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​La Maupin: Sword, Stage, and Scandal in the Court of Louis XIV

Julie d'Aubigny, known as La Maupin, remains one of the most extraordinary figures of 17th-century France—a woman who defied every convention of her era. This comprehensive biography separates documented history from enduring legend, revealing the opera singer who maintained a fifteen-year career at the Académie Royale de Musique while scandalizing Louis XIV's court.

Born into the royal household around 1673, Julie received an unprecedented education in swordsmanship and academics. Her tumultuous life included a death sentence for arson and kidnapping (prosecuted as a man), royal pardon through aristocratic intervention, and alleged exemption from dueling laws. She created roles in major operatic premieres by André Campra, helped establish the contralto voice in French Baroque opera, and conducted passionate relationships with both men and women—including the Marquise de Florensac, whose death prompted Julie's retirement.

Drawing on archival records from the Paris Opéra, legal documents, and contemporary accounts, this book argues that Julie's genuine significance lies not in sensational anecdotes but in her verifiable artistic contributions. It examines the legal paradoxes surrounding her case, the gender assumptions that shaped her prosecution, and the methodological challenges of recovering transgressive women's lives from biased historical sources.
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​Chapter 1: The Historiographical Challenge


​I. Introduction: The Seduction of Legend

The story of Julie d'Aubigny demands to be told with flourish. A woman who dressed as a man, fought duels with nobility, seduced women from convents, burned religious institutions to cover her tracks, became an opera star, and earned a personal exemption from the King's laws—the narrative practically writes itself. Therein lies the central problem for the historian: Julie d'Aubigny's life is too compelling, too perfectly scandalous, too ideally suited to our modern appetite for transgressive historical figures who defied the constraints of their age.

When a historical figure's documented exploits read like the invention of a novelist, the scholar faces a peculiar methodological quandary. Unlike the standard historiographical challenge of extracting meaning from sparse or ambiguous evidence, the biographer of La Maupin confronts an overabundance of sensational anecdote competing with a scarcity of verifiable documentation. The historical Julie d'Aubigny exists at the intersection of fact and fantasy, her actual life obscured by layers of gossip, rumor, moral judgment, and deliberate mythmaking that began even before her death in 1707.

This chapter establishes the methodological framework necessary for approaching such a figure with scholarly rigor while acknowledging the legitimate allure of her legend. It examines the specific challenges posed by the fragmentary primary source record, analyzes the mechanisms by which myth accumulated around her historical person, and proposes strategies for distinguishing between documented events and embellished anecdotes. Finally, it contextualizes the biases inherent in 17th-century record-keeping practices, particularly as they shaped the documentation—or deliberate erasure—of transgressive women.

The task is not to strip away all dramatic elements in pursuit of a sanitized academic portrait, but rather to understand how and why certain stories about Julie d'Aubigny circulated, what purposes they served, and which elements can be substantiated through reliable historical evidence. Only by acknowledging the historiographical challenges at the outset can we construct a portrait that honors both the extraordinary woman who lived and the powerful legend she became.

​II. The Problem of Primary Sources: What We Know and How We Know It

​A. The Fragmentary Documentary Record

The verifiable primary source material concerning Julie d'Aubigny's life falls into five distinct categories, each with its own evidentiary limitations:

1. Opera House Archives

The most reliable documentation of d'Aubigny's existence comes from the institutional records of the Académie Royale de Musique (Paris Opéra). These archives contain performance records, cast lists, salary registers, and administrative correspondence spanning her professional career from 1690 to 1705. Unlike the anecdotal accounts of her personal exploits, these documents were created for bureaucratic rather than entertainment purposes, making them the gold standard for establishing chronology and verifying her professional activities.

The opera archives confirm her debut in December 1690 as Pallas in Lully's Cadmus et Hermione, document her appearances in specific productions across fifteen years, record her periods of absence (including her flight to Brussels in 1697-98), and provide her final documented performance in 1705 as Isabelle in Michel de La Barre's La Vénitienne. These records establish beyond doubt that she was a working professional singer of sufficient prominence to sustain a substantial career at France's premier musical institution.

However, these same archives reveal their limitations. They tell us where she appeared and when, but they cannot speak to the quality of her performances, the nature of her relationships with colleagues, or the scandals that surrounded her off-stage life. The opera house records provide skeleton facts—a chronological framework onto which the flesh of biography must be carefully attached from less reliable sources.

2. Court and Legal Documents

Scattered references in legal records provide crucial verification of d'Aubigny's most dramatic transgressions. The death sentence issued by the Provence parliament following the Avignon convent incident exists in fragmentary form, though the original complete document has not survived in accessible archives. Significantly, this sentence identifies the accused as "sieur de Maupin"—a masculine form of address—providing documentary evidence that judicial authorities either failed to recognize her as female or found it legally impossible to prosecute a woman for such audacious crimes.

The royal pardon that allowed her to return to Paris and join the Opéra is referenced in contemporary correspondence, though the actual pardoning document itself has proven elusive to modern researchers. This pattern—legal actions referenced but not fully preserved—characterizes much of the documentary trail concerning her criminal activities. The fragmentary nature of legal records from this period, combined with the possibility that certain embarrassing documents were deliberately destroyed or never formally filed, means that we often possess secondary references to legal proceedings without access to complete primary documentation.

What the legal fragments confirm, however, is significant: Julie d'Aubigny was not merely the subject of gossip about criminal behavior. She actually faced formal legal consequences serious enough to require royal intervention, establishing that at least some of the sensational stories about her actions had basis in prosecutable fact.

3. Personal Correspondence

A limited collection of letters mentioning Julie d'Aubigny survives, primarily from the correspondence of associates and contemporaries rather than from her own hand. Most significantly, letters from the Comte d'Albert make reference to their relationship and provide some insight into how she was perceived within aristocratic social circles.

The paucity of surviving letters from d'Aubigny herself represents a significant evidentiary gap. We cannot know with certainty whether she was not a prolific letter-writer, whether her correspondence was deliberately destroyed (either by her or by scandalized recipients), or whether such letters simply failed to survive the intervening centuries in accessible collections. The absence of her own written voice means that nearly all biographical interpretation must be filtered through the perspectives of others—observers who had their own motives for characterizing her in particular ways.

The extant correspondence that mentions her reveals much about contemporary reaction to her behavior. Writers reference her with a mixture of fascination, moral disapproval, admiration for her talents, and shock at her audacity. These letters confirm that she was a topic of active discussion among the literate classes during her lifetime, but they also demonstrate the degree to which her story was already being shaped by the biases and agendas of those recording it.

4. Memoirs and Contemporary Journals

The Duc de Saint-Simon, whose extensive memoirs provide invaluable insights into the court of Louis XIV, made brief but significant mention of Julie d'Aubigny. His description of her relationship with "the most beautiful woman in France," Madame la Marquise de Florensac, provides rare documentation of her same-sex romantic attachments from a contemporary source. Saint-Simon's memoirs, while not without their own biases and inaccuracies, represent the observations of someone who moved in the same social circles and time period as d'Aubigny.

Other memoirists and diarists of the period make passing references to her, though often in the context of scandal or remarkable incident rather than sustained biographical interest. These scattered mentions, when aggregated, provide a mosaic of contemporary perception: she was known, she was talked about, and her behavior was considered sufficiently extraordinary to merit inclusion in personal records of the age.

The challenge with memoir sources lies in their retrospective nature and their authors' tendency toward dramatization. Memoirs were often written years or decades after the events described, allowing time for memory to blur with rumor and for narrative convenience to shape recollection. Additionally, memoirists of the Grand Siècle wrote for audiences that expected entertainment alongside information, creating incentives to embellish noteworthy anecdotes.

5. Musical Scores and Librettos

The surviving scores and librettos of operas in which d'Aubigny performed provide indirect but valuable evidence of her professional significance. The fact that André Campra composed the role of Clorinde in Tancrède (1702) specifically for her unique bas-dessus (contralto) vocal range demonstrates that she was a performer of sufficient importance and distinctive talent to influence the creative output of leading composers.

Analysis of the vocal demands of roles written for or performed by her allows modern musicologists to reconstruct aspects of her technical abilities, range, and artistic strengths. These musical documents, like the opera house administrative records, provide evidence largely free from the sensationalism that characterizes much of the biographical material.

​B. What the Sources Cannot Tell Us

The gaps in the primary source record are as significant as what survives. We possess no birth certificate definitively establishing her date of birth, only estimates placing it around 1673. We have no death certificate with cause of death, only conflicting accounts of her final years. We lack her own testimony about her motivations, her internal emotional life, or her self-understanding of her gender presentation and sexual identity.

The domestic details of her daily life—where she lived in Paris, how she managed her finances, what books she read, whether she maintained relationships with family members—remain largely unknown. The intimate texture of her existence, the mundane reality that would have constituted the majority of her actual lived experience, has been almost entirely displaced by the spectacular incidents that attracted public notice.

This absence of ordinary biographical detail creates a methodological trap: we know Julie d'Aubigny almost exclusively through her most transgressive moments, the very incidents most likely to have been exaggerated or embellished in the telling. The result is a historical figure defined entirely by exception, with little access to the baseline against which those exceptions stood out.

​III. The Mechanics of Myth: How Legends Accumulate Around Historical Figures

​A. The Social Function of Scandalous Narrative

Julie d'Aubigny's story began accumulating legendary embellishment during her own lifetime, and understanding why requires examining the social purposes that scandalous narratives served in the court society of Louis XIV. Gossip was not merely idle entertainment among the French aristocracy; it was a form of social currency, a means of establishing insider knowledge, and a tool for moral boundary-setting.

Stories about d'Aubigny's exploits circulated because they were useful. They allowed storytellers to demonstrate their connection to fashionable circles, to articulate anxieties about gender transgression and social disorder, to express fascination with sexual deviance from a position of supposed moral superiority, and to entertain audiences hungry for tales that violated the strict codes governing aristocratic behavior.

Each retelling served to reinforce the teller's own social position while simultaneously making the transgressive figure both more monstrous and more alluring. The woman who fought three noblemen at once became a symbol of female danger; the opera singer who seduced both men and women became an emblem of uncontrolled appetite; the daughter of a secretary who consorted with nobility became evidence of social hierarchy breakdown.

The sensational nature of the stories guaranteed their transmission, but also ensured their mutation. Like the childhood game of telephone, each retelling introduced small distortions, dramatic enhancements, and details added for narrative satisfaction. A fight might have involved two men, but three makes for better symmetry. She might have wounded her opponents, but having killed them makes the story more dramatic. She may have been affectionate with a female lover, but burning down a convent adds unmatched theatrical flair.

​B. The Amplification Effect of Print Culture

The spread of printed materials in the late 17th and early 18th centuries introduced a new mechanism for mythmaking. Once oral gossip became fixed in print—whether in early newspapers, scandal sheets, or published memoirs—the stories gained a permanence and authority that oral transmission could never achieve. Subsequent writers, lacking access to original sources, would cite earlier printed accounts as factual, creating chains of citation that gave increasingly embellished versions the appearance of historical consensus.

The printing press created an archive of scandal that accumulated over time. Each new publication about d'Aubigny drew upon previous ones, rarely interrogating the reliability of earlier accounts. The result was a textual tradition that grew progressively more elaborate, with later writers filling in gaps in earlier accounts through speculation that subsequent generations would treat as established fact.

This process accelerated dramatically in the 19th century when Théophile Gautier published his novel Mademoiselle de Maupin (1835), using d'Aubigny's name and a loose framework of her biographical details to create a character serving entirely different literary and philosophical purposes. Gautier's fictional Madeleine de Maupin became, for many readers, the definitive version of the historical figure, demonstrating how literary appropriation can overwhelm historical accuracy in the popular imagination.

​C. The Modern Internet Effect: Viral History Without Verification

In the 21st century, Julie d'Aubigny has experienced a remarkable renaissance through internet culture, social media threads, and popular history blogs. Her story appears regularly in "badass women of history" compilations, feminist social media posts, and LGBTQ+ historical recovery projects. While this renewed attention has brought her story to vastly larger audiences, it has also introduced new layers of mythmaking.

