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Anyone born on the blessed soil of France cannot bear life elsewhere.


–GERMAINE DE STAËL


France is the heart of Europe; as one gets further away, social life withers.


–FRANÇOIS-RENÉ DE CHATEAUBRIAND


We say strychnine, quinine, nicotine, aniline… I say: Parisine.


–NESTOR ROQUEPLAN


Only France has the right to project herself as a model, because no people has merged its own interest and destiny with humanity more than she.


–JULES MICHELET


The French genius is certainly the most complete, the most balanced, and the most able to create a form of general intellectual culture.


–ERNEST RENAN


Anglo-Saxon intellectuals, who form a race apart, cut off from the rest of the nation, are always dazzled when they find in France men of letters and artists closely involved in the affairs of their country.


–JEAN-PAUL SARTRE


Of all languages, the French language is the only one that has an element of probity attached to its genius. Defined, social and reasonable, it is not only the language of the French, but the language of humanity.


–ANTOINE DE RIVAROL


It must be admitted that conversation in Paris has been perfected to a point where there is none other like it in the rest of the world.


–LOUIS SÉBASTIEN MERCIER


The most brilliant and most dangerous nation of Europe.


–ALEXIS DE TOCQUEVILLE


How does one recognise intelligence in a nation? By its ability to speak French.


–VICTOR HUGO


Vienna, Berlin, St Petersburg and London are only cities; Paris is a brain.


–VICTOR HUGO


Without France, the world would be alone.


–VICTOR HUGO


Elsewhere in Europe, you will encounter elegant manners, cordiality, warmth, learning, but only in Paris… will you find in abundance the kind of genius that makes an irresistible whole of all these social accomplishments.


–HONORÉ DE BALZAC


Like other European peoples, and perhaps par excellence among them, the French were accustomed to define themselves in relation to an enemy.


–FRANÇOIS FURET


To exercise the kind of supremacy that belongs to it, France has been given a dominating language.


–JOSEPH DE MAISTRE


How maddening, says God, it will be when there are no more Frenchmen.


–CHARLES PÉGUY


France often comes across as a country that wants to pass off its failures and defeats as symbolic victories, concealing its points of weakness by displaying unrivalled strength in such areas as fashion, letters, luxury and the arts.


–CHRISTOPHE CHARLES


France is the light of the world, her genius is to light up the universe.


–CHARLES DE GAULLE


France cannot be France without grandeur.


–CHARLES DE GAULLE


The French have never recovered from being beaten at Waterloo and Sedan.


–CHARLES DE GAULLE


France must continue to behave as a great power precisely because she no longer is one.


–CHARLES DE GAULLE


Increasingly unable to control economic trends, the French state has moved to a re-defining of sovereignty from a political economic concept to a cultural one. If the Gaullist concepts of prestige and grandeur could not be achieved through economics, then they could be achieved through the affirmation of the strength of French culture.


–SOPHIE M. CLAVIER


The fact remains that the greatest English authors enjoyed truly universal recognition during the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries only through the translation of their writings into French.


–PASCALE CASANOVA


The Parisienne is the shining justification of the superiority of France over other nations.


–LÉON GOZLAN


In the history of Europe, I see only one country – France – that has always thought of the good of others.


–LOUIS GILLET


We French are, we must be, the world’s conscience.


–ROMAIN ROLLAND


London may become Rome, but it will certainly never become Athens: that destiny is reserved for Paris.


–THÉOPHILE GAUTIER


France would not easily be content to count for no more in the world than a big Belgium.


–JULES FERRY


French cultural exceptionalism has never existed, thank goodness… It might seem ridiculous when French political and cultural spokespeople trot out references to France’s rayonnement [radiance] – as they habitually do. Taken literally, the word implies that we French consider France to be the sun of humanity, the stellar orb whose function it is to shine down on and warm the entire planet. But every orator who lapses into this cliché… is fully aware of the image of national vanity he is presenting to foreign audiences.


–JEAN-FRANÇOIS REVEL


France! Great in all the arts, supreme in none.


–ANATOLE FRANCE


For half a century we have been obsessed by a doubt: are we still a great people?


–ÉDOUARD BALLADUR


In France, the equality that people dream about is: everybody gets to attain the same noble status.


–PHILIPPE D’IRIBARNE


Old France, weighed down with history, prostrated by wars and revolution, endlessly vacillating from greatness to decline, but revived, century after century, by the genius of renewal!


–CHARLES DE GAULLE


The English are, perhaps, greater philosophers; the Italians better painters and musicians; the Romans were greater orators; but the French are the only people, except the Greeks, who have been at once philosophers, poets, orators, historians, painters, architects, sculptors and musicians… And in common life, they have, in great measure, perfected that art, the most useful and agreeable of any, l’art de Vivre, the art of society and conversation.


–DAVID HUME


A Frenchman who, with a fund of virtue, learning and good sense, has the manners and good breeding of his country, is the perfection of human nature.


–LORD CHESTERFIELD


A Frenchman must always be talking, whether he knows anything of the matter or not.


–SAMUEL JOHNSON


The French are the first People of the Universe; that in the Arts of living they do or ought to give Laws to the whole World, and that whosoever would either eat, drink, dress, dance, fight, sing or even sneeze, avec Élégance, must go to Paris to learn it.


–SAMUEL FOOTE


[It is] a pleasanter job to be a Parisian than a king.


–HM KING MILAN OF SERBIA


In ways that other literary cultures do not, French literary culture connects the narrow world of science or scholarship to the broader world beyond.


–PRISCILLA PARKHURST CLARK


There is no other culture than the French… it is, by necessity, the right one.


–FRIEDRICH NIETZSCHE (TO AUGUST STRINDBERG)













INTRODUCTION [image: ] The Fascination with France, the French and the French Way of Life



In 2008, a Frenchman, Pierre-Louis Colin, a 34-year-old speech-writer at the Foreign Ministry, published a book entitled Guide des jolies femmes de Paris. Despite its jovial title, the book had a serious purpose in that Colin’s ‘high mission’, as he explained it, was to help combat what he saw as a ‘righteous’ (he probably meant self-righteous) Anglo-Saxon-dominated world. His subject, he said, was especially French and very important. It was a guide to finding the prettiest women in Paris.


‘The greatest marvels of Paris are not in the Louvre,’ he confided. ‘They are in the streets and the gardens, in the cafés and in the boutiques. The greatest marvels of Paris are the hundreds and thousands of women, whose smiles – whose cleavages, whose legs – bring incessant happiness to those who take promenades. You just have to know where to observe them.’


The book went on to classify the arrondissements of Paris according to their women. No less than the way France itself may be divided into its gastronomic regions, every neighbourhood in Paris, Colin insisted, had its ‘feminine speciality’.


Ménilmontant, in the north-east, for example, was characterised by ‘perfectly shameless cleavages – radiant breasts often uncluttered by a bra’. The area around the Madeleine Catholic church was the location to find ‘sublime legs’. Even middle-aged Parisian women between the ages of forty and sixty, he observed, showed a unique ‘saucy maturity’, reflecting an ‘ambitious sex life that refused to lay down its weapons’.


Colin was certainly doing his bit to combat the domination of the world by the Anglo-Saxons, many of whom would have decried his book as inherently sexist at the same time as shamelessly enjoying his approach, and acknowledging that he himself fulfilled the stereotype many foreigners have of the French, as being more obsessed with sex (and being better at it) than the rest of us.


I first came across the book when I read another one, La Seduction: How the French Play the Game of Life, by Elaine Sciolino, a former Paris bureau chief for the New York Times. In fact, I was more interested in Sciolino’s book than I was in Colin’s – not because I was a middle-aged, happily married man with no residual interest in radiant breasts or shameless cleavages, but because I recognised her book as one of a growing genre of titles that are written about France and the French but about nowhere and no one else.1


I call these ‘cute’ books because they are, for the most part, written with tongue firmly in the cheek but with an underlying serious point, that serious point being that the French are different from the rest of us. They are different from the rest of us in specific ways, and/or in more general ways that we nonetheless find difficult to fully pin down.


Among these titles we may include: Sixty Million Frenchmen Can’t Be Wrong (Why We Love France but Not the French); French Women Don’t Get Fat; French Women Don’t Get Facelifts; French Children Don’t Throw Food; French Parents Don’t Give In; The Bonjour Effect: The Secret Code of French Conversation Revealed; Au Contraire: Figuring Out the French; How the French Invented Love; 1000 Years of Annoying the French.


This is not an exhaustive list, but it is enough to convey the flavour and reach of this genre. The themes that these books explore range across a colourful landscape of characteristics which, although for the most part hardly academic, do betray, among the non-French, who are the authors of these titles, an admiration for and, at the same time, a resentful irritation with and – yes – an envy of a people that can be so self-regarding and, at times, arrogant: ‘Love of grandeur is one of the fundamental characteristics of French culture.’ ‘They have an innate disposition towards creative thinking.’ ‘Intellectual foreplay.’ ‘It is a centralised country with a penchant for authoritarianism and a disdain for compromise.’ ‘Since their World War II purgatory, the French have learned to live with the idea that they are neither the biggest, nor the strongest, power on earth. But they still believe they are the best.’ ‘They have a degree of self-assurance that few other countries have.’ ‘The gastronomic orgasm.’ ‘In France there is a residual belief in the intrinsic genius or superiority of the French language.’ ‘Not a week goes by in France without talk of l’exception culturelle (the cultural exception).’2


For the most part, these observations are not substantiated or followed through. They are meant half seriously but not properly investigated. In many cases, it would be difficult if not impossible to do so. How do you judge a disdain for compromise, or degrees of self-assurance?


Viv Groskop, a British broadcaster and comedian, has in all seriousness written a funny book on how French literature can teach us to be happy. Again, could/would anyone write a book about how German, Russian or Jewish literature could teach us happiness?


Sudhir Hazareesingh, born in Mauritius, a former French colony, and now an Oxford academic with a flat in Paris, makes a more substantial stab at things in his book, How the French Think: An Affectionate Portrait of an Intellectual People. Among his considered observations: the French evince an ‘unrelenting dogmatism’; they have a ‘magnificent rhetorical style’ in conversation; ‘the activities of the mind have occupied a special place in French public life’; ‘the French devotion to culture is reflected in the weight given to the written word’; ‘the philosophical spirit is more developed there than anywhere else’. France has ‘a contempt for materialism’. There is a belief among the French ‘that the possession of a high degree of culture provides (in and of itself) an entitlement to rule’. ‘In France we have no oil but we have ideas.’ France believes it is ‘a beacon to the rest of the world’ with an ‘uncritical belief in the supremacy of the French mission civilisatrice’. ‘The French café symbolises equal dignity.’ There is ‘a preference for abstract argument over concrete, evidence-based discussion’. ‘All the great ideals of European civilisations have come through France.’ ‘French unhappiness might be caused by too much thinking.’ There is an ‘absence of interest in contemporary French thought among progressives across the world’. Yet ‘intellectuals continue to matter’. ‘French elite thinking has drifted towards a strident form of ethnic nationalism.’3


It’s a lot to take in, and some of these observations are paradoxical and/or contrary, others are dated, not all are flattering, but the central point is that it is France and the French that attract these kinds of bald, bold and provocative statements in the first place, when other nations do not do so. There are no books on why American women don’t get facelifts, how the Irish think, why 80 million Germans can’t be wrong or 1,000 years of irritating the British (though after Brexit that might change).


A clue to this phenomenon lies, I believe, in the fact that many of the authors of these books about France are American: this is not accidental. It is not accidental because, among the 196 nations of the world, only America and France harbour universal pretensions and suffer from a similar narcissism. We hear regularly about French exceptionalism and American exceptionalism but hardly at all about that of any other nation. Rooted in history and lodged in their people’s collective psychology is the conviction that the French, like the Americans, have a special global mission. For the Americans it is the spread of democracy and free enterprise (‘manifest destiny’); for the French it is the mission civilisatrice. As the American historian Richard Kuisel puts it, both nations – and only these two nations – are convinced that other people in the world want to be like them. Americans believe that they possess the secret to freedom and prosperity and the French believe they are the champions of civilisation. This, in my view, accounts for why many non-French are drawn to – and at the same time irritated by – France and the French. Both nations have an inbuilt arrogance but that among Americans is more understandable since their country is so obviously richer and more open (though clearly by no means less corrupt) than anywhere else. But with the French it is much harder to pin down what it is that we admire/are jealous of/can’t abide.





Most non-French people probably don’t know that there is a thriving French anti-American literature: America the Menace: Scenes from the Life of the Future; Menace in the West: The Rise of French Anti-Americanism; L’Amérique est-elle trop riche?; Les Américains sont-ils adultes?; La France colonisée; L’Amérique dans les têtes: un siècle de fascinations et d’aversions; Le Défi américain; L’Obsession anti-américaine. Unsurprisingly, not all these titles have been translated into English. The zenith (or nadir) of this ‘literature’ was Jean Baudrillard’s Amérique, published in 1986, which claimed to find a ‘chasm of modernity’ between France and the United States, because America ‘represents the end of European values and culture; it is a society without reflection or introspection, without reverence for cultural heritage, without depth or a sense of the tragic’. America was already in decline, he thought, ‘at the facelift stage’.4


Charles de Gaulle agreed, avant la lettre. In one speech in the 1960s he listed America’s faults: violence, racism, vulgarity, moral laxness, seductive materialism. De Gaulle disliked the American way of life, finding America to be ‘a society without history and therefore without identity’. (In fact, as we shall see, it is France that has had a problem with its identity.) In particular, de Gaulle disliked the ‘arrogance of power’ that he felt the US showed. Yet his own policies were themselves grounded on his famous ‘certain idea of France’ where she ‘is only really herself when she is at the forefront of nations’.


According to one distinguished French historian, François Furet, who died in 1997, French exceptionalism is now over. In 1988, Furet published with two colleagues a book entitled La République du centre and subtitled La fin de l’exception française. Furet looked at French exceptionalism in the long term and found that the areas in which the French had differed from their European counterparts (revolution, repeated ways in which governments have fallen by one form of violence or another, dirigisme, the absence of compromise or consensus, the need for glory) were finally on the wane and France was becoming more like other modern industrial nations. Furet’s book attracted enormous attention in France, though it was never translated into English, and one reason for that may have been because he wasn’t entirely right.5 The American academic Richard Kuisel, already introduced, wrote two excellent books about French–American relations. In the first, published in 1993, he concluded that the American way had ‘seduced’ the French. In the second book, published in 2011, he concluded that the French had rejected American values, while maintaining their exceptionalism.6


The ambivalence which Americans feel about the French, and which the French feel about America, is reflected – to an extent – in the relationship between the British and the French. In their long book on That Sweet Enemy, a history of British–French relations, Robert (British) and Isabelle (French) Tombs subtitle their story ‘a love–hate relationship’. Interestingly, their book has four entries in the index on ‘Francophilia’ and ten each on ‘Francophobia’ and ‘Anglophilia’, but no fewer than forty-six on ‘Anglophobia’.7


So there is something special, something different, something fascinating about the French. Foreigners are at one and the same time envious of the French way of life and irritated by the French assumption that they are more civilised than the rest of us. There is of course a paradox here. If the French weren’t more civilised than the rest of us, the rest of us wouldn’t envy them their way of life.


But what is their way of life? What is their secret? How has that way of life come about? As already discussed, the raft of ‘cute’ books, though providing entertaining guides to this or that aspect of Frenchness, never really hit the nail on the head across the board. I believe there is an answer, a serious answer, and this book sets out to provide it.


A CULTURE OF DEFEAT, A GENIUS FOR RENEWAL



The idea for the main theme of this book first arose when I read The Children of the Revolution: The French 1799–1914, published in 2008 by Robert Gildea, professor of modern history at the University of Oxford.8 Gildea’s argument in that book (which, despite its title, begins in 1760) was and is that, beginning with the French Revolution, and lasting until the First World War, there were five key generations that shaped the history of the country, and that these generations were marked by five convulsions that embraced France during those years: the Revolution itself, and the Terror that followed it, from 1789 to 1794; 1815, the Hundred Days, the Battle of Waterloo and the restoration of the monarchy; the revolution of 1848 and the coup d’état shortly after in 1851; the Franco-Prussian War and the Paris Commune in 1870–1; and the Dreyfus Affair of 1897.


