comte de Maurepas et de, secretary of State under Louis XV and Louis XVI.


Maurepas, Jean Frédéric Phélypeaux (1701-1781), grandson of Chancellor Pontchartrain


Phelypeaux


Pontchartrain, Jérôme Phélypeaux de (1674-1747), son of Louis Phélypeaux de Pontchartrain. Secretary of State for Marine in 1714. Nicknamed ‘Cyclops’


Torcy, Jean-Baptiste Colbert, marquis de (1665-1746), diplomat and foreign minister; friend of Saint-Simon





The soldiers




Lorges, Guy Aldonce de Durfort, comte de, later duc de (1630-1702), maréchal de France. Saint-Simon’s father-in-law.


Luxembourg, Francois Henri de Montmorency-Bouteville (1625-1695) duc de, maréchal de France


Vendome, Louis Joseph de Bourbon (1654-1712), maréchal and 3rd duc de. One of the great military leaders of the day; brazenly homosexual; loved by his young soldiers, loathed by Saint-Simon


Louvois, Francois Michel Le Tellier, marquis de (1641-1691). Reorganised Louis XIV’s armies and put them on a sound war footing


Villars, Charles Louis Hector, duc de, maréchal de France (1653-1734)


Villeroy, Francois de Neufville, duc de Charost et de, maréchal de France (1644-1730)





The clerics




Dubois, Guillaume (1656-1723). Abbé, tutor to the duc de Chartres, later archbishop, later cardinal, a pro-England diplomatic ‘fixer’, finally first minister to the Regent. Saint-Simon’s favourite enemy


Fénelon, Francois de Salignac de La Mothe-Fénelon (1651-1715). One of the outstanding clerics of the time; tutor to the duc de Bourgogne


La Chaise, Francois d’Aix de (1624-1709) The king’s kindly confessor till 1709


Le Tellier, Michel (1643-1719) the king’s harsh confessor from 1709


Fleury, André Hercule (1653-1743), abbé, later bishop of Fréjus, later cardinal. Effectively prime minister from 1724


Noailles, Louis Antoine de (1651-1729), Cardinal Archbishop of Paris, friend of Saint-Simon, uncle of the maréchal duc Adrien Maurice de Noailles, Saint-Simon’s enemy





The doctors




Fagon, Guy Crescent (1638-1718), Louis XIV’s premier doctor; generally admired; Saint-Simon thought him a charlatan


Mareschal, Georges (1658-1738). Surgeon to Louis XIV. Saint-Simon’s friend since childhood; he passed Saint-Simon many details of Louis XIV’s health and final illness





The Saint-Simons




Saint-Simon, Claude de Rouvroy, first duc de (1607-1693), the memorialist’s father


Saint-Simon, Charlotte de l’Aubespine Le Chateauneuf d’Hauterive, duchesse de (1645-1672), duc Claude’s second wife, Saint-Simon’s mother


Saint-Simon, Louis de Rouvroy, second duc de (1675-1755), the memorialist


Saint-Simon, Marie-Gabrielle de Durfort de Lorges de (1678-1743), his wife, his ‘unique pearl’





Their children




Saint-Simon, Charlotte de Rouvroy (1696-1763), their first-born, later princesse de Chimay. She was hideously deformed.


Saint-Simon, Jacques-Louis de Rouvroy (1698-1746), their elder son, duc de Ruffec


Saint-Simon, Armand Jean (1699-1754) marquis de Ruffec; duc de Ruffec at the death of his elder brother; their second son





Note




’denotes quotations from Saint-Simon


“denotes quotations from other people


Direct speech is taken from Saint-Simon


or from the writings of his contemporaries


( parentheses are Saint-Simon’s own


[ are my explanatory insertions















Part One The Young Saint-Simon












Chapter 1 The Mémoires and the Man


The scandalous memoirs of the duc de Saint-Simon are, by common consent, the greatest memoirs ever written and are at least the equal of the works of the literary giants of what Voltaire called the Golden Age of French literature: the plays of Racine and Molière, Pascal’s Pensées, Fénelon’s Télémarque, La Fontaine’s Fables, The Maxims of La Rochefoucauld and the Letters of Madame de Sévigné, who were his contemporaries, and of Proust, Stendhal, Flaubert, Balzac and Saint-Beuve who were his imitators, as were Tolstoy and in England Macaulay, Lytton Strachey and Winston Churchill.


The memoir is a peculiarly French forte, and from the seventeenth century on, major players wrote accounts, truthful or self-serving, of events and their part in them. Louis XIV wrote a memoir, the only French king to do so, presenting himself as a hero of classical antiquity blessed with Christian piety. Cardinal de Retz’s memoirs record life under Louis XIV as hell on earth. Saint-Simon’s memoirs warn his contemporaries that the extravagance of their absolute king, his unnecessary wars of aggression, his vast building and gardening projects, would lead to ‘the end and dissolution’ of the French monarchy—as indeed they did.


His Mémoires span a pivotal period of French history, roughly from the Revocation of the Edict of Nantes in 1685 to the first rumblings of the French Revolution, almost a hundred years later; pivotal because the monarchy’s finest hour contained the worm of its downfall.


From a modern standpoint, Saint-Simon was quite the wrong person to write history. Not for him the balanced view, the objective assessment. His views were personal. In an age when sycophantic adulation of the king was the order of the day, Saint-Simon’s was a dissenting voice.’ He wrote with passion, making no attempt to hide who he favoured and who he hated. History was not in his day the largely academic pursuit it is now: it differed little from what we would call fiction. He was writing at the end of the humanist tradition based on Herodotus, the father of history, and Plutarch, the father of biography, whose purposes were to praise great men so that their virtues might be emulated and damn the wicked so that their errors might be avoided. He draws from history the solemn warning that guilt is followed by retribution and exults when the guilty are struck down.


He preferred the startling anecdote to the dry fact. He gathered information wherever he could, from books, journals, the scandalmongers’ broadsheets and popular songs and ditties. Courtly gossip was grist to his mill. He kept an ear out for private conversations he should not have overheard. He cultivated everyone from whom he could gain information, not only the great and the good but also the king’s servants, his valets, his doctors, his chambermaids, the washerwomen and the honoured noblemen who emptied his chaise percée. What makes him such an acute observer is the misalignment between his Christian view of the world and the moral turpitude of his contemporaries.


Saint-Simon presents himself as someone of importance. Others did not take him as seriously as he took himself. Ezekiel Spanheim, the Brandenburg ambassador to France who wrote brief notes on everyone at Court, dismisses him as “someone to whom no one pays any attention”. He was something of a joke at Court, a little runt with a high squeaky voice, absurd pretensions as to his breeding and a habit of sticking his nose into other people’s business. Lampoons suggest he may have been the most unpopular man at Court. But there is a price for everything, especially fame. Forever with his ear to the ground, he must have known what other people thought of him but saved his revenge for his Memoires. Many who thought they were his friends would have been astonished.


In so far as he was a duke, he was important. But whereas many dukes wore their rank lightly, Saint-Simon was obsessed with his. There is something disjunct about this. In an age when few things were more important to a duke than the antiquity of his title, Saint-Simon’s was embarrassingly new. His family did not have roots in the feudal past. He was only the second duc de Saint-Simon, and second from the bottom of the ducal rankings. His father, the first duke, had not earned his title by valiant feats of arms nor by great services to the state but by being a catamite to a previous king.


Saint-Simon identified himself with his dukedom as other men identify themselves with their careers. His rank was an obsession, what one of his contemporaries called “his ducal apoplexy”. Some portray him as a snob: he was not. He saw society as fixed and stable, ordained by God. Everyone had their place. Social mobility would destroy society. Hence the importance of his title. Hence his loathing of upstarts from the lower orders, and his worries over those who married above or below themselves: the stability of society depended on people staying where God had put them.


No doubt Saint-Simon had a phenomenal memory but with the best will in the world our memories deceive us. The images we summon up from the past do not return whence we found them but are replaced by a new version assembled from emotion and recollected sensory data which we may unwittingly edit. So, inaccuracies creep in.