Online retellings typically prioritize the most dramatic incidents (the convent fire, the triple duel, the kiss at the royal ball) while minimizing or omitting her opera career and the ambiguities in the historical record. Many internet accounts present contested or poorly documented incidents as established fact, and the viral nature of social media means that compelling but unsourced claims can reach millions of people before any historical fact-checking occurs.

The internet has democratized history in valuable ways, making figures like d'Aubigny accessible to people who would never encounter her in academic publications. However, it has also created an environment where dramatic narrative trumps careful source analysis, and where the same recycled anecdotes appear in endless variation without anyone consulting the underlying (and far more limited) primary documentation.

​D. The Desire for Transgressive Heroes

Perhaps the most significant factor in the accumulation of myth around Julie d'Aubigny is a timeless human appetite for stories about individuals who successfully defied the constraints of their societies. Every era wants its rebels, its proof that the system could be beaten, its evidence that extraordinary individuals could carve out freedom even under oppressive circumstances.

For 17th-century audiences, d'Aubigny's story provided titillating evidence of moral decay and social disorder, confirming fears about what happened when proper hierarchies broke down. For 19th-century Romantics, she became a symbol of aesthetic individualism and androgynous perfection. For 20th-century feminists, she represented female agency and resistance to patriarchal control. For 21st-century LGBTQ+ communities, she embodies gender fluidity and sexual liberation.

Each generation has found in Julie d'Aubigny the transgressive hero it needed, often by emphasizing certain aspects of her story while downplaying others. This is not inherently problematic—historical figures inevitably serve symbolic purposes for subsequent generations—but it does mean that we must carefully distinguish between the documented historical person and the various ideological uses to which her legend has been put.

​IV. Methodological Strategies: Approaching Sensationalized Historical Figures

​A. The Hierarchy of Evidence

When confronting conflicting or sensationalized accounts of historical events, establishing a clear hierarchy of evidentiary reliability is essential. For Julie d'Aubigny, this hierarchy functions as follows:

Tier 1: Contemporary institutional records created for administrative rather than narrative purposes


●  Opera house performance records and contracts

●  Legal documents and court proceedings

●  Official genealogical and marriage records

●  Financial and property transactions



These sources, while incomplete, are least likely to have been shaped by entertainment value or moral agenda. They establish the basic chronological and institutional framework of her life.

Tier 2: Contemporary personal writings with known authorship and context


●  Letters from identified correspondents

●  Diary entries and memoirs written by people who knew her or moved in her circles

●  Official communications referencing her by name



These sources provide valuable detail but must be assessed for the author's relationship to d'Aubigny, potential biases, and the context in which they were writing.

Tier 3: Contemporary printed accounts and published scandal chronicles


●  Early biographical sketches

●  Newspaper and journal accounts

●  Published collections of notable incidents



These sources often contain valuable information but were written explicitly for public consumption and entertainment, creating strong incentives for dramatization.

Tier 4: Retrospective accounts written after her death


●  18th and 19th-century biographical compilations

●  Histories written without access to primary sources

●  Literary works using her as inspiration or character



These sources are furthest from the actual events and most likely to contain accumulated embellishments, though they can still reveal how her legend developed.

When multiple sources at different tiers present conflicting accounts of the same incident, the general principle is to privilege sources closer to the events and less motivated by entertainment value. However, this principle cannot be applied mechanically; each case requires careful contextual analysis.

​B. Internal Coherence and Plausibility Testing

When evaluating anecdotal claims about d'Aubigny's exploits, several questions help assess credibility:

Does the incident cohere with documented patterns in her life? If contemporary records show she was performing in Paris on a specific date, claims that she was simultaneously engaged in criminal activity in Provence can be dismissed. The documented pattern of her traveling to escape legal consequences lends credibility to claims about specific flights from justice.

Is the described behavior consistent with the legal, social, and physical possibilities of the period? Claims must be evaluated against what was actually possible in late 17th-century France. Understanding the practical mechanics of dueling, the legal framework governing women's conduct, the physical layout of convents, and the operational procedures of the opera house allows us to assess whether described events could have occurred as claimed.

Does the story serve an obvious narrative or moral function? Anecdotes that too perfectly illustrate a moral point (the wages of sin, the triumph of audacity, the power of love) should be approached with skepticism. Human life rarely packages itself into neat moral lessons, and stories that do so may have been shaped by didactic intent.

How does the level of detail correlate with source distance from events? Paradoxically, accounts furthest from the actual events often contain the most specific details. When an 19th-century biographer provides dialogue and internal emotional states for an incident from which no contemporary account survives, we can be confident that such details are invented rather than transmitted.

​C. The Principle of Proportional Certainty

Not all historical claims can or should be asserted with equal confidence. A responsible biographical approach requires clearly distinguishing between:


●  Established fact: Verified by multiple reliable sources or incontrovertible documentation (e.g., she performed at the Paris Opéra from 1690 to 1705)

●  Probable: Supported by good evidence but not absolutely proven (e.g., she was born around 1673)

●  Plausible: Consistent with known facts and period possibilities but not directly verified (e.g., she received fencing training from her father's colleagues at the Grande Écurie)

●  Possible but uncertain: Supported only by later or questionable sources (e.g., she killed three noblemen outside a royal ball)

●  Likely embellished: Core incident probably occurred but dramatic details are questionable (e.g., the convent fire escape)

●  Probably legendary: Cannot be verified and serves obvious narrative functions (e.g., specific witty retorts attributed to her)



By maintaining these distinctions throughout biographical writing, we can present the most compelling version of d'Aubigny's life while respecting the limitations of the evidence and avoiding the false certainty that characterizes popular retellings.

​D. Embracing Productive Uncertainty

Perhaps the most important methodological principle is acknowledging that uncertainty is not a failure of historical method but an inevitable feature of working with fragmentary evidence from pre-modern periods, especially concerning figures whose social marginality meant they were less thoroughly documented than their more conventional contemporaries.

Rather than filling gaps with speculation presented as fact or dismissing all undocumented claims as false, responsible biography inhabits the space of informed uncertainty. We can discuss what various sources claim, assess their relative credibility, explain why certain stories likely contain kernels of truth while others are probably fabricated, and acknowledge where the evidence simply does not allow definitive conclusions.

This approach respects both the historical Julie d'Aubigny—who deserves to be represented as accurately as limited sources allow—and the modern reader, who deserves to understand the evidentiary basis for biographical claims rather than being presented with confident assertions built on shaky foundations.

​V. Contemporary Biases in 17th-Century Record-Keeping

​A. Gender and the Archive: What Gets Preserved

The documentary record from which we must reconstruct Julie d'Aubigny's life was created within a profoundly patriarchal society that had strong ideological investments in rendering certain aspects of women's lives invisible. Understanding the systematic biases that shaped what was recorded, preserved, and transmitted is essential for interpreting the fragmentary evidence that survives.

Women who conformed to social expectations—dutiful wives, pious mothers, properly subordinate daughters—appeared in 17th-century records primarily in relation to male family members. They were documented at marriage (as property transfers), at inheritance (as recipients of controlled wealth), and sometimes at death (when their property passed to male heirs). Their own voices, actions, and choices were rarely considered worthy of independent documentation.

Paradoxically, women who violated social expectations had a better chance of appearing in the historical record, but primarily in documents designed to control, punish, or sensationalize their transgression. Criminal records, moralistic treatises, and scandal chronicles preserved the stories of disorderly women, but filtered through frameworks of deviance and moral judgment.

Julie d'Aubigny's archival presence reflects this paradox. Her professional opera career—because it involved an institution with bureaucratic record-keeping practices—is relatively well documented. Her criminal activities appear in legal fragments because she was prosecuted. Her scandalous behavior appears in memoirs because it violated norms dramatically enough to merit comment. But her ordinary daily existence, her internal thoughts, her own understanding of her choices—these received no systematic documentation because no institutional apparatus existed to record them, and because women's subjective experiences were not considered historically significant by those who controlled archives.

​B. The Male Gaze in Historical Narrative

Nearly all the surviving accounts of Julie d'Aubigny were written by men, and they consistently reflect masculine preoccupations and perspectives. Her physical appearance receives detailed attention in ways that male subjects rarely experience; she is described as beautiful, as having a particularly fine figure, as possessing an androgynous allure that attracted both sexes. These descriptions tell us far more about male observers' sexualization of a transgressive woman than about her actual appearance.

Similarly, accounts of her romantic and sexual relationships are filtered through male fantasy and anxiety. Her affairs with women are described in terms that emphasize their erotic appeal to male observers rather than exploring them as emotionally significant relationships between women. Her affairs with men are framed either as evidence of insatiable sexual appetite or as relationships where powerful men controlled or patronized her, often downplaying her own agency in forming and dissolving these attachments.

The male authorship of most historical sources also shapes how her violence is interpreted. When she wounded or defeated men in duels, these incidents are described with a mixture of titillation (the sexual frisson of female aggression), emasculation anxiety (concern about what it meant that a woman could defeat men), and skepticism (suggestions that her victories were flukes or that her opponents deliberately lost). The possibility that she was simply an exceptionally skilled fencer who defeated opponents through superior technique receives less attention than the gender implications of her victories.

​C. Class Bias and Social Mobility

The 17th-century documentary record was overwhelmingly created by and for the aristocracy and upper clergy. Working people, the poor, and those of ambiguous social status left far fewer traces in official archives. Julie d'Aubigny occupied a peculiar class position—the daughter of a secretary (not noble but educated and connected), married to a minor nobleman (giving her a title but not substantial wealth), employed as a professional performer (respectable but morally questionable), and intimate with high nobility (as mistress rather than social equal).

This class ambiguity shaped how she was recorded. Her connections to powerful men like the Comte d'Armagnac and the Comte d'Albert meant she appeared in aristocratic correspondence and memoirs where a woman of purely working-class origins would have been invisible. However, her non-noble status meant she was not significant enough to merit the kind of detailed genealogical and property records that trace noble families. Her professional status placed her in institutional records, but as an employee rather than a patroness.

The class bias in historical sources means that relationships or incidents involving elite individuals received more documentation than equally significant events involving non-elite people. We know about her affair with the Marquise de Florensac partly because the Marquise was "the most beautiful woman in France" from a prominent family. We know far less about her relationships with fellow performers or ordinary people she might have encountered because such individuals rarely appeared in the writings of the literate classes.

​D. Moral Frameworks and the Documentation of Deviance

The 17th century possessed sophisticated taxonomies of female deviance, and these categories shaped how transgressive women were described in contemporary sources. Women who violated sexual norms might be categorized as prostitutes, adulteresses, or libertines. Women who violated gender norms might be described as mannish, unnatural, or monstrous. Women who violated authority might be characterized as witches, heretics, or criminals.

Julie d'Aubigny's behavior crossed so many categorical boundaries that contemporary observers struggled to fit her into existing frameworks. She was neither clearly a prostitute (she had lovers rather than clients) nor a faithful wife (she never lived with her husband). She dressed as a man but openly acknowledged being a woman. She committed serious crimes but received royal pardons. She was simultaneously a respected professional artist and a scandalous outlaw.

This categorical confusion shaped how she was recorded. Different sources emphasized different aspects of her transgression depending on the moral framework they employed. Clerical sources focused on her sexual deviance and irreligion (the convent burning). Legal sources focused on her criminal violence. Social commentators focused on her violation of gender norms. Theatrical sources focused on her artistic temperament and professional conflicts.

The result is a fragmented record that reflects the various moral and categorical frameworks through which contemporaries tried to make sense of a figure who defied easy classification. Each source tells us something about d'Aubigny, but also something about the particular form of deviance the recorder found most salient or threatening.

​E. The Selective Preservation Problem

Even when documents were initially created, their survival to the present day was not random but reflected later judgments about what was historically valuable. Archives were curated by people with their own biases about what mattered. Personal letters might be destroyed by scandalized relatives. Criminal records might be purged when they embarrassed powerful families. Theatrical materials might be discarded when they were no longer considered artistically significant.

The documents that did survive often did so because they fit into existing collection priorities. Opera house records survived because institutions maintained their own archives and because later generations valued the history of French musical culture. Memoirs survived because aristocratic family papers were preserved and eventually deposited in national archives. Scandal chronicles survived because they were printed and distributed widely enough that copies remained in circulation.

