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Chronology


1732    Birth of Jacques Necker, Madame de Staël’s father, in Geneva.


1737    Birth of Suzanne Curchod, Madame de Staël’s mother, at Crassier, Vaud.


1764    Neckers’ marriage in Paris.


1766    Birth of Anne Louise Germaine Necker in Paris, 22 April.


1767    Birth of Benjamin Constant in Geneva.


1774    Louis XVI ascends the throne.


1776    Neckers visit London with Germaine.


1777    Necker made Director General of Finance.


1778    Eric de Staël, Swedish diplomat, asks for twelve-year-old Germaine Necker’s hand in marriage.


March: Germaine visits Voltaire with her mother.


30 May: death of Voltaire in Paris.


3 July: death of Rousseau.


Germaine suffers a nervous breakdown. Convalescence at
Saint-Ouen.


She writes a comedy, Les inconvénients de la vie à Paris.


1781    Necker publishes his Compte rendu au Roi. The King asks for his resignation.


1783    Germaine refuses to contemplate marriage with William Pitt.


1784    Necker buys the Château of Coppet near Geneva. He publishes De l’administration des Finances de la France. Travels in the south of France.


1785    Germaine Necker keeps a journal and writes stories – Mirza, and Histoire de Pauline. Her marriage to Staël is agreed.


1786    January: The marriage contract is signed at Versailles in the presence of the royal family and takes place at the Swedish Embassy.


Madame de Staël is presented at court on 31 January. She begins sending her news bulletins to the King of Sweden, Gustavus III.


She writes a play: Sophie ou les sentiments secrets and begins her Lettres sur J.-J. Rousseau.


1787    Louis XVI exiles Necker.


Madame de Staël gives birth to her daughter Gustavine, god-child of the king and queen of Sweden.


She writes a play: Jane Grey.


1788    Necker publishes De l’importance des idées religieuses. He returns to take charge of the Ministry of Finance.


Announcement of the recall of the Estates General.


Affair with Talleyrand.


She meets Louis de Narbonne and publishes Lettres sur les ouvrages de Jean-Jacques Rousseau.


1789    7 April: Death of Gustavine de Staël.


5 May: Madame de Staël witnesses the opening of the Estates General.


June: Third Estate becomes the National or Constituent Assembly.


11 July: Necker is again sent into exile. He leaves for Belgium with Madame Necker. The Staëls join the Neckers and travel to Switzerland.


14 July: Fall of the Bastille.


Necker is recalled a few days later and returns in triumph, accompanied by the Staëls.


August: Declaration of the Rights of Man.


October days: march of women on Versailles. The royal family is brought to Paris and installed in the Tuileries.


1790    14 July: Madame de Staël is present at the Fête de la Fédération, the 1st anniversary of the Revolution.


She writes her Éloge de Monsieur de Guibert after his death in May.


31 August: birth of her son Auguste.


3 September: Necker resigns and leaves for Coppet.


King addresses the Assembly – Civil Constitution of the Clergy.


1791    Her salon is the meeting place for the moderates including Sieyès.


She publishes her first article (unsigned) in Les Indépendents.


20 June: flight of the royal family to Varennes.


25 June: return of the royals to Paris. King suspended from his functions.


September: king accepts Constitution and is restored to his place.


October: meeting of the Legislative Assembly.


November: king uses his right of veto.


December: Narbonne becomes Minister of War, reorganizes the army.


1792    March: Narbonne falls.


16 March: Gustavus III is assassinated. One of the conspirators is Count Ribbing.


April: War declared on Austria–Prussia.


June: mob invades Tuileries.


July: Madame de Staël, Narbonne and Malouet offer a plan of escape to the royals, which is turned down by Marie-Antoinette.


August: proclamation of the first Republic.


August: Madame de Staël saves the lives of several of her aristocratic friends who escape to England.


2 September: the September massacres. Mme de Staël narrowly avoids death and leaves for Coppet.


September: Prussian Army crosses into France and is beaten at the battle of Valmy. The Assembly becomes the National Convention, abolishes the monarchy, establishes revolutionary calendar, orders trial of Louis XVI. French Army occupies Nice.


November: birth of her second son, Albert, at Rolle in Switzerland.


December: she leaves to join Narbonne in England.


1793    January: execution of Louis XVI.


Madame de Staël spends January–May in England at Juniper Hall in Surrey where she becomes friendly with Fanny Burney.


February: France declares war against England and Holland.


March: war declared against Spain. Revolt in the Vendée.


Madame de Staël works on De l’influence des passions, her study on the influence of the passions.


May: fall of the Girondins. Beginning of the Reign of Terror.


She returns to Coppet in June. Meets Count Adolph Ribbing who is in exile.


Saves many friends from the Terror.


Publication of her Réflexions sur le procès de la Reine (Reflections on the Queen’s Trial).


October: the trial and execution of Marie-Antoinette. Beginning of the Republican calendar.


1794    She rescues several more people from the Terror. Publishes Zulma, travels with Ribbing.


April: execution of Danton.


15 May: death of Madame Necker.


June, July: Terror rages in France.


Arrest and death of Robespierre. End of the Terror.


18 September: she meets Benjamin Constant.


December: publication in Switzerland by François de Pange of her Réflexions sur la Paix (Reflections on Peace).


1795    Publication in Paris of Reflections on Peace.


Spring publication of Essai sur les fictions.


Madame de Staël and Constant arrive in Paris where she reopens her salon. In an article in the newspapers she accepts the Republic. Constant publishes his first article in Suard’s journal Les Nouvelles politiques.


Madame de Staël is attacked in the Convention by Legendre and exiled by the Committee for Public Safety. She leaves Paris for Forges les Eaux.


The Convention is dissolved. Inauguration of the Directory.


She leaves for Switzerland with Constant.


1796    She is threatened with arrest if she returns to Paris. She spends the year in Switzerland. In September she publishes De l’influence des passions. Returns to France at the end of the year to stay with Constant until May at Hérivaux where he has bought a house. Bonaparte becomes General of the Army of Italy.


1797    Necker publishes De la Révolution française.


January to May: she stays with Constant at Hérivaux.


8 June: birth of their daughter Albertine in Paris.


Club de Salm (Constitutional circle) founded by Madame de Staël, Constant and others.


Having ensured the return of Talleyrand from America she persuades Barras to name him Foreign Minister.


The coup of 18 Fructidor.


December: first meeting with General Bonaparte whom she tries to dissuade from invading Switzerland.


1798    She returns to Coppet where she spends the whole year. Proclamation of Roman Republic.


French army invades Canton of Vaud. Proclamation of Helvetian Republic.


She writes Des circonstances actuelles pour terminer la Révolution (On the present circumstances for ending the Revolution) which she does not publish. Begins work on De la Littérature (On Literature considered in its relations with Social Institutions).


1799    Declaration of War with Austria–Parthenopian Republic in Naples.


May – mid-July at Saint-Ouen. She is expelled by the Directory.


July to October at Coppet.


She returns to Paris on 18 Brumaire (9 November), the eve of the coup d’état of Brumaire.


She meets Madame Récamier for the first time.


Constant nominated to the Tribunate by Sieyès.


Bonaparte becomes First Consul.


1800    Constant’s speech at the Tribunate annoys the First Consul.


April: publication of De la Littérature. She is strongly attacked in the press.


May: return to Coppet. She begins Delphine that summer and starts learning German.


July–August: works on the second edition of De la Littérature, which is published in mid-November.


Necker publishes Cours de morale religieuse in October.


Madame de Staël returns to Paris in December. Separation from her husband.


1801    She returns to Coppet where she meets Sismondi.


November: return to Paris.


1802    Bonaparte sacks moderates in Tribunate, Constant among them.


March: Peace of Amiens.


April: celebration of the Concordat.


Madame de Staël is part of the Moreau/Bernadotte Conspiracy.


May: return to Coppet with Staël who is incapacitated by a stroke. He dies on the way and is buried at Coppet.


Bonaparte is made Consul for life.


December: publication of her novel Delphine. Bonaparte banishes her from Paris.


1803    May: resumption of war with England.


September: she arrives at Maffliers and in October is ordered to stay outside forty leagues from Paris.


October: at the end of the month she leaves for Germany, accompanied by her children and Benjamin Constant.


Arrival at Weimar – meetings with Schiller, Wieland and Goethe.


1804    General Moreau banished, Cadoudal and Pichegru executed as a result of their plot uncovered at the end of 1803.


20–21 March: the kidnap and murder of the Due d’Enghien.


March: departure from Weimar. Madame de Staël goes to


Berlin alone where she meets August Wilhelm Schlegel whom


she persuades to come back with her as tutor to her children and help her with her book on Germany. Constant returns to Lausanne.


9 April: death of Necker. Believing her father to be merely ill Madame de Staël sets out from Berlin. Constant returns to her at Weimar and announces the news of Necker’s death.


19 May: return to Coppet where she spends the summer working on a eulogy of her father. She refuses Constant’s proposal of marriage.


May: the Empire is proclaimed.


Autumn: publication of Du caractère de M. Necker et de sa vie privée.


2 December: Napoleon is crowned Emperor.


She leaves for Italy, accompanied by Schlegel, where they are joined by Sismondi. She meets the poet, Vincenzo Monti, in Milan at the end of December.


1805    February: arrival in Rome.


On to Naples until early March.


Mid-March to May: Rome. Romance with a young Portuguese diplomat, Don Pedro de Souza, future Duke of Palmella.


May – 15 June: Florence, Venice and Milan where she arrives after the Emperor’s coronation.


4 June: Napoleon’s coronation as King of Italy.


15 June: return to Coppet. Refuses Constant again.


First gathering of scholars and writers at Coppet. She begins work on her novel Corinne ou l’Italie, meets the young future historian Prosper de Barante, with whom she starts a five-year relationship.


She writes a play Agar dans le désert (Hagar in the desert).


August: Chateaubriand visits Coppet. Her son Auguste leaves for Paris to prepare for the École Polytechnique. He passes his exams with the highest marks possible.


2 December: Napoleon’s victory at Austerlitz.


1806    Madame de Staël takes the château de Vincelles near Auxerre where she entertains many of her friends. After Schlegel’s illness in July, she moves to Rouen.


Constant falls in love with Charlotte du Tertre (formerly Hardenberg). He begins his novel, Adolphe, joining Madame de Staël at Rouen while she finishes Corinne.


1807    Napoleon warns Fouché repeatedly to keep Madame de Staël away from Paris. She nevertheless manages to spend a few days there at the beginning of April.


May: publication of Corinne which is a resounding success.


June: the treaty of Tilsit.


Madame de Staël spends the summer at Coppet – another brilliant gathering of European talent.


She writes Geneviève de Brabant.


December: She leaves for Vienna with Schlegel. Auguste meets the Emperor at Chambéry and pleads for permission for his mother to return to Paris, which is refused.


1808    Winter in Vienna. She sees a great deal of the Prince de Ligne and has an affair with Maurice O’Donnell, a young Austrian officer of Irish extraction whom she had met in Venice.


23 May: abolition of the slave trade in Britain and later that year by the United States (though not yet of slavery).


June: secret marriage of Constant and Charlotte.


July: at Coppet, Madame de Staël begins work on De l’Allemagne.


July: Napoleon invades Spain.


1809    In May Madame de Staël learns of Constant’s secret marriage.


He nevertheless follows Madame de Staël to Coppet.


1810    April: Madame de Staël rents the château de Chaumont. Her publisher, Nicolle, begins to set De l’Allemagne.


Censorship is made more strict in France. Savary replaces Fouché as Minister of Police.


Napoleon marries Marie-Louise of Austria.


On Napoleon’s orders, Savary orders the confiscation of De l’Allemagne and banishes Madame de Staël from France.


Madame de Staël manages to smuggle two copies of the book out to Coppet with her.


October: De l’Allemagne is pulped.


November: she meets John Rocca.


1811    Problems with the new Préfet. Schlegel leaves for Vienna with a copy of De l’Allemagne. Madame de Staël begins work on Dix années d’exil, writes Sapho and begins research on her projected ‘Richard Coeur de Lion ’.