Saint-Simon had almost every quality needed to make a great historian yet lacked a sense of historical truth. His obvious sincerity disposes us to believe him. We are often so carried along by the power of his narrative that we are inclined to accept all that he tells us. Where he alone records an event we have no way of checking. This matters because history is not what happened but what is recorded and if the records disagree the truth is difficult to discern.


As a man, he conformed to Adler’s idea that small men have grandiose ideas. Hence the length of his Mémoires, so vast, 12,000,000 words, that even Saint-Simon had to make indices to find his way around them. He loved words, relished them on the palette of his mind. He acquired his racy language, his tangled syntax, from his father. He used slang when it seemed fitting and, when he could not find words precise enough, used old words in new ways. He is credited with being the first to use ‘intellectual’ as a noun and to have invented the terms ‘patriot’ and ‘publicity’. His vocabulary is extreme and inventive. He was aware of his failings and confesses to ‘too many repetitions of the same word at close intervals, the too many synonyms, the sense obscured by long sentences, the repetitions and grammatical errors. I have felt these faults but could not help them, for I was always carried away by the interest of the matter and was very little attentive to the manner of rendering it.’


His writing shows occasional signs of paranoia, especially in the degree to which he felt aggrieved that his merits were not recognised. The writers of squibs mocked him as le petit boudrillion, the little runt. They had no idea he was collecting material for a history of his times, that he would have the last laugh. Those parts energised by his personal animosity are among the liveliest in French literature, while those in which he rides his hobby-horse of rank and precedence, are plateaux of interminable tediosity.


He was infinitely fascinated by the involutions of the human character. For his friends, the abbé Rancé, his father-in-law the duc de Lorges and the dukes de Chevreuse and Beauvilliers, he has nothing but praise: they were the salt of the earth. For his odious enemies, the abbé Dubois, père Le Tellier and Mme de Maintenon, nothing but scorn.


Few have read the Mémoires in their entirety: the standard Cheruel edition runs to some fifteen thousand pages. The Mémoires have never been wholly translated into English. Even Lucy Norton’s brilliant translation covers only 40% of the whole. Saint-Simon committed the writer’s cardinal sin: he erred in the matter of length. In speech, he was loquacious. He wrote as he spoke. Hence his Mémoires are discursive and digressive, hence their gargantuan length, twenty-two volumes in the standard Cheruel edition. Inevitably, a work of such length is something of a curate’s egg. Some parts are of such astounding brilliance that one thinks him a genius, others so bad one wonders whether he was a fool.


He started collecting material for his opus magnus in 1694 when he was a young lieutenant in the maréchal de Lorges’ army on the Rhine. For the next thirty years, he would write, evening after evening, in the secrecy of his cabinet, notes of the day’s events, the people, the gossip, the scandal. Fifty years later, when he came to write his final draft, he wrote in haste, fearing death might overtake him, recklessly denouncing the men and society of his time.


When he finished his memoirs, he locked them away in his desk and seems never to have thought about them again. Perhaps, they had been a purely private matter and had served their purpose, perhaps as a kind of therapy, a search for lost time, old friends, old enemies, a coming to terms with a world in which he had never been at home. By the time he died, he was hopelessly bankrupt, and his papers were seized ‘by order of the king’ (Louis XV) and buried in the bowels of the Départment des Affaires Étrangers in the Quai d’Orsay. Perhaps word of their scandalous nature had slipped out and alarmed the king, or perhaps because of a secret agreement between Saint-Simon or his family and the foreign minister, the duc de Choiseul.


Though the Mémoires were technically a ‘prisoner of state’, a few people were allowed to see them. Mme du Deffand wrote to her friend, Horace Walpole, in 1771 that she had read them ‘with inexpressible delight’, having particularly enjoyed Saint-Simon’s malice. Voltaire was another: he intended to refute them.


When his Mémoires finally appeared, the scandal they provoked seems to have justified their suppression. The glorious Sun King was revealed as an insecure little man aggrandising himself with high heels and tall wigs, comforting himself with mistresses, wasting the nation’s wealth on needless wars and grandiose buildings, while his courtiers were revealed as rogues and rascals (fripons et scélérats), petty-minded, self-serving hypocrites, enjoying huge privileges while contributing nothing to the nation’s well-being. No wonder the Memoires were an immediate success. No wonder they can still hold us in thrall today.












Chapter 2 The Saint-Simons


Saint-Simon launches his Mémoires as though he were starting his autobiography. ‘I was born on the night of the 15th to 16th, January 1675, the son of Claude duc de Saint-Simon, Peer of France, and of his second wife, Charlotte de L’Aubespine, the only child of that marriage.’ He was not starting his autobiography, there was no such genre in his day. He was merely presenting his credentials as one qualified by his rank as a duke and peer to write a history of his times, for in his day histories were about kings and queens, their wars, religions and mistresses; no one then thought the rest of us worth writing about.


As a duc et pair of France, he was born into life at the Court of the Sun King and as such was at the heart of history. He knew all the main players. His father had been an intimate of Louis XIII: Louis XIV was his godfather, Maria Therese the queen his godmother and he was christened in the chapel of the royal palace of Versailles by cardinal Bouillon—so famous then, so forgotten now.


He was born in Paris at his father’s house, the Hôtel Selvois in the rue des Saints-Pères, behind the boulevard St Germain. He was a sickly babe and would grow up a puny adult. The miracle is that he was born at all for his father at sixty-six would have seemed much older than a man of that age now, an age at which most men then were already grandfathers and were considered well past the age of procreation. His mother was thirty, again an age at which most women were already grandmothers and considered past the age of childbearing.


At his christening, his father gave him the names Louis Rouvroy, Louis ostensibly in honour of Louis XIV, though more probably in remembrance of Louis XIII who had loved him, who had given him his duchy-peerage and whose memory he would for ever hold sacred; and Rouvroy, because it was an important family name. He also gave him the ancient title vidame de Chartres, a title which was attached to the lands of the Saint-Simons’ château of La Ferté Vidame in the Perche countryside where the Rouvroys had lived since time immemorial. It was an unusual title denoting a layman whose function in the Middle Ages had been to command a bishop’s army and to defend his temporal interests.


In Saint-Simon’s day, it was no more than a courtesy title, of less importance than that of marquis or count. Saint-Simon would use the title until he inherited his father’s duchy. Its very anachronism would do much to shape his future.


At his birth, great celebrations were held at Blaye, the fortified hilltop town of which his father was governor. Musketeers fired a salute; a huge bonfire was lit and a barrel of fine red wine put out so the townspeople could party. There was music and dancing; the heat of the fire and the warmth of the wine making cheeks glow and breath vaporise on the cold night air.


One might have expected a child so blessed at birth to achieve great things, to become a minister of state, an archbishop, a cardinal or a great military leader but he had none of those qualities. An astrologer told his father that Saint-Simon had been born under Capricorn with Saturn his dominant planet, that people governed by these signs are born old, will endure restless solitude and will be insatiable in the pursuit of knowledge, predictions which would prove uncannily correct.


He was born at a time when France’s supremacy in Europe was undisputed. Louis XIV had been king for twenty-four years and was acknowledged to be the mightiest monarch in Europe, his authority unchallenged at home, his armies victorious abroad. He had been married to Marie-Therese for sixteen years and was in the eighth year of his doubly adulterous affair with the flamboyant Athénaïse de Montespan. Le Vau and Le Brun were creating the palace of Versailles, Le Nôtre was creating the gardens. In England Charles II was king, living on hand-outs from Louis XIV: Catherine of Braganza his queen, the Duchess of Portsmouth his mistress, Reynolds his painter, Purcell his musician and Wren his architect. In Rome, Clément X was Pope. In Spain, Carlos II was burning heretics. In Italy, Stradivarius was making violins.