What we lack is often as revealing as what survives. The absence of Julie d'Aubigny's personal correspondence could mean she rarely wrote letters, but it could also mean her letters were deliberately destroyed by recipients concerned about being associated with her scandals. The fragmentary nature of legal records could reflect random document loss, but it could also indicate that certain prosecutions were deliberately stricken from official records when royal pardons were granted.

This selective preservation means that the archival record is not a neutral reflection of the past but a curated collection shaped by centuries of decisions about what was worth keeping. For a transgressive figure like d'Aubigny, this bias cuts both ways: her scandalous behavior made her worth documenting, but it also made her documents vulnerable to destruction by those seeking to protect their own or others' reputations.

​VI. Conclusion: Toward a Critical Biography

The historiographical challenges surrounding Julie d'Aubigny are formidable but not insurmountable. By acknowledging the limitations of the primary source record, understanding the mechanisms through which myth accumulated around her historical person, employing rigorous methodological strategies for evaluating contested claims, and recognizing the biases inherent in 17th-century documentation practices, we can construct a biography that is both critical and compelling.

The goal is neither to debunk her legend entirely—reducing her to a merely competent opera singer whose story has been wildly exaggerated—nor to credulously accept every sensational anecdote as established fact. Instead, responsible biography inhabits the difficult middle ground of informed interpretation, where we assess the relative credibility of different sources, acknowledge uncertainty where evidence is lacking, and construct the most plausible narrative consistent with reliable documentation while recognizing that significant gaps and questions will remain.

Julie d'Aubigny's historical significance does not depend on whether she killed three men outside a royal ball or merely wounded them, whether she burned down an entire convent or just a single cell, whether Louis XIV personally granted her an exemption from dueling laws or whether this story is apocryphal. Her significance lies in the documented fact that she sustained a fifteen-year professional career at France's premier opera house while simultaneously maintaining a reputation for violence, sexual transgression, and defiance of authority that was remarkable even in an age of aristocratic libertinage.

She was genuinely prosecuted for serious crimes. She genuinely received royal pardons. She genuinely performed major operatic roles. She genuinely had publicly acknowledged relationships with both men and women. She genuinely mastered the masculine art of fencing to a degree that made her a credible duelist. These documented facts are themselves extraordinary enough to justify historical attention without requiring embellishment.

The challenge for the chapters that follow is to present this genuinely remarkable historical figure in all her complexity—professional artist and violent criminal, sexual transgressor and calculating careerist, gender rebel and strategic user of feminine charm, exceptional talent and theatrical self-promoter—while carefully distinguishing between what can be verified and what remains in the realm of legend, persistent rumor, or later literary invention.

By establishing this methodological framework at the outset, we can proceed through the biographical narrative with appropriate critical distance, acknowledging both the seductive power of her legend and our responsibility to the historical woman whose actual life, fragmentarily documented and imperfectly understood, nevertheless stands as a testament to the possibilities for individual agency and transgressive freedom even within the rigid hierarchies of the Grand Siècle.
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​Chapter 2: Born in the Shadow of Power
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​I. Introduction: Proximity Without Pedigree

Julie d'Aubigny entered the world around 1673 in a position of extraordinary privilege and fundamental limitation. She was born not into the aristocracy itself, but into that peculiar stratum of French society that served the aristocracy so intimately that the boundaries between servant and master blurred into a zone of dangerous proximity. Her father, Gaston d'Aubigny, occupied a position that granted the family access to the highest levels of French court society while simultaneously ensuring they could never truly belong to it.

This paradoxical social positioning—close enough to observe and participate in aristocratic culture, but permanently barred from claiming aristocratic status—would prove formative in shaping Julie d'Aubigny's later defiance of social boundaries. She grew up in palaces she could never own, among children of families she could never join, learning the manners and accomplishments of a class that would never fully accept her. Yet this very marginality, this existence in the interstices between social categories, afforded her a kind of freedom that women born securely within the aristocracy rarely experienced.

To understand the woman who would become La Maupin, we must first understand the world into which she was born: the court of Louis XIV at its zenith, the specific household of the Comte d'Armagnac, the physical and social environment of the Grande Écurie at Versailles, and the peculiar opportunities and constraints that defined the life of a secretary's daughter raised in the shadow of absolute monarchy.

​II. The Court of Louis XIV: Power, Spectacle, and Social Architecture

​A. Absolutism and the Domestication of the Nobility

When Julie d'Aubigny was born around 1673, Louis XIV had been ruling in his own right for just over a decade, having assumed personal control of government upon the death of Cardinal Mazarin in 1661. The young king, who had lived through the traumatic aristocratic rebellion known as the Fronde (1648-1653), had concluded that the great nobility represented the primary threat to royal authority. His response was a masterpiece of political theater: rather than crushing the aristocracy through force, he would domesticate them through spectacle, transforming potentially rebellious warlords into competitive courtiers whose energies were consumed by the elaborate rituals of court life.

The court of Louis XIV functioned as an enormous mechanism for converting political power into social performance. Great nobles who had once ruled their provincial domains as semi-independent princes were now expected to reside at court, where their proximity to the king's person determined their status and influence. Military prowess, administrative competence, and territorial wealth—the traditional bases of aristocratic power—became secondary to success in the intricate social choreography that surrounded the king's daily routine.

Every aspect of the monarch's life became a public ceremony charged with political significance. The lever (the king's rising) and the coucher (his retiring) were witnessed by dozens of courtiers whose rank determined how close they could stand and which moment in the ritual they were permitted to observe. The right to hold the king's shirt or hand him his wig became honors competed for by dukes and princes. Meals, walks in the gardens, hunting expeditions, theatrical performances—all became opportunities for the king to distribute favor or signal displeasure through the careful calibration of attention and access.

This transformation of the French nobility from a warrior caste into a service aristocracy obsessed with precedence and ritual created the social context in which Julie d'Aubigny would be raised. The court was simultaneously a place of rigid hierarchy and surprising fluidity, where birth determined one's baseline position but favor could elevate or destroy fortunes overnight. It was a world governed by elaborate codes of honor and conduct, yet also marked by notorious sexual licentiousness, where appearances mattered more than reality and reputation could be more valuable than wealth.

​B. The Hierarchy of Access: Court Positions and Social Currency

The court of Louis XIV was structured around a complex hierarchy of positions, each carrying specific privileges and obligations. At the apex were members of the royal family and princes of the blood. Below them came the great titled nobility—dukes, marquises, counts—whose rank was determined by ancient lineage, territorial holdings, and proximity to the throne. Supporting and serving this glittering aristocratic edifice was an elaborate infrastructure of officials, administrators, and servants whose positions ranged from highly prestigious to entirely menial.

It was within this service infrastructure that opportunities existed for talented non-nobles to achieve positions of influence and comfort. The court required an army of secretaries, clerks, accountants, musicians, artists, craftsmen, physicians, and specialized servants to function. While these positions did not confer noble status, the most prestigious among them brought substantial salaries, proximity to power, and opportunities for their children that would have been unthinkable for those outside the court system.

The royal household employed thousands of people, organized into elaborate departments: the King's Chamber, the King's Wardrobe, the King's Chapel, the King's Stables, the King's Hunt, and numerous others. Each department had its own hierarchy of officers, from high-ranking nobles who held largely ceremonial positions to working professionals who managed day-to-day operations. The most successful non-noble families established dynasties of service, with positions passing from father to son and lucrative appointments serving as rewards for loyal service.

This system created a class of people who lived in a curious social limbo. They resided at court, observed aristocratic manners, participated in court culture, and sometimes accumulated substantial wealth, yet they remained legally and socially distinct from the nobility they served. Their children, like Julie d'Aubigny, grew up in palaces learning the accomplishments of aristocratic youth, but they could never forget that they were there by virtue of their parents' service rather than their own inherited right.

For women in particular, this intermediate social position created both constraints and opportunities. A secretary's daughter could not reasonably aspire to marry into the high nobility—such a union would be considered grossly inappropriate and would damage the noble family's status. However, she might attract the sexual attention of noble men, who faced no social penalty for taking mistresses from lower social strata. This dynamic created a pathway, albeit a degrading and dangerous one, for non-noble women to access aristocratic wealth and protection through becoming mistresses rather than wives.

​C. Versailles: The Ultimate Theater of Power

In 1682, when Julie d'Aubigny would have been approximately nine years old, Louis XIV officially moved his court and government to Versailles, transforming what had been a modest hunting lodge into the most magnificent palace in Europe. This move represented the culmination of the king's project of centralizing power and domesticating the nobility. By requiring the great aristocrats to reside at Versailles in order to maintain their influence, Louis ensured that they were perpetually under his observation, competing for his favor rather than consolidating independent power bases in their provinces.

The palace of Versailles was designed as a physical manifestation of absolute monarchy. Its scale was deliberately overwhelming, with facades stretching for hundreds of meters, gardens extending over 800 hectares, and interior spaces that could accommodate thousands of courtiers. The famous Hall of Mirrors, completed in 1684, stretched 73 meters in length and was decorated with 357 mirrors—an almost unimaginable luxury at a time when mirrors were extraordinarily expensive. Every element of the palace's design served to communicate royal power and glory.

For those who lived and worked at Versailles, the palace was less a residence than a stage set for the continuous performance of monarchy. The royal family occupied the central apartments, with the king's bedchamber positioned at the exact center of the palace, from which all else radiated. Courtiers occupied apartments whose location and size reflected their status, with proximity to the king's quarters serving as a precise measure of favor. The competition for space was fierce; dukes and princes might find themselves assigned cramped quarters in the attics if they had fallen from favor, while royal bastards legitimized by the king might enjoy spacious suites on the principal floors.

The daily routine at Versailles followed an elaborate schedule that governed the movements and activities of thousands of people. The king's day structured everyone else's time; courtiers needed to be present for the lever, attend the royal mass, appear at the midday meal, participate in afternoon entertainments, and attend the evening appartements (social gatherings in the state rooms). Those who held official positions had additional duties that further filled their days. The result was an environment of constant activity, observation, and performance, where privacy was nearly impossible and every action was potentially significant.

For the families of court servants, Versailles offered both magnificent opportunities and peculiar deprivations. They lived in one of the wonders of the world, surrounded by art, music, and culture of the highest order. Children of court servants had access to education, entertainments, and social experiences far beyond what their rank would normally permit. Yet they also lived in a hierarchical pressure cooker, constantly reminded of their subordinate status, navigating complex social codes designed to maintain rigid class distinctions, and vulnerable to the whims and predations of their social superiors.

This was the world in which Julie d'Aubigny spent her formative years—a world of spectacular beauty and rigid hierarchy, of proximity to power without the security of inherited status, of opportunity and exploitation existing in intimate proximity.

​III. Gaston d'Aubigny: Secretary to Power

​A. The Position of Secretary in the Ancien Régime

To understand Julie d'Aubigny's origins, we must first understand her father's position and what it meant to be a secretary in late 17th-century France. The term "secretary" in the context of the ancien régime carries connotations quite different from its modern usage. Far from being a mere clerk or assistant, a secretary to a great noble was often a man of considerable education, discretion, and competence, entrusted with managing his patron's correspondence, finances, and confidential affairs.

The secretary's role required literacy in an age when even many nobles could barely read, mathematical competence to manage accounts, knowledge of legal and administrative procedures, beautiful handwriting for official correspondence, and the diplomatic skills necessary to communicate effectively with other noble households. A talented secretary became indispensable to his patron, privy to secrets that could destroy reputations, and positioned to profit from inside knowledge of political and financial maneuvers.

The relationship between a great noble and his secretary was one of profound interdependence marked by clear status inequality. The noble relied on his secretary's competence for the smooth functioning of his affairs but could never acknowledge this dependence without diminishing his own prestige. The secretary depended on his patron's favor for his position and income but had to maintain the fiction that he was merely an instrument of his master's will rather than an independent actor with his own interests and judgment.

This relationship created opportunities for ambitious and talented men to rise far above their birth status. A successful secretary might accumulate substantial wealth through salary, gifts from his patron, and opportunities to profit from advance knowledge of his patron's business dealings. He might be granted small estates or sinecures to supplement his income. His children might receive education alongside noble children and form connections that could launch them into successful careers of their own.