May: Madame de Staël and Rocca exchange vows to marry before a Protestant pastor.


Visits by Mathieu de Montmorency and Madame Récamier, which result in the exiling of both from Paris.


1812    January to March: in Geneva.


7 April: she gives birth secretly at Coppet, to John Alphonse, her son by Rocca.


Leaving the baby in the care of a Swiss pastor, she escapes to England, via Austria, Russia and Sweden – the only way open to her.


June: in Vienna.


14 July: she crosses into Russia as Napoleon’s armies do the same.


August: Moscow then St Petersburg where she has several interviews with the Tsar and meets General Kutuzov. Crosses into Finland on 7 September on the same day as French and Russian armies meet at Borodino.


14 September: the occupation of Moscow by Napoleon’s troops. Moscow torched.


18 October: the Grande Armée begins the retreat from Russia. December: Napoleon returns to Paris.


24 September: Madame de Staël arrives in Stockholm where she is welcomed by General Bernadotte, Crown Prince of Sweden, and where remains until the following summer. She begins work on Considérations sur la Révolution and on the second part of Dix années d’exil. She actively promotes Bernadotte as Napoleon’s successor in France.


General Malet’s conspiracy in France.


1813    Publication of Réflexions sur le Suicide.


June: Madame de Staël, her son Auguste and her daughter Albertine arrive in England. They are fêted by the British establishment and literary world. Madame de Staël meets Byron, Coleridge, James Mackintosh and Wilberforce.


12 July: her younger son, Albert, who is an officer in the Swedish army, is killed in a duel in Germany.


De l’Allemagne is published to great acclaim, in French and then in English by John Murray in London.


16–19 October: Napoleon is defeated at Leipzig by the allied armies.


1814    January: the Allies invade France.


30 March: Allied entry into Paris.


6 April: Napoleon abdicates.


April: Soult defeated at the battle of Toulouse. End of Peninsular War.


12 May: Madame de Staël arrives in Paris. She opens her salon and receives the Tsar and all the ministers and diplomats, reluctantly supporting the restoration of the Bourbons when Bernadotte’s candidacy is rejected.


Summer at Coppet when she receives all her English friends.


September: return to Paris.


September: the Congress of Vienna assembles.


1815    1 March: Napoleon leaves Elba.


10 March: Madame de Staël leaves Paris for Coppet.


20 March: Napoleon enters Paris. Constant helps Napoleon to draft the Acte additionel during the Hundred Days.


9 June: final Act of the Congress of Vienna.


18 June: battle of Waterloo.


22 June: Napoleon abdicates for the second time and is exiled to St Helena.


Madame de Staël returns to Paris. She supports the second restoration of Louis XVIII. Her father’s money is repaid.


Albertine is engaged to the Due de Broglie.


Madame de Staël, her children, Rocca and Schlegel leave for Italy.


1816    January in Milan where she publishes De l’esprit des traductions, then Pisa for the rest of the winter, where Albertine is married to the Due de Broglie on 20 February.


Publication of Constant’s Adolphe in London.


Summer at Coppet: Byron is a frequent visitor.


October: Madame de Staël and Rocca are married secretly and return to Paris.


1817    February: Madame de Staël suffers a stroke.


14 July: death of Madame de Staël in Paris.


28 July: she is buried at Coppet. After the reading of her will her marriage and her son Alphonse are officially recognized.


1818    January: death of John Rocca.


Auguste and Albertine publish Madame de Staël’s Considérations sur la Révolution française.


1820    Publication of Dix années d’exil and of her Complete Works.


1821    5 May: death of Napoleon on St Helena.


1824    April: death of Lord Byron in Missolonghi, Greece.


1825    Marriage of Auguste de Staël and Adèle Vernet.


December: death of Alexander I of Russia.


1826    24 March: death of Mathieu de Montmorency in Paris.


1827    17 November: death of Auguste de Staël, followed by that of his infant son.


1830    December: death of Benjamin Constant in Paris.


1832    Death of Goethe.


Slavery abolished throughout the British Empire.


1838    Death of Albertine de Broglie, direct ancestress of all Madame de Staël’s descendants.


May: death of Talleyrand.


1841    Death of Madame Necker-de Saussure.


1842    Death without issue of Louis-Alphonse Rocca.


1844    March: death of Bernadotte (King Charles XIV of Sweden).


1845    Death of Schlegel in Bonn.


1848    July: death of Chateaubriand.


1849    May: death of Madame Récamier.


1852    September: death of the Duke of Wellington.


1870    Death of Madame de Staël’s son-in-law and political heir, Victor de Broglie.




[image: image]



Prologue



‘POLITICS, THE DEMANDING love of an eighteen-year-old, the need for society, the need for glory, melancholy as a desert, the need to influence, the need to shine, everything paradoxical and complicated . . . yet she unites the most outstanding qualities of mind and heart,’ wrote Benjamin Constant, the only one of Madame de Staël’s lovers who was her intellectual equal. He also called her ‘the most famous person of our age through her writing and her conversation’.


Germaine de Staël was, indeed, the most remarkable and the most famous woman of her time, whose work was read all over Europe and who influenced many of her contemporary writers, including Byron. She remains a major writer of the revolutionary and Napoleonic period in France. It was politics that brought about her eclipse, which began in the 1870s. The message of the author of De l’Allemagne, who had championed German culture, was unwelcome in the long period of repeated Franco–German conflict. As Napoleon’s liberal opponent and stern critic, her reputation fluctuated in opposition to his. Misogyny also played its part. Rich, independent and unconventional, Germaine de Staël was nevertheless considered ugly – an unforgivable sin in a woman and one compounded by her intellectual brilliance and determination to play an active part in the affairs of her time. A difficult combination, even in our day, it earned her at best, accusations of meddling and intriguing, at worst, the most crude and blatant forms of sexual vilification.


‘Literary glory was not her chief ambition,’ wrote her cousin and closest friend, Albertine Necker-de Saussure. ‘Her books are the natural result of that prodigious abundance of thoughts that passed through her head and which could not be linked or fully developed unless they were fixed on paper. She did not think because she wished to write; she wrote because she had thought . . . Madame de Staël cannot be considered separately from her work.’


An impetuous and passionate nature, a penetrating intellect, an original and fertile imagination, relentless drive and extraordinary vitality were never more clear than in her unmatched talent for conversation, which was remarked on by all her contemporaries throughout her life, at a time when the art of conversation really mattered. ‘If I were Queen,’ wrote one contemporary, ‘I would command her to talk to me always.’


Born into the world of the Paris salons, which she dominated with effortless ease, she was no more a mere salon hostess than Napoleon, her great adversary, was a mere general. She not only drew to her salons men who wielded power but was able to influence them. In her youth she helped Talleyrand to write his speeches, she wrote them for Narbonne when he was Minister of War, she collaborated with Benjamin Constant on most of his major writing, and persuaded Wellington that it was right to withdraw the army of occupation from France after Napoleon’s downfall.


And yet her awareness of her own intellectual brilliance was balanced by a great generosity of spirit and a warm curiosity. Almost all her contemporaries speak of her unique ability to make everyone around her shine, and of her passionate desire to persuade people to come to an agreement through rational argument. ‘I know of no woman, nor of any man more convinced of their immense intellectual superiority over everyone else, nor of one who allowed this conviction to weigh less on others,’ Chateaubriand wrote of her.


Hers was not a long life – she died at the age of fifty-one – but she filled it to the brim. Her life and work span the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. There were few aspects of the new world emerging after the French Revolution which escaped her notice. Persecuted and exiled by Napoleon, who recognized her as a genuine threat, she became an exemplary ‘dissident’, turning her Château of Coppet in Switzerland, already a centre of European thought, into one of liberal resistance. And she travelled – to Italy, Germany, Austria, Poland, Russia, Sweden and England. Poor health or political events prevented her from adding Spain, Greece, Constantinople, Syria and the United States to this list, depriving posterity of unique historical insights. She lived to witness Napoleon’s downfall, a downfall to which she had undoubtedly contributed, just as she had contributed to a rising nationalist consciousness in Europe, not in its narrow and aggressive sense but by encouraging, through her writing, all peoples to value and understand their own customs and history and to develop their own authentic literature. This was acknowledged by figures like Goethe, Pushkin, Leopardi and Foscolo. Her network of political and intellectual contacts was such that in 1815 it was popularly said: ‘There are three great powers in Europe: England, Russia and Madame de Staël.’


Her life is full of contradictions. She was born to great riches and power: her father Jacques Necker became Louis XVI’s influential Minister of Finance, while her mother presided over one of the most important intellectual salons of the ancien régime. Yet her middle-class Swiss background and Protestant faith ensured that she remained forever an outsider. Painfully aware of the limitations imposed by society on women, particularly women of talent, she had scant regard for the conventions of her day. She dealt with this problem head-on in her novels, exposing herself to scurrilous vilification. She was alternately accused of masculinity or sluttishness, not only in the press but by some of the great men of her time, chief among them Napoleon. Terrified of loneliness, longing for love and a perfect marriage, she repeatedly risked her reputation in love affairs with ever younger men. She was also terrified of old age. In spite of her fears and anxieties – an undercurrent of deep melancholy ran through her nature – she lived life with extraordinary courage and zest. Egotistical and demanding at times, she was compassionate and generous to a fault, repeatedly risking her life to save friends during the Revolution, offering them shelter and sparing neither time nor money to help them. She risked her own freedom, and sacrificed her greatest pleasure – living in Paris – in the cause of liberty.


Perhaps the greatest contradiction of all is between her cool and practical mind and her passionate and unruly heart, the former seemingly able to function to perfection even when she was floored by her emotions. Eminently self-disciplined in her work, she was incapable of self-control – as her lapses in tact and her repeated hysterical rows with her lovers demonstrate.


But it was her full-blooded personal experience of life which enabled her to write books which were ground-breaking in her day and still have much to offer. De L’influence des passions (On the Influence of Passions on the Happiness of Individuals and of Nations (1796)) bears all the marks of her own suffering through her first great love affair and of living through the Terror in France. Of all her books, it is the one most truly ‘written on the body’. Her novels, Delphine (1802) and especially Corinne (1807), the model for all celebrated women, as Sainte-Beuve called it, helped to bring to public notice the injustices suffered by women. Corinne was also influential in raising national consciousness in Italy. De l’Allemagne (On Germany (1810)), a magisterial account of German culture, did the same for Germany and also brought the new German Romantic philosophy to the attention of the French for the first time. Madame de Staël is generally credited with the birth of the French Romantic movement. Two of her most important books were published posthumously. Dix années d’exil (Ten Years of Exile (1820)) remains a wonderful personal account of her travels through Napoleonic Europe, particularly in Russia on the eve of Borodino, as well as a personal account of Napoleon. Her combination of great erudition, intellectual curiosity and the personal warmth which enabled her to make easy contact with all kinds of people, makes her an exciting travel writer and anecdotist. The Considérations sur la Révolution française (Considerations on the French Revolution (1818)) is both a comprehensive history of the period by an exceptional frontline eyewitness, and an examination of its causes and its consequences. In this work she views Napoleon in a more historical context, acknowledging his greatness, but balancing the good he did against the great harm. Above all Madame de Staël made a case for liberal values, the worth and welfare of the individual and individual freedom, earning herself a place as one of the principal founders of French liberalism.


It is perhaps as a moralist that Madame de Staël is still entirely relevant today. In all her works, in her letters and journals, in the accounts of her contemporaries, friends and enemies there is a common thread: her advocacy of reason and tolerance in the face of fanaticism and violence, her belief in action and her optimism in the face of despair, as important in our day as it was in hers.





PART ONE


An Extraordinary Family


‘What an extraordinary family is that of Madame de Staël; all three on their knees in constant adoration of one another.’


Napoleon





Chapter 1
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Madame Necker’s Salon


‘She had needed that unique being, she found him and spent her life with him.’