Saint-Simon was born into the noblesse d’epée, the sword nobility, one of the highest ranks in the most hierarchical society in Europe. The noblesse, d’epée believed themselves descended from a special race of men, the Franks who, under Clovis in the sixth century, had conquered France and subdued the Gallic peasantry. They saw themselves as a race apart, the blue blood of the Franks still coursing through their veins. They believed this blue blood passed from generation to generation in the seminal fluid, but only if used in wedlock. It lost its efficacy when expended the wrong side of the blanket, though this peculiarity did not apply to the king’s semen.


The noblesse d’epée lived in a glittering world of wealth, power and ancient privilege. A nobleman had the right to carry a sword but was forbidden to kill his fellow peers, though he could use it in self-defence. He had the right to hunt, to fly a weathervane, to build a dovecote, to sit on the Gospel side in church and have his tomb in the chancel. He could be judged in civil courts by the chief magistrate, and in criminal courts by the Parlement. A nobleman was never hanged; he was beheaded. He was expected to dress in a style appropriate to his station in life, so that his inferiors should not omit to treat him with respect. His greatest privilege was exemption from the taille, the basic tax which everyone else had to pay.


These privileges had been granted in feudal times in return for bearing arms on behalf of the king and supplying and equipping armies at their own expense. But war had become a pursuit for professionals, and the role of the old nobility had been usurped by administrators from a venal bourgeoisie, leaving the nobles with no proper role while still enjoying their privileges. Richelieu, believing a great king needed a great Court, turned these idle nobles into courtiers hedged about with a thousand petty rules. They were expected to live a specifically noble lifestyle, to own great lands, to entertain on a lavish scale, to be excellent horsemen, expert shots, and were denied by the loi de dérogeance from working with their hands. It was a style fit to flatter the king’s gloire, but one that was beyond the means of many, who ruined themselves in the attempt.


Impoverished and powerless, they would have neither the time nor the money to raise an army against the king. Their main duty was to wait on the king: but waiting involved hours of idleness which they filled, between the inevitable Masses, with gossip and gambling, fornication and adultery.


In 1604, Henri IV, the greatest of French kings, had established a new race of nobles, the robe nobility, the noblesse de robe, who plainly did not have the blue blood of the Franks in their veins. These upstarts could only acquire nobility by undergoing a kind of vigil or purgation lasting many months or even years by which they cleansed their ignoble flesh of its baser elements. Naturally, the old nobility despised these upstarts, many of whom were nouveau riche who had put themselves beyond the pale by buying their titles.


In an age when few things were more important to the noblesse d’epée than their ancestry, it is strange that someone so obsessed with other people’s ancestry as Saint-Simon should be evasive about his own. He gives two versions, one in the Mémoires, the other in his Note sur la maison de Saint-Simon, but neither agrees with the other nor is sufficient on its own. In the Mémoires, he gives his father’s version, that the family could trace its origins back to Charlemagne, and possibly as far back as the Roman emperor Marcus Avitus, through ‘the House of the Vermandois of the blood of Charlemagne, from which we came at least by a woman without any question whatsoever’.


This begs the relevance of a woman in a patrilineal society. The woman is Marguerite de Saint-Simon Vermandois, a daughter of Jacques I, seigneur de Saint-Simon, the last male heir of the oldest branch of the comtes de Vermandois. It would seem that Jacques I, seigneur de Saint-Simon, would be Saint-Simon’s direct ancestor rather than his daughter whose claim to the family line is that she married, in 1439, Mathieu le Borne (the One-Eyed) de Rouvroy, thus uniting the Saint-Simon’s with the Rouvroys. It is from the Rouvroys that the Saint-Simons acquired their very considerable estates and their longevity. Saint-Simon’s father would live to be eighty-seven, his uncle Charles to be eighty-nine and Saint-Simon himself to be eighty, great ages in those harsh times.


Saint-Simon’s Note sure la maison de Saint-Simon offers a different version. It is presented as a long enquiry by an anonymous historian into the genealogy of the Saint-Simons (Saint-Simon writes of himself in the third person). It claims that his family came from the Vermandois in a direct line ‘from father to son’, through the Rouvroys to the Vermandois to Charlemagne thus giving them a highly respectable lineage. The family came to prominence in the Middle Ages but were ruined in the Wars of Religion. They fought with the Catholic League against the Protestant faction and when Henry IV became king he made Louis de Saint-Simon governor of Senlis. Saint-Simon too would be governor of Senlis in his turn.


Saint-Simon was reticent about his ancestry because so many others had invented theirs and Saint-Simon could not document his as thoroughly as he would have wished. His certain knowledge of his forefathers extended no further than his grandfather Louis. This Louis, seigneur de Rasse, had six children of whom three were boys, Charles, the eldest, born in 1601, Claude born in1606 or 1607 who would become the first duc de Saint-Simon and was the memorialist’s father. There was a third, another Louis, known as the chevalier de Malte.





The First Duc De Saint-Simon


Saint-Simon’s father, Claude, the first duc de Saint-Simon, was nearly seventy years older than his son, the memorialist, making him a remote figure, more like a grandfather than a father. He was one of two brothers placed by their father as pages in Louis XIII’s stables, a privilege to which they were entitled by right as sons of a nobleman. Claude, the younger of the two, soon caught the king’s eye. Louis XIII, like all the Bourbons, was passionately fond of hunting, and part of Claude’s duties was to bring him his second horse when the first tired. Realising the king’s irritation at having to dismount and then mount the new horse, he devised a way for the king to change horses without dismounting, by placing the horses side by side, head to tail. He also contrived to blow the king’s hunting horn without slobbering in it.


Having once fallen into royal favour, he rose quickly, accumulating positions, pensions and property. He showed conspicuous courage at the siege of La Rochelle and was given in fief all the lands between the ancient ramparts and the new fortifications, together with the whole village and was further honoured with the cross of the chivalric Order of the St Esprit. La Rochelle was important because it was a Protestant stronghold in the midst of Catholic France in an age when Protestantism was heresy; its suppression was one of Richelieu’s greatest triumphs.


The following year, Louis XIII gave Claude de Saint-Simon the governorship of Blaye. This was a remarkable honour for a young man, for the fortress of Blaye sits on high ground above the entrance to the Gironde and can control all the shipping to and from Bordeaux, important because Bordeaux, like La Rochelle, was a Protestant enclave in the heart of Catholic France. In times of crisis, Blaye alone could stop Protestant English ships or hostile Spanish armadas sailing into Bordeaux to support the king’s Protestant enemies. Claude de Saint-Simon’s role would be crucial to Louis XIV’s victory over the Fronde.


In 1635, at the age of twenty-nine, Saint-Simon’s father’s estates were elevated to a duché-pairie. In France it is the land, not the man, which is ennobled. To qualify for this honour, he had bought, on the king’s advice, the lands and château of La Ferté Vidame. They lie among the richly wooded hills of the Perche countryside. It cost him 400,000 livres, a very considerable sum, and it is not at all clear how he came by it, for he was not well-off but usurious financiers would advance money against property at interest. It may well be that this was the source of the debts which would dog Saint-Simon till the end of his life.


It was a shrewd purchase, convenient for the Court, St Germain and Versailles, all about twenty leagues distant. The estate consisted of a feudal château, arable lands and oak forests. Later he acquired neighbouring lands. By the time Saint-Simon inherited the title the estate extended to more than twenty-five hundred acres, making it one of the largest the region.


Traditionally king’s favourites have gained their upward mobility through sexual compliance and Saint-Simon’s father may have been no exception: Louis XIII was notoriously not a lover of women, preferring instead soldiers and…stable boys. Louis XIII is conspicuously the only Bourbon king never to have taken a mistress; at his little hunting lodge at Versailles, only male friends were invited.


In spite of his homosexuality, Louis XIII fell in love with one of his queen’s ladies-in-waiting. Claude de Saint-Simon offered to act as go-between. The king rebuked him, “Because of your youth I forgive you this time, but never speak to me again of these things if you wish me to continue to love you.”