However, the relationship also created profound vulnerabilities. A secretary's position depended entirely on his patron's continued favor, which could be withdrawn on a whim or terminated by the patron's death. The secretary possessed knowledge that made him dangerous but lacked the social status to protect himself if his patron chose to discard him. And because secretaries often handled their patrons' most sensitive affairs—including illicit financial dealings and sexual intrigues—they were positioned to be blamed when things went wrong, serving as convenient scapegoats who could be sacrificed to protect noble reputations.

​B. Gaston d'Aubigny: Biography of an Invisible Man

The historical record tells us frustratingly little about Gaston d'Aubigny as an individual. We know he served as secretary to Louis de Lorraine, Comte d'Armagnac, who held the prestigious position of Grand Écuyer (Master of Horse) to Louis XIV. We know he had a daughter named Julie or Julie-Émilie, born around 1673. We know he was accomplished enough as a swordsman to be entrusted with training the court pages in fencing. Beyond these fragmentary facts, Gaston d'Aubigny disappears into the vast population of competent professionals who served the French court without themselves becoming subjects of historical documentation.

This archival invisibility is itself revealing. Gaston d'Aubigny was successful enough to secure and maintain a position in a highly prestigious household, educated enough to serve as a secretary, and skilled enough as a swordsman to train noble youths, yet not distinctive enough to merit mention in memoirs or correspondence beyond his connection to his notorious daughter. He represents the vast majority of court servants—competent, essential to the functioning of the court, but occupying a social position that rendered them historically invisible except when scandal or exceptional achievement brought them into the light.

What we can infer about Gaston d'Aubigny from his position and the choices he made for his daughter's education reveals a man navigating the opportunities and dangers of court service with considerable sophistication. His decision to educate Julie alongside the court pages, teaching her fencing and academic subjects normally reserved for boys, suggests several possibilities: perhaps he had no sons and decided to invest in his only child regardless of conventional gender limitations; perhaps he recognized his daughter's unusual abilities and decided to cultivate them; perhaps he was grooming her to attract the attention of his powerful patron in ways that both social convention and modern sensibilities find deeply problematic.

The fact that Julie received such an unconventional education indicates that Gaston d'Aubigny possessed both the authority within the Armagnac household to make such an arrangement and sufficient confidence—or recklessness—to defy conventional expectations for how a daughter should be raised. Training a girl in swordsmanship was not merely unusual; it was a direct violation of gender codes that restricted weapons to men and associated armed combat with masculine honor. For a secretary to permit or encourage his daughter to learn such skills suggests either remarkable progressive thinking about women's capabilities or, more cynically, a calculated preparation of his daughter to attract and entertain a noble patron through her exceptional and exotic accomplishments.

​C. The Economics of Court Service

Understanding the material conditions of Gaston d'Aubigny's life requires examining the economics of court service in the late 17th century. Positions at court varied enormously in their financial value. The most prestigious offices, often held by nobles, came with substantial salaries and generous perquisites but required significant initial investment to purchase the position. Less exalted positions, like that of secretary to a member of the royal household, offered more modest but still comfortable compensation.

A secretary to the Grand Écuyer would have received a regular salary, likely supplemented by gifts from his patron at New Year's and other significant occasions, fees for specific services rendered to others on behalf of his patron, and opportunities to profit from inside knowledge of business dealings. The total income would have placed the d'Aubigny family comfortably in what might be called the upper-middle tier of court society—far wealthier than ordinary urban artisans or provincial bourgeoisie, but without the landed wealth and hereditary income that defined true aristocratic status.

This economic position meant that Julie d'Aubigny grew up in material comfort but without financial security independent of her father's continued service. The family's prosperity depended entirely on Gaston d'Aubigny maintaining his patron's favor. This precarious dependence on aristocratic whim would have been a constant background reality of her childhood, teaching her both the value of pleasing powerful patrons and the danger of relying on their continued goodwill.

The lack of independent wealth or property also meant that Julie's own future prospects depended on making an advantageous connection—whether through marriage to a man of modest means like herself or, more lucratively but less respectably, through becoming the mistress of a wealthy patron. The conventional path for a secretary's daughter would have been marriage to another court servant or urban professional, a union that would have provided respectability and modest security. The path that actually unfolded—first becoming the mistress of her father's patron and then being married off to a minor noble who was immediately sent away—suggests either that Gaston d'Aubigny was complicit in his daughter's sexual exploitation or was powerless to prevent it.

​IV. The Comte d'Armagnac's Household: Dynasty and Patronage

​A. Louis de Lorraine, Comte d'Armagnac: Portrait of a Patron

Louis de Lorraine, Comte d'Armagnac (1641-1718), was a member of one of France's most prestigious noble families and occupied one of the most important positions in the royal household. As Grand Écuyer de France (Grand Squire or Master of Horse), he held responsibility for the king's stables, riding academy, and all matters pertaining to the royal horses and carriages. This was no mere ceremonial position; it carried significant administrative responsibilities, required managing a large budget and hundreds of employees, and placed the holder in daily proximity to the king during hunting expeditions and travel.

The position of Grand Écuyer was one of the Great Officers of the Crown of France, a category that included only the most prestigious court positions. The Grand Écuyer commanded the Grande Écurie (Great Stable) at Versailles, which housed hundreds of horses and employed a small army of grooms, trainers, stable hands, riding masters, and administrative personnel. He also oversaw the Petite Écurie (Small Stable), which served similar functions on a smaller scale. Together, these establishments represented a substantial enterprise requiring sophisticated management and significant financial resources.

Louis de Lorraine came from the House of Guise, a cadet branch of the ducal House of Lorraine, which had played a central role in French politics throughout the 16th and early 17th centuries. The Guise family had led the Catholic League during the Wars of Religion, had aspired to the throne itself, and had produced cardinals, generals, and powerful political actors across generations. By Louis de Lorraine's time, the family's direct political ambitions had been curtailed by the triumph of absolutism, but their social prestige remained immense.

As Comte d'Armagnac and Grand Écuyer, Louis de Lorraine possessed substantial wealth derived from hereditary lands, income from his position, and the various financial benefits that flowed from proximity to royal power. He maintained a household befitting his status, with numerous servants, secretaries, military officers attached to his person, and the full apparatus of aristocratic display. His position required him to reside at court, where he occupied prestigious apartments and participated in the endless round of ceremonies, entertainments, and social rituals that defined court life.

For a secretary like Gaston d'Aubigny, serving as the right hand to such a powerful patron offered exceptional opportunities. The position provided access to the highest levels of court society, proximity to the king himself during hunting expeditions and ceremonial occasions, and the chance to form connections with other powerful households. However, it also required absolute discretion, particularly regarding the patron's private affairs and sexual intrigues.

​B. The Grande Écurie: Architecture and Society

The Grande Écurie at Versailles was a masterpiece of architectural design and functional organization. Located across from the palace, facing the Place d'Armes, the building was designed by Jules Hardouin-Mansart and completed in 1682, the same year the court officially moved to Versailles. The structure stretched over 100 meters in length and was organized around a central courtyard, with stables on the ground floor and apartments for the Grand Écuyer, riding masters, and other officials on the upper floors.

The building housed approximately 600 horses, including the king's personal mounts, carriage horses, and horses for the royal hunt. The central riding arena, covered but open to the sky through a series of high windows, provided space for training both horses and riders. This manège (riding school) was where the court pages received their instruction in horsemanship, one of the essential accomplishments for young noblemen of the period.

For Julie d'Aubigny, the Grande Écurie was not merely a workplace but likely her childhood home. The apartments provided for the Grand Écuyer and his principal staff were spacious and well-appointed, reflecting the status of their occupants. Living in these apartments meant residing in a building that perfectly embodied the intersection of magnificence and function that characterized Versailles—spectacular architecture devoted to the practical purposes of serving the monarchy.

The social world of the Grande Écurie was its own complex ecosystem. In addition to the d'Aubigny family, the building housed riding masters responsible for training, grooms who cared for the horses, pages who were receiving their education in horsemanship and other aristocratic accomplishments, guards who maintained security, and numerous other servants and functionaries. This created a community that lived in close quarters, with the children of servants interacting daily with young nobles who were there for their education.

The pages of the Grande Écurie came from good noble families and were typically boys between the ages of twelve and eighteen who were completing their education before entering military service or taking up positions at court. Their curriculum included horsemanship above all, but also fencing, dancing, military exercises, and the social graces necessary for court life. These young men represented the military nobility in training, learning the physical skills and social codes that would define their adult identities as warriors and courtiers.

Into this masculine world of horses, weapons, and military preparation came Julie d'Aubigny, the secretary's daughter whose father chose to educate her alongside these noble boys. The decision to include her in the pages' training was extraordinary and would have required the consent, or perhaps the command, of the Comte d'Armagnac himself. Whether this unusual arrangement reflected progressive views about women's capabilities, a calculated preparation of Julie for a specific role in the household, or the whim of a powerful patron, it fundamentally shaped her development and future possibilities.

​C. The Culture of the Stables: Horses, Swords, and Masculine Codes

The Grande Écurie was saturated with a culture of masculine aristocratic accomplishment. Horsemanship was not merely a practical skill but a defining element of noble identity. The ability to manage a powerful warhorse, to ride gracefully, to perform the elaborate movements of haute école (high school) equestrian training—these skills separated the nobility from commoners and marked the difference between a warrior class and those who worked with their hands.

Similarly, swordsmanship was both practical combat training and a component of aristocratic self-definition. The sword was not just a weapon but a symbol of noble status; nobles alone had the legal right to wear swords in public, and the ability to defend one's honor through armed combat was central to masculine aristocratic identity. Training in fencing began early and continued throughout a nobleman's life. The styles taught at court emphasized both effectiveness in actual combat and elegant form that demonstrated the swordsman's grace and self-control.

For a young girl to receive training in these exclusively masculine accomplishments was to be introduced into a culture that defined itself in explicit opposition to femininity. The stable was a male space, redolent with the smell of horses and leather, filled with the sounds of shouting grooms and whinnying animals, marked by a rough physical culture quite different from the refined drawing rooms where aristocratic women were typically confined. The training itself emphasized physical strength, courage, aggression, and the willingness to inflict and accept violence—all qualities defined as masculine and inappropriate for women.

Julie d'Aubigny's immersion in this culture from an early age—reportedly beginning fencing training at age twelve, when she also began dressing in boys' clothing—meant that she internalized masculine codes of honor, physical self-confidence, and willingness to use violence to resolve disputes. She learned to think of herself as someone who could demand satisfaction for insults, who could physically defend herself and others, and who possessed the skills that commanded respect in a society that valued martial prowess.

Equally important, her exceptional skill quickly surpassed that of the noble pages she trained alongside. Contemporary accounts indicate that she became the best fencer among the youths at the Grande Écurie, a distinction that must have been simultaneously thrilling and socially awkward. For a girl to defeat noble boys in armed combat violated fundamental assumptions about gender and class hierarchy. The pages' likely responses—resentment, sexual interest, admiration, humiliation—would have taught Julie early lessons about how her exceptional abilities disrupted social categories and created complex reactions in those around her.

​D. The Patron's Designs: Education or Grooming?

The question of why the Comte d'Armagnac permitted or encouraged Julie d'Aubigny's unconventional education cannot be answered with certainty from the surviving evidence, but it demands consideration. The most benign interpretation is that he recognized an unusually talented child and decided to cultivate her abilities regardless of conventional gender restrictions, perhaps influenced by Enlightenment ideas about human potential that were beginning to circulate among the educated classes.

A more cynical but historically plausible interpretation is that the Comte d'Armagnac deliberately cultivated Julie's exotic accomplishments as preparation for making her his mistress. A secretary's daughter who could fence, ride, and converse on equal terms with nobles would have been an exceptional and intriguing ornament for a powerful man's household—a living demonstration of his capacity to create something extraordinary, a source of entertainment and conversation, and a mistress whose unusual abilities set her apart from the conventional beauties who typically occupied such positions.