Madame de Staël on her mother’s marriage


A SMALL GIRL DRESSED in the stiff clothes of the eighteenth century, her black curls bouncing, her great, dark eyes sparkling with laughter, races an elderly lady to her special chair across her mother’s salon. Her mother, usually so prim and proper, looks on with amusement, sometimes even joins in the race. It is a joke between the three of them. The ambitious young hostess knows better than to reprove her high-spirited daughter, when her elderly friend is pleased to approve. The child – Minette to her familiars – is the future Madame de Staël; her mother, Madame Necker, is a rising star of the Paris salons; the old lady, Madame Geoffrin, is one of the two most important salonnières of her time in Paris. She is a frequent guest of the Neckers and likes to send a favourite chair ahead, perhaps even two, ‘to prevent her [Madame Necker] from beating me to my chair as her little girl does, and to keep the peace’.1


In the early 1770s, when this scene takes place, young Minette’s father, Jacques Necker was already well on the way to being among the richest bankers in Paris. Her mother, Suzanne, meanwhile was establishing an intellectual salon which was to be the last and most important of the pre-revolutionary era. Their double achievement, remarkable enough in itself, was all the more so in the Paris of the ancien régime, for Jacques Necker and his wife were not French, Catholic or aristocratic, but Swiss, Protestant and bourgeois.


But they had arrived at the right time. Although the aristocratic and xenophobic traditions of the ancien régime, which made life for Protestants difficult and sometimes dangerous, were still largely in place in the middle of the eighteenth century – there had been a wave of Huguenot emigration as recently as 1752 – France was beginning to open up to foreigners. Indeed, thanks to Voltaire and Rousseau foreigners were in fashion: a matter of the utmost importance in a country where fashion was king. Since Louis XIV’s time, when the Sun King had looked to the great financiers and bankers to pay for his wars and foreign expeditions, the newly rich had become an important force in French society. While the old aristocracy was wary and jealous of the new men, the King and his ministers received them at court. They built splendid town houses which they filled with treasures, entertained in princely fashion, married their daughters into the aristocracy, and bought titles of nobility for their sons. Paris expanded rapidly as the fashionable new faubourgs of Saint-Honoré and Saint-Germain grew on either bank of the Seine. By the middle of the eighteenth century, when Jacques Necker arrived in Paris as a simple bank clerk, the city’s population had grown to half a million.


Jacques Necker was born in Geneva in 1732. His father, Karl Friedrich, came from Küstrin in Brandenburg, a descendant of a line of Lutheran clergymen who, according to a doubtful family legend, traced their roots to aristocratic Norman-Irish origins. Karl Friedrich Necker’s talents, via the usual route for impoverished but clever young men of tutoring the sons of the aristocracy, had brought him to Geneva, where he became professor of German law at the University of Geneva, and a burgher of the city. (At that time, the small but influential Republic of Geneva was ruled by an oligarchy whose members alone enjoyed full citizenship. Below them came the burghers, who might one day aspire to citizenship, though this honour was jealously guarded.) His marriage in 1726 to Jeanne-Marie Gautier, daughter of the First Syndic of the Republic, ensured him full citizenship as well as entry into the ruling elite as a member of the ‘Two Hundred’ and of the Consistory. Charles-Frédéric, as he now called himself, and his wife were well into middle age – he was forty-six and she was forty – at the time of the birth of their elder son Louis in 1730. Another son was born two years later, on 30 September 1732. They named him Jacques.


Although both boys were studious and clever, it was the charming Louis who seemed by far the more brilliant of the two, winning a chair in mathematics at an early age. When Jacques finished school at the age of sixteen, he was denied his wish to pursue a life of literature, to which some early, unpublished fragments of a play and a novel bear witness,2 and was placed instead in the bank of his father’s friend, Isaac Vernet, as a clerk. Two years later, in 1750, he had done sufficiently well to be sent to the bank’s headquarters in Paris, with his modest salary doubled. By 1756, when the bank was reorganized, Vernet’s nephew and successor Georges-Tobie de Théllusson, in recognition of Jacques Necker’s outstanding talents and capacity for hard work, gave him a quarter share in the bank of which he was now one of three managers. By the age of thirty, the heavy-set, quiet young workaholic, who had even taught himself Dutch the better to follow the bank’s business in the Netherlands, found himself the co-director of the Banque Vernet, with special expertise in the grain trade – vitally important to governments in those times of recurring wheat shortages. While almost nothing is known about Jacques Necker’s private life between his arrival in Paris and his marriage (perhaps because he hardly had one), he managed in those years to build up a considerable personal fortune, as well as doing extremely well by his bank. The exact provenance of Necker’s fortune is not clear. Probably it was built on speculation in grain, especially wheat, and on transactions following the liquidation of French possessions in Canada and the sale of English and French treasury bonds. There was no suggestion of financial skulduggery, indeed Necker always enjoyed a reputation for exceptional honesty, but in later years he would never refer to the origins of his fortune, perhaps because he did not wish to recall his modest beginnings.


In 1760 a family scandal must surely have disturbed Jacques Necker’s peaceful and industrious life. A widower since 1759, Jacques’s jovial and fast-living older brother Louis had found consolation in the arms of Madame Vernes, wife to the brother of the austere Pastor Vernes, a friend of Voltaire and a member of one of Geneva’s oldest families. Unfortunately for Louis, the pastor’s brother was a man of old-fashioned views. Surprising Louis in bed with his wife, he shot and almost killed him, broadcasting the affair to the whole of Geneva for good measure. Voltaire, who had been following events from his house at Ferney, was vastly amused and lost no time in relaying news of the scandal to his friends in Paris. But the Consistory of Geneva was not amused at all. Louis was deprived of his chair, had to grovel to the city fathers, and was banished from the Republic for a year. He was hurriedly dispatched to Paris to join his younger brother, his reputation going before him, although in that city it did him no harm. From Paris Louis, on the advice of his brother Jacques, went to Marseilles, which was then a free port. Here, in his turn, success in grain speculation made his fortune. Quite forgiven his youthful indiscretions, the rich financier was welcomed home a few years later, took the name of Monsieur de Germany, after a country property near Rolle, which his father had acquired in 1762 and called ‘Germanie’ in honour of his origins, and founded the financial house of Germany & Girardot.


In the summer of 1764, his own fortune made, Jacques Necker too began to think of marriage. His eye first alighted on a relation of the Théllussons, Madame Germaine de Vermenoux, the twenty-six-year-old widow of a Swiss officer, not only pretty, witty and rich, but like him, a Protestant. Necker began to pay her serious court, even venturing to propose. But, unwilling to lose her freedom after an unhappy marriage, and bored by the earnest young banker, she turned him down. His frequent appearances usually signalled her disappearance on some slender excuse, and she would leave him to be entertained by Suzanne Curchod, her son’s serious and attractive Swiss governess.


Suzanne was the only child of Louis-Antoine Curchod, Calvinist Pastor of the village of Crassier in the canton of Vaud, and his wife Madeleine d’Albert de Nasse, the beautiful daughter of a French Huguenot lawyer from Montélimar, whose family had taken refuge in the Vaud after the revocation of the Edict of Nantes. She was born at the vicarage of Crassier on 2 June 1737. Later, she tried hard but unsuccessfully to prove that her mother’s family was of the minor nobility.3 Whatever the case, her father the Pastor, though of solid old bourgeois stock, intelligent and well educated, was poor. Suzanne was brought up modestly and devoutly, although she was unusually well educated by her father. She knew Latin and even some Greek, and was taught mathematics and physics, for which she had a particular aptitude, as well as the more usual female accomplishments – she painted, played the harpsichord and the violin. Suzanne had also inherited her mother’s beauty and for all her modest upbringing was held to be something of a flirt. Well aware of her charms and accomplishments she set her sights high, looking down on the hopeful young curates who gathered at her father’s vicarage. She later described herself at the time as having ‘a face which announced youth and gaiety, fair hair and a fair complexion animated by blue eyes full of laughter, vivacity and sweetness, a small but well-turned nose, a pretty mouth which smiled in graceful accompaniment to the eyes; a tall and well proportioned figure, but without that elegance which might have added to its value’.4


Only a few miles from the parsonage of Crassier lay Lausanne, then a charming town set among orchards and vineyards on the hillside above Lake Geneva. Less stuffy than Calvinist Geneva, described by Voltaire as ‘petitissime, parvulissime et pedantissime’,5 Lausanne society was ideal for a young woman of serious education but slender means. ‘La belle Curchod’ became a frequent visitor. As ‘Themire’ she shone at several of the literary and discussion societies with names such as ‘The Society of Spring’ and ‘The Academy of the Waters’, which were then fashionable among the young. It was in Lausanne that Suzanne, still unmarried at twenty, met a young Englishman of good birth and exceptional intelligence. He signed himself with youthful affectation as Edouard de Guibon, though he is better known as plain Edward Gibbon, the future author of The Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire. Dispatched to Lausanne by his exasperated father, a Hampshire squire of traditional and unbending views, because of his decision while at Oxford to ‘enter without delay into the pale of the Church of Rome’, Gibbon ‘was immediately settled under the roof and tuition of M. Pavilliard, a Calvinist Minister’.6 Hardly handsome, even at the age of twenty – although he had not yet reached the monstrous proportions of his later years when one wag remarked that when he needed exercise he walked three times around Edward Gibbon – the young man had charming manners as well as notable erudition. He in turn was much taken by Suzanne. ‘The personal attractions of Mademoiselle Suzanne Curchod were embellished by the virtues and talents of the mind. Her fortune was humble but her family was respectable’, he wrote, adding, ‘In her short visits to some relations at Lausanne, the wit and beauty and the erudition of Mademoiselle Curchod were the theme of universal applause. The report of such a prodigy awakened my curiosity; I saw and loved.’


Suzanne’s parents, who were anxious to see their beloved only child take her place on a wider stage than their village could offer, ‘honourably encouraged a connection which might raise their daughter above want and dependence’, Gibbon wrote after several visits to the vicarage. Suzanne herself, if not in love (Gibbon thought her beyond ‘the gay vanity of youth’) none the less ‘listened to the voice of truth and passion’.7


But Edward Gibbon had reckoned without his father. In April 1758 he returned to England where ‘the romantic hopes of youth and passion were crushed’ by his father’s refusal to countenance this marriage to a penniless foreigner, and threats to cut him off from his inheritance. Perhaps secretly relieved, for as he later admitted, he was not made for marriage, Gibbon wrote to Suzanne from the family house at Beriton. His distraught and self-dramatizing protestations must have sounded as hollow to her as they do now: ‘I cannot begin! And yet I must. I take up my pen. I put it down, I take it up again. You perceive at once what I am going to say. Spare me the rest; yes I must give you up for ever.’ In the face of his father’s refusal, after wrestling with himself for all of two hours alone in his room, ‘I went to tell my father that I would sacrifice all the happiness of my life to him.’8


Suzanne’s reply points to a proud, highly strung, passionate nature, a considerable histrionic talent, and a manipulative and calculating head. Hurt, furious and anxious for her future, for Gibbon was by far the best matrimonial prize that had so far been presented to her, she had retained hopes that after his father’s death he might yet change his mind: ‘Am I to believe that I will never see you again? . . . I am not afraid to write to you, the state into which your letter has plunged me puts me beyond all care . . . you are the only man I have ever cried over, the only one whose loss has torn me apart with sobbing . . . I have never felt my solitude more bitterly and yet you have sacrificed me to duty with an exemplary firmness. Could I have lived with one to whom the sensitivity of my heart was a burden? . . . I had flattered myself that it would contribute to your happiness, it was that which was, I think, the reason for my attachment to you.’ She had been prepared to abandon her own country for him. After several more pages in this vein, she begs him to burn her letter.9


Five years later, when Gibbon returned to Lausanne, he might well have considered the affair at an end. For him, as he put it, ‘the remedies of absence and time were at length effectual’. Suzanne – still unmarried though not unsought – felt differently. No sooner had she heard of his arrival than she sent off a long letter. She believed, she wrote, that she ‘owed it to my peace of mind to approach you. If I fail to take this chance there can be no possible peace for me; could I enjoy peace if my heart, ever ready to torture me, was convinced that your apparent coldness was merely proof of your delicacy? . . . Admit your complete indifference and my soul will resign itself to its fate; certainty will give me the tranquillity I long for.’10


Gibbon’s answer must have dashed any further hopes she had of marriage, although certainty about his intentions failed to give her the promised tranquillity. Whatever his excuses of filial duty, the breaking off of an engagement was a serious matter, particularly in a small town like Lausanne. Gibbon had broken his word and Suzanne had no intention of letting him off lightly. ‘Five years of separation could not work the change which has taken place in me. It might have been better if you had spoken earlier,’ she writes, ‘do not however grieve over my fate. My parents are dead – what is outward prosperity to me now?’ She was thinking of going to England as a lady’s companion, she wrote, or perhaps to one of the German courts: ‘You could help me to a decision. I depend as much upon your judgement as your taste.’11


Suzanne’s situation was indeed difficult. Her father had died in 1761, leaving his wife and daughter all but penniless. Her mother, with whom she had moved to Geneva, had died a few months before Gibbon’s return in 1763 and with her loss had gone her tiny pension. Suzanne, who had been obliged to work to supplement it and keep them both, now had no funds at all. Fortunately, Pastor Moultou, a childhood friend and former admirer, took Suzanne in as governess to his children, becoming her friend and protector. It was he who introduced the clever young woman to Voltaire and Rousseau. A talented actress with a passion for theatre – both gifts she was to pass on to her daughter – Suzanne often took part in Voltaire’s productions.