I was also taken by the work of French historian Pierre Nora and his interest in what is ‘intangible’ in cultures, in ‘national mentalities’, in his idea that France, even today, is still ‘painfully seeking itself’, his concern to run to earth how France’s uniqueness as a nation was achieved, the ‘obsessive cult of country’ that he observed about him and, yes, what exactly a ‘generation’ is, how long it lasts, and what determines who belongs to a generation. Gildea and Nora were exploring the right questions, but so too were other French historians, who together provided a golden generation themselves: Maurice Agulhon on French sociability and the country’s ‘violent symbolic landscape’; Noëmi Hepp on what is and what isn’t remembered; Fernand Braudel on ‘collective destinies’ and the country’s ‘distinctive cultural superstructure’; and Michel de Certeau’s focus on the ‘power of the well-spoken word’ and the ‘repeated wound’. Sudhir Hazareesingh also makes the point that ‘loss, alienation and death’ have ‘deep roots’ in French culture.9


All this, however, has to be put alongside the work and ideas of Wolfgang Schivelbusch, a German–American historian, in his 2001 title, The Culture of Defeat, and those of Jean-Marc Largeaud, the French historian who argues that there is in fact a culture of defeat that is ‘unique to France’. Their theories all begin and end, in a way, with what Robert and Isabelle Tombs conclude in their book on the relations down the ages between Britain and France: ‘The memory of defeat went [goes] deeper than the memory of victory.’10


Schivelbusch begins his original account in ancient times but it suits us to close in on his analysis of Hegel’s nineteenth-century maxim ‘that world history is the court of world justice [which] regards victory as a verdict – the end result of a previous struggle – that remains in force only until an opponent’s challenge begins a new struggle… In the classical liberal system, the winners at any one point in history must always be prepared to face challenges from rivals, who are often yesterday’s losers, whether the context occurs in industry or the marketplace, in the world of fashion or ideas, in sports competitions or political elections.’ (Emphasis added.)11 The ‘philosophy of defeat’, he goes on, seeks to identify and appreciate the significance of defeat itself.


Reinhart Koselleck, a German historian who died in 2006, similarly drew a comparison between the historiography of victors and vanquished. ‘While history may be temporarily made by the victors… The historiography of the defeated is another matter entirely. Their defining experience is that everything turned out other than they hoped… Therefore, they begin to search for middle- and long-term factors to account for and perhaps explain the accident of the unexpected outcome. There is something to the hypothesis that being forced to draw new and difficult lessons from history yields insights of longer validity and thus greater explanatory power. History may in the short term be made by the victors, but historical wisdom is in the long run enriched more by the vanquished…’12


Putting Gildea, Nora, Certeau, Largeaud and Koselleck together with Schivelbusch produces the table below, a table that, I believe, acts as a clear starting point for understanding both the weaknesses and the strengths of the French and the contours of the French way of life. To address one of Nora’s main points, I think it shows clearly that, as Gildea identifies, generational effects are crucial and are defined by events. Here, I argue, are the all-important ones:




	1763    End of the Seven Years War


	1789–94 French Revolution and the Terror


	1815    Battle of Waterloo


	1830    Revolution


	1848–51 Revolution and coup d’état


	1870–1  Franco-Prussian War and the Paris Commune


	1896–7  Dreyfus Affair


	1916    Verdun


	1940    Vichy


	1954–62 Dien Bien Phu and the Algerian War


	1968    Events of May





The first thing to say about this list of dates is that, in fact, it is not exhaustive of the convulsions France has suffered. Barricades went up, and serious conflict followed, in 1832, 1834 and 1839, but the dates in the list are those that matter for reasons that will become clear.13 More important, the second thing to say is that, on average, each pair of events is about a generation apart, never more than twenty-something years. The third is that each set of events in the list marks a real convulsion in French history: violence of one sort or another and, either for the nation as a whole (1763, 1815, 1870–1, 1940) or for large parts of it (the church, the army, the aristocracy, the financiers, the pieds noirs), a terrible experience of defeat. In other words, almost every generation of the French people, since it lost its place as the number-one nation in Europe (and therefore the world, at the time), at the end of the Seven Years War in 1763, has had close-up, first-hand experience of violence and/or defeat (the First World War is an especially complex and ambiguous case which we shall come back to). One could go further and say that many of these defeats (1763, 1815, 1870–1, 1940) were not just defeats but humiliations.


No other nation, certainly no other developed nation, has experienced so many and so regular defeats and humiliations. This ‘repeated wound’, in Certeau’s words, it seems to me, helps explain to an extent the French way of life. As Koselleck phrased it: ‘Being defeated appears to be an inexhaustible wellspring of intellectual progress.’ Not only that, as Schivelbusch also says, yesterday’s losers – as the table shows that the French have so often been – soon become challengers, not necessarily in the context of military affairs but ‘in industry, the marketplace, in the world of fashion or ideas, in sports competitions’.


I am arguing here that the distinctive French way of life – the preponderance of high culture, high fashion, haute cuisine, intellectual activity – owes a great deal to the distinctive nature of French history, in particular its repeated wound of serial military and political defeats. These defeats have made France more reflective, more philosophical, more intellectual, more abstract, have helped divert its creative energies into its empires of art, culture, haute cuisine and haute couture. But the experience of repeated defeats has also ensured it is more dogmatic, defensively arrogant, envious of other peoples, and has helped stoke its contempt for materialism. Its repeated defeats have spawned its desperate need for a return to what is perceived as the grandeur of earlier times.


Though true enough, it is only half the picture. Ceri Crossley, in his book French Historians and Romanticism, makes the point that one of the long-term effects of the Revolution was to bring about an ingrained ‘mood of renewal’ in France. Whereas British history, for example, is reformist, French history is revolutionary, and we shall see that scenario in this book – a pattern of fairly swift returns to enthusiasm, a passion for work as often as not replacing the desire for power, so that in France the basic meaning of history lies in the redevelopment of man’s productive capacities.14 This is what de Gaulle meant when he referred to France’s ‘genius for renewal’.


But it is still not the whole story. Between the defeat of the nobility in the Fronde (the civil war which pitched the French king against the princes and the nobility and lasted from 1648 until 1653), which we might say created a more reflective, intellectual and stylish aristocracy in France than elsewhere, and France’s next major defeat – in 1763, a century later, the end of the Seven Years War, when the country ceased to be the world’s greatest power, ceding that title to Great Britain – French culture continued to evolve in a number of ways that made it the envy of the world. In the early eighteenth century, across a wide range of fields – from architecture and fashion to painting and chemistry, from food and philosophy to manners and theatre – the French led the way.


One of the effects of the Fronde was to inculcate in Louis XIV a dislike of Paris, which is one reason why he moved his court to Versailles, 12 miles and two to three hours away by horse-drawn coach. This decision would be to the long-term benefit of Paris and Parisians, which became evident as the eighteenth century progressed. Paris became the capital of the world.


After 1763, however, France changed. The change was not immediately apparent, because 1763 was only the first of the several defeats the nation was to suffer, and which together account for its cultural character.


According to Schivelbusch, the initial response to defeat, whether psychological, cultural or political, conforms to a pattern which cuts across nations. The first stage is ‘dreamland’. This dreamland period, Schivelbusch says, normally lasts for weeks or months only, during which time memories of the actual reasons for defeat begin to fade, to be replaced by the losers’ conviction that the nation laid down its arms more or less of its own free will, in a kind of ‘gentleman’s agreement’ that placed trust ‘in the chivalry of the enemy’. ‘It is all the more surprising’, he writes, ‘how briefly the nation’s depression tends to last before turning into a unique type of euphoria.’


And it is not far from dreamland, Schivelbusch says, to the most common – and often final – state, in which it is held that ‘the actual losers were the moral winners’, that the losers in battle were the winners in spirit. For example, the massacre of French knights in 1346 by English archers at Crécy is even today considered ‘less a military defeat than chivalric martyrdom… our enemies were anonymous, mechanical, soulless assembly-line workers, devoid of any imagination, who were only victorious because of their greater numbers’.15 These sentiments, he says, recur throughout history and the underlying complaint is: ‘Make it a fair fight and we’d have whipped you.’


The defeated party can always claim that the decisive factor in defeat was a violation of the rules. As Robert and Isabelle Tombs put it, the French account of their defeat at Waterloo is often put down, by Victor Hugo and other French historians, to the fact that the Prussians turned up late ‘unsportingly to turn the tide’.16 Much the same attitudes emerged in Paris during the First World War – see chapter 41.


And it is but a short step from here to the idea that victory achieved by unsoldierly means is illegitimate, a deceitful swindle, in some way false, whereas defeat is the experience of something ‘pure and unsullied’. More even than that, victory tends to be seen as a mode of profit-making and therefore the victors inhabit ‘the realm of tradesmen and merchants’ rather than honourable military types. Against such adversaries, the losers make terrific sacrifices and, in so doing, ‘the losing side attains a dignity in its own eyes that is as inaccessible to the victor in an age of profitable triumphs as the kingdom of heaven is to the rich man in the New Testament’. In a speech to the French soldiers returning home a few days after Sedan, Hugo assured them that ‘you will always be the world best soldiers… The glory belongs to France.’ A statue erected to one of France’s military leaders in 1874 bears the inscription ‘Gloria victis’, ‘Glory to the conquered’ (there are in fact seven iterations of this scattered about France).17


And it further follows from this that, if the victor’s triumph is seen as illegitimate in some way, and thus can stake no claim to glory or honour, an injustice has been inflicted that must be rectified. And this is where a new struggle begins, which is often an ethical or even juridical levée en masse in which the loser, ‘casting himself as the personification of defiled purity, tries to score a “moral victory” against the winner’. In some ways this is the crucial step, for the onslaught cannot be cast in military terms. In fact – and again this is central to the argument – defeated countries can rely on one great consolation: their faith in their cultural and moral superiority above the people who have overpowered them. Linda Colley tells us that, following its defeat in the American War of Independence, Britain bounced back ‘in one of the most formative and violent periods in the making of Britain and in the making of the modern world’, where ‘Lord North was made the scapegoat for national humiliation’, and where one of the reasons for the enthusiasm for the abolition of slavery was because it helped the British feel superior to Americans.18


Schivelbusch describes a raft of intellectuals – French and German, mainly – who are sympathetic to the notion that ‘victory threatens culture, whereas defeat might enhance it’. To quote only one example, Nietzsche was not alone in prophesying that, after the Franco-Prussian conflict of 1870–1 – in which Paris was besieged and France humiliated – France would only gain in culture while Germany, until then ‘the land of poets and thinkers’, would decline.19


The understanding of war as a ‘purifying and renewing force’ is, Schivelbusch says, the most important legacy granted to the defeated. And it is a short step from understanding defeat as an act of purification, humility and sacrifice – a crucifixion of sorts – to laying claim to spiritual and moral leadership in world affairs.20


As we shall see, time and again, this applied a fortiori in France. After Sedan, Hugo thundered: ‘Like ancient Greece and Rome, France today is civilisation and a threat to France is a threat to all… should the unthinkable transpire and France be defeated, it would be a sign of how far humanity has sunk… Saving Paris means more than saving France: it means saving the world.’21 Shortly after this, Parisians were reduced to eating rats and elephants from the zoo, and 30,000 of their number were butchered.


Undoubtedly, echoes of this sort can be found throughout history. For example, the French collapse of 1814–15, far from being acknowledged as a national disaster, was dismissed as the personal failure of Napoleon. The crimes of Vichy France in the Second World War were likewise dismissed later (by President Mitterrand among others) as not being the crimes of the real France – Vichy, he said, ‘was not France’. The Napoleonic defeats had been carried out not by a single enemy but by a coalition, towards whose individual members the French nation could still feel superior. Following the First World War, Germany felt the same – that it had been defeated by a coalition (the ‘stab in the back’), whereas it could have beaten any one individual of the opposition nations in a ‘fair fight’.


Another pattern can be found in the ‘parallel scourges’ of English mercantilism and Prussian militarism, both departing from French esprit in their ‘calculating coldness, heartlessness, methodicalness [and] lack of grace, fighting spirit and heroism’. In the aftermath of defeat in the Seven Years War, for instance, there was no doubt among the French public that the moral victor was not England – ‘this restless people of accountants and egotists’ – but France, thanks to the ‘reliably loyal national integrity and strength of character’.22


Furthermore, every (new) defeat stirs up memories of earlier defeats and, as we shall see, and as Jean-Marc Largeaud has said, France has suffered more defeats – some humiliating – and those defeats closer together than any other comparable nation. In the Franco-Prussian War, the French army failed to win a single battle and its only actions were retreats.23 It takes some doing to convert that sort of humiliation into a victory, but within a remarkably few short years, France was aglitter in the Belle Époque and Paris, not Berlin or London, was again the capital – and the envy – of the world.





If serial military and political defeats – ‘the repeated wound’ – help explain why France is a more reflective nation than others, why it defensively and aggressively promotes its successes in culture, the arts, the worlds of fashion, food and philosophy, as a sort of compensatory displacement activity, we still need to understand both why it recovered so quickly and so often from its defeats, and why the culture that it excelled in was, for much of the time, ‘high culture’. France’s image of itself as the premier home of high culture is part of its love of ‘grandeur’.


This may be explained by one other aspect of the nation’s history: an institution that is, if not totally unique, then pre-eminent in its history. This feature has been the subject of much recent scholarship about the French, and helps explain a great deal of what interests and intrigues us about them and, yes, sets them apart. That phenomenon is sociability.


Sociability is not a particularly user-friendly word in English. The word and the concept were first introduced into historiography in the 1960s to mark the study of the history of association (political and otherwise) and to describe intellectual networks. Conviviality, gregariousness, civility, liveliness, even ‘clubbability’ are given as synonyms in the dictionaries. But, in fact, they are all inadequate to some degree and sociability, for all its faults, is the most accurate and will have to serve. And in fact the French use it a lot themselves – they like it.


There were perhaps two reasons why the sociability of the French should take precedence. One is that the notion of sociability – in particular, its moral and political dimensions – was more thoroughly explored in eighteenth-century France than elsewhere, because theories of natural law were strongest there and ideas about association received more attention.24 And there were those who felt, perhaps as a result of this, that the French were (are?) more sociable than other nations. Mirabeau, for instance, was one who felt that the ‘vertus sociables’ were ‘more natural to us than to any other nation’.25 In Montesquieu’s Persian Letters, Uzbec, his fictional Persian visitor in Paris, writes back to his homeland: ‘It is said that man is a sociable being. On this score it seems to me that a Frenchman is more human than anyone else. He is man par excellence for he seems to be made uniquely for société.’26 Daniel Gordon argues that ‘it was common to affirm in the Enlightenment that France was the model of sociability to the rest of the world’ and quotes Bernardin de Saint-Pierre, novelist and botanist, as saying that ‘most of our writers brag about our nation’s spirit of société’,27 while even Voltaire, in the dedication in his play Zaïre, wrote: ‘Since the reign of Anne of Austria [mid-seventeenth century] they [the French] have been the most sociable and polite people on earth, and this politeness is not arbitrary… It is a law of nature that they have fortunately cultivated more than any other peoples.’28


But a second, associated and arguably more important reason for the supremacy of French sociability was the emergence of the salon in French society.


TRADING THE SWORD FOR THE PEN – SUBLIMATED REVENGE



Depending on how you choose to understand modern French history, it began either with the Fronde in the seventeenth century, which helped lay the foundation for Louis XIV’s removal of his court to Versailles and begin the grand siècle, but sparked the alienation of the nobility of Paris from the court, or it began in 1763, the end of the Seven Years War, when defeat by Britain marked the end of France’s claim to be the greatest power in Europe, and left Britain to take over. This marked an enduring grievance of the French for their country’s lost grandeur that it has never really overcome.


The Fronde pitched the aristocracy against the Crown, and the aristocracy lost. It was in fact a defining defeat for the aristocracy and is a good example, says Schivelbusch, of his theory, because, after their defeat, the Frondists, who opposed French absolutism, ‘traded the sword for the pen’, becoming typical losers of ‘this reflective sort’. He cites as examples the memoirs and aphorisms of Saint-Simon and La Rochefoucauld, arguing that they ‘were ultimately both a sublimated form of revenge and a social critique that led directly to the Enlightenment and the French Revolution’.29


More than that, the Fronde had a significant effect on the changing status of the aristocracy in France. As a result of the mayhem of religious wars, the commercial revolution sparked by the discoveries of the New World, and the scientific revolution, prices rose constantly between 1560 and 1640, roughly speaking, which had a disastrous knock-on effect in regard to the revenues of the nobility. This occurred in spite of the fact that le monde or high society in France was exempt from the taille, the tax that formed the basis of the French fiscal system. Nor was it helped by the loi de dérogeance, under which the nobility was forbidden from participating in business or commerce, welcomed by many among the nobility at the time as underlining their superiority and distinction.


The increased importance of the infantry in wartime also displaced the role of the cavalry as the elite corps. The nobility – traditionally linked with the cavalry – despised the infantry, one reason being that its advance took the stress off the military distinction associated with mounted warfare. This had the unintended consequence of severing the association between the aristocracy and valour and in so doing changed the very meaning of the nobility’s claim to preference.