The fact that Julie became the Comte's mistress by age fourteen, and that this transition was accomplished through the transparent fiction of a nominal marriage to a minor nobleman who was immediately sent away, suggests at minimum that the Comte felt entitled to sexual access to his secretary's daughter and possessed the power to arrange matters to suit his convenience. Whether Gaston d'Aubigny was complicit, coerced, or powerless in this arrangement is unknown, but the power differential between the Grand Écuyer and his secretary was so vast that meaningful resistance may not have been possible.

What is clear is that Julie d'Aubigny's childhood education in masculine arts, rather than the conventional feminine accomplishments of needlework, music, and dancing that would have been appropriate for a girl of her station, equipped her with skills that would prove central to her subsequent independence. Whether this was the Comte d'Armagnac's intention or an unintended consequence, the fencing training in particular gave her a form of power—the capacity for physical violence and self-defense—that would allow her to navigate the world outside the protection of male patrons in ways impossible for conventionally educated women.

​V. Life in the Shadow of Absolute Monarchy

​A. The Rhythms of Court Life

For a child growing up at Versailles in the 1670s and 1680s, daily life followed rhythms dictated by the king's schedule and the ceremonial calendar. The day began early, with the palace stirring before dawn as servants prepared for the king's lever. Throughout the day, the palace filled with courtiers attending various ceremonies, offices, and entertainments. The evening brought the appartements—social gatherings in the state rooms where courtiers could gamble, converse, and enjoy musical performances. The day concluded with the king's coucher, after which the palace gradually fell quiet, though parties and intrigues often continued late into the night.

For those who lived in the Grande Écurie, this rhythm was somewhat different. The stable's primary activity was dictated by the king's hunting schedule and transportation needs rather than by court ceremonies. Hunting expeditions, which occurred several times per week when the king was in residence at Versailles, required extensive preparation: horses had to be readied, equipment checked, routes planned, and personnel coordinated. These expeditions might last most of the day, with the stable staff working intensely before and after to manage the logistics.

Julie d'Aubigny would have grown up surrounded by this constant activity—the preparation of horses for royal use, the training of pages, the coming and going of nobles who consulted with the Grand Écuyer about horsemanship or hunting plans, the visits from other court officials coordinating ceremonies that required the Grande Écurie's participation. This was a world of purposeful motion, of visible function, quite different from the decorative idleness that characterized much of court life in the palace proper.

​B. A Child's Perspective on Hierarchy

Growing up in this environment, Julie would have absorbed the elaborate codes of hierarchy that governed every interaction at Versailles. From early childhood, she would have learned to recognize rank through subtle signals: the cut and fabric of clothing, the manner in which people were addressed, who gave way to whom in corridors, who could enter which rooms, who sat in whose presence.

She would have learned that her own family's position was ambiguous and dependent. Her father was respected as a competent professional, but he was fundamentally a servant. She herself lived in a palace and played with noble children, but she was not one of them and could never be. This awareness of occupying a privileged but subordinate position, of having access without belonging, of observing power without possessing it, would have profoundly shaped her understanding of social hierarchy and her relationship to authority.

The contrast between her daily life at court and the lives of common people beyond the palace walls would have been stark. On the rare occasions when she might have traveled outside Versailles—to Paris or into the surrounding countryside—the difference between the magnificence of the court and the relative poverty of ordinary life would have been unmistakable. This would have reinforced the exceptional nature of her circumstances while also highlighting their contingency; her family's position depended entirely on the Comte d'Armagnac's continued favor and could vanish overnight if that favor was withdrawn.

​C. The Court as a School for Transgression

Versailles presented a curious moral environment for a growing child. On one hand, it was governed by elaborate codes of etiquette and ritual that enforced rigid social hierarchies and demanded precise adherence to form. On the other hand, it was a place of notorious sexual licentiousness where the king himself maintained official mistresses, where aristocratic affairs were conducted with barely any pretense of discretion, and where conventional moral rules appeared to apply only to those without power.

Louis XIV's court institutionalized a form of double standard that applied different rules to different people based on their rank and their degree of royal favor. The king could acknowledge bastard children with his mistresses and grant them titles and estates; great nobles could maintain multiple simultaneous affairs with little social penalty; even the queen was expected to accept her husband's infidelities with grace. Yet servants who violated sexual norms could be dismissed, and women of lower status who became pregnant outside marriage faced serious consequences unless they had powerful protection.

This environment taught that power was what mattered—that rules existed but could be bent or broken by those with sufficient status, that appearances were more important than morality, and that the fundamental principle governing behavior was not virtue but success in maintaining or improving one's position. For a clever child, this was an education in the strategic use of transgression: some violations would be punished, but others, if executed with sufficient audacity and backed by powerful patrons, could actually enhance one's status and freedom of action.

Julie d'Aubigny's later career suggests she learned these lessons well. Her willingness to violate gender norms, legal restrictions, and moral codes while simultaneously cultivating the protection of powerful patrons indicates a sophisticated understanding of how power functioned in ancien régime France. She learned not that one must never break rules, but that one must calculate carefully which rules could be broken, under what circumstances, and with what protection.

​D. The Absence of Maternal Influence

One striking gap in the biographical record is the complete absence of any mention of Julie d'Aubigny's mother. We do not know her name, her background, when she died, or what role, if any, she played in her daughter's upbringing. This silence in the sources is itself significant and frustrating.

In conventional 17th-century families, mothers bore primary responsibility for their daughters' education, particularly in the feminine accomplishments and moral training considered essential for girls. A mother would have taught needlework, household management, religious devotion, and the modest demeanor expected of respectable women. The fact that Julie received none of this conventional education—or rejected it entirely in favor of masculine pursuits—raises questions about her mother's presence or influence.

Several possibilities exist: perhaps Julie's mother died when she was very young, leaving Gaston d'Aubigny to raise his daughter according to his own unconventional ideas; perhaps her mother was alive but powerless to prevent her husband or his patron from directing the girl's education as they saw fit; perhaps her mother was complicit in the arrangement that made Julie the Comte's mistress, viewing it as the best opportunity available for her daughter's advancement; or perhaps her mother actively disapproved but lacked the authority to intervene in decisions made by the men who controlled the household.

What is clear is that Julie lacked, or was not influenced by, the conventional maternal guidance that would have taught her to accept the constraints placed upon women of her era. Whether through absence, powerlessness, or unusual progressive thinking, Julie's mother did not or could not enforce the feminine behavioral codes that might have prevented her daughter's spectacular future transgressions.

​VI. Conclusion: The Foundation of Transgression

The world into which Julie d'Aubigny was born, and in which she spent her formative years, was characterized by profound contradictions. It was a world of rigid hierarchy that nonetheless allowed some social mobility; of strict moral codes that were routinely violated by those with power; of explicit gender segregation that she personally experienced as permeable; of magnificent beauty built on exploitation; of opportunity and constraint existing in intimate proximity.

Her father's position gave her access to aristocratic culture while ensuring she could never fully belong to it. Her education in masculine arts gave her capabilities no woman of her era was supposed to possess while making her even less suited to the conventional life expected of her sex and station. Her residence at the heart of Louis XIV's court showed her both the power of absolute monarchy and the cynical realities behind its magnificent facade. Her early sexual exploitation by the Comte d'Armagnac taught her that her body was a form of currency in transactions between powerful men, while also demonstrating that she could survive and potentially profit from such arrangements.

By the time Julie d'Aubigny reached adolescence, she had been thoroughly trained in skills that would allow her to defend herself physically, to move confidently in aristocratic society, to understand the mechanisms of patronage and power, and to recognize that conventional rules applied unevenly and could be challenged by those sufficiently bold and sufficiently protected. She had learned to think of herself as exceptional, to value her unusual abilities, and to chafe against the restrictions that her sex and station imposed.

The structured world of the Grande Écurie at Versailles, with its horses and swords and masculine codes of honor, had given her a foundation entirely inappropriate for a woman of the late 17th century. When that world collapsed—when her usefulness to the Comte d'Armagnac ended and she was married off and left to her own devices—she would need to find ways to survive using the strange collection of skills and knowledge her unusual upbringing had provided.

What she would make of this foundation—how she would transform the skills learned in the shadow of power into a career on the operatic stage and a legend of transgressive freedom—forms the subject of subsequent chapters. But the essential elements were established in these early years: the fencing skills that would make her a credible duelist, the confidence that came from having bested noble youths in combat, the understanding of aristocratic culture that would allow her to navigate its intricacies, the habit of wearing masculine clothing that began in the riding school, and perhaps most important, the fundamental conviction that the rules that constrained ordinary women did not necessarily apply to her.

She had been raised in the shadow of power, taught to serve it and profit from it, but also to understand its mechanics and limitations. She had learned that audacity could be rewarded, that transgression could be survived, and that power respected those who demonstrated exceptional abilities regardless of their sex or station. These lessons, absorbed during her childhood in the Grande Écurie at Versailles, would serve her well—and would scandalize France—in the dramatic years to come.
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​Chapter 3: An Unconventional Education
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​I. Introduction: The Making of an Anomaly

Education in the 17th century was an explicitly gendered enterprise. Boys and girls of the same family, even identical twins, would receive fundamentally different instruction designed to prepare them for radically different adult lives. Boys learned Latin, mathematics, history, rhetoric, fencing, and horsemanship—the intellectual and physical tools necessary for public life, whether in government, the military, the church, or the management of estates. Girls learned needlework, basic literacy in French (but rarely Latin), music, dancing, household management, and religious devotion—accomplishments designed to make them attractive wives, capable household managers, and morally upright mothers.

This educational segregation was not merely conventional practice but reflected deep ideological commitments about the fundamental nature of the sexes. Women were believed to be intellectually inferior to men, physically weaker, morally more susceptible to corruption, and naturally suited only for domestic roles under male authority. To educate a girl in masculine subjects was not simply unconventional; it was to risk creating a monster, a woman who might aspire to roles and freedoms that would destabilize the divinely ordained social order.

Julie d'Aubigny received precisely such a monstrous education. From approximately age twelve onward, she trained alongside the noble pages at the Grande Écurie, learning the arts of the sword and the horse that defined aristocratic masculine identity. She wore boys' clothing during this training, habituating herself from childhood to the physical freedom and social possibilities that masculine dress afforded. She developed academic competencies—literacy, likely some mathematics, perhaps familiarity with military strategy and history—that would allow her to converse as an equal with educated men. By the time she reached adolescence, she possessed a repertoire of skills and physical capabilities that no woman of her era was supposed to have.

This chapter examines the specific content and significance of this unconventional education. It explores the art of fencing as practiced at the French court, analyzing both the technical training she would have received and the cultural meanings associated with swordsmanship. It reconstructs the academic curriculum of the court pages to understand what intellectual training she likely acquired. It considers the profound significance of her childhood cross-dressing, examining how wearing masculine clothing from an early age shaped her physical development, her sense of bodily autonomy, and her understanding of gender as a performed rather than essential category. Finally, it places Julie d'Aubigny in comparative context by examining other documented cases of women who received training in masculine arts during the early modern period, exploring what such exceptional cases reveal about the possibilities and limits of gender transgression in ancien régime society.

​II. The Art of the Sword: Fencing in the Grand Siècle

​A. Historical Development: From Battlefield to Academy

The fencing that Julie d'Aubigny learned at the Grande Écurie in the 1680s represented the culmination of a century-long evolution in European swordsmanship. Medieval and early Renaissance combat with edged weapons had emphasized heavy cutting swords wielded with significant physical strength, a style suited to armored battlefield combat. By the late 16th century, as firearms increasingly dominated warfare and full plate armor declined, swordsmanship evolved toward lighter weapons and more refined techniques emphasizing speed, precision, and defensive science.

The rapier emerged as the gentleman's weapon of choice—a long, slender thrusting sword with an elaborate hand guard, designed for unarmored combat in duels and street fights. Rapier fencing developed into a sophisticated martial art with formal schools, published treatises, and Italian and Spanish masters who commanded high fees for their instruction. By the mid-17th century, the rapier itself was evolving toward the even lighter and more agile small sword (épée de cour or court sword), which became the standard aristocratic sidearm and dueling weapon in Louis XIV's France.