Suzanne and Gibbon were to meet several more times in Lausanne, where in spite of her poverty she went about in the best circles of society with a cheerful face, while writing long, anguished letters, full of recriminations, to Gibbon. Much admired for her wit and beauty, Mademoiselle Curchod’s tendency to pedantry, her lack of spontaneity and warmth, was already being noticed. Gibbon noted in his diary that he believed her to be insincere, with a ‘false, affected character’, while the writer Charles-Victor de Bonstetten described her as ‘tall, handsome, but rather affected’.12


In Geneva at that time lived Dr Théodore Tronchin, a highly respected doctor, famous throughout Europe, an early practitioner of inoculation, but also very popular with rich women suffering from various fashionable and unspecified ailments. It was now that Madame de Vermenoux, the charming widow pursued in Paris by Jacques Necker, decided to visit the eminent physician and happened to take lodgings in Geneva in the same house as Pastor Moultou. The good Pastor lost no time in introducing his young friend. In the spring of 1764, when the time came for Madame de Vermenoux to return to Paris, she asked Suzanne Curchod to accompany her as companion and governess to her young son.


Suzanne knew that for young women in her situation marriage was the only way out of genteel poverty. There was no shortage of suitors, indeed, a lawyer from Yverdon, a Monsieur Correvon, had recently proposed. While utterly disinclined to marry him, Suzanne kept him dangling in the hope that something more interesting might turn up and save her from a life of obscurity and boredom. Here was just such a chance – an opportunity to visit Paris, then the centre of the world and perhaps to escape from her sad fate. Encouraged by Moultou, Suzanne accepted. The Duchesse d’Enville, who, during one of her visits to her friend Voltaire in Geneva, had befriended Suzanne, wrote to Moultou from Paris: ‘I am glad that Mademoiselle Curchod has found a position, but I doubt that she will be as happy here as in Geneva. Do simplify her before she arrives! She won’t go far with her metaphysics or with her coiffure! For Heaven’s sake simplify her!’13 There was always something awkward and rigid about her: studied good manners but no warmth, a mixture of defensive pride and arrogance, an inability to be herself, a steely and calculating ambition, understandable in one with such a precarious social position, but hardly attractive.


Suzanne’s first weeks in Paris were indeed difficult. Her stiff manners, her provincial clothes and her position as governess made life hard for the proud young woman. The necessary purchase of ‘dresses, bonnets etc.’ out of her tiny salary had left her very short of money. In a desperate and bitter letter to Moultou, she admitted that she might, after all, have to marry ‘in spite of all my inclinations’. The company she found at Madame de Vermenoux’s salon in the rue Neuve-Grange-Batelière, was a great disappointment too. ‘We see no men of letters . . . our little circle is neither particularly brilliant nor intellectual,’ she wrote to a friend. She remained with Madame de Vermenoux, however, began to acquire some town polish, was taught to curtsy properly, and took her mother’s maiden name of de Nasse, which seemed to her grander and more appropriate to the society in which she now found herself. For all the petty humiliations of life as a governess, Suzanne had not been wrong in thinking she might do better. Her life was about to change spectacularly.


In July 1764, in one of her many letters to Moultou, Suzanne refers to a Monsieur Necker (who still courting Madame de Vermenoux) in approving tones: ‘I am very pleased with Necker’s intelligence and with his character.’ She had already assessed his possibilities.14 Rejected by Madame de Vermenoux, and his mind made up to marry, the rising young banker lost no time in turning his attention to the admiring and handsome young governess, who, like himself, was both Swiss and a Protestant. Suzanne, after her experiences with Gibbon, was wary of counting too much on the dazzling prospects now opening up before her. Later that summer, when the prudent Necker went to Geneva to check on her reputation and background, she obviously still feared that she might lose him. ‘This is my plan,’ she wrote to her confidant, Moultou: ‘I will follow your advice exactly; although, but for a miracle, I despair of success. If our brilliant chimera evaporates, I shall marry Correvon next summer.’15


But on his return, Necker wrote, asking Suzanne for a meeting, leaving no doubt that he would propose marriage. She replied at once: ‘And so I must write what I dared not say to you. If your happiness depends on my sentiments, I fear that you may have been happy before you desired it. I shall be at home all evening and my door will be closed [to other callers].’16 It was done. At last Suzanne was able to inform the patient M. Correvon that she could not marry him.


Jacques Necker, who could not fail to be aware that his future wife was considered by one and all to be extremely lucky to have landed such a catch, wrote loftily to Moultou, the chief promoter of the match, to thank him for his good wishes: ‘Yes Monsieur, your friend was kind enough to accept me and I consider myself to be as happy as a man can be. I cannot understand why it is you who is being congratulated, unless it is as my friend. Is money always to be what matters most? How pitiful! If one marries a virtuous, amiable and sensitive woman, has one not done well, whether or not one is sitting on sacks of money? Poor humans, what poor judges you are!’17 Even at the early age of thirty Monsieur Necker was apt to see himself as a being apart.


Jacques Necker and Suzanne Curchod were married almost furtively, at midnight in the chapel of the Embassy of the Netherlands on 30 September 1764. Madame de Vermenoux, Suzanne’s benefactress and the object of Jacques Necker’s earlier affections, was not invited. A letter from the new Madame Necker was delivered to her the next day full of convoluted protestations of loyalty: ‘A thousand pardons, Madame, for the slight trick I have played on you but my heart could not bear the prospect of the sorrow of parting with you. Had you been at the marriage ceremony you would have made me forget that I was being united to the one man dearest to me. I would have perceived what a separation that union was costing me . . . My illness decided M. Necker to put our marriage forward. I will call on you tomorrow if my health permits. Ah! What a friend I am leaving and how hard M. Necker will have to try to compensate me for such a loss.’18


Madame de Vermenoux might well have felt that her companion owed her a little more frankness, and there was undoubtedly some irritation at the thought that her erstwhile governess was now much richer and would soon be much grander than herself. She was clever enough, however, to pretend that it had all been her doing, dismissing the matter lightly by telling her friends that the Neckers would bore each other so much that it would be an occupation in itself for them. In spite of a certain edge in their relations, they remained friends. Jacques Necker took over the management of Madame de Vermenoux’s finances, while she was invited to be godmother to the Necker’s only child, named Germaine after her.


Suzanne Necker never got over her gratitude to her husband for saving her from a life of obscurity, a gratitude that grew into a passionate and demanding adoration. ‘I am the wife of one I would take for an angel, if his liking for me did not betray his weakness,’ she wrote to a friend, Madame de Brenles, soon after her marriage.19 Jacques Necker, who did not number humility among his many virtues, had at last found someone who shared his own very high opinion of himself, a trait to which his new wife alludes playfully in a letter to her sister-in-law – which, she makes clear, Jacques Necker was reading over her shoulder. ‘Imagine the most literal creature in the world, so happily convinced of his own superiority that he fails to notice mine; so convinced of his understanding that he is constantly caught out; so sure that he combines every talent to the highest degree, that he never deigns to look elsewhere for models. He never notices the insignificance of others because he so sure of his own greatness . . . I am hoping that the harmless medicine of reading this letter will cure him of this insufferable malady.’20


But in truth, Madame Necker had no wish to cure her husband. On the contrary, she would turn even his faults to his advantage. Her own vanity must have been constantly flattered by the thought that such a great man had chosen her. She was to become his chief publicist, ready to sacrifice her every wish and ambition to his glory, determined to subsume her own considerable talents to his, wishing to be everything to him, jealous of anyone who might have the slightest claim on him. Her depressive nature, which she passed on to her daughter and granddaughter, her abiding insecurity, her morbid fear of death and her wish to control everything around her even made her fear his possible remarriage in the event of her death. In time this jealousy would be turned on her daughter, but for the moment she longed for a child as a way of further attaching him. ‘I’ve been married eight months and still no sign of pregnancy,’ she wrote to a friend; ‘this upsets me for I love my husband passionately, and if I die without children, I shall leave him a prey to greedy heirs, or to another . . . I cannot go on . . .’21


With no need to worry ever again about the cost of dresses, bonnets or anything else, Madame Necker now turned her attention to her new life in Paris. In spite of her husband’s considerable fortune, the Neckers had no social connections. Life was not easy. While her intelligence, exceptional learning and love of intellectual pursuits made her anxious to take a leading role as a salon hostess, she was at first disappointed, considering most of those she met shallow and frivolous, though she was not unaware of the narrow provincialism of her own views. From the beginning of her married life in their apartment on the second floor of the Hôtel d’Hallwyl in the rue Michel Leconte in the Marais, adjoining the offices of the bank, young Madame Necker began to establish the rigid discipline which she maintained all her life, writing down her thoughts under a variety of headings, including a daily account of her activities in a special journal, so that she might check how she had spent her time at the end of each month. God Himself, was allocated twenty minutes in the morning and ten at night, ‘so as not to importune Him excessively’, while her husband, later her child, her household, the poor, her social life and her toilette were given so many hours a week or a day.22


Poor Madame Necker! For all her efforts, her intelligence and her good looks, for all Monsieur Necker’s growing importance, her starchiness and his aloofness did not endear them as a couple to many. She was trying too hard. If, secretly, there were things she despised about the society she now found herself in, she passionately wanted to succeed in it. She set about her task with her customary thoroughness, as her niece remarked, ‘she studied herself, she studied society, individuals, the art of writing, the art of conversation and of housekeeping’.23 A friend mentioned that she might try to be a little more natural. Earnestly, she confided to her journal: ‘Let us try therefore to let ourselves go a little more, this fault stems from inattention, from dealing with other things and not following the conversation properly, so that when I get back to the subject I say things which I’ve prepared, I lack that spontaneity which is a part of graceful manners and which no amount of finesse can remedy. I am not naturally graceful, but deliberately so.’24


In many ways she was most admirable as herself – the highly intelligent daughter of a Calvinist Pastor with solid values, one who consistently gave financial support to many of her poor relations and befriended several institutions – a self only ever unveiled to her few friends at home. Soon after her marriage she wrote to one: ‘The only advantage of this country is in the forming of taste, but it is at the expense of genius; a phrase might be turned in a thousand ways, an idea looked at from every angle. If a metaphor is not exactly right, if an expression is not quite right, if a term is not precise, if the harmony is not perfect; then the beauty or greatness of the thought, the courage of the attempt to put it across counts for nothing . . . people will still say “this is in poor taste”.’25


While deafness in one ear must have contributed to her troubles, she was never able to change her natural stiffness, or disguise her snobbery which came naturally to one so insecure. Many years later, when Necker was the most important man in France after the King, the Baroness d’Oberkirch, still found her pedantic and conceited beyond all bounds: ‘When God created Madame Necker, he dipped her first, inside and out in a bucket of starch,’ she wrote, adding that Madame Necker was, ‘handsome but not agreeable, benevolent but not loved. Her body, her mind, her heart are deficient in grace. In a word, she knows neither how to weep or smile.’26


Whatever others thought of them, Suzanne and Jacques Necker’s marriage turned out to be a source of infinite satisfaction and happiness to them both, setting an unattainable example of marital bliss to their only child, on whom, for good and ill, they both exercised a major and lifelong influence: ‘She had needed that unique being, she found him and spent her life with him.’27 Madame de Staël wrote of her mother.