One all-important knock-on effect of this was that in the nobility’s eyes the traditional superiority of arms was replaced by the superiority of breeding, ‘the incontestable purity of lineage’. As Benedetta Craveri puts it: ‘The outward signs of nobility – titles, positions, land, palaces, clothing and jewels – could no longer indicate membership by right of a certain class, since they had come to be used in the traffic between the Crown and the new men. The nobility therefore chose to define itself through the treacherous domains of style. Henceforth it would be by their way of living, of speaking, of acting, of amusing themselves, of enjoying each other’s company that the nobles would persuade themselves of the unshakeable certainty of their own superiority. In place of arms, their touchstone would be provided by refined manners – bienséances – and by a body of unwritten law more powerful than any written one.’30 They referred to themselves by the collective label of le monde to show that their worldliness was as separate from the divine realm of the church as much as from the court.


While these changes were taking place, Cardinal Richelieu appeared on the scene with his pronounced views about absolute monarchy and the forms of courtesy due to the king and his various offices. This was the beginning of the high point of absolutism in which one of the main aims of the monarch and his minister was to insist that the nobility conform to the strict, hierarchical etiquette of the court. ‘A great monarchy must be reflected in the elegance of its language, the excellence of its artistic and cultural institutions, the prestige of its literature, and of course the splendor of its court.’31


This did not please everyone. As the American historian Daniel Gordon tartly remarks: ‘How do people living in an authoritarian regime maintain their sense of dignity?’ Almost the only practical possibility ‘is to invest the seemingly insignificant areas of life that the authorities do not control with the maximum amount of meaning’. Citizens who lacked sovereignty, Gordon observes, had to ‘take an inventory’ of the social spaces that remained free and order them into a coherent whole.32


Given this context, coming on top of all the other changes of fortune that the nobility had suffered, it was only a matter of time before some of their number would seek an area of freedom separate from the increasingly oppressive nature of the court. And when it came it took the form of a protected space – secular, ethical and aesthetic – that was removed not just from the court but from the church too, a new collective ideal of life that lasted for centuries and set France apart from other nations. This was the salon, one of the main focuses of this book.


TEMPLES OF INSIGNIFICANT CHATTER OR SPACES FOR FRUITFUL DIALOGUE?


The first person to draw attention to this world was Comte Pierre Louis de Roederer, who in 1835 published his Mémoire pour server à l’histoire de la société polie en France. Since then there has been a raft of international scholarship exploring the ‘complex web of influence between the salons and the savants’, in particular their effects on the French language, on new forms of literature, on the role of philosophy in society, and in the realm of taste. One of the most up-to-date works on the subject is The Age of Conversation, by the Italian historian Benedetta Craveri. In admirable detail, she has identified the last half of the seventeenth century as the period when the French way of life as we know it first came into focus and the all-important part played by a dozen or so remarkable women.33


Many of these women were ridiculed in their own time, as we shall see. Despite this, it is the argument of this book that the salon appeared at a propitious time in European history, though it was no accident. Furthermore, it was both a symptom and a cause of several more or less simultaneous developments in social/intellectual life, which together determine what we so admire (and to an extent revile) about the French way of life. I will also argue that the mixing of sociability and intellect is an underappreciated lineament of history.




	The salon emerged as a social/intellectual and egalitarian alternative to the hierarchical absolutist courts of the French kings.


	
The salons, hosted by female salonnières (for reasons we shall come to), helped to nourish a sympathetic and symbiotic relationship between men and women that set the relations between the sexes in France as different from – and much more agreeable and productive than – those elsewhere.


	The salons came on stream in France at the same time as (a) the maturation of high classical culture, formalised in the establishment of the great academies in French life, and (b) multiple innovations in the sophisticated realm of what we might call ‘style’ or ‘taste’, such as the introduction of haute cuisine, haute couture and haute coiffure; new forms of interior decoration (new colours and forms of furniture, such as mirrors); the invention of new wines, such as champagne; the science of cosmetics and dietetics; the greater sophistication of the toilette; and so on.


	This combination of stylish sociability and intellectual activity means that in France, more than elsewhere, intellectuality was more socially acceptable in le monde. This mix is what gave intellectual affairs – and intellectuals – a higher and more approved status in France than elsewhere.


	The simultaneous occurrence of these various activities comprised a unique event that gave France, and French culture, its unique flavour. Among other things – and this is all-important – it helped ensure that high culture in France was more a matter of fine art, poetry, theatre, novels, philosophy and later politics, rather than science. There were scientific salons, but they were nowhere near as numerous as other kinds. By and large, science is not as sociable an activity as the arts in any country. (But that is a topic for another book.) At the same time, the non-hierarchical nature of the French salons played an important role in the change of intellectual mood in France that helped to give rise to the eighteenth-century socio-political weather system that produced both Enlightenment and Revolution.





The word salon is – to an extent – an anachronism. Antoine Lilti, the foremost contemporary French authority on the culture of the salons, says it was first used in 1794 in Sébastien Chamfort’s Maximes et pensées. Until then words such as société, monde or cercle were equally common. But salon has stuck and the literature on the subject is now both copious and contentious, starting in earnest in the 1970s in the wake of the new interest in sociability by historians.


The real question about salon sociability is whether salons were ‘temples of snobbery and insignificant chatter’, homes to precious trivialities, or convivial gatherings of proper intellectual debate, spaces for free and fruitful dialogue. Academics like the Canadian Jolanta T. Pekacz have argued that the salons had no real significance, that more than one man wrote about how he was relieved to be back among male company, in male-run salons or the cafés, which were mainly male affairs.34 This does not sit well with the fact that many salons lasted for decades, or with the fact that many men of substance were members of multiple salons. Are we to conclude that such formidable individuals were content time and again with merely trivial goings-on in such surroundings? Common sense, as well as many quotations describing and extolling the virtues of long-lived salon life, suggest that their prominence was well earned. By and large, the French are not a frivolous people – droll, maybe, but that is quite different.35


Steven Kale, another of the several American academics who have taken an interest in French sociability and salons in particular, argues to the contrary that salons and mondanité (society life) existed ‘in close proximity’ to the worlds of politics, literature, art, fashion and business, all of which preoccupied French elites.36 Salons encouraged socialising between the sexes, brought nobles and bourgeois together, and afforded opportunities for intellectual speculation.


In fact, the sheer persistence of salons during the nineteenth century, Kale says, underlined their remarkable ability to adapt to changing historical circumstances. In the wake of the worst excesses of the Revolution, salons largely disappeared, although to an extent they were reconstituted abroad by aristocratic émigrés.37 In France itself, they were reconstituted shortly after the Terror ended, with Napoleon encouraging renewed salon activity as a way to enlist the support of the traditional aristocracy and boost the intellectual and social cachet of his reign in the eyes of monarchical Europe. This was an element in his politics of fusion. During the Bourbon Restoration (1815–30) and the July Monarchy (1830–48), salons extended their influence still more to become the principal focuses of elite political networking and intellectual exchange, albeit constrained by the norms of mondain sociability and still led by salonnières, ‘whose traditional mediating function seemed all the more necessary in the face of growing political partisanship’.38


The ‘feminine’ characteristics of salons also came to be idealised by generations of male writers, artists, intellectuals and politicians, who treasured them ‘as protected spaces for the reconciliation of differences’; their vital neutrality was understood to be guaranteed by the self-effacement and devotion to propriety of the salonnière.39


The salon was capable of an extraordinary flexibility, drawing its strength from not being one thing only. At times, the salon was like a royal court, at others a university, an academy, a republic or a monarchy, even a publishing house. ‘Salons’, says Kale, ‘could be either marginal or mainstream, bourgeois or aristocratic, public or private, courtly or enlightened, hierarchical or democratic, mixed or exclusive, feminist or masculine, frivolous or serious, literary or political – or both.’ They filled an institutional vacuum at the all-important intersection between public and private life that was so important to the emerging culture of the eighteenth century.40


There were those, such as Alphonse de Lamartine, who argued that salons ‘determined the march of events’ and manipulated political life from behind the scenes. Historian Marc Fumaroli says salons were an important basis for the evolution of French literature thanks to the development of polite conversation there.41 Pierre Bourdieu sees in salons ‘the birth of the writer… in which the increasing autonomy of literary activity retains an independence of the power structure and the social elites’. The American historian Robert Darnton has a different take. He sees the literary world of the eighteenth century as divided – and divided bitterly – between elite writers with access to the salons, who were ‘showered’ with honours, and the ‘low-lifes of literature’ who survived by publishing pamphlets. The salons, he insists, were places where writers received ‘consecration’.42


Underlying the resilience and longevity of the salons is an association between salon conversation, literature and the role of women in high society.



THE BEAUTIFUL HALF OF THE WORLD



Dena Goodman, professor of women’s studies at the University of Michigan, argues that the eighteenth-century salons were in fact the central institution of the Republic of Letters, that they were almost invariably ruled by women and that they were central to the success of the Enlightenment. Her researches are part of a wider frame of reference which is investigating the role of women in French history, especially in the ancien régime, and emerging evidence (explored in several places below) that women were deliberately airbrushed out of that history.


Goodman and other (mainly American) colleagues therefore argue that the female-administered salons were part of the important emerging public sphere in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, part of the growth – along with journals and newspapers, letters circulating with the newly established postal services, academies and coffee houses – of public opinion, which was occupied as much by the bourgeois sections of society as the aristocracy. Indeed, the salons were arguably the most important point of overlap between these different social spheres. ‘They were serious places, devoted to intellectual debate, in which the rules of politeness and a discreet governance by salonnières constituted the social grounding for the Enlightenment Republic of Letters, using an ideal of egalitarian sociability to bring together male philosophes’ will to reform with female mediation.’43


After Goodman, perhaps the most sustained effort to reconfigure French history in this way is that by Faith Beasley in her book Salons, History, and the Creation of 17th-Century France. In this tour de force, she takes on in particular the habit of the French themselves to put down the influence that women have had on the intellectual life of the country during the past 400 years. She notes how conventional French histories continually (mis)reported the death of the salons (under Louis XIV), how the salonnières became ‘mere’ hostesses in the eighteenth century, rather than intellectual figures in their own right, how they disappeared after 1848 – how, in effect, they were always being sidelined by conventional (and of course male) French historians.44


In the seventeenth century itself, however, as Beasley points out, references to women’s ‘proficient ability’ to discern the quality of literature were widespread. Women are even described as ‘oracles’. Beasley quotes from Martin de Pinchesne, a would-be poet and royal official, who said in a preface to his uncle Vincent Voiture’s Œuvres: ‘This beautiful half of the world, with the ability to read, also is able to judge as well as we are, and today is the master of men’s glory.’ Beasley’s argument is that, by the middle of the seventeenth century, the status of the salon milieu as arbiter of literary value ‘was so established’ as to incite intense opposition. More important in the long run, she says, and this is something we shall make much of, the salons’ precise role was to offer ‘worldly critique’, as opposed to more academic assessment. And this, it is argued here, is an especially French characteristic. People in the salons, Beasley says, did not – at least in the seventeenth century – speak with erudition but they spoke, according to one of their number, ‘with more good sense and less pedantry’ than the exchanges which reigned in the universities. The salons countered the all-male academies and were deliberately designed to ‘alter the entire literary field’, and it is the case that ‘many authors considered the opinion of the worldly public of the salons more crucial to their success’. There were, in the seventeenth century, ‘over fifty active salonnières in Paris alone’ and, according to Saint-Simon, they comprised ‘a kind of academy of cultivated minds, of gallantry, virtue and knowledge… it was a meeting place of the most distinguished in merit…’45


Antoine Lilti only half agrees. The point of the salons, he says, was their ‘worldliness’, rather than ‘a supposedly innate French talent for conversation’.46 ‘Le monde is an essential term for understanding Paris society of the eighteenth century… Le monde occupied an important place in the aesthetic and intellectual debates of the century and many writers of the Enlightenment were fascinated by it, thus helping to give the customs and manners of the Paris elite a lasting literary aura… Worldliness was the specific form taken in France by the fascination that the polite elites and the people of letters (gens des lettres) had for each other.’47 Lilti has been roundly criticised, mainly by American female historians, for trying to trivialise and marginalise salons, as not part of Jürgen Habermas’s newly identified ‘public sphere’, and we shall see that Lilti’s critics have a point: there is no getting away from the fact that many of the Parisian salonnières were formidable intellectual, artistic and social forces.48


THE IMPORTANCE OF ‘WORLDLINESS’


Moreover, ‘worldly taste’ was considered throughout the seventeenth century as a quality that women possessed innately and could pass on to men through social interaction. In this context, social education – not book learning – was held up to value, meaning that women had something to offer even when they were excluded from traditional forms of education. Education in society was held to be the equal of scholastic learning, and it is this, it will be argued here, that also marked the French way of life, what set French culture apart. It is, in effect, why (and where) the realms of taste and intellect came together.49


The fact that learning was a more ‘worldly’ matter in France than elsewhere implied and implies two further things. First, it means that this form of learning was more widely distributed in France than elsewhere – this is why the French overall are a more intellectual, abstract and cultured people than other nations. They do not have a greater proportion of ‘blue-stockings’ than the rest of us – professional academics in the universities, for example – but, for the above-mentioned reasons, the worldly bourgeois and upper classes do value learning and culture more than the social elites of other nations. Through the salons, and the agreeable forms of exchange within them, they were more familiar – and more intimate – with novelists, painters, musicians, philosophers and scientists. Through the French salon, those who were accomplished in one field met the accomplished in other fields rather more often than was the case in other countries. The longevity of the salons meant that these influences likewise solidified into accepted tradition.


But the salons served a separate, second function. As protected spaces, run mainly by women, they were relatively immune from the international politics – in particular the repeated defeats – that so shaped the masculine political life of the country. This was true even after the ‘cabinet wars’ of the pre-Napoleonic era gave way to the world of ‘levée en masse’ conflicts from the immediate post-Revolution time onwards. And so the worldly learning and sociability of the salons, which could not help but become more political in the first half of the nineteenth century, helped sustain the intellectual traditions that had emerged prior to the storming of the Bastille, and in so doing played a major role in many of the post-defeat recoveries that have so marked French history. The salons made it agreeable and easy for people who shone in one field to meet others shining in different fields, and the fellowship this created bolstered enthusiasm and fellow-feeling so important in creating optimism going forward. Though a wider world – of business, industry, travel, the media, political and educational institutions – evolved around them, salons continued as an elite form of engagement that embodied France’s idea of itself. While much of France wanted to forget its military/political failures, the salon represented what France thought it was good at.