French fencing masters developed a distinctive national style that emphasized elegance and economy of motion. Rather than the complex footwork and wide, sweeping movements characteristic of earlier Italian and Spanish schools, the French style cultivated precise, minimal movements, linear attacks, and a sophisticated system of blade engagements and parries. This style reflected broader French cultural values during the classical period—refinement, rationality, geometric precision, and the subordination of raw force to artful technique.

The small sword itself was a beautifully balanced weapon, typically between 30 and 40 inches in total length, with a blade less than an inch wide that tapered to a sharp point. Unlike earlier swords designed to slash and cut, the small sword was optimized for thrusting attacks targeting vital points on an opponent's body. It was light enough to be wielded with great speed and precision, yet deadly enough that a well-placed thrust could kill almost instantly.

This weapon and the art of using it became central to aristocratic masculine identity in late 17th-century France. The small sword was worn as an everyday accessory by noble men, marking their status (commoners were forbidden to wear swords in public) and their readiness to defend their honor. Competence in fencing was expected of every gentleman, and exceptional skill commanded admiration and respect. The sword was simultaneously a practical weapon, a status symbol, and a physical manifestation of the aristocratic code of honor that required readiness to risk one's life rather than accept insult or dishonor.

​B. The Pedagogy of Violence: Learning to Fight

Fencing instruction at the Grande Écurie followed a systematic pedagogy developed over generations by French masters. Training began with fundamental stances and movements, progressed through increasingly complex techniques and combinations, and culminated in free fencing (assaut) where students could apply their skills in controlled but competitive bouts.

The foundational stance (garde) required the student to stand with feet positioned at right angles, knees slightly bent, weight distributed for rapid movement in any direction, sword arm extended forward with the blade angled to threaten the opponent while protecting the body, and free hand positioned for balance. Achieving a proper garde required developing strength in the legs, core stability, precise control of the sword arm, and the ability to maintain this position through extended bouts without fatigue or loss of form.

From this foundation, students learned the fundamental offensive and defensive actions: lunges (fente) that extended reach while maintaining balance, parries (parade) that deflected incoming attacks, ripostes that transformed successful defense into immediate counterattack, feints that deceived opponents about the intended target of attacks, and disengagements that avoided the opponent's blade engagement to strike from unexpected angles.

Advanced training included compound attacks combining multiple feints and disengagements, sophisticated parry systems that could defend against attacks from any angle, and the tactical principles that governed distance management, timing, and psychological warfare against an opponent. Masters taught not merely the mechanical execution of techniques but also the observation skills necessary to read an opponent's intentions, the mental discipline to remain calm under pressure, and the tactical judgment to recognize and exploit weaknesses.

The training was physically demanding and not without danger. Even practice bouts with blunted weapons could result in painful bruises, and accidents that broke bones or inflicted serious puncture wounds were not uncommon. Students learned to fence through a combination of drilling basic techniques repetitively until they became reflexive, observing matches between more advanced fencers to understand tactics, and actual combat experience in controlled bouts that gradually increased in intensity as competence developed.

For a young girl training in this environment, the physical demands would have been considerable. Fencing required developing strength in the legs, arms, and core that women were not supposed to possess. The training built fast-twitch muscle response, cardiovascular endurance, and explosive power—athletic capabilities that contradicted contemporary assumptions about female physical weakness and fragility. The very process of learning to fence involved being struck repeatedly by opponents, experiencing the shock of blade contact, learning to accept and manage pain, and developing the aggressive mindset necessary to attack another human being with a weapon.

​C. Julie's Exceptional Aptitude

Contemporary accounts indicate that Julie d'Aubigny did not merely learn fencing competently—she excelled at it, surpassing the noble pages who were her training partners. By the time she reached her mid-teens, she was reportedly the best fencer among the youth at the Grande Écurie, a distinction that speaks to exceptional natural aptitude combined with intensive training.

What specific attributes contributed to her fencing prowess can only be inferred from general principles of the art. Superior fencers typically possessed several key qualities: quick reflexes that allowed them to react to opponents' movements faster than average, precise hand-eye coordination that enabled them to place their blade exactly where they intended, tactical intelligence that allowed them to read opponents and construct effective strategies, psychological composure that prevented panic or recklessness during combat, and physical conditioning that allowed them to maintain speed and precision through extended bouts.

Julie's success against male opponents who possessed natural advantages in reach, height, and upper body strength suggests she compensated through superior technique, faster reflexes, better tactical sense, or more aggressive psychological approach to combat. Smaller, faster fencers could defeat larger, stronger opponents by emphasizing speed over power, precision over force, and strategic intelligence over physical dominance—a style that would have suited a female fencer facing male opponents.

The psychological dimension of her fencing success deserves particular attention. Combat sports require not merely technical skill but also a willingness to engage in aggressive physical confrontation, to risk injury, to inflict pain on opponents, and to maintain composure when threatened. These qualities were cultivated in young men as components of masculine courage and honor, but they were actively discouraged in women, who were taught to avoid conflict, to fear violence, and to rely on male protectors rather than their own physical capabilities.

For Julie to excel at fencing required not merely learning the physical techniques but also developing an aggressive, competitive mindset fundamentally at odds with feminine behavioral norms. She had to learn to enjoy combat, to take pleasure in defeating opponents, to cultivate the killer instinct necessary for effective violence. This psychological formation—learning to think of herself as someone who could and should use physical force to achieve her objectives—would prove as important as her technical skills in her later career as a duelist.

​D. The Social Meaning of the Sword

In 17th-century France, the sword was far more than a weapon—it was a potent symbol of masculine honor, aristocratic status, and the right to autonomous violence. The legal and cultural significance of sword-bearing shaped the meaning of Julie d'Aubigny's fencing education in ways that extended far beyond mere physical skill.

French law explicitly restricted the right to wear swords to the nobility and certain privileged categories of men. Commoners found wearing swords without authorization could be prosecuted and punished. This legal restriction made the sword a visible marker of aristocratic status, instantly distinguishing those who possessed the right to bear arms from those who did not. By carrying a sword, a nobleman announced his social rank and his belonging to the warrior caste that had traditionally ruled through military prowess.

More fundamentally, the sword represented the right to personal violence in defense of honor. The aristocratic code of honor required that insults be answered with challenges to duel, and that men of rank resolve disputes through armed combat rather than appealing to legal authorities. This code constructed masculine identity around the willingness to risk death rather than accept dishonor, and it made competence with the sword essential for maintaining social standing among the nobility.

When Julie d'Aubigny wore a sword as part of her masculine clothing, she was not merely cross-dressing—she was claiming the aristocratic male prerogative of autonomous violence. The sword announced that she would defend her own honor, that she would not rely on male protectors, that she considered herself entitled to resolve disputes through armed combat. This was a revolutionary assertion for a woman in a society where female honor was understood entirely differently from male honor, where women were supposed to preserve their reputations through sexual modesty rather than through combat prowess, and where the very idea of a woman defending herself with lethal force violated fundamental assumptions about gender roles.

The sword transformed her physically and socially. Physically, wearing a sword required adjustments to movement and posture—one had to learn to navigate spaces without the sword catching on furniture or other people, to sit differently, to move with awareness of the weapon at one's side. These physical adjustments reinforced masculine bodily comportment and distinguished sword-bearers from those who wore no weapons.

Socially, the sword announced danger. A person wearing a sword was someone to be treated carefully, someone who possessed both the legal right and the physical capability to respond to insults with violence. For a woman to carry this signal completely inverted normal gender dynamics. Rather than presenting herself as someone needing male protection, she announced herself as someone who could protect herself and others—or who could threaten those who crossed her.

​III. Academic Training: Educating a Courtier

​A. The Curriculum of the Pages

The noble pages at the Grande Écurie received not merely physical training but also academic instruction designed to prepare them for military and court careers. While the specific curriculum varied depending on individual tutors and the boys' specific needs, a typical page's education in the late 17th century would have included several core components.

Literacy and Languages: Pages were expected to achieve full literacy in French, including the ability to write formal correspondence in the elaborate, deferential style required for communication between nobles. Many also learned Latin, which remained the language of educated discourse, religious texts, and classical literature. Some pages studied modern languages, particularly Italian (the language of diplomacy and high culture) and Spanish (useful for military careers, as France was frequently at war with Spain).

Mathematics and Geometry: Military careers required competence in mathematics for calculating artillery trajectories, planning fortifications, managing troop logistics, and understanding siege engineering. Basic arithmetic and geometry were essential components of a gentleman's education. More advanced students might study trigonometry and the principles of military engineering.

History and Geography: Understanding history, particularly military history and the genealogies of noble families, was essential for courtiers. Geography became increasingly important as European powers competed for colonial territories and as warfare required understanding terrain and strategic positions. Pages learned about famous battles, great generals, and the territorial evolution of European states.

Heraldry and Genealogy: The elaborate science of coats of arms, noble titles, and family lineages was essential knowledge for court society, where knowing the precise rank and connections of everyone one encountered determined appropriate behavior. Pages learned to read and interpret heraldic devices and to understand the complex rules governing precedence and honor among noble families.

Dancing and Deportment: Social graces were as important as intellectual accomplishments. Pages learned the elaborate court dances that were essential features of balls and ceremonies, the proper forms of address for individuals of different ranks, the correct execution of bows and other gestures of respect, and the general bearing expected of young gentlemen at court.

Music: Many pages learned to play instruments or to sing, as musical accomplishment was valued in court society. While professional musicianship was not expected, the ability to participate in musical entertainments or to appreciate and discuss music with discernment was part of a gentleman's education.

​B. Julie's Intellectual Formation

The extent to which Julie d'Aubigny participated in this academic curriculum alongside the pages cannot be precisely determined from surviving sources, but several considerations allow reasonable inferences. First, her later career demonstrates intellectual capabilities that required education beyond basic literacy. Her success as an opera singer required not merely vocal talent but also the ability to learn roles, to read music, to understand dramatic interpretation, and to collaborate effectively with composers and directors—all capabilities suggesting significant intellectual formation.

Second, her ability to navigate court society, to converse with nobles and intellectuals, and to hold her own in social situations where wit and cultural knowledge were prized indicates education in at least some of the academic subjects that formed the pages' curriculum. Surviving anecdotal accounts describe her engaging in repartee, making pointed verbal jabs at opponents, and demonstrating the quick wit valued in court conversation—abilities that required both natural intelligence and cultivated intellectual skills.

Third, the very decision to train her alongside the pages suggests that her education extended beyond merely physical training. If the goal had been solely to teach her fencing for novelty or entertainment value, this could have been accomplished through private lessons. Including her in the broader pages' environment implies a more comprehensive educational project.

The areas where her education likely differed from the pages' involved subjects directly related to military careers or church positions that would have been irrelevant for a girl. She probably did not study advanced military engineering, classical Latin rhetoric, or theological disputations. However, the core intellectual skills—literacy, numeracy, cultural knowledge, and the ability to learn and apply new information—she almost certainly acquired.

This intellectual formation was nearly as transgressive as her fencing training. Educated women existed in 17th-century France, but they typically received their education in convents or through private tutors who taught them differently from boys, emphasizing moral and religious instruction, literary culture suited for private reading, and accomplishments appropriate for salon conversation. The practical, physical, and martial emphasis of the pages' education was distinctly masculine, designed to produce military officers and court officials rather than wives and mothers.

By receiving this masculine intellectual formation, Julie learned to think of herself as someone capable of understanding and operating in the public, masculine sphere. She developed intellectual confidence and the habit of engaging with ideas and information as an active participant rather than a passive recipient of male instruction. This intellectual self-assurance would prove as important as her physical skills in her later career, allowing her to collaborate with composers, to interpret operatic roles, and to hold her own in conversations with the educated men and women of Parisian cultural circles.

​C. The Limits of Formal Education

Despite the exceptional nature of Julie's education, significant gaps almost certainly existed. The highest levels of classical education—deep engagement with Greek and Latin literature, philosophical training, advanced theological study, sophisticated mathematical and scientific knowledge—were typically reserved for men pursuing careers in the church, law, or higher administration. There is no evidence that Julie received this level of scholarly training, nor would it have been particularly useful for the life that unfolded before her.