Chapter 2


[image: image]


Minette


‘It would seem that Madame de Staël has always been young, but never a child.’1


Madame Necker-de Saussure


MADAME NECKER’S FEARS had proved groundless. The longed-for child, a daughter, born on 22 April 1766, was christened Anne Louise Germaine in the embassy chapel of the United Provinces, in the presence of the Dutch Ambassador, M. Lestevenon de Berkenroodee,2 five days after her birth. Her godparents, after whom she was named, were her paternal uncle, Louis Necker, who was absent, and her mother’s former employer, Madame Anne Germaine Larrivée de Vermenoux.


Madame Necker had longed for a child, but the horror of giving birth made an indelible impression on her and, for whatever reason, she never repeated the experience. ‘I must confess that my terrified imagination fell far short of the truth,’ she wrote to a friend soon after her daughter’s birth. ‘For three days and two nights, I suffered the tortures of the damned. Death was ever at my bedside, assisted by people far more terrible than the Furies, specially designed to repel all modesty and revolt nature. The very word ‘accoucheur’ still makes me shudder! I would have expired in their infernal talons, had it not been necessary to send them away, for the harm they were doing me, and call a midwife . . . Such care had been taken to hide the revolting details of childbirth from me that I was as surprised as I was horrified. I can’t help reflecting that the vows most women make are foolhardy. I doubt they would willingly go to the altar to swear their readiness to be broken on the wheel every nine months.’3


As a disciple of Rousseau, whose book Émile, published in 1762, had set a fashion for bringing up children in a natural way, beginning with maternal breast-feeding, Madame Necker resolved to breast-feed her baby herself. She should have heeded Dr Tronchin’s wise advice ‘that breast-feeding should be like fasting during Lent – obligatory only for those who can bear it’.4 Three months later a starving baby and her own exhaustion convinced her to give up the Rousseauist ideal. The baby, nicknamed Minette, was handed over to a big Flemish wet-nurse with an inexhaustible supply of milk – ‘very pretty and a great chatterbox’ – and soon thrived under the watchful eye of her mother.5


When the child was just over two, Madame Necker sent to her friend Madame Reverdil, in Switzerland for a Bible and books of piety. ‘Having given some thought to the education of my dear little one, I realized that I could undertake it myself. Nurses are always a problem. If they are any good they come between the love of the child for its mother; what I would like is a simple housemaid; a Protestant, sweet-natured, flexible and well mannered, who can read perfectly and has been well schooled in her religion.’6 The question of religion was to continue to worry Madame Necker for the next few years; she was much afraid of Catholic influence on her daughter.


Emerging from babyhood, Minette charmed all around her, as she was to do for the rest of her life. Her great expressive, dark eyes, shining with intelligence and goodness, her one truly beautiful feature, struck all those who saw her. Her childish prattle was encouraged by her father, though not by her mother.


In the year after Minette’s birth, the Neckers, no doubt now cramped in their Marais apartment, moved to 27 rue de Cléry. This much grander house boasted a splendid façade with a rotunda and a beautiful wrought iron staircase which led to the salons on the first floor, whose ceilings were decorated with mythological subjects and the walls covered with medallions and arabesques.7 In the following year, 1768, Necker took the first steps in his political career, when he was asked by the Council of Geneva to represent the Republic at the French court as minister: a post he accepted, taking no salary. He also gave up his position at the bank to his brother, at least nominally, to avoid any conflict of interest. The post proved to be no sinecure, his fellow citizens being a demanding lot, but it did bring Necker into close contact with the King, Louis XV. It also enabled him to establish close links with the powerful chief minister, Choiseul, not least because the Vernet bank was giving interest-free credit to the royal treasury. Necker must have impressed him because in the following year he was appointed to the directorship of the French East India Company, the Compagnie des Indes.


Madame Necker, with a splendid house, a great deal of money and a husband whose power and influence was growing apace, was now keener than ever to enlarge her small gatherings of intellectuals into a proper salon. Her reasons were neither frivolous – frivolity was not in her nature – nor snobbish, though snob she was, but eminently practical. Her prime objective then and to the end of her days was to promote and glorify her husband, whom she believed in as a being apart. In this, if in nothing else, she would remain entirely at one with her daughter.


The Paris salon exercised an enormous influence on French thought and culture throughout the eighteenth century. In the early 1700s the salons refined and preserved the aristocratic ideals of the previous century, the Grand Siècle; those of bon ton, or good taste, cultivating the French esprit, and deliberately preserving a dilettante attitude to literature, politics and philosophy. Conversation was cultivated; wit and brilliance were considered as important as wisdom and knowledge; and formal manners were imposed and practised, but without the stultifying boredom and rigid protocol of the court. Conversation apart, those attending were also expected to practise the arts, compose, perform and generally excel in poetry, music and dancing. Salon life was highly competitive. The literary power of the salons was enormous at a time when the press was scarcely in existence. By the middle of the century it was the salons rather than the court – by then quite out of touch – which were the focus and seed beds of public opinion. Far from being mere social gatherings, they had become the think tanks and the social melting pots of the time, where middle-class intellectuals, self-made men and self-educated writers and philosophers mingled with the aristocracy. Here, established aristocratic power met new ideas, cross-fertilizing and revitalizing society. By educating the aristocracy, they opened their minds to new ideas, undermined their self-confidence and their belief in the established order, paving the way for change.


Following the appearance of Voltaire’s Lettres philosophiques in 1734, in which the author popularized Newtonian mathematics, the publication of major works by some of the thinkers who came to be known as the philosophes expressed revolutionary new ideas on religion, science, society and history. By the end of the 1750s, however, with the publication of the seventh volume of the Encyclopaedia,8 attitudes towards the Enlightenment began to harden.


The end of the Seven Years War, marked by the Treaty of Paris in 1763, left France defeated and humiliated, with most of her colonial possessions lost to England. The philosophes’ admiration for English institutions and English liberty made the monarchy wary of a movement which might at any moment question the legitimacy of absolute power, while the humanistic philosophy they preached encouraged social awareness and questioned the justice of war and colonialism and other social ills, such as the slave trade and the harsh penal system. While the philosophes did not attack religion directly, they did attack superstition, encouraged scepticism and promoted science and technology. From the outset the Church had recognized them as a formidable foe and now denounced the Encyclopaedia from the pulpits as the work of atheists who sought to destroy the very foundations of faith. The Encyclopaedia was banned, but Diderot decided to publish the remaining ten volumes in one edition and although he ran into difficulties in France, its influence had already spread far and wide in Europe. From the outset, the salons had acted as the incubators and the propagators of these new ideas.


It was no wonder that the ambitious young Madame Necker aspired to having her own salon for they gave extraordinary power to intelligent women, who, while they were treated with formal gallantry, were the undisputed mistresses of their establishments, choosing or wooing the most important literary lions, establishing the rules of the game, competing with one another. The Duchesse de Choiseul, and even more the Maréchale de Luxembourg, set the tone of polite behaviour and social manners in their salons. But the two greatest salonières of the eighteenth century, and bitter rivals, were Madame du Deffand and Madame Geoffrin.


Madame du Deffand, once the Regent’s mistress but now old and blind, ruled over her intellectual empire from her yellow salon in the Saint-Joseph convent in the rue Saint-Dominique. Encased in her famous tonneau, a high-backed curved chair, with her nasty little dog Tonton snapping at all comers, she entertained d’Alembert and Montesquieu, Hume, Gibbon, Gray, Chesterfield and, most famously, Horace Walpole. A curious and touching love grew between the old hostess and the strange Epicurean of Strawberry Hill, twenty years her junior. Madame du Deffand’s salon definitely belonged to the old aristocratic world, although her acute intelligence, terror of boredom, great admiration for the English and a lifelong friendship and correspondence with Voltaire, made inevitable the company of some of the philosophes. She loved and admired Voltaire the writer, but clashed with Voltaire the political thinker and polemicist. He gave as good as he got. ‘It is not enough to hate bad taste, you must detest hypocrites and oppressors,’ he wrote to her sternly in 1769.


Her great rival, Madame Geoffrin, though of humble origins and almost uneducated, reigned over her salon in the rue St Honoré, where, with the help of her natural good taste, her famous chef and her elderly husband’s money, she received artists such as Latour, Vernet, Chardin and Van Loo at her Monday dinners and all the Encyclopaedists at her ‘Wednesdays’.9 She was a famous scold with a bossy nature and strong character, yet eminent foreigners, such as Benjamin Franklin and David Hume, who was a constant guest, crowded to Madame Geoffrin’s salon as – more surprisingly since she had never been presented at court – did visiting royals, among them King Gustav III of Sweden and the Emperor Joseph II of Austria. She corresponded with the Empress Catherine of Russia and with Empress Maria Theresa of Austria and travelled to Poland to visit her protégé Stanislaus Augustus, son of her friend Stanislaus Poniatowski, after the former had been imposed on Poland as King Stanislaus II by Catherine the Great of Russia.


If Necker did not enjoy salon life himself, he was perfectly happy to encourage his wife’s ambitions. He was well aware of the importance of the salons, describing them as ‘the invisible power which, without finances, without troops, without an army, imposes its laws upon the town, on the Court and even on the King himself’. The appearances of the short, stocky and rather pompous Necker were usually brief. He would sit in silence, benevolent and self-important – a man apart. If Madame Necker confided, with some irritation, in her journal that her husband neither talked nor listened but sat there sucking his thumbs, to her guests she would always laughingly pass off his silences as the lofty preoccupation of a genius.


Ever anxious to do the right thing, Madame Necker took advice from her friends before choosing her ‘evening’. Madame Geoffrin’s Mondays and Wednesdays, Holbach’s Thursdays and Sundays and Helvétius’s Tuesdays, left her no choice but to hold her salon on Fridays when she entertained the philosophes. Another day was set aside for more relaxed entertaining.


And so, richly dressed in the pale satins so suited to her colouring, Madame Necker at last presided over her salon. Her first Friday, at which she made sure to serve fish for those who wished to fast, was attended by the Abbé Morellet, Suard and Marmontel, but the little group soon grew to include most of the philosophes as well as influential financiers, politicians, foreign visitors of note and members of the aristocracy.


‘There is here one Madame Necker, a pretty woman and a wit, who is mad for me. She has been positively persecuting me to have me at her house. She is a penniless Genevoise, whom the banker, Necker, has set up in great style’, Diderot wrote to his mistress, Sophie Volland.10 None the less, together with Grimm11 and d’Alembert he too was to become one of the habitués of Madame Necker’s salon. By 1770, according to Grimm, seventeen venerable philosophers had gathered at Madame Necker’s where they had decided unanimously to erect a statue to Voltaire. As the moving spirit behind the idea, Madame Necker was elected secretary to the subscriptions committee, a task she carried out with her customary thoroughness. The result, a statue by Pigalle, led to a prolonged correspondence with Voltaire, which lent enormous lustre to her salon, as Madame Necker well knew it would.


It might seem strange, in the light of Madame Necker’s religious concerns, that she should have been prepared to receive Catholic abbots and declared atheists such as Diderot, Holbach and Helvétius, but in spite of her fervent Calvinism and sincere faith, she believed no less sincerely in toleration. She also worshipped talent, two traits she passed on strongly to her daughter. When reproached for harbouring atheists in her salon, Madame Necker once replied: ‘I do have atheist friends. Why not? They are my unhappy friends.’12 Madame Necker’s salon never achieved the importance of those of Madame du Deffand or Madame Geoffrin, which perhaps explains why her relations with them were on the whole very cordial, though she was often scolded by Madame Geoffrin: ‘Do you know my very dear lady, that your excessive compliments puzzle rather than touch or flatter me,’ she wrote severely in response to a fulsome note from Madame Necker. But she continued to lend her anxious young friend her invaluable support, while stuffing young Minette with sweets.