SALONS AND A UNIQUE FEMALE LITERARY TRADITION



As we shall see in due course, Molière and contemporaries of his were mainly responsible for the first great ‘put-down’ that women suffered, together with Charles Perrault (1628–1703), who thought that women ‘took too much pride’ in their minds and in so doing damaged the self-image of the French nation.50 Still others regarded women as men’s superiors in matters of the mind.51 Such views were there if you looked for them, says Beasley, but the French themselves did their best to ignore them.52


In discussing the work of Dominique Bouhours, a seventeenth-century priest and grammarian, on the French language, Beasley finds that he equates the finest French language with the way ‘polite people speak’, as reflected in worldly society. In Bouhours’s opinion, she says, ‘French bears the unique imprint of its monarch as well as of its polite, worldly society’, most often associated with the polite society of the salons. Women who speak well are identified as ‘one of France’s distinguishing characteristics’.53


Subtly, says Beasley, throughout the eighteenth century, and then more openly in the nineteenth, literary critics, commentators and historians ‘sought to sever the strong relationship between the salons and the classical literary field’; there was in fact ‘a move to bury what was arguably in the seventeenth century the most influential and important product of the salons, namely its unique female literary tradition and female influence on the literary field in general’.54


Writers (female writers) such as Stéphanie Félicité de Genlis (1746–1830) sought – in, for example, her book De l’influence des femmes sur la littérature française – to revive the role that women played in intellectual life. Mme de Genlis’s work was picked up on by the critic and editor of the Revue des deux mondes, Ferdinand Brunetière (1849–1906), in 1889, when he commended her for her work in drawing attention to female writers, adding that women in the seventeenth century inspired writers to try to please their contemporaries and not just follow the dictates of the ancients, and forced their compatriots to find new ways to express themselves. At the same time he felt that, as even Molière had said, they had gone too far in their influence, that they had made French literature too ‘rarefied’, forcing writers into a too-aristocratic style.55


In the nineteenth century, Victor Cousin (1792–1867), philosopher and administrator of public instruction, wrote repeatedly about women – Jacqueline Pascal (Blaise’s sister), Mme de Longueville, Mme de Sablé, Mlle de Scudéry, Mme de Chevreuse – and, while praising them, nonetheless concluded that a ‘woman is a domestic being, just as a man is a public figure’.56 The same criticism applies to the other leading nineteenth-century critic of French literature, Charles-Augustin Sainte-Beuve (1804–69); he too found it difficult to accord women a proper place in history. For him they were confined to letters and memoirs, by implication ‘inferior’ forms of expression.57


Nowhere, insists Beasley, do we ever get the sense that Corneille, or someone like him, sought the approbation of the salons, that he treated them as a serious audience, whose opinion he valued and could learn from. Beasley says plainly that women have been systematically eliminated from the corpus of seventeenth-century writers ‘considered to be the models of “Frenchness” ’. Still others place women in the broader context of ‘worldly culture’, arguing that salons had no wider influence on more ‘serious’ literary tastes in France.58


Beasley’s overall verdict is that there was a backlash against the achievements of women in seventeenth-century France, that backlash occurring mainly in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries but not properly recognised either since then. Her own aim, she concludes, has been to show that the salons and the worldly public they created were ‘major players’ in the literary sphere, defining taste, creating new genres with important social messages.59


That there may be something to this was underlined in 1981, when Marguerite Yourcenar, the novelist, poet and translator, Belgian-born (and in fact a US citizen since 1947), became the first woman in 350 years to be elected to the Académie française. She said in her address to the academy that she felt it necessary to surround herself with the ‘shadows’ of the female contributors to French culture, adding: ‘The women of the Old Regime, queens of the salons… didn’t dream of crossing your threshold and maybe they thought they would demean, if they did so, their feminine sovereignty. They inspired writers, ruled over them sometimes and frequently succeeded in getting one of their protégés into your company… they cared little about being candidates themselves.’60


Yourcenar was a sign of change. She was more than hinting that the salon – and salonnières, and their form of sociability – had been essentially sidelined from France’s memory of its literary past. And so – again according to Lilti, writing in 2005 – salons have now ‘become an obligatory topic of study’.61


THE PERSISTENCE OF SALONS



A final factor in the importance of salons, again especially so in France, is that they are a prime example of what Arno Mayer has called ‘the persistence of the old regime’. Many historians, he says, have ‘overdrawn’ the decline of land, nobles and peasants, the contraction of traditional manufacture and trade and of organised religion, and the atrophy of high culture. Writing about Europe until 1914, Mayer says that in order to truly grasp the past ‘it may be necessary to reconceive and perhaps even totally reverse this picture of a modern world commanding a recessive and crumbing old order’. Land remained the ruling and governing classes’ principal form of wealth and revenue until 1914. No less significant, consumer manufacture continued to outweigh capital goods production in its share of national wealth, produce and employment and this was more true of France than anywhere else. The old governing class was both resilient and flexible.62


‘The salon culture of Paris was far from being a lifeless fossil.’ On the contrary, Mayer says, it retained a certain vitality but the salons of the modest (or ‘counterfeit’) nobility were without question more literary and artistic than those of the ancienne noblesse, which did not need intellectuality to consecrate its renown. Despite the fact that Edmond de Goncourt had announced the death of the salons and high society some years before, and however much Léon Daudet saw the cafés displace them, they remained very much alive well into the twentieth century. Mayer concludes that the salon culture of Paris ‘was in the nature of a substitute court for a swarm of aristocrats without a king and without an aristocracy’.63


THE GREAT CHAIN OF SALONS



It is no exaggeration to say that there have been literally hundreds of salons in France since the middle of the seventeenth century.64 We shall concentrate on a much smaller number that were the most influential. The nature of that influence was intimate at times, as the master list – the great chain – shows, below.


What distinguishes the list which follows is that these salons, all run by women, stretch in an unbroken sequence from the early seventeenth century until the day before yesterday. Their principal guests are included.




Catherine de Vivonne, Marquise de Rambouillet (c.1588–1665)


François de Malherbe, Jean-Louis Guez de Balzac, Claude Favre de Vaugelas, Pierre Corneille, Molière, Jean Chapelain


Élisabeth du Plessis-Guénégaud (d.1677)


Blaise Pascal, Nicolas Boileau, François de La Rochefoucauld, Jean Racine


Marguerite de La Sablière (1636–93)


Valentin Conrart, Charles Perrault, Bernard de Fontenelle, Jean de La Fontaine, Pascal, Pierre Gassendi


Marie-Madeleine de Lafayette (1634–93)


Molière, Racine, known for her own books


Madeleine de Sablé (1598–1678)


La Rochefoucauld, La Fontaine


Madeleine de Scudéry (1607–1701)


René Descartes, Paul Pellisson, Jean-François Sarrasin, Chevalier de Méré


Anne (‘Ninon’) de Lenclos (1620–1705)


Bernard le Bouyer de Fontenelle, Louis, Duc de Saint-Simon, Henriette de Coligny


Anne-Thérèse, Marquise de Lambert (1647–1733)


Fontenelle, Montesquieu, François Fénelon, Président Hénault


Alexandrine de Tencin (1682–1749)


Philippe d’Orléans, regent of France, Cardinal Dubois, John Law, Marivaux, Comte de Mirabeau, Jean Astruc, Charles Pinot Duclos


Marie-Thérèse Geoffrin (1699–1777)


Jean Le Rond d’Alembert, Denis Diderot, other Encyclopédistes, Claude-Adrien Helvétius, Friedrich Melchior Grimm, André Morellet, Jean-François Marmontel, François Boucher, Jean-Baptiste Greuze, Carle van Loo


Marie du Deffand (1696–1780)


Voltaire, Hénault, Jean-Jacques Rousseau, d’Alembert


Julie de Lespinasse (1732–77)


D’Alembert, Jean-Frédéric de Maurepas, Jacques-Antoine de Guibert, Anne Robert Jacques Turgot, Étienne de Condillac, Nicolas de Condorcet


Suzanne Churchod Necker (1739–94)


Marmontel, François Jean Chastellux, Guibert, Paul Henri d’Holbach, Morellet, André Grétry, Georges-Louis de Buffon, Louis Carrogis de Carmontelle


Comtesse de Houdetot (1730–1813)


Rousseau, Morellet, Jean-Baptiste-Antoine Suard, Jean-Pierre de Florian


Madame de Genlis (1746–1830)


Grimm, Christoph Willibald Gluck, Holbach


Madame de Staël (1766–1817)


Louis-Marie de Narbonne-Lara, Charles-Maurice de Talleyrand, Benjamin Constant


Thérésa Tallien (1773–1835)


Daniel Auber, Rodolphe Kreutzer, Luigi Cherubini, Charles de Bériot, Maria Malibran


Juliette Récamier (1777–1849)


Jacques-Louis David, Luigi Galvani, André-Marie Ampère, Jean-Paul Murat, Anne de Montmorency, Gustave Moreau, Alexis de Tocqueville, Honoré de Balzac, Chateaubriand


Delphine de Girardin (1804–55)


Balzac, Victor Hugo, Alfred de Musset, Gioachino Rossini, Giacomo Meyerbeer, Théophile Gautier


Virginie Ancelot (1792–1875)


Chateaubriand, Stendhal, Ernest Renan, Sophie Gay, Alfred de Vigny, Prosper Mérimée, Alexandre Weill, Tocqueville, Charles Brifaut


Marie d’Agoult (1805–1876)


Franz Liszt, Heinrich Heine, George Sand, Mérimée, de Vigny, de Musset, Frédéric Chopin, Gustave Flaubert


Apollonie Sabatier (1822–90)


Charles Baudelaire, Ernest Meissonier, Auguste Clésinger, Eugène Delacroix, Hector Berlioz, Gérard de Nerval, Henry Murger, Maxime Du Camp, Gautier, Flaubert, Fernand Boissard, Louis de Cormentin, Auguste Préault, Edmond About, Charles Jalabert, Ernest Feydeau (father of Georges), Charles-Augustin Sainte-Beuve


Princesse Mathilde Bonaparte (1820–1904)


Claude Monet, Flaubert, the Goncourt brothers, Sainte-Beuve, Louis Pasteur, Frédéric Durand, Hippolyte Taine, Alphonse Daudet, Jean-Léon Gérôme, Guy de Maupassant


Lydie Aubernon (1825–99)


Leconte de Lisle, Ferdinand Brunetière, Paul Bourget, Leo Tolstoy, Ivan Turgenev, Aléxandre Dumas fils, Anatole France, Hugo, Gabriele d’Annunzio, Victorien Sardou, George Bernard Shaw, Maupassant, Georges Lemaître. Foreigners were popular with Mme A.


Pauline Metternich (1836–1921)


Charles Gounod, Camille Saint-Saëns, Dumas, Richard Wagner, Eugène Boudin, Edgar Degas


Marie-Anne de Loynes (1837–1908)


Flaubert, Émile de Girardin, François Coppée, Jules Verne, Pasteur, Édouard Drumont, Taine, Renan, Georges Clemenceau, Jules Renard, Sardou, Bourget, Emile Zola, Henry James, Sand, Gounod, Georges Boulanger, Arsène Houssaye


Marguerite Charpentier (1848–1904)


Famously portrayed by Renoir. Zola, the Goncourt brothers, Sarah Bernhardt, Gabrielle Réjane, Yvette Guilbert


Juliette Adam (1836–1936)


Lemaître, Pierre Loti, Daudet, Gounod, Paul Déroulède, Léon Gambetta, Jules Ferry, Hugo


Geneviève Halévy Bizet, later Madame Straus (1849–1926)


Georges Bizet, Marcel Proust, Degas, Frédérick Mugnier, Maupassant, Auguste Renoir, Daudet, Maurice Barrès


Anna de Noailles (1876–1933)


D’Annunzio, François de Croisset, Fernand Gregh, Augustine Bulteau, Paul Hervieu, Proust, André Gide


Comtesse Greffulhe (1860–1952)


Proust, James Abbott McNeill Whistler, Serge Diaghilev, Moreau, Gabriel Fauré


Marguerite Eymery ‘Rachilde’ (1860–1953)


Renard, Guillaume Apollinaire, Alfred Jarry, Remy de Gourmont, Pierre Louÿs


Winnaretta de Polignac (1865–1943)


Gounod, Diaghilev, Igor Stravinsky, Erik Satie, John Singer Sargent, Cole Porter, Nadia Boulanger, Sir Thomas Beecham, Fauré, Proust, Darius Milhaud


Misia Sert (1872–1950)


Proust, Monet, Renoir, Odilon Redon, Paul Signac, Debussy, Stéphane Mallarmé, Henri de Toulouse-Lautrec, Édouard Vuillard, Pierre Bonnard, Maurice Ravel, Enrico Caruso, Paul Morand, Satie, Coco Chanel, Diaghilev, Gide


Gertrude Stein (1874–1946)


Ernest Hemingway, Sinclair Lewis, Sherwood Anderson, Thornton Wilder, Francis Picabia, Henri Matisse, Henri Rousseau, Joseph Stella


Natalie Clifford Barney (1876–1972)


Ezra Pound, Paul Valéry, Djuna Barnes, Colette, Gide, Max Jacob, Somerset Maugham, Rabindranath Tagore, T. S. Eliot, Rainer Maria Rilke


Princesse Marie-Blanche de Polignac (1897–1958)


Elmer Fryer, Clemenceau, Luchino Visconti, Christian Bérard, Francis Poulenc, Jeanne Lanvin


Marie-Laure de Noailles (1902–70)


Salvador Dalí, Jean Cocteau, Poulenc, Man Ray, Luis Buñuel, Balthus


Marie-Louise Bousquet (1885–1975)


Editor of Harper’s Bazaar. Pablo Picasso, Aldous Huxley, Carmel Snow


Paulette Nardal (1896–1985)


René Maran, Alain Locke, Claude McKay, Léopold Sédar Senghor, Aimé Césaire, Léon-Gontran Damas, Langston Hughes, Suzanne Lacascade, Suzanne Césaire, Louis Achille


Florence Gould (1895–1983)


Cocteau, Pierre Benoit, Henry de Montherlant, Jean Giraudoux, Sacha Guitry, Marie Laurencin, Bérard, Ernst Jünger, Louis-Ferdinand Céline


Edmée de La Rochefoucauld (1895–1991)


André Maurois, Jules Romains, Paul Morand, Anna de Noailles, Léon-Paul Fargue, Valéry, Clair Goll, Mariel Jean-Brunhes Delamarre, Suzanne Desternes





Almost all of the most important French literary, artistic and political figures are contained in these salons. True, there are not many French scientific titans among them, but French scientists did have their own form of sociability. Mme Lavoisier, wife of the celebrated chemist, had a salon of scientists, as did palaeontologist Georges Cuvier. A group of mainly physicists and chemists met at weekends at the house of Claude-Louis Berthollet in Arcueil, a few miles outside Paris, in the early years of the nineteenth century. Bonaparte took a great interest in their findings. Saint-Simon also held weekly lunches for scientists and social scientists in the early decades of the century. Auguste Comte, one of the founders of social science, was much in favour of salons as a way of spreading knowledge agreeably to people who might not otherwise have access to it. Louis Pasteur frequented more than one nineteenth-century salon. Sigmund Freud attended the salon of Jean-Martin Charcot, the neurologist, but the other members were mainly writers and artists. Science does not lend itself so easily to social conversation.





Of course, any one salon ended when its guiding light – the salonnière – died. But in many cases young soon-to-be salonnières acted as apprentices in the salons of their elders, so that there was what you might call an ‘apostolic succession’ down the generations. In some cases, daughters actually inherited their mother’s salons; in at least one case, a daughter started her salon in opposition to her mother’s (chapter 22). But all along later salons were modelled on earlier ones, in most cases inheriting their principal participants, the models gradually shifting over time (more political, less political, more musical, more foreigners). In many other cases, participants were members of several salons all at once and this provides another link in the chain. (Charles de Rémusat attended three salons in one day at one point, Talleyrand was a member of five and Tocqueville eleven, though not all at the same time. Chateaubriand was a regular in the salons of the Duchesse de Duras, Mme Récamier, Mme d’Aguesseau and Mme de Montboissier.) The idea of one salon leading to another, making an unbroken line down the years, is a very appealing cultural theme.


There were differences as well as similarities. Salonnières had different characters, aims and ambitions, different organisational skills, different levels of political nous, intelligence and beauty. But they all had the gift of friendship. Some salons lasted for thirty and even forty years. They enable us to tell French social/intellectual and even political history in a fresh way.


Of course, we must be careful not to idealise salons as utopias, or overplay our hand. There were in France at all times different aristocratic cliques, with different aims and ambitions, and, as David Bell has pointed out, salons formed only a part of a far larger web of aristocratic sociability, ‘much of it dominated by men, and relatively indifferent to the joys of literary conversation’.65 Nonetheless, as Bell also concedes, ‘there was no other early modern country in which women took on the effective leadership of a polite society so fully, and also helped shape the direction of literary life’. The enduring life of salons provided an informal institution in France, the combined intellectual-social nature of which, though difficult to calibrate exactly, played a role in helping France continually adjust to what history threw at it.66


The mixing of sociability and intellect is an underappreciated lineament of history, but it is this cocktail that makes the French the French in all their glory, glamour and would-be grandeur. And helps to render them both Gallic and galling.










PROLOGUE [image: ] The Intoxication of Simon Arnauld



On the evening of Wednesday 4 February 1665, Simon Arnauld, Marquis de Pomponne, arrived back in Paris after a year’s exile 160 miles away in Verdun. He had been a close friend of Nicolas Fouquet, superintendent of finances under Louis XIV, the richest and most stylish man in the realm, who for years had outshone the Sun King in terms of the wealth, the properties and the art he amassed, and the cultural swagger he epitomised. But in 1661 Fouquet had been convicted by a jealous monarch of lèse-majesté and imprisoned for life, and Arnauld had been later sent away as part of the wholesale cleansing of the stables. After a year kicking his heels in the provinces, the marquis had finally been allowed back by the king, who was not blind to his diplomatic capabilities (he would soon become ambassador to Sweden, then a major European power).


That Wednesday evening, however, ‘without even changing out of his travelling clothes’, Arnauld went straight to the hôtel de Nevers, by the Pont-Neuf, which was the home of Mme Élisabeth du Plessis-Guénégaud, one of the more distinguished salonnières of seventeenth-century France. There, as he wrote to his father soon afterwards, with more than a touch of irony, ‘I found only Madame and Mademoiselle de Sévigné, Madame de Fouquières and Madame de Lafayette, Monsieur de la Rochefoucauld, Messieurs de Sense, de Xantes, and de Léon; Messieurs d’Avaux, de Barrillon, de Châtillon, de Caumartin, and several others; there was also Boileau, whom you know and who had come to read some of his satires, which I found admirable; and Racine, who recited three and a half acts of a play about Porus, renowned for his rivalry with Alexander, which was assuredly of very great beauty. It would be hard to describe how I was received by all these people, for they were so agreeable and so full of friendship and pleasure at my return.’1


Nicholas Boileau, the acerbic poet and critic, was a good friend of Jean Racine, then emerging as a pre-eminent playwright. Mesdames de Sévigné and de Lafayette were both innovative writers. François de La Rochefoucauld, a member of one of the most distinguished aristocratic houses in France, was a controversial soldier but also a much-envied lover and a noted author (Memoirs and Maximes), and a close friend of Mme de Lafayette. M de Sens was a prominent archbishop, de Châtillon was a cardinal, de Barrillon had been ambassador to England, and d’Avaux ambassador to both Venice and Sweden.