More significantly, she lacked the moral and religious formation that would have been central to a conventional girl's education. Young women were typically instructed intensively in Catholic devotion, taught to examine their consciences for sin, encouraged to develop humility and submission to authority, and prepared psychologically for lives of self-abnegation as wives and mothers. This moral education aimed to produce women who would internalize their own subordination, who would view their own desires and ambitions as sinful temptations to be resisted, and who would find fulfillment in serving others rather than pursuing their own goals.

The absence of this moral formation—or Julie's rejection of it—is evident in her later behavior. She demonstrated no internalized sense that her desires were sinful, no apparent guilt about her sexual transgressions, no tendency toward the self-abnegating humility that characterized conventionally educated women of her era. Whether she simply never received instruction in feminine piety, or whether she received it but rejected it in favor of the more aggressive, honor-focused masculine ethical framework she encountered in the stables, the result was a woman largely free from the internalized moral constraints that controlled most women's behavior.

​IV. The Habit of Masculinity: Cross-Dressing from Childhood

​A. The Physical Freedom of Masculine Dress

Contemporary accounts indicate that Julie d'Aubigny began wearing masculine clothing from an early age, certainly by age twelve when she began fencing training, and possibly earlier. This childhood habituation to cross-dressing had profound implications that extended far beyond mere costume.

Women's clothing in 17th-century France was designed to restrict movement and enforce feminine bodily comportment. The basic components of female dress included a chemise (undergarment), a rigid corset that constricted the torso and forced upright posture, layers of petticoats, and an outer gown. Collectively, these garments limited the wearer's ability to run, to raise her arms freely overhead, to bend easily at the waist, to take long strides, or to engage in vigorous physical activity.

The corset in particular served both aesthetic and disciplinary functions. It created the fashionable silhouette of the period—a smooth, conical torso with emphasized breasts and hips. But it also made deep breathing difficult, prevented bending and twisting movements, and caused significant discomfort that served as a constant reminder of the constraints imposed on female bodies. Young girls began wearing corsets in childhood, training their bodies into the restricted posture considered properly feminine.

Women's skirts created additional limitations. The multiple layers of heavy fabric impeded movement, made navigating stairs and narrow spaces difficult, and required constant attention to prevent tripping or catching fabric on objects. Skirts also made certain activities—mounting a horse astride, running at full speed, engaging in combat—virtually impossible. The very design of women's clothing enforced a restricted, careful mode of movement that signaled feminine delicacy and propriety.

Men's clothing, by contrast, was designed for freedom of movement. The basic components included a shirt, breeches (fitted trousers extending from waist to knee), stockings, and a coat or vest. This ensemble allowed full range of motion in the arms and torso, permitted free movement of the legs, and imposed minimal restriction on physical activity. Men's clothing was lighter, less bulky, and engineered to facilitate rather than inhibit physical action.

For a young girl to wear masculine clothing from childhood meant escaping the physical restrictions that shaped other girls' bodily development. Julie learned to move like a boy—to run freely, to engage in rough physical play, to develop strength and coordination without the impediment of restrictive garments. Her body developed differently from that of conventionally dressed girls; she built muscle mass and physical capabilities that corsets and skirts would have prevented.

This physical freedom extended to activities that were gendered masculine not merely by convention but by the practical impossibility of performing them in women's clothing. Fencing required freedom of movement that skirts would have prevented. Riding astride a horse (rather than side-saddle as women were required to do) demanded masculine clothing. Even simple activities like climbing, running at speed, or engaging in physical horseplay were far easier in breeches and boots than in gowns and slippers.

​B. Masculine Bodily Comportment and Self-Conception

The physical freedom afforded by masculine clothing produced psychological effects that extended far beyond mere convenience. How people dress shapes how they move, and how they move shapes how they think about themselves and their place in the world.

Contemporary sources on gender and deportment emphasized that proper masculine and feminine movement were fundamentally different. Men were expected to take up space, to move with confidence and purpose, to gesture broadly, to walk with long strides. Women were expected to minimize their physical presence, to move gracefully but modestly, to keep gestures small and controlled, to take small steps. These movement patterns were not merely conventional but were understood to express essential differences between masculine and feminine nature.

By dressing and moving as a boy from childhood, Julie developed masculine bodily habits that became so deeply ingrained as to be nearly automatic. She learned to walk with the long, confident stride of a young man rather than the mincing steps expected of women. She developed the habit of taking up space rather than making herself small. She learned to meet others' gazes directly rather than modestly averting her eyes. She gestured broadly and expressively rather than keeping her hands demurely folded.

These movement patterns shaped her self-conception in fundamental ways. Phenomenological research on embodiment demonstrates that our sense of self is intimately connected to our bodily experience and movement patterns. A person who moves through the world with the confident, space-claiming comportment of a young man develops a different sense of self than someone whose every movement is restricted and whose bodily experience is one of limitation and constraint.

Julie learned to think of her body as capable and powerful rather than weak and vulnerable. She experienced herself as someone who could act on the world rather than someone who must passively accept what happened to her. Her bodily experience was one of freedom, strength, and capability—experiences that shaped a self-conception fundamentally at odds with conventional femininity.

​C. The Performative Nature of Gender

Julie's childhood experience of cross-dressing also taught her, at an experiential level, that gender was performative rather than essential—that masculinity and femininity were roles one could adopt through clothing, movement, and behavior rather than fixed essences determined by biological sex.

Modern gender theory, particularly the work of Judith Butler, has articulated the concept of gender as performance: the idea that gender is not something people inherently are but rather something they continuously do through repeated stylized actions. While Butler was writing about late 20th-century Western society, her insights apply remarkably well to Julie d'Aubigny's experience in 17th-century France.

Julie discovered that by changing her clothing, she changed how others perceived and responded to her. Dressed as a boy in the stables, she was treated as one of the pages, challenged to prove herself in combat, addressed with the casual camaraderie extended to young men. She experienced how masculine clothing conferred privileges and freedoms—the right to bear a sword, the ability to move freely through public spaces, the assumption of capability and authority—that evaporated when she wore women's clothing.

This experiential knowledge that gender could be performed and altered through external markers like clothing, movement, and behavior gave Julie a sophisticated understanding of gender's constructed nature that most of her contemporaries lacked. She learned that she could strategically deploy masculine or feminine presentation depending on her objectives, wearing men's clothing when she wanted the freedoms and privileges of masculinity, and presumably reverting to women's clothing when feminine presentation served her purposes better.

This understanding of gender as a mutable performance rather than a fixed identity would prove central to her later career. Her willingness to cross-dress as an adult, to move fluidly between masculine and feminine presentation, to use clothing strategically to access spaces and privileges normally restricted by gender—all of this reflected lessons learned in childhood about the performative, constructed nature of gender categories.

​D. Social Consequences: The Ambiguous Courtier

Julie's childhood cross-dressing created a social identity that was profoundly ambiguous. She was known to be anatomically female—accounts indicate she sometimes proved this by dramatically removing her shirt when challenged—but she presented and moved as masculine. This created confusion and anxiety among those who encountered her, as she violated the fundamental assumption that biological sex, gender presentation, and social role should all align consistently.

For the noble pages who trained alongside her, Julie represented a category violation that must have provoked complex responses. She defeated them in combat, which was humiliating given that masculine identity was tied to martial prowess. She dressed like them and moved like them, which blurred the distinctions they were learning to construct between masculine and feminine spheres. Yet she was also a young woman, which meant she could not be treated exactly like a male peer—she was simultaneously too masculine to be approached as a conventional girl but too feminine to be fully accepted as one of the boys.

For adults observing her education, reactions likely ranged from amusement (the novelty of a girl who could fence) to scandal (the impropriety of allowing such gender transgression) to prurient interest (the sexual possibilities of a masculine woman). The fact that her education continued suggests that the Comte d'Armagnac found her development entertaining or useful enough to override any objections from more conventional observers.

The social ambiguity created by childhood cross-dressing positioned Julie outside normal gender categories in ways that would persist throughout her life. She was neither conventionally masculine nor conventionally feminine but rather occupied a third position that drew elements from both categories while fully belonging to neither. This liminal gender identity created both opportunities and dangers: opportunities because it freed her from some of the constraints imposed on conventional women, dangers because it made her vulnerable to accusations of unnatural behavior and moral deviance.

​V. Comparative Analysis: Other Women Trained in Masculine Arts

​A. The Tradition of Warrior Women: From Mythology to History

Julie d'Aubigny was exceptional but not entirely without precedent. European history and mythology contained a tradition of warrior women that stretched from ancient Amazons through medieval female knights to early modern military adventurers. Examining this tradition provides context for understanding both the possibilities and limits of female martial accomplishment in patriarchal societies.

Classical mythology featured powerful female warriors—the Amazons, Athena, Artemis—who demonstrated that femininity and martial prowess need not be contradictory. Medieval romance literature included female knights and warrior maidens who fought alongside men, though these figures were typically safely contained within fictional narratives. Historical women who actually took up arms were rarer but not unknown: Joan of Arc (1412-1431) remains the most famous example of a woman who led armies in combat, though her story ended in execution for heresy and cross-dressing.

The early modern period saw several documented cases of women who fought in wars, sometimes disguised as men, sometimes openly acknowledged as female combatants. These cases suggest that under exceptional circumstances—particularly during wartime when conventional social norms were disrupted—some women could access military roles typically reserved for men.

​B. Case Study: The Chevalier d'Éon (1728-1810)

The Chevalier d'Éon, born Charles-Geneviève-Louis-Auguste-André-Timothée d'Éon de Beaumont, provides perhaps the most directly comparable case to Julie d'Aubigny, though d'Éon lived a generation later and the comparison reveals both similarities and instructive differences.

D'Éon was born in 1728 and raised as a boy, receiving education in law and eventually entering French diplomatic service. D'Éon claimed to have been assigned female at birth but raised as a boy due to inheritance laws, though this claim's veracity remains debated. Regardless of the biological facts, d'Éon lived at various times as both a man and a woman, served as a spy and diplomat while presenting as female, was an accomplished fencer who participated in public exhibitions, and spent the final decades of life living as a woman.

The similarities to Julie d'Aubigny are striking: both received training in fencing that allowed them to compete successfully against men; both engaged in public cross-dressing; both moved between masculine and feminine presentation; both used their exceptional accomplishments to gain access to social spheres normally restricted by gender; both became famous precisely because their gender transgression was so spectacular.

The differences are equally instructive. D'Éon came from a minor noble family rather than a servant background, which provided greater social protection and opportunities. D'Éon's career was primarily diplomatic rather than artistic, which placed gender transgression in the context of espionage (where deception was expected) rather than public performance. Perhaps most significantly, d'Éon lived during the later 18th century, when Enlightenment ideas about human nature and rights were beginning to challenge traditional gender ideology more explicitly than was possible in Julie's time.

Both figures demonstrate that exceptional individuals could carve out spaces of gender fluidity even within rigidly patriarchal societies. Both also show the costs of such transgression: Julie died young, possibly in self-imposed exile from public life; d'Éon spent decades fighting legal battles over gender status and died in poverty. The societies that granted them limited freedom to transgress gender norms never fully accepted them, and both paid significant prices for their audacity.

​C. Female Soldiers and Cross-Dressing Warriors

The 17th and 18th centuries saw numerous documented cases of women who disguised themselves as men to join military forces. These cases differed significantly from Julie d'Aubigny's experience, as they typically involved working-class women whose cross-dressing was motivated by economic necessity and who sought to pass entirely as men rather than to publicly claim masculine privileges while being known as women.

Christian Davies (1667-1739), also known as Mother Ross, served in the British Army for over a decade disguised as a man, fighting in the War of Spanish Succession. Her true sex was discovered when she was wounded in battle, after which she received a military pension and became a minor celebrity. Hannah Snell (1723-1792) similarly served in the British military disguised as a man, later revealing her true sex and capitalizing on her story by performing in public and receiving a military pension.

These cases demonstrate that some women possessed the physical capabilities and courage necessary for military service, challenging assumptions about female weakness and unsuitability for combat. However, the fact that these women felt compelled to disguise their sex entirely, rather than claiming the right to serve as acknowledged women, indicates the depth of gender restrictions in military contexts. When their true sex was discovered, they became curiosities and celebrities rather than being accepted as simply soldiers who happened to be female.