Far from following Rousseau’s precepts in Émile that a child should be brought up in the country, with plenty of fresh air, and left uneducated until the age of twelve so as to affect his nature as little as possible, Madame Necker believed that young heads should be stuffed with ideas and that intelligence would lapse into laziness if not constantly stimulated and stretched. She therefore force-fed her daughter’s mind from the age of two. Fortunately the child was exceptionally clever. Mathematics and geography, science and languages, as well as theology and religion were taught by her mother; dance, acting and declamation by the celebrated actress Mademoiselle Clairon, whose fate was to be strangely linked to the future Madame de Staël. Minette was regularly taken to the Comédie, sharing her mother’s lifelong passion for the theatre both as an actress and a spectator. As a child she would make kings and queens and other characters out of paper and have them perform plays, a pastime which Madame Necker discouraged. Although her mother’s strict, dutiful and unbending nature cramped the child’s spirit and left her longing for affection, making for a difficult future relationship between mother and daughter, Madame de Staël seems later to have endorsed her mother’s views on education, educating her own children herself and writing years later in De l’Allemagne: ‘A child, who, according to Rousseau’s theories, has learnt nothing until the age of twelve would have lost six precious years of its life. The brain can never acquire the flexibility which exercising it from earliest childhood alone gives it.’13


Beside the supervision of her daughter’s education, Madame Necker continued to pour much of her energy, her ambition and perhaps some of her own frustration into promoting her husband’s inexorable rise. Necker, who was increasingly occupied with official duties, did not hesitate to leave all the management of their affairs in his wife’s capable hands. To a friend she confessed that since her husband’s departure from the bank, she had ‘bought, sold, confirmed, built, and disposed of everything as I saw fit’, almost not daring to talk to him about their financial affairs, since ‘at the first word about them he would show either bad humour or signs of the most profound boredom’.14


Nevertheless she minded his absences, and was jealous of whatever took him away from her, longing for perfect, exclusive love. Passionate, insecure and touchy she longed for his constant attention and made, as she herself recognized, endless demands. Writing in her journal, she confessed: ‘He is bored with me. Instead of complaining to him let me try to amuse him. He does not think of what might please me, never mind, work on my own happiness and try and do for him what he fails to do for me. He is cross with me; let me ignore it and try to soften his mood. He wants things which I dislike, let me give in . . . His imagination easily wounds me, he sees faults in me which I do not have . . . let me see myself as a being who expects happiness only from God: let me do everything that is honest for my husband, without asking for anything in return.’15 Indeed she wrote constantly: letters, diaries, reflections, imprecations to herself, passionate prayers to the Almighty. She had also embarked on a eulogy to the famous prelate, Fénelon. Most probably this was an escape for a talented and intelligent woman or perhaps she sometimes wished to punish Necker for a lack of attention; at any rate he saw her writing as a direct threat to his own comfort. Later, when Necker became equally determined to discourage his daughter from writing, he explained his reason, as Madame de Staël recalled. ‘Imagine my anxiety’, he would often tell me. ‘I dared not enter her room for fear of tearing her away from an occupation which was more agreeable to her than my presence. I could see her following some train of thought while I held her in my arms.’16 Perhaps he also wished her to be a little less self-analytical. In any case, he begged her to give up this pastime so ill suited to women, as he saw it. Though they lived in the same house and were never parted, Madame Necker naturally replied in writing. She would prefer to live and breathe through him: ‘you or nothing is my motto on earth’ she cried, explaining that her writing was nothing more than the remnants of a former habit which helped to fill the emptiness caused by his absence. But there was a catch! ‘As soon as you give up the direction of the Compagnie des Indes, I will give up Fénelon if you demand it. I would not wish you to make a sacrifice greater than the one you ask of me.’ But she ended, ‘I have no soul other than yours. I must love you or die.’17 That, M. Necker must have thought, was much more like it.


In 1770, having previously rented the Château de Madrid for a country retreat, the Neckers bought a lovely country house at Saint-Ouen, on the banks of the Seine. Madame Necker’s Paris salon would move here in the summer, their discussions continuing on the terraces shaded by old trees which overlooked the river. For those who did not wish to stay, it was near enough to Paris to permit visitors to return home at night. It was here that Madame Necker at last made the acquaintance of Madame du Deffand: ‘I am going to a supper tomorrow, where I would gladly send someone in my place,’ wrote Madame du Deffand to Horace Walpole. ‘It is to Saint-Ouen to M. & Mme Necker. They wish to know me because I have the reputation of a wit who does not like wits. They think this a rarity worthy of their curiosity. I was stupid enough to agree to this meeting. When I ask myself why, I blush to discover that it is out of fear of boredom, and that often I am as idiotic as Gribouille, [her dog] who throws himself in the water because he is afraid of rain.’18 In spite of her well-known dislike of people outside her world, Madame du Deffand gave Madame Necker a grudging sort of approval: she was neither silly nor insipid, and more fitted to society than many great ladies, she wrote to the Duchesse de Choiseul.


In 1773 Necker published his Éloge de Colbert, in praise of Louis XIV’s reforming minister. Necker used the study of Colbert as an opportunity to air his own views, denouncing slavery and the injustice of the corvée,19 and setting out a veritable treatise on public administration for which he won general plaudits and the approval of Voltaire, as well as the French Academy’s first prize. Two years later he published his Traité sur la législation et le commerce des grains, an important economic treatise on the laws governing trade in cereals, then of utmost importance, in which, although himself a man of property, a lover of order, and indeed a recent speculator in grain, he expressed almost revolutionary views on property, as well as a startling new view of society. His thesis was that the social order had changed. It was no longer made up of the three orders of nobility, clergy and the Third Estate, but of property owners and wage earners. Speaking out against the injustice of property laws, he wrote: ‘Having created laws governing property, justice and liberty, we have done almost nothing for the class which represents the majority of our citizens. “What do we care for your property laws?” they might say, “we own nothing.” “Your laws on justice?” “We have nothing to defend.” “Your laws on liberty?” “If we have no work tomorrow, we die”.’20 His proposed remedy, however, was not revolution but an enlightened monarchy. As for cereals, Necker was against the free circulation or the export of grain precisely so that the government should have the necessary reserves available in times of shortage.


The Enlightenment had made the pressure for practical reforms impossible to ignore. The physiocratic school of thought, founded by Quesnay, the royal physician, had greatly influenced ideas in the second half of the eighteenth century. Its basic tenet was that land was the source of all wealth, that all land, therefore, regardless of whom it belonged to, should be taxed. Needless to say, this pleased neither the nobility, the Church nor the newly landed bourgeoisie, who were largely exempt from such taxes. The physiocrats, however, were against all trade barriers, believing that customs barriers were injurious to the nation’s wealth. They too wished the reforms to be carried out by the King.


Louis XV died in 1774. Determined to be a new broom, his successor, Louis XVI, had appointed Turgot Controller General of Finance. Turgot, very much of the physiocratic school of thought, believed in a reformed absolutism. He had attempted to bring order into government finances which had been greatly destabilized by the Seven Years War. He introduced taxes that removed some of the fiscal advantages from the nobility. He believed in restoring free trade, at least inside France. The harvest of 1774 had been particularly bad. Wheat shortages had been followed by bread riots, which were blamed on him – the very riots which had supposedly provoked Marie-Antoinette’s famous suggestion: ‘Let them eat cake’. Turgot believed that Necker, whose treatise on grain contradicted his own views on free trade, was plotting against him and wrote to tell him so. Necker replied that he believed in free trade too, but that in periods of crisis the government had a responsibility to ensure supplies.


In April 1776, the Neckers and their ten-year-old daughter left for a visit to England, perhaps wishing to avoid any blame for Turgot’s downfall, which Necker believed to be inevitable. In May 1776, while they were abroad, Turgot indeed fell and was replaced by the ineffectual Ogier de Clugny. A fortnight after his appointment, the King confided, ‘I think we have once again made a mistake.’ When Clugny died suddenly in October, Maurepas, the King’s elderly chief minister, suggested Necker as a replacement. Well known to the court, with a justified reputation as a serious thinker and a successful businessman, trusted by the bankers and financiers, Necker proved an ideal choice. As ‘Director of the Royal Treasury’, he was now de facto Controller General, but Taboureau des Réaux was given the nominal position of Controller General since it was still impossible for a Protestant, a bourgeois, and a foreigner to become a minister. A letter from Grimm, then in Russia, to Madame Necker shows that even the great Catherine approved: ‘The Empress, Madame, has just informed me of the choice of M. Necker for the administration of one of the most important branches of finance, made by the King. As she has been involved for some time in this business, and says that she has admired M. Necker’s talents long since, she has on this occasion heaped praise on a young King who is wise enough to make such a choice.’21


The Neckers loved England. Jacques had friends in the City and they had many introductions and recommendations from Lord Stormont, British Ambassador to France. Necker’s admiration for England’s political liberties and institutions marked his daughter profoundly and for life. Gibbon, newly famous as the author of the The History of the Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire, the first volume of which had just been published, and now fully reconciled with his former fiancée, often entertained them at his ‘hovel’ in Suffolk Street, or accompanied them to the Houses of Parliament, where the ten-year-old Minette saw the King, George III. Noticing how much her parents enjoyed Gibbon’s conversation, Minette offered to marry him, so that they should never be deprived of it!22


Madame Necker had taken her daughter to see David Garrick at the theatre eleven times. They had also visited Walpole at Strawberry Hill, to whom they had been gruffly recommended by Madame du Deffand. ‘I will be obliged to you for your attentions towards them. They are decent people. The husband is very intelligent and straightforward, the wife is stiff and cold and full of self-importance, but an honest person,’ she wrote.23


The Neckers returned from England to stay only briefly at the new house they had built in the Chaussée d’Antin, before moving, after the resignation of Taboureau des Réaux in June 1777, into the residence of the Controller General, where Necker was officially appointed Director General of Finance.


Minette’s father was now the most powerful man in France after the King. Gibbon, who visited Paris between May and November 1777, gratified ‘by the pressing invitation of M. & Mme Necker’, found them ‘in the first bloom of power and popularity. His private fortune enabled him to support a liberal establishment and his wife, whose talents and virtues I had long admired, was admirably qualified to preside in the conversation of her table and drawing-room. As their friend I was introduced to the best company of both sexes; to the foreign ministers of both nations; and to the first names and characters of France, who distinguished me by such marks of civility and kindness as gratitude will not suffer me to forget and modesty will not allow me to enumerate. The fashionable suppers often broke into the morning hours.’24 Madame Necker was equally gratified to have the now famous Gibbon at her feet, especially after the way he had treated her, as she admitted to a friend.