In 1643, the king summoned duc Claud back to Court but almost at once succumbed to the illness from which he would die three months later. The king promoted him grand écuyer. He understood the significance of the promotion. As grand ecuyer duc Claude would have to attend the king’s funeral at Saint Denis and would have to break the king’s sword and throw it into the grave after the king. In both his Paris house and at their chateau of La Ferté Vidame in the Perche countryside, there were portraits of Louis XIII. ‘Never,’ says Saint-Simon, ‘did my father console himself for the death of Louis XIII…never did he fail to go to St Denis on his behalf, year after year, on the 14th of May, or to offer a solemn Mass to his memory at Blaye when he found himself there on that anniversary.’


It was shortly after the king’s death that duc Claude married his first wife, perhaps on the rebound. She was Diane Henrietta de Budos de Portes. She was fifteen, he was thirty-eight, a difference of twenty-three years. She was said to be exceptionally beautiful: indeed Mme de Sevigne admired her and found her seductive. In 1651, she gave birth to a son, Charles. Duc Claude must have been delighted to have sired an heir to his title. But four months later, his son died. Diane de Budos gave duc Claude two further children, but they were only girls, one of whom died aged six. The other, Marguerite-Gabrielle-Louise, married Henri Albert de Cossé, duc de Brissac. The marriage soon failed because, as Saint-Simon puts it, “The duc’s tastes were too Italian”; that is, he was homosexual. The two separated in 1663, and the duke returned the dowry of 600,000 livres. Marguerite died in 1684 at the age of forty-two without issue, leaving her estate to duc Claude, through whom it passed to Saint-Simon.


Louis XIII’s death meant that his five-year-old son Louis XIV became king and this necessitated a regency. His mother, Anne of Austria, became regent and ruled in association with cardinal Mazarin, the most hated man in France, hated not only because he was a parvenu but worse a foreigner (he was Italian). Anne, in spite of her epithet, was a Spanish Hapsburg: the dynasty had originated in Austria and styled itself the House of Austria. She and Mazarin appeared to be intimate. Madame wrote that Anne ‘did much more than love cardinal Mazarin, she married him’, but this is dubious. Many suspected Mazarin of being Louis XIV’s father, but the dates don’t fit.


Regencies in France are almost always times of political unrest and this was no exception: it was to provoke two minor civil wars known collectively as the Fronde, from the French word for a sling, the weapon used by the Paris mob to smash the windows of Mazarin’s supporters. The first Fronde, known as the Fronde of the Parlement (1648-49), was largely provoked by taxes imposed by Mazarin to recoup the costs of recent wars. It was a typically French expression of discontent: the people of Paris rose against Mazarin, barricading the streets. Mazarin arrested their leaders. The mob gave in.


The second Fronde (1650-53), known as the Fronde of the Princes, was politically motivated, largely inspired by the recent Civil Wars in England and the execution of Charles I. Saint-Simon claims his father transferred his loyalty seamlessly from one king to the next: duc Claude’s letters suggest otherwise. Duc Claude’s cousin, the Great Condé, a national hero since his glorious victory over the Spanish at Rocroi, was one of the leaders of this Fronde.


Condé tempted duc Claude to join him with offers of the title of Grandee of Spain, the gift of great houses and estates and other such blandishments. Duc Claude, torn between family loyal to Condé and loyalty to the memory of the king who had had given him his title, tested the water using the comte de Chavigny as intermediary. Letters between them show that duc Claude was a half-hearted spy on Condé’s side against the king. But Mazarin had spies too and on 18 January 1650, Condé was arrested.


Duc Claude fled to Blaye and armed and provisioned five hundred men at his own expense to defend it against the frondeurs: the fear was that Condé would call on the Spanish to invade via the Gironde. His actions saved the south-west for the king on whose behalf his mother, Anne of Austria, offered him, as had Condé earlier, a marshal’s baton or the title of foreign prince, an extraordinary honour which would have elevated duc Claude to a rank only one degree below that of the Princes of the Blood but duc Claude rejected the offer, saying he would never tarnish the honour of his family by allowing it to be said that his loyalty could be bought. It is much more likely he declined out of a fear that his former treachery might come to light.


Some years later, duc Claude came across La Rochefoucauld’s account of the Fronde, Mémoires sur la brigues, where he claimed duc Claude had promised Condé he would surrender Blaye to the frondeurs. Condé had wanted La Rochefoucauld, not duc Claude, to be governor of Blaye so that he could let his Spanish allies sail up the Gironde unhindered to Bordeau. In his fury at seeing his treachery in print, duc Claude scrawled across the page, “This is a lie”. But was it? There was a terrible row, and enmity between the two families would continue into Saint-Simon’s life.


The Fronde indirectly affected the young Saint-Simon too. The five-year-old Louis XIV had been terrified by it and, the cardinal and the Queen Mother had had to flee Paris twice to save their lives. Even when the Fronde was over, the young king had to undergo one more ordeal. A deputation of his enemies visited his bedroom. Propped up on his pillows, he watched them file past. It is to this humiliating experience that historians attribute his hatred of Paris, his horror of the Parisian mob and his paranoiac distrust of his nobles, several of whom had led the rebellion.


In 1660, Mazarin died and from then on Louis XIV asserted his own authority ably assisted by two great ministers, Colbert, who placed the finances on a sound footing, and Louvois, who reorganised and re-equipped the armies. Louis, loathing Paris and its people, turned his father’s pretty little hunting lodge in the swamps outside Paris into a safe haven and ultimately into palace of unprecedented splendour, thus asserting his authority as king. Into this glittering concentration camp, he gathered the leading noblemen of France, afraid that if they were not in plain sight, they might be plotting his overthrow. Saint-Simon would spend much of his life as a courtier in this claustrophobic fishbowl.








The Distaff Side


On 2 December 1670, duc Claude lost his first wife, Diane de Budos. She was forty-two and was much missed by her friends. Mme de Sévigné wrote, “Alas! It falls to me to break the news of the death of Mme la duchesse de Saint-Simon, after eighteen days of the smallpox…”. She was interred beside her tiny son in the cathedral of Senlis, of which duc Claude was governor.


Two years later, duc Claude took a second wife. Saint-Simon says his father was much grieved at the loss of his first wife but, having no son and devastated at the thought that his title would die with him, determined to marry again in spite of his age (he was sixty-four). He was clear about the sort of woman he wanted. She had to be of sufficient beauty to please him, of an age not too disproportionate to his own, and of a character which would give him no uneasiness, qualities which he thought would be rare to find in one person. He seems to have found them in Charlotte de l’Aubespine de Chateauneuf d’Hauterive, whom he married on 17th October 1672.


It is not clear why she was available. She was not a widow and had reached an age at which most women were already married and not only mothers but usually grandmothers. There is no suggestion that she was unattractive nor that she had had to look after ailing parents.


Saint-Simon is dismissive of his mother’s family, implying that, in an age when few things were more important than one’s breeding, hers was not as respectable as his father’s. In fact, she came from one of the great families of France, the Mortemarts, famed for their wit and beauty. This made her a cousin of Mme de Montespan, the king’s glamorous maitresse en titre. In spite of which, she brought up Saint-Simon to believe that he would have to make his own way in the world, for she told him he had neither wealth nor relatives to help him on his way.


On her marriage, Charlotte d’Aubespine brought Saint-Simon’s father a dowry of some five hundred thousand livres and the hope of the Ruffec estates, among the most considerable in Angouleme. She was sensible, intelligent and impeccably faithful to her husband, a quality which at that time was considered more bourgeois than noble. Her devotion to her husband was all the more remarkable because he had never been handsome, was coarse in his manners and, in old age, morose.


Duc Claude seems to have married Charlotte de l’Aubespine solely for the purpose of begetting an heir. Saint-Simon was born after three years of marriage. After that, she seems to have been of little further interest to duc Claude. There were thirty-seven years between them. They may have had little in common. Like many older men who take wives much younger than themselves, he was insanely jealous, well aware that he might be cuckolded by the young blades at Court. In fact, she was the most loyal of wives, something worthy of comment at a Court replete with sexual promiscuity. This must have been on his mind when Mme de Montespan sent to invite Charlotte to become her maid of honour. Duc Claude opened the letter and replied to Mme de Montespan making it clear that he had taken a wife for his own pleasure, not for the enjoyment of idle young courtiers. ‘My mother,’ wrote Saint-Simon ‘…took the matter up with my father; she greatly regretted his decision, but never let it show.’ It would have been greatly to Saint-Simon’s advantage had she become maid of honour to Mme de Montespan. He would have grown up at the heart of the history that he would one day write.