The contrast with Julie d'Aubigny is significant. While the female soldiers sought to pass as men to access opportunities otherwise denied to them, Julie learned fencing and wore masculine clothing while being known as a woman, openly claiming masculine privileges rather than concealing her sex. This public, acknowledged transgression was in some ways more radical than the concealed cross-dressing of female soldiers, as it directly challenged the idea that women should be barred from masculine pursuits rather than simply evading those restrictions through deception.

​D. Educated Women and Feminine Scholarship

Another category of exceptional women in early modern Europe consisted of those who received advanced intellectual education, typically in scholarly or artistic pursuits rather than martial skills. These women demonstrate that some families did provide their daughters with serious education, though almost always in different subjects than Julie d'Aubigny studied.

Anna Maria van Schurman (1607-1678) was a Dutch scholar who mastered Latin, Greek, Hebrew, Arabic, Syriac, and Ethiopian, produced significant scholarly work, and argued for women's right to education in her treatise The Learned Maid, or, Whether a Maid May Be a Scholar (1641). Élisabeth Jacquet de La Guerre (1665-1729) was a French harpsichordist and composer who received intensive musical training from childhood and enjoyed a successful professional career, even performing for Louis XIV at Versailles.

These intellectually accomplished women demonstrate that talent, family support, and sometimes aristocratic patronage could create opportunities for girls to receive education far beyond the conventional feminine curriculum. However, their education emphasized scholarly or artistic pursuits that could be reconciled, however awkwardly, with femininity. A learned woman or female musician might be considered unusual, but she was not threatening in the way that a woman trained in violence was threatening.

The distinction between acceptable and unacceptable forms of female accomplishment reveals underlying anxieties about gender and power. A woman who could read Greek or compose music might be unusual, but she posed no direct physical threat to male dominance. A woman who could defeat men in armed combat challenged masculine claims to physical superiority and disrupted the gendered monopoly on legitimate violence that undergirded patriarchal authority. Julie's fencing skills were more subversive than scholarly accomplishments could ever be precisely because they involved the capacity for violence that was central to masculine power.

​E. The Limits of Comparison: Julie's Unique Position

While these comparative cases illuminate aspects of Julie d'Aubigny's experience, they also highlight what made her situation unique. She was simultaneously educated in martial arts like the female soldiers, accomplished in the performing arts like Jacquet de La Guerre, gender-fluid in presentation like the Chevalier d'Éon, and positioned in aristocratic society like van Schurman. This combination of martial skill, artistic talent, gender transgression, and access to elite circles was nearly unprecedented.

Moreover, Julie combined her exceptional training with a willingness to use it in ways that most analogous figures did not. Female soldiers used their training primarily in military contexts, where violence was expected. The Chevalier d'Éon participated in fencing exhibitions but primarily pursued diplomatic careers. Julie, by contrast, used her fencing skills in civilian contexts—fighting duels with nobles, defending her honor through violence, weaponizing her abilities to carve out autonomy in everyday life.

The comparative analysis reveals that early modern European society did allow for exceptional women who transgressed gender norms in specific, limited ways. What it did not generally permit was women who combined multiple forms of transgression—martial skill, sexual autonomy, gender fluidity, public performance, and violent assertion of honor—into a comprehensive rejection of feminine subordination. Julie d'Aubigny's uniqueness lay not merely in receiving unconventional education but in how comprehensively she weaponized that education to claim freedoms that no woman of her era was supposed to possess.

​VI. Conclusion: The Formation of a Revolutionary Consciousness

By the time Julie d'Aubigny reached late adolescence, her unconventional education had fundamentally shaped her capabilities, her self-conception, and her understanding of social possibilities. She possessed martial skills that made her physically dangerous and capable of defending herself without male protection. She had intellectual formation that allowed her to operate in educated society and to pursue professional artistic training. She had worn masculine clothing from childhood, learning that gender was performative and that she could claim masculine privileges through presentation and behavior. She had observed other exceptional women who carved out unusual roles for themselves, providing models for how individual audacity could overcome social restrictions.

This education was revolutionary not because it made her "equal" to men—a concept that would have been nearly meaningless in hierarchical ancien régime society—but because it gave her tools to operate outside the constraints that controlled most women's lives. She could defend herself physically, which freed her from dependence on male protection. She could think critically about social arrangements, which made her less vulnerable to the ideological justifications for female subordination. She could perform masculinity convincingly enough to access spaces and privileges normally restricted by gender. She understood that rules could be broken by those sufficiently audacious and sufficiently protected.

The following chapters will explore how Julie d'Aubigny deployed this exceptional education—how she used her fencing skills to fight duels, her musical abilities to build an opera career, her gender fluidity to navigate social spaces, and her intellectual formation to collaborate with composers and poets. But the foundation was established in childhood and adolescence through an educational project that, whether by design or accident, created a woman uniquely equipped to challenge the gender order of the Grand Siècle.

That she received such an education at all requires explanation. The most benign interpretation is that progressive adults recognized exceptional talent and chose to cultivate it regardless of gender. A more cynical but historically plausible interpretation is that powerful men deliberately cultivated her exotic accomplishments for their own entertainment and eventual sexual exploitation. The truth likely combines elements of both: Julie's education served others' interests, but she transformed it into a foundation for autonomy that her educators may not have intended or anticipated.

Whatever the original motivation, the result was a young woman who possessed capabilities no woman of her era was supposed to have, who had learned to think of herself as exceptional, and who had internalized masculine codes of honor and autonomy rather than feminine ideals of subordination and modesty. She had been trained as an anomaly, a category violation, a woman who could do what only men should do.

The education that created this anomaly—the fencing lessons in the Grande Écurie, the academic instruction alongside noble pages, the childhood habituation to masculine clothing and movement, the observation of other exceptional women who transgressed gender norms—was Julie d'Aubigny's most valuable inheritance. It would serve her well and scandalously in the dramatic years to come, as she weaponized her unconventional training to construct a life of extraordinary freedom and spectacular transgression.
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​Chapter 4: The Arranged Marriage and Sexual Exploitation
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​I. Introduction: The Commodification of a Daughter

Around 1687, when Julie d'Aubigny was approximately fourteen years old, her life underwent a transformation that would simultaneously constrain and liberate her in ways that epitomized the contradictions of women's status in ancien régime France. She became the mistress of her father's employer, the powerful Comte d'Armagnac, who was then in his mid-forties. To provide a veneer of respectability to this sexual exploitation, the Comte arranged for her to marry a minor nobleman, the Sieur de Maupin of Saint-Germain-en-Laye, in what can only be described as a fraudulent transaction designed to serve the Comte's sexual access while providing Julie with the legal status of a married woman.

The marriage itself was a brief formality. Almost immediately after the wedding ceremony, the new husband was dispatched to a provincial administrative position in the Midi region of southern France—possibly Marseille or another southern city—while Julie remained in Paris under the Comte d'Armagnac's control. The Sieur de Maupin received financial compensation for his complicity in this arrangement and effectively disappeared from his wife's life, not to reappear in the historical record until conflicting accounts of her death twenty years later.

This sordid transaction cannot be understood without examining the legal framework that made it possible and profitable for all parties except Julie herself. Marriage in 17th-century France was fundamentally a property arrangement that transferred a woman from her father's authority to her husband's, with her consent being legally required but often practically meaningless, especially for young women subject to paternal coercion. Property rights, inheritance law, sexual access, and social status were all negotiated through marriage in ways that treated women as objects of exchange rather than autonomous legal persons.

The marriage to Sieur de Maupin served multiple simultaneous functions: it transformed Julie from an unmarried girl (whose sexual relationship with the Comte would have been scandalous) into a married woman (whose adultery, while technically sinful, was far less shocking); it provided her with a noble title—Madame de Maupin—that elevated her social status above her father's servant-class background; it created legal separation between her and a husband who might have interfered with the Comte's access; and it offered the Comte protection from accusations of corrupting an unmarried girl while maintaining his sexual control.

For Julie, the arrangement represented exploitation compounded by hypocrisy—she was forced into sexual service to a man more than thirty years her senior, yet granted a form of nominal independence through the immediate absence of her husband. This chapter examines the legal, social, and personal dimensions of this formative experience, exploring how marriage law enabled such transactions, how power dynamics between the Comte and his young mistress functioned, what evidence exists about Julie's own perspective on her situation, and how the peculiar legal loophole of being a married woman living separately from her husband would shape the extraordinary freedom she later claimed.

​II. Marriage Law and Female Property Rights in 1680s France

​A. The Legal Framework of Coverture

Marriage law in ancien régime France was governed by a complex combination of royal ordinances, customary law that varied by region, and Catholic canon law. Despite regional variations, certain fundamental principles applied throughout the kingdom, all of which subordinated married women to their husbands' authority in ways that made marriage a comprehensive transfer of legal personhood.

The doctrine that most completely defined married women's legal status was coverture—the principle that a woman's legal identity was subsumed into her husband's upon marriage. Under coverture, a married woman (femme couverte) could not enter into contracts, could not sue or be sued independently, could not make a will without her husband's consent, and had severely limited rights to control property even if she had brought substantial wealth to the marriage.

This legal framework rested on explicit assumptions about women's natural inferiority and necessary subordination. Legal treatises of the period cited biblical authority, classical philosophy, and supposed natural law to justify treating married women as legal dependents rather than autonomous persons. Women were described as naturally weaker in body and mind, more susceptible to emotional excess and deception, and therefore requiring male governance for their own protection and for social order.

The Coutume de Paris—the customary law that governed the region around the capital and served as a model for much French law—articulated these principles with particular clarity. Under Parisian custom, a married woman required her husband's authorization (autorisation maritale) for virtually all legal and economic acts. She could not sell property, borrow money, establish a business, or even accept an inheritance without her husband's explicit consent. This requirement was not merely a formality; contracts entered into by married women without proper authorization were legally void and unenforceable.

​B. Property Regimes and Marital Economics

The economic arrangements of marriage in 17th-century France operated under one of several possible property regimes, with the most common being the communauté de biens (community of property). Under this regime, all property acquired during the marriage became jointly owned by the couple, with management rights vested entirely in the husband. The wife had a theoretical claim to half the community property but could not exercise control over it during the marriage. Upon the husband's death, she would receive her half, but during his lifetime, he could sell, mortgage, or dispose of community property without her consent.

For women who brought significant wealth to marriage through dowries, the régime dotal offered somewhat greater protection. Under this regime, the wife's dowry remained technically her property, though managed by the husband, and could not be alienated without special legal procedures. The dowry would return to the wife or her family if the marriage ended, providing some financial security for widows or, in rare cases, for women whose marriages were annulled.

However, these protections existed more in theory than in practice for most women. Husbands controlled the actual management of dotal property and could often evade restrictions through various legal maneuvers. More fundamentally, the requirement of marital authorization meant that wives could not independently enforce their property rights; they depended on their husbands' goodwill or on their families' willingness and ability to intervene if husbands mismanaged or appropriated their wives' property.

The property regime negotiated at marriage determined not merely economic arrangements but also the balance of power within the relationship. A woman who brought substantial wealth to the marriage might have more practical influence over household decisions, as her husband depended on her dowry. A woman who brought little property had virtually no leverage and depended entirely on her husband's benevolence for her material welfare.

​C. The Limited Grounds for Separation

Given the comprehensive nature of a husband's authority over his wife, one might assume that marriage was absolutely indissoluble, but this was not quite accurate. While divorce in the modern sense did not exist—Catholic canon law prohibited dissolving a valid, consummated marriage—legal separation was possible under limited circumstances.

Séparation de corps (separation from bed and board) allowed couples to live separately while remaining legally married and prohibited from remarrying. This separation could be granted by ecclesiastical courts for serious causes including life-threatening physical abuse, attempted murder, or extreme cruelty. However, the evidentiary burden was high, the process was expensive, and the social stigma for women who sought separation was severe. Women who pursued legal separation risked being viewed as disobedient shrews who had failed in their fundamental duty of wifely submission.

Séparation de biens (separation of property) was somewhat more accessible and allowed wives to reclaim control of their own property when husbands proved incompetent or profligate in their management. This form of separation required proving that the husband's mismanagement threatened to dissipate the wife's property, and it resulted in financial separation while the couple remained legally married and the husband retained other marital rights, including sexual access.
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