This was a not atypical salon mélange for the time, but what is perhaps the most striking aspect of Arnauld’s account is the fact that, after a year’s forced absence from the French capital, the marquis could not wait even to change out of his worn and dirty travelling clothes before hurrying across town to Mme du Plessis-Guénégaud’s salon, which he knew met every Wednesday in season. For Arnauld, like many of his kind, the salons of seventeenth-century Paris were the high point of existence, the pinnacle of what was felt to be a new civilisation, the most exciting, pleasurable and intellectually satisfying way of life that could be imagined. The offerings that Boileau and Racine read that night were new works, and the salon allowed Arnauld and the others to be part of a fashionable and privileged avant-garde. The salon experience was intoxicating.


Such intoxication was widespread, and of such moment that it is the argument of this book that the French salon – especially the Parisian salons, which lasted from roughly speaking 1650 to 1991 at least (much later than is generally realised) – comprised an informal but nonetheless durable, crucial and exceptional institution in European social-intellectual life, and at the same time help account for much that is distinctive and characteristic of the Gallic mind.










PART ONE [image: ] THE BIRTH OF THE SALON AND THE ‘NEW CONSTELLATION’ OF WOMEN











1 [image: ] Catherine de Vivonne, the Blue Room and the Académie française



Imagine a palace in the very heart of Paris, near the Louvre and between the Palais-Royal and the River Seine. Now envisage leading away from the palace an avenue of sycamores towards a field – yes, a field – such that in late summer the owner could boast of ‘being the only one in Paris to be able to see from her cabinet a field of hay being scythed’. It was a boast from an individual of some consequence, and that individual is now credited with making the first move towards what certain historians have called, with some exaggeration, a ‘new civilisation’. She was Catherine de Vivonne, Marquise de Rambouillet, whose salon was probably installed in 1618, in her home in the rue Saint-Thomas-du-Louvre, which ran between what is now the Palais-Royal and the Louvre but then carried on down to the Seine.1


Catherine de Vivonne was not the only woman to open a salon at that time. The Vicomtesse d’Auchy opened a salon frequented mainly by poets, including François de Malherbe. However, he was interested in her for more than her intellectual hospitality, her husband found out and banished her to the provinces. Mme de Loges tried to emulate the vicomtesse, and her circle on the rue de Tournon included Malherbe (who seems to have gone everywhere), the essayist Jean-Louis Guez de Balzac, the translator Nicolas Faret and the grammarian Claude Favre de Vaugelas. But Mme de Loges was passionate about religion and politics and did nothing to hide her enthusiasm for Louis XIII’s rebellious brother, the Duc d’Orléans. She too was sent into exile.2


No such unseemly fate befell the exquisite salon of Catherine de Vivonne. It had come about, according to her biographer, because she had grown ill at ease with the royal receptions at the Louvre. In her younger days, the beautiful marquise had played her part in some of the grand court occasions, including the famous ballet scenes but, over time, and despite the fact that ‘Malherbe [again] had honoured the festivities with his verse’, she had grown weary of ‘the brutishness of the king’s appetites’ and had withdrawn.3


In 1618, Catherine was aged about thirty (the exact date of her birth is uncertain). She was the daughter of a French ambassador to Rome and had been born there to an Italian mother. In that year she began work reconfiguring her hôtel, in order to provide a setting suitable for the lifestyle she planned away from the court.


The innovations she introduced were to prove important in the history of taste and interior decoration. For example, she appears to have been the first hostess to move away from the ubiquitous red that everyone preferred and replaced it with blue, which is how her famous Chambre bleue (Blue Room) came about. This innovation was widely copied, as was her idea that her salon was conceived as a refuge from the world, ‘with a feeling of intimacy and comfort, her cabinets filled with a thousand rarities, the air always scented by magnificent baskets of flowers’.4


As famous as the colour change was the reorganisation Mme de Rambouillet imposed on her house. The most significant alteration was that she had moved her actual bedroom into a closet and turned her bedroom into her official reception room, which enabled her to receive guests as she lay in an alcove on her daybed, a practice that seems unnatural to us but in fact became a social ritual. This alcove, or ruelle in French, was set to be imitated widely and become the ‘revered space’ where the seventeenth-century woman of the world received her guests.5


Gradually, then, and beginning in the rue Saint-Thomas-du-Louvre, the respect that was due to the king at court was, if not replaced, then at least paralleled by the respect given to the women who organised the salons, an important development the durable consequences of which we shall be following.





We know about life in the seventeenth-century French salons thanks to three unusual literary endeavours. In addition to the memoirs and letters of the time, which were little different in range from the memoirs and letters of other periods, our understanding of seventeenth-century salons can call on, first, the Historiettes of Gédéon Tallemant des Réaux; second, the prolix romans-à-clef of Mme Madeleine de Scudéry; and third, the Divers portraits organised by Anne-Marie-Louise d’Orléans.


Tallemant des Réaux (1619–92) was a Protestant who married Élisabeth de Rambouillet. His Historiettes were a mix of short biographies and anecdotes – scurrilous as often as not, occasionally cruel – that were circulated in private and not published until the nineteenth century. However, their accuracy is now generally accepted.


Madeleine de Scudéry, part of the Rambouillet salon before she opened her own (chapter 5), published several novels which, in the fashion of the times, were exceedingly long and extremely detailed. Two, Artamène, ou Le Grand Cyrus (ten volumes, 1648–53, set in ancient Assyria), and Clélie, histoire romaine (another ten volumes, 1654–61, set in ancient Rome), were also thinly veiled romans-à-clef, which depicted various members of the Rambouillet salon through pseudonyms: Mme de Rambouillet was ‘Cléomire’, Angelique Paulet – a red-headed singer and lute-player – was ‘Élise’, and Mme de Scudéry herself was ‘Sappho’.


Cléomire had many gifts besides beauty – above all compassion and wisdom, traits generally associated at the time with a masculine temperament. She was by all accounts theatrical, and Tallemant, himself a member of her salon later on, describes her as ‘commanding, demanding, exacting’, and in precarious health, meaning she remained indoors a lot. Something of a prude, she was nonetheless not averse to risqué banter.


The third endeavour which tells us about those years in vivid detail was sparked by Anne-Marie-Louise d’Orléans, daughter of Louis XIII’s rebellious brother, Gaston d’Orléans, and another fixture in the Blue Room. A prodigiously wilful girl and woman, officially known as Mademoiselle, and to history as La Grande Mademoiselle, she was proposed to by Charles II of England, Afonso VI of Portugal and Charles Emmanuel II of Savoy and turned them all down. Fabulously wealthy – she inherited five duchies when her mother died five days after Mademoiselle was born – she joined her father in the great adventure of the Fronde (see the next chapter), which rather spoiled her chances with the one monarch she did covet – her cousin, Louis XIV himself. Instead of marrying her, he sent her into exile where she wrote several (well-written, well-received) books under another name, penned her memoirs, and fell hopelessly in love with an impoverished nobleman, the Duc de Lauzun. The king approved the match, only to change his mind three days later and have Lauzun imprisoned. No reason was ever given for this spiteful act against an Orléans, the second family of France, and Lauzun languished in the Bastille for eleven years, until Mademoiselle sold two of her duchies, so she could afford to buy him out. Despite this extravagant gesture of affection and loyalty, they were never wed, and Mademoiselle died unmarried and without children.6


While she was exiled, she retreated to her estates at Saint-Fargeau, in deepest Burgundy, surrounded by great forests, and began to make a life for herself. She began by building a theatre (she loved dancing as much as she loved hunting), and among her instrumentalists was a young Italian composer, Gian Battista Lulli, who as Jean-Baptiste Lully would eventually become the king’s composer.


Several notables (such as Mme de Sévigné) visited Mademoiselle in her Burgundy hideaway and news of Saint-Fargeau spread. She was eventually allowed back to Paris, where she invented a new form of sociability that both was and was not a salon. She and her friends developed the practice of writing and exchanging literary portraits of each other, intimate details in which an individual’s ‘prowess in conversation’ was one of the main objects of description. The other main characteristic of the collection of Divers portraits – eventually published in book form – is that thirty-six of the fifty portraits are of women.





From these singular sources, we know that, to begin with, the chief aim of the marquise’s salon was entertainment and diversion. Practical jokes, for example, were extremely popular, one typical example being the trick played on the Comte de Guiche, who was invited for dinner and, to widespread amusement, given every dish it was known that he most disliked. Only after everyone had had their fun did Catherine make up for it and honour the comte with a splendid feast.


But the experience of the Blue Room was every bit as intoxicating as the Guénégaud salon. For Guez de Balzac, ‘one day at the hôtel de Rambouillet is worth more than several centuries elsewhere’. Tallemant commented that Catherine’s hôtel was ‘the meeting place of those who were the most galant of the court and the most polished among the beaux esprits of the age’.


Literary debuts were common at the hôtel de Rambouillet. In 1638, Jean Desmarets de Saint-Sorlin offered a reading of his tragedy Scipion l’Africain, in the same year that Jean Chapelain presented the second part of his epic poem on Joan of Arc (not too well received), and in 1640 Pierre Corneille’s Polyeucte was premiered (also not well received). On occasion works were performed, not merely read, because the theatre was also an intense passion in the Blue Room before Louis XIV claimed a royal monopoly on the practice later in the century.


Jean Mairet’s Sophonisbe, considered the ‘first truly genuinely classical French tragedy’, was first staged in the Rambouillet salon in late summer 1636. Mairet’s work, set in the Punic wars, featuring multiple murders of kings and their queens, is nonetheless a challenging work, and confirms that the members of Catherine’s salon were not just ‘pampered aristocrats enjoying frivolous pleasures and banal pastimes’.


But the single work most associated with the Rambouillet salon was what American historian Robert Schneider describes as a curiosity, the Guirlande de Julie (‘Garland for Julie’), produced between 1633 and 1641 as a collective homage to Mme de Rambouillet’s daughter, Princesse Julie, in the form of a number of poems each based on a flower ‘representing her charms and virtues’. The driving spirit of this venture was Charles de Sainte-Maure, Marquis de Montausier, a distinguished soldier. A Protestant, well educated in Greek and Latin, both a warrior and a man of letters, ‘at home on the battlefield and [in] the salon’, he had been captured during the Thirty Years War and spent ten months as a prisoner of war – he was experienced.


In the aristocratic manner of the times, he never bothered to publish any of his works, publication being felt then as an indignity for a gentleman. But the Guirlande was the work by which he won Julie’s hand in marriage, though it took time. There were sixteen contributors to the Guirlande, including Chapelain, Georges de Scudéry, Valentin Conrart, Gilles Ménage and Desmarets. In all, the collection included ninety-one poems, mostly madrigals, celebrating twenty-nine flowers, many alluding to Julie’s ‘mania’ for the Protestant Swedish king, Gustavus Adolphus, who dominated the Thirty Years War. These Protestant sympathies gave the Rambouillet salon in Catholic France a subversive colouring.


The Guirlande enterprise is of especial interest for it is an early example of the developing close relationship between writers and aristocrats that was to be at the heart of literary culture in France in the seventeenth century.7


Tallemant also described the Guirlande as ‘one of the most illustrious galanteries ever produced’ and in fact the middle years of the seventeenth century saw ‘galanteries’ emerging as accounts of ‘a distinct personality type’. They were works which ‘combined virtue with the desire to please women and an ability to mix easily and playfully in their company’. The point was that such behaviour should never be pedantic or risk leading to unbridled passion.


For a warrior, indeed by any standard of the time, Montausier could be classed as an érudit; he was the author of a large collection of epigrams, apparently modelled on the Roman poet Martial, as a result of which, again apparently, Molière seized on Montausier as a model for the character of Alceste, the prig in Le Misanthrope.


Catherine’s salon was in fact divided into two camps, who could be intellectual rivals at times. One was the warrior group, led by Montausier, the other a more literary set, led by Vincent Voiture. He was in fact the poet most idealised in the Blue Room, and was also known for serving as the secretary of Gaston d’Orléans (chapter 10), an opponent of the king: another reflection of the salon’s subversive character. Voiture was a kind of master of ceremonies in the salon and his works revealed an openness with the aristocratic members, an approach which, again, would shape French intellectual life. And he was innovative. One of his works was entitled ‘To a Lady Whose Skirts Were Raised While Falling from a Carriage in the Country’. Tallemant commented that Voiture ‘is the first to have introduced libertinage to poetry’.





Just as Boileau and Racine were regulars at the du Plessis-Guénégaud salon, so Molière and Corneille were regulars in the Blue Room.


Corneille had been famous – notorious even – since publication of his play Le Cid in 1636, which had pitted him against Cardinal Richelieu. This turned into a very public quarrel, despite the fact that the cardinal had been drawn to Corneille’s early work. So much so in fact that when the minister planned a journey to the playwright’s native Rouen, Corneille was one of those chosen to write verses to commemorate the visit. Based on the success of that performance, Richelieu then selected Corneille to become one of ‘les cinq auteurs’, or ‘the society of the five authors’. This was a practice that could occur only in an absolute monarchy, the idea being that Richelieu himself would conceive ideas for plays and that the authors in the society would then dramatise the cardinal’s notions, notions that were specifically designed to emphasise virtue, so as to elevate the moral climate of the realm.


But Corneille was not to be so easily suborned. His response was Le Cid and here too the controversy the play generated reflects the opportunities and problems of life in an absolutist monarchy.8


Le Cid, written in rhyming couplets with alternating masculine and feminine rhymes, is based on the life of the Spanish warrior Rodrigo Díaz de Vivar, a late eleventh-century figure who in real life appears to have been a ‘sword for hire’, fighting for both Christian and Muslim forces, though in Corneille’s play he is shown only as a Christian soldier. In a typically complicated plot, Rodrigo is inveigled into killing the father of Chimène, the woman he loves. She vows to kill him in revenge, but before she can do so he leads the Christian forces to victory over the invading Moors (who are so soundly beaten that they call their victor’s commanding officer ‘lord’ – ‘sayyid’, ‘Cid’ being a French corruption).9


The play – regarded now as Corneille’s finest work – was first performed at the théâtre du Marais in December 1636 and was a huge popular success, not least because in certain respects it diverged from the standard format of plays at that time. In the first place, it was described as a ‘tragicomedy’ and thereby contravened what was then regarded as a necessary and unbridgeable classical distinction between the two genres, tragedy and comedy. The play also had a happy ending, which was then regarded as another contravention, this time of Aristotle’s theories in his Poetics. This was but one round in a seemingly endless fight in France over who were better, the ancients or the moderns.


Though the public responded enthusiastically to Le Cid, Richelieu was having none of it and this led to the so-called ‘Querelle du Cid’ in which the cardinal, in what was then an unprecedented move, asked the newly formed Académie française to assess – in writing – the merits or shortcomings of the play. In reality, it was his intention that the academy condemn the work outright.10


Richelieu, fifty at the time, was the founder and the patron of the Académie française. Opened in 1635, just months before the premiere of Le Cid, one account has it that the academy began life in none other than the Comtesse de Rambouillet’s salon. More likely, it started with the friendship between Valentin Conrart and Jean Chapelain.11


Initially, what was to become the Académie française met in Conrart’s home. A Parisian and a Calvinist (and therefore a friend of fellow Protestant Tallemant des Réaux), he was employed by the Crown, but literature was his main love. The early discussions at his home ranged over current affairs but gradually literary topics assumed prominence. When Conrart and Chapelain took to meeting, and before Richelieu intervened, they adopted the hôtel de Rambouillet as their model.12


Since the meetings had not been sanctioned by the Crown, however, they were technically illegal, the law being that not more than six people could gather together at any one time. This forced the group to hold their gatherings in secret, hardly satisfactory. Eventually, the existence of the meetings leaked out but instead of being angry, or suspicious – qualities he had in abundance – the cardinal asked instead if the group would like to receive official status, which would mean it could meet legally and openly.