Father and Son


Saint-Simon and his father could scarcely have been more different. The father was tall and taciturn, one of those uncouth warrior noblemen who left their beards untrimmed to distinguish themselves from the clean-shaven parvenu administrators from the noblesse de robe. He loved hunting. Saint-Simon, by contrast, was clean-shaven and scholarly. He was small, as the children of older parents often are, a physical weakling with a high squeaky voice, and garrulous, devoted to books and history, perhaps deliberately so, for he could never have hoped to emulate his father’s soldierly achievements. What he took from his heroic father and his father’s courtly friends was a sense of the importance of the past.


His father had turned their home into a veritable shrine to Louis XIII: there were portraits of him in almost every room when it would have been more appropriate to have hung portraits of Louis XIV. He also took from his father the antiquated moral values of the age of Louis XIII. It was from this perspective that he viewed the antics of his contemporaries.


His father’s mainly elderly friends confirmed his interest in things past. He loved to hear their tales of earlier times, of love and war, of old feuds and vendettas. Fifty or sixty years later, he was able accurately to recall stories he first heard when a boy. He had a memory like a dictionary of biography.


It was from them that he first heard of the Ruffecs and the great estates that belonged to his grandmother, Aliénot de l’Aubespine. The natural heir to this estate was Charles de l’Aubespine, a dissipated wastrel who had been exiled by Louis XIV. To prevent the estate falling into his hands, Aliénot sold it fictitiously to her daughter, Charlotte, Saint-Simon’s mother. They used the bequest to further Saint-Simon’s education and in gratitude Saint-Simon’s mother endowed the new hospital of Notre Dame des Anges at Ruffec with a significant sum.


The legal deed that brought Aliénot’s estate to the Saint-Simons had been drawn up on 14 November 1682 in Paris in front of a notary called Arouet. The Arouets were family friends. Arouet senior was duc Claude’s advocate and later Saint-Simon’s. His mother was godmother to one of Arouet’s sons. The other son was François-Marie Arouet, later famous as Voltaire.


Another neighbour Saint-Simon first met as a child was Georges Maréchal, soon to be chief surgeon to the king. It would be from him that Saint-Simon would learn intimate details of the king’s health in his final days. It was he who awakened Saint-Simon’s interest in medical matters and in how people died. Death was the obsession of the age. It was thought one died as one had lived, the good in the arms of angels, the wicked in the claws of the Devil. Saint-Simon would become such an avid recorder of deaths that parts of the Mémoires read like the annual deaths column of the almanac Hachette.


One of the first deaths he records is that of Anne of Austria, widow of his father’s beloved Louis XIII. She died as a result of a dispute between two doctors. She had cancer of the right breast. One doctor thought this was caused by a foreign creature eating her flesh from within and made incisions and inserted fresh meat so that cancer could eat that instead: the other thought the breast should be removed slice by slice, like the Sunday roast. She died in agony.


Nearer home was the death in 1683 of Jean-Baptiste Colbert, once one of France’s greatest ministers, and close family friend, one of whose granddaughters Saint-Simon would marry. Colbert had bought his way into the noblesse de robe and been appointed intendant of finances in the early days of Louis XIV’s reign. One of his duties was to gather together the taxes raised by the tax farmers. They were allowed to keep a portion of the tax they gathered as their salary and to cover expenses. Many made themselves rich this way, none more than Colbert. Contemporaries estimated his fortune at over ten million livres. He, too, died in agony, but from nephritic colic at sixty-seven.


It was also from his father and his father’s friends that he learned at an early age that Mme de Maintenon, the king’s morganatic wife, was generally loathed. Her father was a murderer. She had been born in his prison cell. In an age when people believed the stability of society depended on people marrying partners of equal rank, for Louis XIV to marry a woman from the dregs of humanity threatened the stability of that society.


ooooo


The achievements of great men are often built on the shoulders of their mother’s love in earlier years, as Freud wrote: “If a man has been his mother’s undisputed darling, he retains throughout life the triumphant feeling, the confidence in success, which not seldom brings actual success with it.” The only child of a grumpy, elderly, often absent father, Saint-Simon was certainly his mother’s undisputed darling. The bond they formed would last until his mother’s death fifty years later. The downside of such dominating mothers is that they are thought by some to foster homosexual sons. This may explain why Saint-Simon slipped so easily into lasting friendships with older men, as well as his penchant for gathering gossip and his ability to imitate others, both traits often thought to be characteristic of homosexuals.


Duc Claude’s long absences at Blaye left Saint-Simon with an emotional vacuum which, in early adult life, he would seek to fill with warm, lasting friendships with older men. Such paternal absences are thought by some to cause paranoia as a defence against libidinal homosexual tendencies: a paranoid tendency is sometimes apparent in Saint-Simon’s view of his enemies as are his libidinal homosexual tendencies.


He was indeed deeply cherished by his mother, perhaps too deeply. In his father’s absence, he became the emotional focus of her life. She smothered him with overprotective attentions, which may explain his ‘sudden suffocations’ in adult life. Not surprisingly, Saint-Simon was as ambiguous about his mother as he was about his father. In his Mémoires, he praises her: ‘I was brought up with infinite care and great application. My mother, who had much virtue, great intelligence and perseverance, gave herself the continual care of shaping my mind and body.’ But in his ileac Note sur la maison de Saint-Simon, he reproaches her. He was, he said, brought up ‘Without close parents, the son of a man of the Court of Louis XIII and a mother who, both by duty and by taste, had never known or loved anything but the most complete retirement, both for herself and for him’, adding that she was ‘a very reserved mother, who kept him apart from other boys of his own age…making him experience solitude… which rendered his entry into the world very painful’.


As a boy, he was pathologically shy. His later apparent ease with people may have been the projection of an assumed persona. Such people typically function most efficiently when they are able to escape into a private world over which they have control. His Mémoires would certainly be such an escape. He would become obsessive, as Asperger’s people often do, about collecting material for his Mémoires and in the making of notes of the day’s events. His mastery of the minutest details of rank and precedent is typical of Asperger children, as is his sometimes obtuse behaviour with other people and his seeming unawareness of their reaction to him.







Education


At a time when most parents abandoned their children to those paid to bring them up, his mother took personal care of his education. She taught him the religious, moral and social values he would take with him through life. She believed that if one was not happy as a child, one would never be happy. She brought him up to believe that as a child who was ‘the son of a favourite of Louis XIII all of whose friends were either dead or unable to help him’, he would have to make his own way in the world, for though he came from a family of ancient lineage and would inherit a modest fortune, he had, she said, no close relatives to protect him. This was not entirely true: his mother was a cousin of the king’s maitresse en titre, the voluptuous Mme de Montespan, and had his mother been more amenable to mixing in society, no doubt Mme de Montespan could have been at least of some assistance to the young Saint-Simon.


His mother saw education as an apprenticeship for life in society. She taught him the importance of his rank, and that rank carries with it as many duties as rights: and the manners appropriate to his rank; and that self-denial was the key to self-control. He was quick to learn and even as a child had an exceptional memory. She encouraged him to acquire the discipline of working regularly and the habit of application, believing that without these skills he would achieve little. Even as a schoolboy, he acquired a vertiginous knowledge of Court etiquette and protocol.


It was unusual for a mother of her rank to devote herself to her son in such a way. Boys were normally brought up in petticoats by the women of the household until they were breeched at the age of seven, just at the age when childish optimism ends, after which they were dressed as small adults and put under the tutelage of grown men. This was an important rite of passage, and his mother went to much trouble to choose suitable tutors. She chose père Sanadon, a Rouenais of about thirty, who had studied the humanities and philosophy at Quimper and in Paris. He was a Jesuit and the only member of that order for whom Saint-Simon ever had any affection or respect. She also chose his governor, René de Gogué, as well as a number of other teachers.