Left occasionally at Saint-Ouen with her governess when her parents were busy, from an early age Minette had a horror of being alone. Her letters to her mother, written when she was twelve, show a lifelong tendency to self-dramatization but also a deep longing for affection. ‘My dearest mama, I need to write to you; my heart is heavy; I am sad, and this huge house which until very recently contained everything dear to me, my whole universe and my future, now seems a desert. I saw that this great space was too big for me, and I ran to my little room to try and contain the void that surrounds me.’ In another letter she expressed her longing for her mother’s return and begged her to come back soon. Her mother’s replies, while affectionate, were always preachy: ‘I was hoping to be able to come and see you today my dear child, but as I know that you care about my health, you would not wish me to go out when the air is so unhealthy; I am therefore obliged to stay in for three days . . . Do not exaggerate so when you wish to praise me or caress me. It shows a want of taste not uncommon at your age. When one is older one realizes that to really please and interest people, one must describe one’s thoughts exactly, without affectation or display. Your letter to your father,’ she ends, ‘was simple and good.’25


Her father adored her and would frequently escape from the burdens of office to see her, revelling in her unconditional affection, entertained by her childish ways, proud of her quick mind. She quickly realized that he needed her to distract him. However happy their marriage, Madame Necker was not easy to live with. Frequently subject to nervous prostration, inevitably right about everything, her possessiveness and perfectionism must have been a burden. She undoubtedly exacted a price for subsuming her own talents and her will. Many years later, after her death, Necker admitted that the only thing Madame Necker lacked in order to be considered perfectly amiable was occasionally to have done something which might require forgiveness.26 Minette’s amazing intellectual faculties and the praise heaped on her by all around them was a constant source of pride to him, but it was their shared sense of humour and fun which gave him such joy. ‘Let’s go and see Minette!’ became a frequent cry when the cares of office weighed on him. On one unforgettable occasion, vividly recalled by Catherine Huber, the daughter of Madame Necker’s childhood friend, Madame Necker, having left the room for a moment, returned to the dining room to find her husband and daughter, their napkins tied into turbans on their heads, dancing around the table and shouting with laughter. Their merriment died quickly at the sight of her shocked expression, and both returned meekly to their places. In many ways Madame Necker remained the stern Swiss governess.


Minette made endless efforts to please her mother, but her standards were so impossibly high that even a child for whom learning presented no difficulties could write falteringly: ‘I am resolved but with difficulty to write to you. If I felt worthy of you, worthy of your teaching, I would be thrilled to pay you the tribute of my progress and I would thank you daily; but when I can only offer you the shame and confusion of constantly falling into the same errors, my pen falls from my hand, and I am discouraged and sad.’27 Her mother’s arid recommendation was to ‘tell me that you are fond of me and prove it by perfecting your heart and your mind, by constantly sacrificing yourself and lifting up your soul through religion’.28


Voltaire arrived in Paris on 14 February 1778, to be mobbed and acclaimed wherever he went. The Swiss writer, Henri Meister, writing to Paul Moultou, Madame Necker’s old and faithful friend, compared it to the second coming.29 In April of that year Madame Necker took her daughter to visit the celebrated eighty-year-old, who was to die at the end of May. Little over a month later, on 2 July, Jean-Jacques Rousseau, too, was dead.


Her husband’s new position only increased Madame Necker’s wish to produce a perfect being in her daughter, whom she thought of as her possession and who she hoped would be her masterpiece. From a very early age Minette was allowed to attend her mother’s salon. Catherine Huber, a Swiss Protestant, was the only friend Madame Necker allowed her daughter – ‘here is a friend I am giving you’ is how she had introduced Catherine – and Minette had been thrilled and grateful. In a vivid pen-portrait of the young Minette, then only eleven years old, we see her surrounded by the cream of the Enlightenment. ‘We slid behind our mothers’ armchairs. Next to Madame Necker’s chair there was a small wooden footstool, where her daughter always sat, obliged to keep her back straight. No sooner had she taken her place than five or six gentlemen came up to her and addressed her with the greatest interest. One, who wore a small round wig, took her hands in his and held them for a long time while he conversed with her as if she were twenty-five. It was the abbé Raynal, the others were Thomas, Marmontel and de Pezay. Mlle Necker was most anxious to present me to her friends, who from then on were mine too . . . During dinner it may be imagined that we said nothing. We listened, but how Mlle Necker listened! Her eyes followed the movements of those who were speaking and seemed to anticipate their thoughts . . . She was aware of everything, caught everything, understood everything, even political subjects which in those days were already a major subject of conversation . . . Each person who greeted Madame Necker had a word for her daughter, a compliment or a joke . . . she answered them all with ease and grace; they liked to attack her, to embarrass her, to excite her young imagination which was already showing such brilliance. The most notable wits were the ones trying hardest to make her speak.’30


Not everyone approved. Madame de Genlis31 wrote witheringly that Madame Necker had brought up her daughter very badly in allowing her to spend three quarters of her time surrounded by the wits of the day, who would cluster around Mademoiselle Necker discussing such things as love and the passions while her mother was busy with others, especially the ladies who called on her. She would have done better with the solitude of her room and a few good books.32


But before long the relentless pressure of Madame Necker’s rigid system of education on top of her own approaching adolescence began to tell on the girl. Early in 1778 she suffered a kind of manic-depressive breakdown during which periods of inertia were followed by over-elation. Called in by her anxious parents, Dr Tronchin at once prescribed rest in the country, no mental effort, as much freedom as possible and the company of friends of her own age. Every Friday Catherine Huber would be taken to see her at Saint-Ouen, to be greeted ecstatically by her friend. Even in play, Minette’s interests were intellectual. Poetry, and the writing and performing of plays, were her chief pleasures. Like her mother she disliked the country. She hated walks of any sort and could not tell one flower from another. Instead the two friends, dressed as nymphs or muses after a ballet of a play they had just seen, would practise archery in the park. Catherine recalled one occasion which perfectly illustrates Minette’s state of mind, as well as her mother’s over protectiveness: ‘I can never forget her intense joy when . . . my mother during a visit to Madame Necker, suggested that she might take her daughter and me for an evening ride in her carriage in the Bois de Boulogne. Madame Necker to whom no one had ever dared to make such a suggestion was astonished . . . Madame Necker struggled with herself in silence while her poor child, trembling and faint with expectation, waited for her mother’s decision. Finally amid general silence the great concession was made . . . Her mother made every possible recommendation to mine: on the doors of her carriage, on how to descend from it, on the horses and carriages which one might meet in the Bois de Boulogne, assuring us that her daughter’s extremely excitable nature required all these precautions, and that it would be the first time that she was going out without her. There is no doubt that this outing, a taste of freedom, was a milestone in Mademoiselle Necker’s childhood; but as she took nothing lightly, the very idea of going out alone with me and my mother had gone to her head so much that she had been quite unable to eat and was in a sort of fever when we arrived . . . Her heart beat almost visibly as she climbed into the carriage; she could hardly speak so great was her emotion; she could only repeatedly kiss my mother’s hands and throw herself on her neck. She calmed down after a while, but looked at neither the road nor the park, nor the other carriages, nor at the people promenading; she could only see her own happiness and was entirely occupied with it.’33


Madame Necker took her daughter’s breakdown as a personal affront. Minette’s removal from her total control marked a rift between them that was never to be bridged. Worse even than the manifest failure of her pedagogical dreams, her husband seemed to be growing ever closer to his daughter, sometimes openly siding with her. Distraught, disappointed and increasingly jealous, Madame Necker addressed one of her long missives to him, full of subtle digs: 


Your reproaches, my dear friend, have obliged me to look into myself seriously and since I know that you are not indifferent to my happiness, I beg you to give a moment of your time to this letter, and to read it to the end. My pride has never allowed me to solicit a single hour of your time, even if your will and my heart have made you the centre and the chief focus of my ambition, so I insist today that you comply; this is a matter of the utmost importance to me.


It was perfectly clear from what you said that you disapprove of my feelings and my behaviour towards your daughter; and that you did not think them truly virtuous or worthy of my principles. If you would enlighten my conscience, you need do no more than dictate what I should do. I hope I can even get over your attack (was it really necessary to humiliate me in front of her; to enforce) . . . If in my earliest years when my passions were alive I never resisted the idea of duty or virtue for a single instant, I am unlikely to begin to behave differently now that I am close to the end of my days, when the few remaining years of life left to me will remain empty.


I had to make serious efforts to enable my frail body to breastfeed, and I will suppress the details which required all the courage of maternal tenderness, painful trials of which I still bear the marks, and which went on for the four months of painful feeding, but all my sufferings were rewarded by maternal instinct. I will always remember those moments full of charm, when the child to whom we gave life was brought to my bed, when her blue eyes seemed to turn to me and with a colour as pure as the heavens, assured me of the happiness which I could expect. I will quickly enumerate the continuous care which I gave my daughter, wet nurse changed, weaning, inoculations, diet, continuous attention day and night; her height, her teeth, her hair, all her parts were looked after, trained or perfected: her health is the proof of it. Delightful memories, delightful and cruel, more cruel at present than the agonies of childbirth. For thirteen years, I never lost sight of her. I cultivated her memory and her mind. For thirteen of the best years of my life, in the midst of many other essential preoccupations, I hardly lost sight of her. I taught her languages, especially to speak her own easily; I cultivated her memory and her mind with the best books. I used to take her alone with me on journeys to Versailles and Fontainebleau; I would walk with her, read with her, pray with her. Her health suffered; my anguish, my solicitude, gave new zeal to her doctor. I cultivated, I ceaselessly embellished all the gifts she had received from nature, believing that it was for the good of her soul, and my own self was subsumed in hers.34


Although Madame Necker does not scruple to employ all her manipulative talents, to blackmail her husband and her daughter emotionally, she also inspires pity. To her rigid mind and troubled spirit anything less than total capitulation seemed like disloyalty and ingratitude. The slightest disagreement was a personal affront and a rejection. Longing for perfect love, yet incapable of giving it, she was also unable to understand her daughter’s growing need for a life of her own, and unwilling to recognize her right to be herself rather than a copy of her mother. While Germaine had inherited much from Madame Necker – her passionate and highly strung nature, a love of grandeur, beauty and talent, strong intellectual tastes – she was also in crucial ways her polar opposite. Warm, generous, vivacious, spontaneous, effortlessly brilliant yet never pedantic, although she quite lacked her mother’s beauty, she attracted all who saw her. Madame Necker might have been better able to accept all this if it had not become more and more obvious that her beloved husband was turning increasingly to his daughter, and that he loved her precisely for the qualities so markedly absent in his wife. It was the beginning of a contest to the death between them for Necker’s love.


‘Having understood her character,’ she wrote to a friend bitterly, ‘I realize that to live with her without making myself unhappy, I must forget absolutely that she should be contributing to my happiness; therefore I must demand nothing of her, even tolerate a great deal, correct her only by example; and if she has offended me too much, that my reproaches to her should be without exaggeration and so sweet and reasonable that I might make them in front of her father. I must close my eyes to all the contradictions that she makes me feel; and to think that unity between us makes her father happy, and accept that I alone must pay the price.’35


Madame de Staël’s sweetness of nature, wrote her cousin much later, was never clearer than in her attitude towards her mother, about whom she never allowed a bad word to be spoken. Even when young, to a chance remark that her father seemed to love her more than her mother, she quickly replied: ‘My father thinks more of my present, my mother of my future happiness.’36


Taciturn and constrained with others, Necker allowed his natural sense of fun full rein with his daughter. Their relationship was more that of friends than of parent and child, which perhaps explains the tenderness of their feelings for one another, wrote Catherine Huber. Albertine Necker-de Saussure, who was to marry Necker’s nephew, and who became Madame de Staël’s closest friend as well as her first biographer, noticed how alike father and daughter were, writing after Madame de Staël’s death: ‘He had the same luminous insights, the same penetrating eye, the same fine capacity for observation and the same gaiety founded on melancholy. He struggled against a strong imagination, and had a warmth of soul, a sensitivity which was all the more touching. Nothing was more moving than his demonstrations of affection. His rather reserved expression, his inevitably lively but gentle look, went straight to the heart.’37 Although often strict with Minette, he would correct her fondly, by teasing her. ‘I owe the frankness of my character and the naturalness of my mind to my father’s incredibly penetrating understanding. He would see through all affectation, and I got used to believing that one could see clearly into my heart,’ she told her cousin.38


Minette had been writing since early adolescence. In 1778 her play, Les inconvénients de la vie à Paris, had reduced Marmontel to tears when it was performed to a small group of friends and family at Saint-Ouen. Her father frowned on this, nicknaming her Monsieur de Saint-Écritoire, or Mr Holy Desk. The use of ‘monsieur’ was an early indication that writing was considered unfeminine, a charge levelled at her not only in her own lifetime but for a long time afterwards. Necker, who in his youth had been prevented from fulfilling literary ambitions, must have understood the problems of literary frustration, but clearly felt her writing to be as challenging to his comfort as Madame Necker’s. Germaine, always anxious to please her papa, wrote earnestly and penetratingly: ‘My father is right. Women are not made to follow the same career as men! To struggle against them is to excite in them feelings of jealousy, so different from those inspired by love. A woman must have nothing of her own, and find all her pleasures in the one she loves.’39 Fortunately, one of the greatest women writers of her time would not be able to deny her own exceptional talents for long, even to please her beloved father, any more than she would be able to deny her nature, which would undoubtedly have pleased her mother.