Richelieu – being Richelieu – had more than one motive in doing what he did. Chief among his aims was a need to promote the status of the French language, which reflected a fear at the time among the French cultural elite that it was inferior to that of Italy and that culture’s widespread use of Latin. This comes out in the early history of the Académie française, by Paul Pellison (1743); an earlier account, by Nicolas Faret, called Projet de l’Académie, written to serve as a preface to the academy’s statutes, was not published until 1983. These documents underline that there were no nobles in the early academy and that there was also a political side to the initiative.13 Pierre-Paul Sevin’s engraving of the early academy shows a raised seat set aside for Richelieu himself and the other members seated stiffly around a large rectangular table, each wearing a hat (to indicate privilege). The full complement of forty was not reached until 1639, the small number adding to the prestige of those elected.I


Not everyone was gratified by Richelieu’s approach (later on the first members would look back on pre-Richelieu times as a ‘golden age’) but since they could hardly go back to meeting in secret, the few objectors had no choice but to cave in. While the negotiations had flowed back and forth Conrart had married and so the Académie transferred its premises to the home of Jean Desmarets. Several names were considered to begin with – ‘Académie des beaux esprits’, ‘Académie de l’éloquence’ and ‘Académie éminente’ – before they settled on ‘Académie françoise’, which later evolved into ‘française’. Knowing Richelieu’s interests, Chapelain used the opportunity to suggest that the academy should work towards the ‘purity’ of the French language, ‘to render it capable of the highest eloquence’. In order to achieve this aim, he further proposed the creation of a dictionary and a precise grammar, together with a set of rules for writing in verse and prose ‘to render [French] more capable of dealing with the arts and sciences, domains in which Latin had been pre-eminent as the universal language of learning’. The early Académie considered admitting women as members, but the proposal was voted down. It would later move into the Louvre.14


Before the academy could get going properly, however, Richelieu persuaded the new body to divert from its constitutional responsibilities, instead requiring it to investigate Le Cid. The newly elected members had no choice but to devote five months to preparing a report which damned the play ‘for its violations of dramatic convention’.15


Richelieu’s manipulation of the academy was part of a wider campaign of his to consolidate royal power. Le Cid, as Orest Ranum has argued, ‘boldly set forth an ethic of conduct for the princes that placed them virtually above royal law as they pursued an heroic ideal’. The French princes were jealous of their independence and their rebelliousness was well known.


The newly elected members of the Académie were not at all keen to produce the report on Le Cid, though it was this which first brought their existence to the notice of a wider public. The assignment would never be repeated, the episode clearly illustrating the tension between politics and scholarship in an absolutist state. The report was in fact written by that stalwart of the Blue Room – and royal propagandist – Jean Chapelain, poet and literary critic, who was also the author of an epic poem on Joan of Arc. In his report, he argued that Chimène’s character was implausible and immoral, in that she could not have loved Rodrigo after he killed her father. The play was a danger to the public.16


A second criticism of the play was written by Georges de Scudéry, brother of Madeleine de Scudéry and, like his sister, another habitué of the Blue Room. He was a poet and fervent dramatist (once described as ‘not quite sane’), who argued that Corneille, in not sticking to tradition, was ‘deifying’ himself and, more to the point, did not respect the classical traditions of unity – the classical unities of time, place and action (a play must take place within twenty-four hours, a ‘natural’ day, rather than an ‘artificial’ day of twelve hours’ daylight; there must be only one setting; and the action must be centred on a single conflict or problem). The academy did indeed conclude that the play broke too many of the unities.17


To begin with, Corneille responded robustly, even writing a poem in which he exalted his own talents at the expense of others, arguing further that drama did not need to be didactic only, that entertainment was just as praiseworthy. (He was supported by the members of the Rambouillet salon, which was often, a contemporary observer said, in a state of ‘combustion’ over literary disputes.) But eventually, wearied by the querelle, Corneille withdrew from Paris back to his native Rouen. There he licked his wounds for a time. After a break he would return to the theatre and enjoy more success; he would also reconcile himself with Richelieu, even to the point of dedicating a work to the cardinal, while also ensuring that his plays did adhere more closely to the classical unities.


ELOQUENCE ABOVE KNOWLEDGE



For its part, after issuing the report on Le Cid, the Académie turned back to its dictionary. Its work was painfully slow to begin with, so much so that in June 1639 the poet Boisrobert warned Richelieu that it would be best to give responsibility to just one man, and that man should be Claude Favre de Vaugelas, Baron de Pérouges, a grammarian, yet another habitué of the Blue Room. In fact, Vaugelas thought that the members of the Blue Room spoke the most perfect French possible and should be the model for the nation. (Vaugelas was mocked by the likes of Molière but French literary historian Roger Picard says he was a brave man, a man of taste and not a pedant.) Richelieu was persuaded by Boisrobert’s arguments and provided Vaugelas with a 2,000-livre stipend to fulfil his responsibilities. Ultimately, he would become the main force in shaping what the dictionary would become, notably ‘the association of correctness of language with polite society and the notion of superiority that accompanied it’, making language an indicator of social standing.18 The primacy of spoken over written language helped to usher in what has become known as ‘the age of conversation’.


In typically French style, another of the aims of the academy was to mix sociably the literary and intellectual life of the country, and to reflect that ‘eloquence is the noblest art’, derived from conversation. Faret’s document also links a revival of eloquence ‘with the cultural renewal of France’. In fact, he looked for a dual renewal: the ancient vigour of the Gauls and the eloquence ‘once thought buried in Greece and Rome’. The reform of the language, Faret said, was a ‘prelude to the recovery of French greatness’. Conversation, he maintained, engendered eloquence and eloquence was rarer (and therefore more precious) than knowledge. For this reason, the early members of the academy preferred to organise conferences than examine plays. Early conferences tackled such subjects as ‘The Defence of the Theatre’, ‘The Love of the Sciences’ and ‘Against the Sciences’, and there was even one ‘On the Je ne sais quoi’.


Not that the Académie went uncriticised. Charles de Saint-Évremond, soldier and literary critic, resented its ‘pompous pretentiousness’ and Étienne Gantrel’s engraving of the academy bears the ironic inscription ‘To immortality’. A play, La Comédie des académistes, had been circulating in manuscript form for more than a decade before it was staged in 1650 and mocked the academy as ‘a den of pettifogging self-important buffoons and drunkards’, arguing over such ‘important’ linguistic matters as whether closing a door means closing a door or closing the room to which it gives access.


THE BIRTH OF FRENCHNESS



It is too much and too soon to say that the spirit of republicanism was abroad in these salon gatherings: it was not. But the significance of the Rambouillet salon is that it was an alternative to the court; that was what counted in the early days. Society, the gratin, le monde, whatever it called itself, was in the process of moving beyond the king. ‘The hôtel de Rambouillet’, in the words of Tallemant des Réaux, ‘was, so to speak, the theatre of all their entertainments, and was the rendezvous of all the most honourable gentlefolk at Court, as well as for the most polished of the century’s wits.’ The Jesuit Pierre Le Moyne referred to Catherine’s salon as ‘the court of the court’. Most important of all, the salon was not hierarchical: ‘affection, agreement and wit took precedence over rank’. And, as a reflection of le monde, salons – unlike the professions and the universities – were not all-male affairs. In itself, this was a recognition that women were then seen as embodying natural grace over the learned and artificial, a level of sophistication that, it was felt, was not possessed in other countries. And although diversion was an important ingredient it was not the only one. There was a lineament of seriousness, too, such that it was said that there was ‘a cultural revolution under way in the Blue Room’.19 Not that the Rambouillet salon was academic in any way. (Both Guez de Balzac and Chapelain were on record as being scathing about ‘learned’ women.) On the contrary, Catherine – whose portraits show her as not always above showing too much flesh – went out of her way to disavow any such aim. Instead, she saw to it that her salon offered a mix of theatre, music, dancing, parlour games and conversation, the latter above all. Indeed, Mme de Rambouillet’s salon can also be regarded as one of the stimuli to the ‘Age of Conversation’.20


The developing relationship between men of letters and the nobility – what the salons brought together – was described by the notion of honnêteté, one of the most misunderstood concepts in the history of French culture. As Robert Schneider characterises it, honnêteté is a rhetoric of speech and behaviour that reflects ‘the melding of literature and society’, an ethical code and an ideal, a form of decorum designed to make men of letters ‘appealing’ to their ‘less educated social betters’.21 It overlapped with urbanity and worldliness, and implied an ‘easy familiarity’ with the social accomplishments from gambling to hunting to conversation. It was ‘artful self-presentation in a nonchalant way’. It was, in a sense, the birth of Frenchness as we now understand it and as it likes to see itself.


As evidence that the academic world was not Catherine’s model, the members of her group took as their main area of aesthetic and ethical inquiry the relatively new literary genre which at the time was despised and denigrated by the savants and the church, partly because it explored marriage, divorce and widowhood. This was the novel.


Benedetta Craveri, the Italian historian and biographer of Mme de Rambouillet, draws attention to the fact that, around the time that the salon of the hôtel de Rambouillet was being formed, Honoré d’Urfé’s novel L’Astrée had just appeared. D’Urfé (1568–1625), Marquis de Valromey and Comte de Châteauneuf, was imprisoned twice in the wars of religion, giving him ample time to familiarise himself with the classics and conceive the plot of his novel.


This book, curious and even juvenile to modern tastes (although a film of it by Eric Rohmer was nominated for a Golden Lion at the 2007 Venice Film Festival), told a story that nevertheless resonated with the habitués of the Blue Room. A pastoral tale, it describes an ideal community of a few privileged people disguised as shepherds. In the forest of Forez (in the Loire region) an experiment is under way in which a small, free elite seek a utopian ideal on the basis of love, whose aim ‘is to return women to the prestige once accorded them in chivalric society’.22 It was not a million miles from the aims of the ‘new civilisation’ being born in the Blue Room.




	
I. In 1855, Arsène Houssaye was to write an imagined history of the ‘forty-first seat’, in which he installed the many great French writers never elected, Molière being the first.













2 [image: ] A Woman’s War: Élisabeth du Plessis-Guénégaud and Blaise Pascal



Two more sets of events will bring us back to that other early salon, that of Mme du Plessis-Guénégaud. In the first instance, it is by no means out of place to note that a prominent feature of French history just then was that, in less than a century, three queen-mothers had ruled as regents in France in the name of their young sons.1 And that can be put alongside the Fronde, the catastrophe that overwhelmed France from 1648 to 1653, when the frustrated nobility rose up in armed rebellion against the monarch. The immediate reason for the rebellion was mounting taxes, but underneath the explosion was an expression of the aristocracy’s resentment at the burgeoning strength of the Crown and more especially the third and most recent regency government, which had been installed five years before when Louis XIII’s widow, Anne of Austria, had provocatively annulled her late husband’s will and, in alliance with Cardinal Mazarin, who had succeeded Richelieu on the latter’s death, expanded the reach of her regency for the nine-year-old Louis XIV.2


On top of everything else it stood for, the Fronde, ‘more than any other conflict, seems to have been a woman’s war’. Mme de Longueville, the Duchesse de Chevreuse, the Princesse de Palatine and La Grande Mademoiselle, together with others of their rank, ‘devised plots, stoked rebellions, provoked discord and, not least, took up arms’ – in time they became known as ‘the great frondeuses’.3 In particular, Mme de Longueville’s exploits during the Fronde were such that the indefatigable Mlle de Scudéry dedicated yet another ten-volume novel, Artamène, ou Le Grand Cyrus – her ‘fictional’ rendering of the Fronde – to her, and lauded her as the story’s predominant figure.


Anne-Geneviève de Bourbon-Condé, as she had been born, before being married to Henri d’Orléans, Duc de Longueville, the first gentleman of France after the princes of the blood, had all the arrogant qualities of the Condés, the cadet branch of the Bourbon royal house. They had regained political force after the deaths of Richelieu and Louis XIII had followed so quickly on one another, in December 1642 and May 1643 respectively, leaving the young king exposed and with no senior minister to guide and protect him. Mazarin had early sensed Anne-Geneviève’s hidden threat to his schemes and the eruption of the Fronde reinforced his fears. At Mme de Longueville’s goading, allied to the king’s always-rebellious brother, Gaston d’Orléans, the Condés took against royal authority and declared open war on the cardinal, aiming for nothing less than to assume the country’s leadership. Thus was France engulfed in a five-year civil war.4


Mme de Longueville’s part in the fighting was contentious, but none of her opponents denied her extraordinary bravery. ‘It is impossible not to be impressed by the iron determination with which she dominated her husband, stirred up her brothers, quarrelled with them, won them back over, allied herself with the Paris Parlement (a kind of court), threw herself with the help of her secretaries into civil rhetoric and political invective, rode a horse across France, incited Normandy to rebellion, took to the sea in a storm to find refuge in Holland, conducted negotiations with Mazarin from a small town of Stenay, the rebels’ only remaining stronghold, and allied herself in Bordeaux with the popular [anti-monarchist] Ormée movement’, a local revolt brought on by the fiscal activities of the Crown.5


After the Fronde’s failure, she chose to remove herself to the Carmelite convent in the rue Saint-Jacques in Paris where she had been educated. She remained there until she died, twenty-six years later in 1679, ‘as faithful in her mortification as she was in her pride’.6





And among her other contributions was the fact that it was she who introduced Mme de Sévigné to both the Blue Room and Comtesse Élisabeth du Plessis-Guénégaud’s salon. Like the Marquise de Rambouillet, the comtesse felt awkward at court, underappreciated in particular by the queen, and it was this that had prompted her to set up her own salon. Unlike the Blue Room, however, the du Plessis-Guénégaud gathering in the hôtel de Nevers was no retreat from the world. In the first place, Élisabeth was a convinced Jansenist, Jansenism being an austere heretical faith, much opposed by the Pope and the established church. Its main belief was in predestination for an ‘elect’ that was chosen by God and in which only God could confer grace. It followed that Mme du Plessis-Guénégaud’s salon was a centre of political opposition. So much so that, at one point, Cardinal Mazarin was moved to send an envoy to the hôtel de Nevers to beg her ‘to cease speaking ill of him so freely’. This shows the power of the salons in those days, which was further underlined when Blaise Pascal’s Lettres provinciales appeared and the sixth and seventh letters were first read at the du Plessis-Guénégaud gathering prior to publication.7


On the evening when Simon Arnauld arrived back in Paris from Verdun, and hurried across to the hôtel de Nevers without changing his clothes, Nicolas Boileau was twenty-nine and Jean Racine three years younger. Though he would probably prefer to be remembered as a poet – and he did expand the capabilities of French verse, rendering it more flexible and supple – Boileau was also an exceptional critic, many of his satires (his preferred form) parodying and subverting what he saw as the overrated talents of his day, individuals such as Jean Chapelain and Georges de Scudéry.8


Born in 1636, the fifteenth child of a clerk to the Paris Parlement, Boileau was two when his mother died. Thereafter he was brought up by his grandmother and sent to study theology at the Sorbonne. In 1657, his father died leaving him comfortably off and he now decided on a literary career. Jean-Baptiste Santerre’s portrait of him shows a slightly haughty man, looking out over a long, straight nose, and a smile that is definitely sardonic.


He had a great admiration for Molière as well as for Racine and, apart from meeting in the salons, they would all gather together at the café Mouton blanc on the rue d’Auteuil or the Pomme du pin cabaret on the place de la Contrescarpe in the area of the perfume-makers, together with Jean de La Chapelle, a dramatist, and Antoine Furetière, a fellow satirist.9 This is an early sighting of the part played by the café in the intellectual life of France. Boileau’s own satires attacked the writers whose style, he felt, was too flowery and more affected than those of his friends. He also translated classical works and in 1677 was appointed historiographer to the king, which gave him time to work on his wilder satires, Sur les femmes, Sur l’amour de Dieu, Sur l’homme and Sur l’équiveque, which latter attacked the Jesuits.


There was more than one parallel in the careers of Racine and Boileau, which probably aided their friendship. Both lost their mothers at an early age (Racine also lost his father), both were appointed historiographer to the king and both were elected to the Académie française. Racine is universally regarded as the great rival to Corneille, who was more than thirty years his senior. Born in 1639, in Picardy in northern France, Racine was taken up by his grandmother after his parents died. She removed him to the convent of Port-Royal in Paris, where she went to live. Port-Royal was run by fervent adherents of the Jansenist sect.


As Boileau had studied law for a time in Paris, so Racine was expected to do so. But, again like Boileau, he turned away from it towards letters. And in fact it was in his own role as a critic, rather than as a poet, that Boileau was one of the first to recognise Racine’s talents. Apart from his style (Robert Lowell described it as ‘hard, electric rage’), and his command of alexandrine lines, Racine’s main concern was to update the ancient classics, to provide a contemporary fusion of the Greek idea of fate with the Jansenist belief in human helplessness, the age-old struggle of the will against the passions, which he regarded as doomed, especially in women.10


Whether it is in his masterpieces, Andromaque (1667) and Phèdre (1677), or elsewhere, Racine’s dominant theme is the uncomfortable centrality of desire in life, the impossibility of controlling it, the fact that tragic characters are aware of their faults but know that they cannot overcome them, in a way do not wish to overcome them, that there is undeniable pleasure to be had from weakness, submission. Passion – in Racine as in the classical authors – is destructive of dignity, of duty, of hope. It is, in a way, a form of blindness.