His schoolroom at the family home, the Hôtel de Selvois, was on the second floor next to that of M de Gogué. The furniture was of walnut and included comfortable armchairs and ‘a little pedestal table of wood painted in the Chinese manner’. There was also a prie-dieu, still something of a novelty, which stood below a picture of the Virgin Mary. His desk was at one side of the schoolroom, and there he kept his books and other things needed for his studies. On the walls were maps and historical charts, and two pictures, one of St Catherine of Sienne receiving a spiritual engagement ring from the infant Jesus, the other of Seneca opening his veins on the order of Nero. He slept on a military camp-bed which consisted of a wooden frame and straps, a horse-hair box mattress and two other mattresses of wool.


Typically, boys of his rank would have been taught the Trivium, which embraced grammar, that is, Latin, logic and rhetoric, and the Quadrivium, which included arithmetic, geometry, astronomy and music. These subjects were regarded as a synopsis of human knowledge. Père Sanadon was much grieved that his pupil made slow progress in Latin, which he learned but never mastered: Latin was an international language and was important for understanding religious services. He was Gallican rather than Ultramontane in his religion, and believed the Pope infallible in matters of religion, but the king supreme in all other matters.


Far more important than these academic subjects were horsemanship, swordsmanship and dancing. The purpose of this education was to turn out officers and gentlemen, not scholars. Saint-Simon studied these subjects at the academie de Mesmont et Rochefort, in the rue des Canettes, though he seems to have shown little aptitude. Noblemen were expected to be proficient in these skills since the French nobility had earned their privileges through serving their kings in times of war.


The French Court attached enormous social prestige to dancing. Louis XIV was an accomplished dancer and expected his courtiers to emulate him. A knowledge of music was plainly a prerequisite, but music was not taught then as now, as the mastery of one or more instruments, but rather as the study of the philosophy behind music, largely derived from Plato, Pythagoras and Plotinus, through the church fathers, Boethius, St Augustine, and the humanists of the Italian and French Renaissances. Music was understood as an earthly representation of the music of the spheres, linking man to the harmony of the Heavens. It was believed that music could promote harmony between body and soul and have a profound effect on conduct and temperament: that it could be used to create and preserve a peaceful, orderly society. The king even employed his own small orchestra of twenty-four violins to play music wherever or whenever he wanted.


Plato believed that harmony, rhythm and words when used together would be efficacious in unlocking the best effects of both. In the France of Louis XIV this led to the development of ballet and French opera, reaching its apogee under Lully and Quinault. So much did the king believe in the virtue of music and dance that in 1661 he instituted the Académie royale de danse, under the direction of his personal dancing master, one of his most highly paid servants.


Saint-Simon was much more interested in books. As a schoolboy his library contained books by Ronsard, Montaigne, Corneille, Racine, Molière, La Fontaine, the fables of Aesop, works of Lucian, Ovid, Virgil, Horace, Juvenal, Cicero together with grammars and dictionaries of German, Latin, Italian. There was also Bussy-Rabutin’s scandalous Vie Amoureuse de Gaules and a volume entitled Billets Galants. More serious were The Art of Speaking and Instruction for a young prince. He particularly enjoyed reading histories and memoirs.


He took much trouble over the presentation of his written work. His hand in youth was round and well-formed; he changed his pen frequently to avoid spluttering and ink-blots; he crossed out words and habitually made additions and deletions as he would continue to do all his life. Later, when writing his Mémoires his hand became tiny because tiny writing covers less paper, and paper was expensive.


One of those in charge of him left an unsigned little book, which remains in manuscript, revealing that Saint-Simon, at the age of eight and a half in 1683, was more interested in history than in any other subject. René Gogué stressed on him: “You are subject to anger, learn to moderate it and become clement; remember that if you go to hit a man, you do a greater wrong than he who wronged you.” His sustained anger is still apparent in parts is Mémoires but he was also something of a daydreamer, a facility common to many who grow up to be writers.


The first piece of Saint-Simon’s writing to have survived dates from 1690 when he was fifteen. We do not know whether it was a task set by his governor or written to please himself. The piece is about Saint-Simon’s experience of the funeral of the Dauphine, Maria Anna Victoria of Bavaria, wife of Monseigneur le Grand Dauphin, and the ceremonial surrounding it. It pre-figures concerns that would occupy him all his life, especially death, which runs like a leitmotif through the Mémoires.


His governor, René de Gogué, remained with Saint-Simon once he finished his formal education. He would go to war with him as his gentleman and remain part of the household until his death in 1720, when Saint-Simon was forty-five.















Chapter 3 Friends for Life


THE MOST IMPORTANT DAY in Saint-Simon’s life was that on which he met the king’s nephew, the duc de Chartres. The meeting shaped his life. Had he not met Chartres, he would have been no more than a country gentleman living on his country estates, of no particular account to anyone, certainly not famous. He would not have been close enough to the centres of power to have accumulated the knowledge that enabled him to write his historical memoires.


He was three when they met, as was Chartres. They would remain friends till Chartres’ death nearly fifty years later. Chartres would in time become the duc d’Orleans and, at Louis’ XIV’s death, Regent of France. The Mémoires embrace Chartres’ life rather than Saint-Simon’s. Without his friendship, Saint-Simon might not have been close enough to the centre of power to acquire the encyclopaedic knowledge of the faults and failings of the good and great with which he entertains us.


Saint-Simon does not explain how they met, but it was usual for royalty to invite the children of well-respected noble families to act as companions to their children. It was Saint-Simon’s good fortune to belong to one such family; his father was highly esteemed by the king for his loyalty during the Fronde. Moreover, he and Chartres were near neighbours.


Saint-Simon says that he and Chartres were brought up together as though they were brothers. Writing to Chartres in 1718, he would say, ‘You have known me for nearly forty years,’ which would bring the date of their first meeting to 1678. And elsewhere, ‘I passed my infancy and my first youth at the house of M le duc de Chartres and the friendship which grew up between us lasted until his death’; moreover, ‘I had been brought up with him and, if age permits the expression between two young men so unequal in rank, we were close friends.’


Chartres’ father, the duc d’Orléans, was the son of the king’s brother. He was known at Court as Monsieur. Chartres’ mother was a redoubtable German, the princesse Palatine, known at Court as Madame and to her family as Liselotte. Chartres was their second child. Their first, the duc de Valois, had died aged three when Chartres was six months old. Madame says the duc de Valois was murdered by the doctors, her usual explanation for a death, unless it was poison. But there may have been a genetic component, for the duc de Chartres suffered what Madame called ‘a seizure’ in 1678 when he was three years old. Whatever it was, it permanently impaired the vision in one eye and caused one leg to drag.


Chartres had a younger sister, Elizabeth-Charlotte, born the year the duc de Valois died. Both Elizabeth-Charlotte and the duc de Chartres would produce descendants who would rule France a century later. She would become a grandmother of Marie Antoinette while the duc de Chartres would become a great-grandfather of Philippe Égalité, king of the French. Both would meet their ends under the blade of the good Dr Guillotine’s eponymous device.


The abbé Dubois, who would later become Saint-Simon’s favourite enemy, confirms Saint-Simon’s presence at the Palais Royal and at St Cloud, Chartres’ family’s château near Paris. “Saint-Simon often came to the Palais Royal to play with the duc de Chartres; his father had brought him with him to St Cloud, where we were, and his visits occupied the hours of recreation.” He goes on to describe Saint-Simon at this time: “…he was greatly lacking in animation, ever grave, ever observant, talking little, listening greatly. The duc de Chartres, on the other hand, had an incredible vivacity.”


The duc de Chartres family was notoriously dysfunctional. Saint-Simon says Monsieur, Chartres’ father, was an effeminate fop while Madame, Chartres’ mother, was as fat and spotty as a plum pudding. Monsieur had been deliberately brought up effeminate so that he would not rival his manly brother, the king. As a child, he had been allowed to dress as a girl and to play with dolls and fabrics. Though the king generally detested the inhabitants of the Cities of the Plain, he encouraged Monsieur in his effeminate ways, knowing he was no threat to him. The result was that Monsieur became a self-indulgent voluptuary with nothing to do but amuse himself and his boyfriends.