Chapter 3


[image: image]


Monsieur Necker’s Daughter


‘Ah! I have a different destiny. I am the daughter of M. Necker.’


Germaine Necker in her journal.


SURROUNDED FROM HER earliest years by an intellectual elite that treated her father with reverent awe, an attitude that was promoted and amplified in Madame Necker’s salon, and aware that in the atmosphere of impending war (that France would soon join on the side of the new United States) the entire country looked to him for its security, Minette readily and willingly believed him to be a superior being. In France, Necker was more than ever considered not only a financial genius, but as the national saviour. Minette not only loved him tenderly, but worshipped him as a hero, and her emotional dependence on him was to grow and endure to the end of her days.


No sooner had Necker taken up his post as Director General of Finance than he set about reforming the administration so as to put public finance on a healthier footing. His personal fortune had made it possible for him to refuse his salary, a useful gesture when he was about to cut those of others, although it made him enemies among people who saw it as possibly setting a worrying precedent, and as another example of his arrogance. He also deposited 2.4 million livres of his own money at only 5 per cent interest, at the royal treasury, as a personal guarantee of his management of the country’s finances. It would be almost thirty years before his family got it back.


His reforms made him enemies almost at once. He abolished the offices of the corrupt Receivers General, hitherto responsible for receiving direct taxes, and replaced them with officials accountable to his own Ministry. Aware that indirect rather than direct taxes had become a far greater source of revenue, he even took on the powerful Fermes (the Fermes or Farmers-General were customs areas – part of the antiquated and venal system of indirect tax collection), abolished mainmorte, a feudal law which was as harmful to agriculture as to the peasants, and introduced the régies – new management systems to run the royal domains, the post and taxes on wines and spirits.


He took measures to improve the disgraceful state of hospitals, an area in which Madame Necker, who had founded a model hospital in the rue de Sèvres, was particularly interested. He also made efforts to improve the state of the prisons. The routine administration of the question préparatoire (torture inflicted on the accused to get a confession), and the question préalable (torture of convicted criminals before execution as a way of forcing the names of their accomplices) was abolished. Nor was the bloated royal household spared. He abolished some 400 ceremonial appointments such as cup-bearers and candle-snuffers, which all carried a pension, making it clear to all the hangers-on at court that the royal treasury was not a common pot into which they might dip at will. To one indignant lady who, when refused a pension, exclaimed ‘but what is a thousand ecus to the King?’, Necker replied coldly that it represented the taille of an entire village.1 He even refused money to Marie-Antoinette, who took it with a good grace, making sure, however, that he did not always get his way. When the Duc de Guines, one of Marie-Antoinette’s closest friends, managed with the Queen’s assistance to secure a huge dowry for his daughter, and slyly wrote to thank Necker, knowing full well that he had opposed it, Necker replied drily: ‘Monsieur le duc, while I attach a great deal of importance to your gratitude, I cannot, in all truth, accept what is not due to me. Each time that the Queen did me the honour of discussing your business, as a loyal administrator of finance, I made all the points against, which I felt it incumbent on me to do. But when the Queen declared it to be the King’s wish, I felt unable to do otherwise than to demonstrate my respect and obedience. You will see, therefore, Monsieur le Duc, that since the King commands it, you owe me nothing.’2


But Necker’s major achievement, and the reason for his enormous popularity in the country, was that he avoided imposing any new taxes or raising existing ones. He was able to do this because of his extraordinary success at raising loans.


In February 1778 France entered the war against England alongside the new United States. Memories of the Seven Years War, as well as the new ideas of the Enlightenment, played their part in France’s desire to come to the help of the rebellious colonies. Benjamin Franklin, the American envoy to France, dressed in his modest brown suit, was the darling of the salons.


Necker was against the war, which could only further damage France’s finances. He was even suspected of connivance with England, with his admiration for English institutions, his many friends there and his connections in the City, but his reputation as a reforming minister who could even finance a war without new taxation continued to grow. However he was obliged to raise further loans. Maurepas, the King’s Chief Minister, and Vergennes, the Foreign Minister, who was jealous of Necker’s extraordinary popularity, now encouraged a defamatory campaign against him. Incensed by one particularly vicious pamphlet which had fallen into her hands – she had immediately sent out to buy up all the copies – Madame Necker naively wrote to Maurepas (unaware that he was behind them), asking him to take the necessary steps to stop the anonymous pamphleteers. Necker, as his daughter wrote later, had been angry with her for revealing how much they were concerned by this vilification, though he was also touched.3 The adverse publicity didn’t worry him personally but he was well aware that it would worry the bankers.


To allay their fears and strengthen his own position with the public, he sought the King’s permission to publish his Compte rendu au Roi, an unprecedented public account of the country’s budget. It came out on 19 February 1781. In it he pointed out that the country’s finances were in excellent shape, which he did not hesitate to attribute to his own management (indeed he even gave credit to Madame Necker). He had been blamed then and since for failing to mention that the treasury was indebted as never before. His aim now was to show that so long as the ordinary peacetime obligations of the Crown could be met from normal revenue, exceptional needs such as war could be financed by the hitherto unused recourse to loans.


Thirty thousand copies of the Compte rendu were sold in a fortnight. The book was translated into all the main European languages. Total sales were more than 100,000 copies, a figure never attained by any book at the time, except for the Bible. It became the main topic of conversation. Letters of congratulation poured in, which Necker stolidly received as his due. One highly laudatory but anonymous letter gave Necker particular joy: he had recognized his fifteen-year-old daughter’s handwriting.4


Nevertheless furious attacks from his enemies were beginning to frighten the money men. Necker feared that further loans, essential in the absence of taxation, might not be forthcoming. In this atmosphere he upped the stakes, not only asking the King that the Ministries of War and Marine should be brought under the control of his own Ministry, but also demanding a seat in the Conseil d’en haut, the Higher Council, which decided on foreign policy. Maurepas now presented the King with an ultimatum; either he must sack Necker or he and Vergennes would resign. On 19 May 1781, Necker offered his resignation to the King. It was accepted. ‘The only consolation for us in this world, if such there could be, is that the Queen shares our patriotism: she cried all day on Saturday,’ wrote Madame Necker.5


The day after his resignation, the Neckers left the residence of the Controller General for their country house at Saint-Ouen. As news of Necker’s dismissal spread it brought an avalanche of letters from all classes. ‘All of France came to see him: great lords, the clergy, magistrates, shopkeepers, intellectuals,’ his daughter recalled.6 From St Petersburg the Empress Catherine wrote to Grimm: ‘M. Necker no longer has his post. It was a beautiful dream for France and must make her enemies happy.’ Offers of posts equivalent to the one he had lost came from Catherine herself, as well as from the King of Naples and the Emperor Joseph II of Austria, but as Madame de Staël was to write later: ‘his heart was too French for him to be able to accept such a recompense . . . M. Necker’s retirement caused consternation in France and in Europe: his virtue and his abilities made him worthy of these tributes.’


To the especial delight of his daughter, Necker was now free to spend more time with his family. ‘I was still too much a child not to be thrilled by the change in the situation. However when I saw at dinner the secretaries and officials of the ministry all looking really miserable, I began to think that my joy had been ill founded.’7 Soon after, Necker fell seriously ill – the result of thwarted ambition, cried malevolent wits.


Meanwhile, his successor, Joly de Fleury, sought to undo his reforms. By the end of July, however, Necker had recovered sufficiently for his wife to be able to explain to Gibbon: ‘M. Necker had been ill for a long time not because he had regretted offering his resignation, but from the pain of having had to do so . . . We are at Saint-Ouen, but far from living a normal life . . . We have been followed here not only by people who we believed were naturally attached to us . . . but also by an untold crowd of citizens from all ranks, concerned only with the public good. M. Necker has been soaked in tears, overwhelmed with praise and benedictions . . . my esteem for public opinion is now much higher.’8


The Neckers stayed at Saint-Ouen until the autumn when they returned to Paris, renting a house in the rue Bergère because their own house in the Chaussée d’Antin was let. At the end of that year, 1781, the old Minister Maurepas died. Some have thought since that had he died sooner Necker would not have needed to resign and the whole history of France might have been different.


Madame Necker’s salon reassembled. The philosophes were now joined by disgruntled politicians, as it became the true seat of opposition. Minette, for a time called Louise, now became Germaine (except to her father, whose chère Minette she remained to the end of his days). Ransacking her father’s library she read voraciously. She had studied Greek and Latin authors with her mother, and was thoroughly familiar with French literature and with all the major works of European literature and philosophy. Goethe’s The Sorrows of Young Werther, published in 1777 in translation, marked a turning point in her life, ‘as a personal event’. She later described the abduction of Richardson’s Clarissa too, as one of the most important events of her girlhood. In her childhood Germaine had been reluctant to learn music. But as ever, once her mind was captured she made extraordinary progress. Discussions about Glück’s music made her want to hear his opera Armide. Charmed by the words and the music she applied herself to learning to play the harpsichord, which, by 1778, she played extremely well, as her friend Catherine Huber remembered.9


Germaine read English easily and spoke it moderately well. Many English, particularly Gibbon, Hume and Walpole, were frequent visitors at Madame Necker’s salon in Paris. Another was William Beckford, an extremely rich young man, a great traveller and collector who would soon become one of the chief exponents of the Gothic novel then becoming fashionable, following on the success of Walpole’s The Castle of Otranto. Only six years older than Germaine, he had lent her a private copy of his Dreams, Waking Thoughts and Incidents, a travel book whose publication he had suppressed. They were also fond of singing together and Beckford left an amusing account of the first evening in which he first danced a gavotte and then a minuet with the seventeen-year-old Germaine. They had each sung an air, Germaine singing the main aria from Didon by Piccini – out of tune, he recalled – at which point the doors of the main drawing room opened, revealing ‘a synod of pale literati, in court dress, and a whole row of dowagers, with their long bodices of pink and yellow, all sitting on chairs covered with the stiffest tapestry, taking snuff at intervals’, who subjected him to a lengthy interrogation. At dinner, in the presence of Buffon, Lalande and other sages, they discussed ‘zoology, geology, meteorology and especially tautology’, Beckford added naughtily. He thought Necker very clever and good, but very pleased with himself. After spilling a glass of water over Madame Necker’s skirts, he took his leave in spite of being pressed to stay by Necker, Germaine and Marmontel.


Brilliant, charming and well educated though she was, Germaine was not beautiful. Even Madame Necker admitted to Gibbon that her daughter was agreeable without being beautiful, while Necker himself had told her that as she was not beautiful she would have to please by cultivating her other talents. Some of her contemporaries at this time were less severe. Beckford thought her well made, ‘very symmetrical’, and declared that she could have served as a model for a sculpture,10 while Baroness d’Oberkirch, who had been so unkind about her parents, although not kind about her looks wrote of the seventeen-year-old Germaine: ‘Mademoiselle Necker seemed to me to be quite different from her parents . . . Her eyes are admirable, otherwise she is ugly. She has a good figure, a good skin and something particularly intelligent in her look. She is a flame!’11 Like many a young woman unsure of her looks, as she confided to her journal, Germaine often glanced in the mirror, not out of vanity but out of a need for reassurance.12 Paintings of her at that time show a dark-haired young woman with a bosomy, rounded figure, strong features, an olive complexion, and magnificent, large dark eyes – the very opposite to the rosebud complexion and angelic fairness then in vogue. The feeling of being ugly never left her: ‘Madame de Staël would have given all her intelligence for the pleasure of being beautiful,’ Madame de La Tour du Pin remarked later.13

OEBPS/images/common.png





OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
DE STAEL

MARIA FAIRWEATHER