Andromaque, the early drafts of which he read to Mme du Plessis-Guénégaud’s salon on the night Arnauld got back from Verdun, established Racine as Corneille’s equal, if not his superior, and sparked a rivalry that was only intensified when the younger man produced Bérénice (1670) at much the same time as a tragedy by another playwright on the very same subject. This was not as unusual then as it would be now. At the time Racine produced Phèdre, for instance, two other playwrights had written plays on a similar topic. In both cases Racine was clearly superior to his rivals. As things settled down, audiences seemed to relate more to Racine’s characters as more human than Corneille’s. When Boileau published his Art poétique in 1674 he concluded that Racine’s understanding of tragedy was superior to Corneille’s and this seems to have solidified into a permanent truth.


NOT A DAY WITHOUT PAIN



Just as there were parallels between Racine and Boileau, so too were there overlaps between the playwright and Blaise Pascal, who also read some of his works at Mme du Plessis-Guénégaud’s salon. The portraits of Pascal – philosopher, mathematician, engineer, theologian – tend to show him as older than he was: he died at the age of thirty-nine. Those portraits give him bulbous eyes, a long, hooked nose, a fleshy mouth and a cleft chin. Perhaps the portraits do no more than reflect the fact that Pascal suffered chronic ill-health all his life, accounting for his early death.


There were three aspects to Pascal. There was the chronically ill Pascal, a man who, according to his sister – who wrote the first biography of her brilliant brother – never had a day without pain after his eighteenth birthday. This was put down to witchcraft by the neighbours but modern science ascribes his condition to nephritis or rheumatoid arthritis.11


Then there was the scientist and engineer, with a strong practical bent, who invented a calculating machine to aid his father Étienne, who was appointed chief tax administrator to Rouen at a time when there had been a crop failure, an outbreak of plague and a taxpayer revolt. Fascinated by the massive number of calculations his father needed to perform in order to carry out his new responsibilities, Blaise devised a machine to take the drudgery out of them. First called the machine arithmétique and later the Pascaline, the device was a set of interconnecting wheels in which the full turn of one ratcheted its neighbour one-tenth of a turn. He was awarded a royal patent on the device in 1649, when he was twenty-six.


Pascal corresponded with the Toulouse-based Pierre de Fermat, thirty years his senior, well known as a mathematician, as one of the creators of the calculus, and little known as a poet, which he also was, about the mathematics of probability. Using maths, Pascal also devised a shuttle timetable for the new horse-drawn omnibuses in Paris, making that city the first to operate a ‘mass transit’ system; and, in perhaps his most theoretically important coup, he devised an experiment – repeated on a number of hills of different altitude – to prove that a vacuum does exist in nature and is related to air pressure, then an important source of controversy. Some have seen this experiment as a historical turning point in the advance of modern science.12


At the same time, as a member of the nobility, Pascal was both in and out of the social swim. During the Fronde he and the rest of the family retired to Clermont (now Clermont-Ferrand) for safety’s sake but afterwards he returned to Paris and for a while enjoyed the vie mondaine – at least up to a point. He was not a stranger to the salons but by all accounts not a regular. Undoubtedly for a time, however, ‘he did show a weakness for silk and brocade and enjoyed the amenities of both a valet and a coach-and-six’.13


NIGHT OF FIRE



But we now remember Pascal as much for his philosophy as for his science: he, more than anyone else perhaps, successfully straddled these two worlds. This third Pascal is of interest because of the overlaps in his character that paralleled those of Isaac Newton, both men epitomising the transition to the modern view of the world, in that both were convinced experimentalists but equally fascinated by mysticism, ancient prophecy, miracles and bible hermeneutics. ‘Modern readers are usually shocked to discover that the father of gambling odds and the mechanical computer wore a spiked girdle to chastise himself and keep him – as he thought – closer to God.’14


His religious conversion also came about via his father, who, one wintry day in January 1646, slipped on the ice on his way to stop a duel that was to take place in a field outside Rouen. Bone-setters were sent for and it so happened that the two bone-setting brothers, who moved into the Pascals’ premises for three months to care for Étienne, were members of the Jansenist sect.


The conversion began in earnest, as Blaise tells us himself, on 23 November 1654, between the hours of 10.30 p.m. and 12.30 a.m., which he described as his ‘night of fire’. He wrote his own record of what to him was a ‘momentous experience of religious ecstasy’, which he sewed into the lining of his jacket and which wasn’t seen by anyone else until his death. It plainly underlined the absolute certainty that came over him that night that God exists and the feelings of ‘peace and joy’ that descended on him at that moment.


And it was while all this was happening that, in 1656–7, he produced his Lettres provinciales, some of which were first read in Mme du Plessis-Guénégaud’s salon. The significance of the Lettres was that they were an entirely new phenomenon in theological debate. Pascal’s style was new, an appealing breath of fresh air – witty, ironic, sarcastic, not excluding outright mockery and scorn.15 The letters were composed in a conversational tone, which made them accessible to everyone. He was in particular vitriolic about the Jesuits.


The Lettres provinciales were accused of introducing a cynicism for the clergy into debate and the neologism ‘Jesuitical’ first appeared as a put-down. Equally important, the letters became known for the asperity of their style, which helped to shape French literary usage for many years. In substance, they are concerned with the distinction between natural and divine law, and tried to introduce a modicum of common sense into the dispute between the Pope and the Jansenists: that Christ did not die for everyone but only for the ‘elect’. Pascal also argued that it is impossible for even the most virtuous to keep all the commandments (what then should we do?); that it is heresy to say we can accept or resist grace (how then should we live?); that we must free ourselves from all external compulsion (can it be done?). In the Provinciales, Pascal is eminently human.


In the second of his treatises, the Pensées, he again tried to add a modicum of common sense and straight talking to religion and argued that while belief in Christ is the only religion compatible with reason, he accepted that Christianity can never be proved by reason or authority alone. Instead, he insisted that it must be accepted in the heart: ‘It is the heart which experiences God, not the reason.’ And, famously, ‘the heart has its reasons, which reason cannot know’.16


By now he was a long way from the salons and coach-and-six days. In his later Pensées, he condemned the pursuit of trivial matters, by which he meant the theatres, dancing, the salons, consumer goods and luxuries. These goods and activities, he says, are used by us as diversions.17


An extraordinary individual, he was proof surely that many different individuals can inhabit one body, and that consistency is not necessary to make your mark. His final notion was his famous concept that has become known as Pascal’s wager, ‘that we might as well believe in God because if, after we die, it turns out there is another world, how much better will we be if we have given God the go-ahead in the past’. Voltaire called this wager ‘indecent and childish’.





But it is also worth adding that recently Pascal’s sisters and his niece have attracted historians’ attention, research showing that all have been overlooked as philosophers themselves. While each of these women has traditionally been incorporated into Blaise’s biography either as secretaries, correspondents or nurses of their brother or uncle, the American Jesuit academic John Conley has shown that Jacqueline Pascal, as headmistress of the Port-Royal convent school, made important contributions to the philosophy of education, that Gilberte Pascal Périer wrote the first philosophical biographies of Blaise and Jacqueline, and that Marguerite Périer ‘defended freedom of conscience against coercion by political and religious superiors’. Each emphasised the right of women to develop a philosophical and theological culture.18
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Madame de Sévigné – the Marquise de Sévigné – who was also in the du Plessis-Guénégaud salon on the night Simon Arnauld arrived back from exile, must together with her daughter count as one of the most interesting women of the seventeenth century, with a range and depth unequalled even by many men. Although she had no official position (at court, for example), she carved out an independent role for herself that provides us with fascinating detail about life both at Versailles and in the Parisian salons, as well as the wider cultural and intellectual life in seventeenth-century France, ranging from maternal behaviour to the arts to philosophy.


Born Marie de Rabutin-Chantal, right in the middle of Paris, her family on her father’s side were nobles from Burgundy, while her mother was Marie de Coulanges, a rich Parisian bourgeois. Like so many others at the time, Marie was left an orphan at the age of seven and was brought up by her uncle, the abbé of Livry. Things could have been worse because he saw to it that she had a good classical education and was taught Italian, Spanish and Latin.


She grew up to be famously blonde and famously beautiful, which for once comes across in Claude Lefèbvre’s 1665 portrait of her, which shows an open, intelligent face, ready to smile, but not one to suffer fools gladly. She had – equally famously – ‘flecked’ eyes.


She was married in 1644, aged eighteen, to Henri, Marquis de Sévigné, a nobleman from Brittany. To begin with they lived in Henri’s manor house, Les Rochers, near Vitré, south of the Cherbourg peninsula, where she soon gave birth to a daughter, Françoise, in 1646, and a son, Charles, two years later. And then disaster – or opportunity – struck. In 1651, Henri was killed in a duel over his mistress.1


Marie never remarried. Despite being blonde and beautiful, she was, by some accounts, ‘sexually cold’ and thereafter strongly preferred the company of women. She never had her own salon but, with her husband being killed in the middle of the Fronde, once the hostilities were over she moved back to Paris and joined the Blue Room at the time of the fashion for préciosité.


Préciosité was a controversial phenomenon of the 1650s, an argument which lasted for almost a decade as to whether the women in the salons were affected, frivolous and superficial, whose intellectual aspirations were beyond them, a hubristic delusion, or whether in fact this was a deliberate put-down by misogynist men who couldn’t – or wouldn’t – cope with the changed standing of women after the Fronde. In the first half of the seventeenth century, it was considered ‘unseemly’ for women to even think of writing, but in the decade following the Fronde that all changed, and the idea of women writing became much more acceptable, except among one or two atavistic diehards.2


One view about the Précieuses was given in the Divers portraits put together in 1659 by La Grande Mademoiselle: ‘They lean their heads on their shoulders, simper with their eyes… and have a certain affectation in all their behavior, which is extremely offensive… They have something like a private language… they find fault with everything.’3 Most famously, they were represented in Molière’s two farces, Le Misanthrope (1666) and Les Précieuses ridicules (1659). In the former, Alceste rejects the politesse of aristocratic society and refuses to conform his behaviour to the standards required, arguing that such ‘wall-to-wall niceness’ is superficial, despite the fact that this makes him unpopular and despite the fact that he cannot help but love the ‘flighty and vivacious’ Célimène, whose wit and frivolity epitomise the courtly manners he so despises. She is as confirmed in her lifestyle as he is in his and refuses to change. Although Molière clearly puts down the flighty Célimène, it is not clear whether he regards Alceste as a hero, a villain or a fool – the play ends in a stand-off. As for Les Précieuses ridicules, it has stood the test of time better than a good many other ‘classical’ offerings. Two provincial ladies turn down the suitors their father has found for them because the men are ‘insufficiently refined’ (for which read ‘insufficiently affected’). Instead, they take up with their suitors’ valets, who have been disguised as nobles and coached in ‘excessive manners’.4


But Molière wasn’t the only one to make fun of the Précieuses. Nicolas Boileau and Antoine Furetière also wrote satires, as did the Abbé de Pure in his serial novel La Prétieuse (1656–8) and Antoine Baudeau de Somaize, yet another satirist, who published in 1660 the Grand Dictionnaire des Prétieuses, ou La Clef de la langue des ruelles and a play on the same subject, Le Procez des Prétieuses en vers burlesques, in the same year.5


So it does seem that, for a time at least, the Précieuses were fair game. On the other hand, recent scholarship shows that, again in the words of Benedetta Craveri, ‘from the 1640s, a Pléiade of women held positions of prime importance in the social life of the capital. More than 130 – most of them nobles – have now been identified and each of them described in the singular by the adjective “precious”, which had no pejorative connotations and was synonymous with delicacy, refinement and distinction.’6 The Précieuse ‘cultivated a high ideal of herself and of the respect due to her sex’.


In retrospect, then, the satirical controversy over the Précieuses concealed a real change that was taking place in France concerning the status and self-respect of women in the wake of the Fronde, which we should never forget was, more than most, a women’s war.





This is supported by the fact that Mme de Sévigné, far from being the simpering affected type, lost in her own private language, had instead a robust intelligence and combative wit, and her writing style was anything but private – in fact it was a model of clarity and élan. However, instead of becoming a salonnière in her own right, she became a much sought-after member of other women’s salons, noted for her conversational skills and the sheer liveliness of her presence. Moreover, during the course of her life, and even more so after it, she became noted for her extensive correspondence that reflected her brilliant conversational manner and is taught now in many French schools as a model of stylish clarity, wit and verve. Well over a thousand letters survive, in which three themes stand out.7


She began writing in earnest when her daughter, Françoise, whom she idolised, was married in 1669 to the Comte de Grignan, a nobleman from Provence who was appointed lieutenant governor of the region and so was required to live there. Mme de Sévigné was devastated at being separated from her daughter (who did not entirely reciprocate the feeling), and from then on wrote two or three letters a week to Françoise. These letters offer, first and foremost, a close reading of life in Paris, both court life and salon life, with a breezy affection in which Mme de Sévigné doesn’t hide her feelings.8 Given their extraordinarily limpid – even melodious – quality, we are taken into the conversational world in a transparent way that is second to none.


Mme de Sévigné was a confirmed neoclassicist, and sympathetic to Jansenism and its austere doctrines. She loved pulpit oratory – a literary form popular then but now of course dated. Much as she worshipped her daughter, she was not uncritical of Françoise’s taste for the philosophy of Descartes (that life and the universe are essentially mechanical in character, which will eventually be shown to be reducible to mathematical constructs). Rather, Marie was an enthusiast for nature, with its incomparable beauty ‘best pursued in disciplined solitude’.9 Machines could never love, she tells her daughter, machines are not capable of jealousy, they cannot fear. It is these passions that make up a life. For her, introspection, religious contemplation and desire were the key elements of life and it is primarily through them that happiness was to be found.10


Her Jansenist sympathies crop up everywhere: in her conviction that the divine will is God’s central attribute, so that even the smallest episodes of everyday life ‘reflect the silent work of God’s ordering of time’; and in her view that ‘there is no moment of rest in this life’.11 One of her greatest wishes was to be devout but she tells us she is only too well aware of how hard that is, that – in a way – following God is not entirely human. This is part of her charm, that she is too human, too weak, to live up to the exalted aims of the Jansenist faith, and this is why we like her, for her common sense and practicality. She condemns Ninon de Lenclos, a libertine we shall meet shortly, not only because she was a libertine (and had a liaison with Mme de Sévigné’s own son) but for her dogmatism, an approach to life that Marie knows can lead only to dissatisfaction and disorder.


Throughout there is her concern with desire and love. In the salons, she shows, there was a widespread fascination with the gradations of love, the difference between love and friendship and how passion, desire, both determined and disfigured lives. In this regard, a second line of her correspondence was with her cousin Roger de Bussy-Rabutin, with whom she had a tempestuous relationship. One theme they explored together was the beginning, the end and the rekindling of love. ‘I don’t believe I have ever read anything as moving as the account you [Bussy-Rabutin] have given me of your farewell to your mistress.’12 And this is key: Mme de Sévigné’s achievement was to identify aspects of life – nuggets of experience, like a farewell to a mistress – that others had never noticed and in that way, as with true poetry, extend the reach of experience and enlarge it, enlarge life.
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In his Mémoires, Charles-Maurice de Talleyrand described Mme de Sévigné, Mme de Lafayette and the Duc de La Rochefoucauld as a ‘formidable trio’ whose close friendship and ‘robust conversations’ comprised ‘one of the high points of civilisation under the ancien régime’.1 The second of the trio, Mme de Lafayette, was every bit as extraordinary as Mme de Sévigné, even if she is not as well known today.


She was born Marie-Madeleine Pioche de la Vergne in the Petit Luxembourg Palace in Paris in 1634, making her eight years junior to Mme de Sévigné. Her mother was lady-in-waiting to Cardinal Richelieu’s niece – she was well connected. The entire family was required to vacate Paris in the Fronde, during which time her father died. She formed an early friendship with the poet Gilles Ménage, who encouraged her to study Greek, Latin and Italian so that, like Mme de Sévigné, she was well versed in the classics.


One can see why Mme de Lafayette would follow Ménage’s advice. A lawyer who turned to the church, he wrote a history of women philosophers (published in 1690) and he too was a member of the Blue Room. Prominent among the female philosophers at the time was Mme Anne Le Fèvre Dacier, who Ménage described as ‘the most erudite woman in the present or in the past’. Mme Dacier was an esteemed classicist, a translator of Greek philosophical works, including the Iliad and the Odyssey, who firmly believed that the ancients were superior to the moderns, and she had pronounced views on taste, which, she believed, was a guide to the health of civilisation. Bon goût would be an obsession in France throughout the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. Dacier felt that there had been a decline in French literature owing partly to the sentimental novels so popular in the salons.