By the time Saint-Simon met him, he was an apoplectic, pot-bellied forty-something, dolled up to the nines in silks and velvets, his face thick with make-up, bejewelled with rings and earrings, his clothes covered in diamonds and ribbons, his head capped by an ornately curled wig. He smelled or stank of perfume, according to one’s taste, for it was not then used as a polite dab behind the ears; rather, one emptied the whole phial over oneself. He enjoyed flaunting his homosexuality, appearing at his own Court dressed as a woman with melting eyes and a Cupid’s bow mouth. He was once called “the most foolish woman at Court”.


In spite of which, he was courageous at war. In battle, he seemed to scorn danger. 1n 1672, during the war with Holland, he led successful sieges at d’Orsay, Rhomberg and Zutphen in spite of being wounded in the kidneys by musket shot; the following year, with the help of Luxembourg, he achieved an outstanding victory at Cassel. Four years later, in spite of being hit twice in the thigh by musket shot and having his horse drop dead beneath him, he charged at the head of the cavalry, harried the Prince of Orange and took 3,000 prisoners. Primi Visconti adds that before going into battle Monsieur would make himself up and dress as though he was going to a ball.


Chartres’ mother was Monsieur’s second wife. His first had been Henriette d’Angleterre, Charles I’s daughter. She had been an acknowledged beauty for whom the king conceived and perhaps consummated a lustful passion. When she died suddenly Monsieur was suspected of poisoning her out of jealousy, as were his two queer friends, the chevalier de Lorraine and the marquis d’Effiat. At that time anyone who died suddenly was thought to have been poisoned. It is much more likely that Henrietta died of porphyria, the disease that would kill Queen Anne and drive George III mad.


Madame, Monsieur’s second wife, Chartres’s mother, believed herself not merely as royal as her husband but rather more so for she regarded her royal German blood as vastly superior to his. Christened Charlotte Elizabeth she was known formally as the princess Palatine, at Court as Madame and by her German family as Liselotte. Saint-Simon said of her, ‘She was a lady of the Old Regime, German to the last drop of her blood, with the figure of a Swiss Guard’.


Her family was as dysfunctional as the one into which she married. Her father, Charles Louis, Elector of Palatine, having got tired of his first wife, Madame’s mother, married a second woman without the customary courtesy of divorcing the first. This made him a bigamist, which he justified by citing precedents from the Old Testament. Nor did this create a happy home as the Electress, Madame’s mother, was easily inflamed to violence. The outcome was that Madame had been largely brought up by her Aunt Sophie, a granddaughter of James I of England, who became, through marriage, the Duchess of Hanover. Under the English Act of Settlement Aunt Sophie stood to inherit the throne of England, but died, aged eighty-four, two months before Queen Anne and so it was her son who would ascend the English throne as George 1st. Madame’s own claim to the English throne was better than George’s, but she had marred her chances by becoming a Catholic in order to marry Monsieur, though she never forgot her Protestant roots. It is to Aunt Sophie that Madame addressed many of her famously outspoken letters. She was well aware that they were read by the king’s spies but even that did not cause her to shut what she called her ‘great gob’.


She was as masculine as her husband was effeminate. “I’ve regretted being a woman all my life,” she wrote, “and to tell the truth, I would have been better off as an elector than a Madame”. As a girl she had been devoted to jumping up and down because she had been told a girl in the village had turned herself into a boy by doing that. She had little education. She had got rid of one governess by kicking her in the belly and the other she shot, as she puts it, “in the arse with my arquebus while she was bending over a flowerbed.” Rather than playing with dolls like her husband, she preferred swords and guns.


Women of her status were married for dynastic reasons. Their sole function was to produce heirs. While they were pregnant, the entire Court was concerned; once they parturiated, they were all but forgotten. In spite of her ugliness and Monsieur’s homosexuality, he seems to have had little difficulty performing the act of procreation with her, perhaps because she was so masculine, though Madame does record one occasion when she caught him in her bed stimulating his genitals with her rosary. Her views on sex were typically outspoken. She never liked “the task of manufacturing children”, which, she went on, was a “nasty, dangerous, stupid business from no stage of which did I ever derive the slightest pleasure”. Nonetheless, Madame duly delivered three children and never slept with Monsieur again. Later, she would write, “If it is possible to recover your virginity after not sleeping with your husband for nineteen years, then I have definitely become a virgin again.”


She was short and fat with a red face, coarse, even ugly, features made uglier by an abundance of pockmarks. “I am,” she wrote, “monstrously fat, square as a cube, with red skin with yellow patches on it, horribly scarred by smallpox.” She was scarcely more complimentary about her husband, saying that, unlike the king, who was ash-blond beneath his wigs, Monsieur’s hair was jet-black as were his eyebrows and lashes; his nose was too large, his mouth too small and filled with ugly teeth, his manners more womanish than manly.


She had Chartres’ horoscope cast when he was born and wrote to Aunt Sophie: “it shows that he will be Pope, but I’m very much afraid he’s more likely to be the Antichrist”. Nor was her marriage with Monsieur a happy one. In August 1683, she wrote Aunt Sophie, “My troubles stem more from Monsieur than from anyone else. His friends, my enemies to a man, have such an influence over him that he of all people dislikes me the most… When he is angry I have to bear with his ill-humour; when he is unhappy there is nothing he can do without hurting me too… I am not allowed to talk to anyone. If I so much as ask the time, Monsieur suspects me of sending messages and wants to know what was said.” At one time, she could not even talk to her own children. “If I say two words to my children, they have to endure half an hour’s interrogation to find out what I said.”


Her one escape was her boudoir. There she was surrounded by portraits of the Palatines and other German princes, and there she kept up a highly colourful correspondence, habitually writing as many as five or six letters a day, each of twenty pages or more. Her letters were frequently indiscreet, even dangerously so, especially when she came to the subject of Mme de Maintenon, whom she loathed and to whom she referred as ‘la vieille’ or ‘the old woman’, the ‘old whore’, ‘a mouse-dropping among the pepper’ or ‘the great man’s old pruneface’. She even invented untranslatable insults of her own, calling her la vieille guenipe or vieille ripopo. She had two other passions: one was for collecting medals; the other for her brother-in-law, the king. She had an intense love of her little dogs, hated French cooking, and longed for good honest German sausages and sauerkraut. She saw little of her husband and adored her son.


It is unlikely that anyone brought up in such a family would grow up to be ‘normal’, though reading Saint-Simon’s descriptions of his contemporaries, it is difficult to ascertain what ‘normal’ might have been. Certainly, Chartres would grow up to be a raddled debauchee. As a Grandson of France, Chartres’ future lay in the church, not that that meant he had to take religion seriously. To enter the church, one had to become an abbé, but that required only a minimal tonsure and the briefest acquaintance with Holy Writ. One then qualified for rich livings from benefices one need never visit. Nor was entering the church a guarantee of virtue: many an abbé was more famed for his debauchery than his piety, and few expected otherwise.


The gulf in status between the two boys was reflected in their homes. While the Saint-Simon’s lived in provincial disorder in an Hôtel in a fashionable district of Paris on an income only just sufficient to support their status, the duc de Chartres lived at the Palais Royal in the rue St Honoré while in Paris and at the château of St Cloud while in the country. The Palais Royal had been built by Richelieu in 1633. It reflected the paradoxical nature of the man. His public persona was of an ascetic of great austerity: privately he was a friendless man who comforted himself with luxury and vulgar ostentation. When the palace was finished it was so obviously grander than any of the royal palaces that Richelieu, ever fearful of the king’s wrath, hastily transferred the legal title to his master. At his death it became an apanage of the State. On Monsieur’s marriage to Henrietta d’Angleterre 1692, Louis XIV gave them the use of it and changed its name from Palais Cardinal to Palais Royal.


Chartres must have taken boyish pride in showing his home to Saint-Simon: the magnificent galleries, the hall with its allegorical canvases showing the cardinal enthroned with Justice, Piety and Wisdom while France heaps riches at his feet; the library with its Roman busts and one of the finest collections of books and manuscripts in Europe, each bound in red Morocco and stamped with the cardinal’s arms; the Gallery of Great Men where the cardinal had hung larger-than-life portraits of the twenty-six people he considered the most illustrious in France. Everywhere antique statues in marble or bronze, tapestries, Persian rugs, Florentine tables of mosaic and porphyry, rare Chinese lacquers and ceramics. There was the famous theatre which had once seated six hundred where the music of Lully still hung on the air and the ghosts of Molière and Corneille still lingered on the stage. There was a vast garden, where it was safe for them to play, for Richelieu, in constant fear of assassination, had planned it so that no one could see into it.


Such magnificence may have been one of the things that stirred Saint-Simon to write about great men and their achievements. It was here that Saint-Simon first became aware of two of Richelieu’s policies to which he was to become bitterly opposed and to which he would return again and again in his Mémoires. Richelieu believed a nation could only be at peace with itself if there was one king, one faith, one law. It was this belief that led to the curbing of the power of the old nobility.


Chartres’ home at St Cloud was every bit as splendid. It stood on high ground looking across the Seine towards Paris. Originally no more than the country-house of the archbishop of Paris, it had been bought by Louis XIII’s brother Gaston, who rebuilt it in 1658 to plans drawn up by Mansard. The Salon de Mars, the Galerie d’Apollon and the Salon de Diane were public rooms with painted ceilings, gilded reliefs in stucco, and marble columns. Monsieur had his own private suite looking west across the orangery. Madame had four rooms overlooking the gardens where Le Nôtre had worked such wonders that many preferred them to those at Versailles.


Saint-Simon’s parents were greatly in favour of his friendship with the duc de Chartres, for Saint-Simon had no brothers or sisters to knock him into shape, and they believed this friendship might in time lead to his advancement.




Saint-Simon’s Homes


The Saint-Simons’ homes were modest by comparison, not even as grand as those of their neighbours. The Paris house, where he was born and where he would live until 1714, stood at the corner of what is now the boulevard St Germain in a district in which many of the nobility resided. Most of the grand hôtels had paved forecourts where one could alight before entering the house. This was important because the public streets differed little from open sewers: they were filled with mud caused by the churning of horses’ hooves and the wheels of carts and coaches mixed with ordure, human, equine, canine and otherwise. The Saint-Simons’ house was not quite smart enough for a forecourt. Instead, it had a large inner courtyard. From an early age, Saint-Simon was well aware of the social implications of this.


The house contained twenty-seven rooms, not counting toilets, lumber rooms and servants’ quarters. The main rooms, as was the custom, were on the first floor. His father’s rooms were hung with brocades, and his bed was covered in damask hung with golden fringes. The walls of the reception rooms were hung with Flanders tapestries, which served both as coverings and ornaments. One of these tapestries told a story that Saint-Simon would often recall, that of Pomone and Vertumne. It had been left to duc Claude by the last duc de Montmorency, who had been beheaded in spite of Claude’s efforts to save him. He would treasure this tapestry for the rest of his life. His mother’s room was also on the first floor and was decorated with devotional pictures and pious miniatures, many of which she painted herself.


Apart from the family, the house was occupied by the servants. Duc Claude had a general factotum, an equerry and a secretary, while Saint-Simon’s mother had an equerry and a young girl, and Saint-Simon had his governor and teachers most of whom were clergy. It was important to have a churchman in the house to administer last rites in case of sudden death: if unshriven one would go to Hell, then a terrifying prospect. They shared a surgeon who was also, as was usual at that time, the barber who would shave them. There were also cooks and grooms. The stables held forty harness horses, six saddle horses and three pack-horses as well as several coaches for different occasions: a little coach lined with crimson velvet and bearing the ducal arms, another rather grander coach, and a third with ceremonial loose covers. There were also two post-chaises lined with Venetian brocades and white velvet, and two sedan chairs. As compared with the mansions of Saint-Simon’s neighbours, their home was rather provincial, not particularly comfortable and somewhat disorderly. It was pulled down in the nineteenth century, but an engraving of it by Jean Marol still exists.


Their other home, the château of La Ferté Vidame, in the Perche countryside, was a rambling feudal fortress. The château had once been fortified but since Richelieu had passed laws forbidding the owners of châteaux from using them as fortresses, the defensive aspects had been reduced and La Ferté Vidame turned into a pleasance for hunting. By the time Saint-Simon would come into the property in 1693, much of the mediaeval building had disappeared, though its fifteenth-century towers remained.


To a small boy, it must have seemed straight out of a fairytale. It had been built in the fifteenth century in a lopsided rectangle around a central courtyard. At three corners were round towers capped with conical roofs terminating in gilded weathervanes. It was surrounded by a water-filled moat crossed by two drawbridges leading to crenelated gatehouses. The château was surrounded by parkland laid out to lawns and ponds with ancient trees and meadows abundant with wildflowers. It remains today much as it was in Saint-Simon’s time. Beyond lay the blue hills of the Perche and great forests of ancient oak and chestnut. Tree-lined avenues crossed the park leading to Versailles, St Germain, Paris and the abbey of La Trappe. There were allées of hornbeam where one could walk in shade in the heat of the day. Because of its proximity to Paris, it was often full of duc Claude’s friends, so that Saint-Simon grew up in an ambience of finely tuned political sensibilities.


The estate covered some 4,200 hectares and consisted of a hundred fiefs and twenty-three parishes over which the duke had jurisdiction. About 900 hectares were of good, cultivated land, the rest mainly woodland and forest which provided the charcoal for the local forges. It was eminently convenient, being only twenty leagues from St Germain and Versailles, and just a little further from Paris. It lay to the south-west of Paris in a particularly beautiful part of the Perche, where the land is renowned for its dairy farming and stock-raising. It was famed for its strong Percheron warhorses.


Towards the end of summer, Saint-Simon’s father would take his family down to La Ferté Vidame where they would stay through those mellow autumn days while the harvest was gathered and the grapes trampled. These were the happiest times of Saint-Simon’s childhood: it was a rare treat for him to be with his father. Try as he would, he was never able to get on easy, intimate terms with him.


As a special treat, his father take would sometimes take Saint-Simon to the abbey of Nôtre-Dame-de-La-Trappe. It was five leagues away, a journey of two and a half hours across rutted tracks through the dense ancient forests of gnarled Durmast oaks and ancient Spanish chestnuts, across numerous little streams and the trappes, ponds, where the monks kept their carp. The abbot was Armand Jean le Bouthillier de Rancé, Saint-Simon’s father’s spiritual guide and confessor. He was famous throughout France for the purity of his faith, and was consulted by the great and the good, including James II, the exiled king of England.


Rancé had taken over as commendatory abbot at a time when the abbey, founded in 1122, had fallen into disrepute. He had restored its reputation, founding the Trappist movement, properly the Cistercian Order of Strict Observance. He would be Saint-Simon’s friend and spiritual adviser until his death in 1700.















Chapter 4 Foes for Life


SAINT-SIMON IS OFTEN READ for the malice with which he pursues his enemies across the pages of his Mémoires. The man he pursues with most virulence is the abbé Dubois. He first encountered him at the home of the duc de Chartres when both were still schoolboys. The rancour he felt for him then would grow over the years reaching its most vituperative expression in the Mémoires.


Dubois was one of Chartres’ teachers. Traditionally, those entrusted with the education of the young were elderly, it being believed that with age came wisdom, therefore the older the wiser. Consequently, the wisest had the briefest tenure of office. When Chartres’ governor, the maréchal de Vieuville died, Monsieur proposed that the marquis d’Effiat become Chartres next governor. Effiat was one of Monsieur’s most intimate friends: according to Madame, one of the most repugnant sodomites of the epoch.
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