Though Mme de Lafayette resembled Mme de Sévigné in some ways, unlike her she suffered from several embarrassments that would help determine her character. The first occurred after her father’s death, when her mother remarried Renaud-René de Sévigné, a cousin of her future close intimate. What was embarrassing was that le tout Paris had expected Sévigné to marry not the mother but the daughter. This had the unsurprising effect on the daughter that henceforth she was always somewhat wary of showing her emotions.2


A year or two later, in 1655, Marie-Madeleine married François Motier, Comte de Lafayette, eighteen years older than she, and in poor financial circumstances. The marriage was arranged in haste, leading some to speculate on another embarrassing possibility: that Marie-Madeleine was pregnant by another man and the comte agreed to a cover-up marriage provided it was accompanied by a generous dowry. They had two sons, but her husband preferred his country estates while she preferred Paris, and to a large extent they thereafter lived separate lives.


After these adventures, if they can be called that, she settled in the French capital and, unlike Mme de Sévigné in this regard, she inhabited both the world of the royal court and that of the salons. As a result of her friendship with Henriette Anne, daughter of Henrietta Maria and Charles I of England, and now wife of Philippe, Duc d’Orléans, brother of Louis XIV, Mme de Lafayette had free access to court society. This would help form the basis of two of the books she would become known for.


She was not a great beauty, we are told. Portraits show her as round-faced, on the chubby side, with a too-large nose, a too-small mouth and eyes that were too far apart. But her wit and ready intelligence counted for more and, not content with attending the salons of Mesdames de Rambouillet and du Plessis-Guénégaud – though she was very welcome there – she set up her own salon, on the rue de Vaugirard, where a raft of significant scholars, savants, poets and writers were drawn in. They included Molière; Racine; Pierre-Daniel Huet, renowned for his erudition; Jean Regnault de Segrais, poet, translator of Virgil and aide to La Grande Mademoiselle, who would help her write her novels when the time came; and La Rochefoucauld, who would become her closest male companion.3


THE FIRST (PSYCHOLOGICAL) NOVEL



Mme de Lafayette always had literary ambitions but not in the epistolary style of Mme de Sévigné. Her first novel, La Princesse de Montpensier, was published anonymously in 1662, Mme de Lafayette well aware that, at the time, it was ‘not done’ for court women to write books or appear in the public domain. Moreover, women were not thought of as intellectuals or artists. That did not deter her, however, and a second novel, Zaïde, appeared in 1670, and in which, apparently, both Huet and La Rochefoucauld had a hand, though it appeared under Segrais’s name. It was reprinted more than once and translated into several languages.4


But all this paled alongside La Princesse de Clèves, published in 1678, again anonymously, and which, it is now accepted, revolutionised the novel, using a variety of innovations (Joan DeJean says plainly that this was the first modern novel, a timeless work concerned with the ‘abyss of the heart’). Until that point, novels had usually been romances, action-oriented and recounting often-implausible narratives of heroes overcoming near-impossible odds to achieve a happy ending where, invariably, love triumphs. Marie-Madeleine changed all that. La Princesse is now regarded as the first psychological novel, making widespread use of interior monologues, where the study of character and motive are the main sources of interest, where analysis is as important as narrative, and where what we now take to be classical female interests – the inner workings of life – move centre stage.5


The plot tells the story of a sixteen-year-old heiress whose mother has brought her to the court of Henry II (i.e., a hundred years distant from Mme de Lafayette’s own time) to make a match. Owing to court intrigues, the best prospects never materialise and the young woman accepts the only offer, that of a man of middling standing, the Prince of Clèves. Not long after the wedding, however, the newly minted princess meets the dashing Duc de Nemours and they fall wildly in love. Their passion is internal, though, and they meet only now and then in the princess’s very own salon. Even so, the prince eventually realises that his new wife is in love with someone else and he confronts her. She confesses and it is this confession that accounted for the sensation caused by the book, and its wild success, as the world of both the court and the salons digested that her plot made explicit what so often took place in secret.


Following the confrontation, the prince falls ill. It is never spelled out whether from a natural illness or a broken heart, but on his deathbed he begs his wife not to marry the duc after his death. Following his demise, she is legally and psychologically free to pursue her passions. (Women in seventeenth-, eighteenth-, and nineteenth-century France often discovered their freedom on being divorced or widowed, as we shall repeatedly see.) Despite the continued attentions of the Duc de Nemours, however, she keeps herself to herself, reins in her feelings and removes herself to a convent for part of each year. The book also includes a very intense observation of life at court and – in a second scandalous theme – Mme de Lafayette implies that full satisfaction in life can only be achieved by removing oneself from the court, an argument that, of course, aligns her with Catherine de Rambouillet and Élisabeth du Plessis-Guénégaud.6


Mme de Lafayette was much affected by the death of the Duc de La Rochefoucauld in 1680 and although she lived on for more than a decade afterwards, she was never the same, though two other well-regarded books were published after her death: Histoire de Madame Henriette d’Angleterre and Mémoires de la Cour de France pour les années 1688 et 1689.


A PREFERENCE FOR WOMEN



The third member of Talleyrand’s ‘formidable trio’, François de La Rochefoucauld, the second Duc de La Rochefoucauld, was an extraordinary man whose career was divided sharply into two, though one of his biographers divided it into four, according to the four women in his life. He was born in 1615 into one of the most illustrious noble French families, whose military distinction dated back to the feudal eleventh century. Later ‘seigneurs’, as they were known, fought in the religious wars, undergoing their share of casualties and honours and the second duc received the usual education of his class – military exercises, hunting, court manners, and a general socio-political grounding.7


He was sent into the army – incredible, this – at the age of nine, was married at fifteen to Andrée de Vivonne, a sixth cousin to Mme de Rambouillet, and at sixteen he took part in the Battle of Cassel, part of the Franco-Dutch War. By background and temperament, he was opposed to Richelieu and supported Gaston d’Orléans, the king’s always-rebellious and always-plotting brother (chapter 10). These plots were invariably discovered and led to short stays in the Bastille for La Rochefoucauld, years of banishment and eventually to the Fronde, in which he was badly wounded twice, once in the head which left him temporarily blinded.8 La Rochefoucauld recovered his sight but the battle marked the end of his active life.


There are those who argue that the violence, deceit and treachery that La Rochefoucauld experienced shaped the cynicism and the morality that he was to express so well in his celebrated Maximes. But this is to neglect the other aspect of his life, associated with four women: the Duchesse de Chevreuse, the Duchesse de Longueville, Mme de Sablé, and Mme de Lafayette, a glittering array of personages. He met the Duchesse de Chevreuse, one of the great beauties of the court and mistress to Louis XIII, while they were both in exile. The duchesse was in touch with the court of Spain, then enemies of the French king. La Rochefoucauld embraced the cause of his new lover, the plot was discovered, and this cut him off from all possibility of court favour.


It was the same in the Fronde. During those hostilities he met – and fell in love with – the Duchesse de Longueville, whose brave exploits have already been outlined. At the outbreak of hostilities, they fled together to Normandy. He left her at Dieppe and, while she was eventually forced to escape by boat to Holland, he moved to Bordeaux and, with the Duc de Bouillon, defended the town with the greatest bravery though in the end the parliament there compelled him to surrender as the only way to save the city from physical destruction. This made him distinguished but powerless.9


With the end of the Fronde, however, it can be said that in a sense La Rochefoucauld’s real life began. He settled in Paris and, as someone coined the phrase, ‘devoted himself to society’, frequenting more than one salon.10 In addition to those of Mme du Plessis-Guénégaud and Mme de Lafayette, he was also a regular at Mme de Sablé’s. During this time he produced the two works for which he is chiefly remembered, the Mémoires of his own time (giving a faithful picture of the intrigues and scandals of the court during Louis XIV’s minority) and his Maximes (everyone composed maxims at Mme de Sablé’s, says Roger Picard).


One of the things he does in the Mémoires is describe himself. ‘In the first place, to speak of my temper. I am melancholy, and I have hardly been seen for the last three or four years to laugh above three or four times… I have ability. I have no hesitation in saying it, as for what purpose should I pretend otherwise? So great circumvention, and so great depreciation, in speaking of the gifts one has, seems to me to hide a little vanity under an apparent modesty… The conversation of gentlemen is one of the pleasures that most amuses me. I like it to be serious and morality to form the substance of it… if I do not make many witty speeches, it is not because I do not appreciate the value of trifles well said… I do not dislike an argument and I often of my own free will engage in one; but I generally back my opinion with too much warmth and sometimes, when the wrong side is advocated against me, from the strength of my zeal for reason, I become a little unreasonable myself… I have all the passions pretty mildly, and pretty well under control… I keep the most punctilious civility to women… When their intellect is cultivated, I prefer their society to that of men; one there finds a mildness one does not meet with among ourselves, and it seems to me beyond this that they express themselves with more neatness, and give a more agreeable turn to the things they talk about… I have renounced all flirtation.’11


The Maximes were published first in 1665, containing 316 entries, later increased to 504, and there were five editions of the book in the seventeenth century alone. There have been eight English translations and, though they are not without their critics (Rousseau thought it a ‘sad and melancholy’ book), the Maximes have drawn praise from Pascal, La Bruyère, Chesterfield, Swift, Nietzsche and Montesquieu.12 Voltaire thought that it was ‘one of the works that most contributed to form the taste of the [French] nation’, though he added that ‘there is scarcely more than one truth running through the book – that “self-love is the motive of everything” ’.13


The maxims are usually a few words, hardly ever running to more than two lines:




‘There is something in the misfortunes of our best friends which does not wholly displease us.’


‘If we had no faults, we would not take so much pleasure in noticing those of others.’


‘The truest mark of having been born with great qualities is to have been born without envy.’





A CRUEL QUARTET



Though he was not part of Talleyrand’s ‘formidable trio’, one of the other notable people in the salons of that time was the great French fabulist, Jean de La Fontaine, of whom La Rochefoucauld was a protector. The son of a maître des eaux et forêts at Château-Thierry, north-east of Paris, La Fontaine was educated in the law. A wife was found for him, a girl of fourteen but of course with a substantial dowry. The marriage was not a success, however. La Fontaine proved hopeless at business and after nine years of marriage – much of it lived apart – a financial separation of their affairs had to be arranged. From then on, the pair appeared to live amicably but separately, she in Château-Thierry, he in Paris. They had one son, who lived with his mother.


In Paris La Fontaine didn’t follow the law but began his literary career with a translation of the Eunuchus of Terence. This brought him to the attention of Superintendent Nicolas Fouquet, who endowed him with a pension, in return for which La Fontaine was to compose verses each quarter when the pension became due. More notably, he wrote Le Songe de Vaux, Vaux being Fouquet’s celebrated palace. When the superintendent was arrested and imprisoned by Louis XIV (see the Prologue), La Fontaine didn’t entirely abandon his patron, composing Pleurez, Nymphes de Vaux. Following that, La Fontaine’s reputation grew, and he crept up the social ladder. Always adept at making influential friends, at this time he made the acquaintance of one of Cardinal Mazarin’s nieces, writing verse for her, and added the title of Esquire to his name. This was ‘not done’ and an informer caused him to be fined 2,000 livres.14


Perhaps the best example of his rise to prominence (in his early forties) was his membership of the quartet of literary figures who met regularly on the rue du Vieux Colombier, the other members being Racine, Boileau and Molière. With satirists like Boileau and Molière in the company, it is no surprise to find that this group had its sharp – even cruel – side. It is said that Jean Chapelain was a ‘kind of outsider’ in the group but this does not do justice to the situation. By all accounts, the group always left a copy of Chapelain’s epic poem about Joan of Arc, La Pucelle, on the table, and any member who infringed its rituals was ‘condemned’ to read a few lines from the book as punishment.15


La Fontaine’s next influential friend was the dowager Duchesse d’Orléans, who installed him in the Luxembourg. When she died, he was taken up by Mme de la Sablière, another great salonnière, who invited him to make his home in her house, and where he remained for twenty years. It suited him and he was able to concentrate on both his poetry and his interest in play-writing.


La Fontaine’s oeuvre consisted of three elements – the Fables, the tales (Contes) and other works, of which the dramatic are the strongest. But it is the Fables for which he was best known in his day and which have most sustained his reputation ever since. There were twelve books published between 1668 and 1694. The stories are derived from many sources, mostly from Aesop and Horace initially, with more eastern sources in the later books, and he retells them in free verse. Some of them are ambiguously ironic and some of the Contes are licentious. He was after all a member of the same club as Molière and Racine.16 By now in his late fifties, he was close to being the grand old man of letters and was elected to the Académie française in the same year as Boileau.


As well as being the author of many stories, La Fontaine was himself the subject of many anecdotes, often having to do with his absent-mindedness. Some of these were collected by Louis Racine, son of La Fontaine’s lifelong playwright friend. In one, he met his son without realising it, and when it was pointed out he remarked: ‘Ah, yes, I thought I had seen him somewhere.’17
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Though the salons of Mesdames de Rambouillet and du Plessis-Guénégaud were the most distinguished gatherings to begin with, they were soon emulated by others no less so. Beginning roughly around 1654, with the return of peace and stability after the unpleasant rigours of the Fronde, Parisian society took on a new form. Since the king and Mazarin had won, and the nobles had now forfeited their claims to independence and autonomy, the aristocracy redoubled their concern with the social pleasures, withdrawing from the political scene into the realms of culture and taste. ‘Salons multiplied, more and more of the nobility and the bourgeoisie became passionate for sociabilité, new forms of entertainment were introduced, and the cercles widened their interests.’1


Magdeleine de Sablé, for example, had been a habituée of the Blue Room since as early as 1620 and had enjoyed every moment. But the crisis of the Fronde was the beginning of the end for the Rambouillet salon. On the other hand, Mme de Sablé, who was a convinced Jansenist, fared better. Following her conversion, she moved into Port-Royal and had a house built specially for her in which ‘her drawing room became one of the most creative meeting places in French cultural and society circles’.2 As the Harvard historian of France William Wiley put it: ‘The salons demonstrated too, that women had won the centuries-old Querelle de la Femme and that she was no longer man’s chattel in society’s marketplace. Courtier and savant alike, therefore, visited the salons and knelt in ritualistic obeisance at the feet of women.’ Molière kept up the attack, however, ridiculing them for preferring such expressions as ‘I esteem the melon’ over ‘I like the melon’.3


The querelle was an age-old battle over the equality (or otherwise) between the sexes, dating back originally to the idea that women were descendants of Eve, who had caused the expulsion from the Garden of Eden, and so were in some existential sense inferior to men. The issue was debated all over Europe but was especially sharp in France as women increasingly rebelled against arranged or dynastic unions. This is why in salon life there was endless discussion about love and whether women were especially gifted in conversation, either born to greater eloquence or failing at it. There was constant speculation on how the women of the salons were best described, especially the worldly ones – were they ‘cultivated’, ‘precious’, ‘pedantic’ (much the same thing) or merely ‘ignorant’? Molière and Boileau were just two of the best-known critics of female abilities. Women were mocked for both their learning and their ignorance. It is a notable fact of French social/intellectual history that women who were widowed – which happened a lot because of the practice of marrying off young girls to much older men – did not remarry, preferring instead to branch out, both socially and intellectually, now that they were (for the most part) mature and economically secure. It is also true that widows were a threat to two families if they were not financially independent, an unwelcome drain on both their original family and their in-laws. This too encouraged them to launch themselves into society.


Although Mme de Sablé’s house in the convent was technically a ‘retreat’, she continued to be ‘on excellent terms with society’.4 Her table was known as one of the best in Paris and for the mix of aristocrats, magistrates, scientists, doctors, diplomats, men of letters and even Jesuits and Jansenists gathered together in her salon to discuss not only theology, but to watch elementary experiments, and to engage in arguments about metaphysics, morality and psychology. Above all, there was still a fascination with love. Questions d’amour, Benedetta Craveri tells us, ‘were all the rage in the salons’. The Marquis de Sourdis read out his thirty-two Questions sur l’amour and Roger de Bussy-Rabutin read from his Maximes d’amour. Among specific topics discussed were: ‘Is it better to lose a loved one through death or infidelity?’ and ‘Is it possible to love something more than oneself?’5


La Rochefoucauld and La Fontaine were both regulars at Mme de Sablé’s, and she helped with the production of the former’s Maximes, even to the extent of producing several dozen maxims of her own. Magdeleine even went so far as to write her own review of the Maximes in the Journal des savants, which was published in March 1665. Going ‘public’ in this way, for a woman, was a definite step forward.6


‘PLAYING’ AT SCIENCE



Marguerite Hessein Rambouillet de La Sablière was married at the age of fourteen to Antoine Rambouillet de La Sablière, the younger son of another very rich banker, Nicolas Rambouillet du Plessis, the father of Élisabeth, married to Gédéon Tallemant des Réaux. Despite this concatenation of names, Marguerite was unrelated to the maîtresses of the Blue Room or the du Plessis-Guénégauds. Even so, her house became known as La Folie-Rambouillet because it was just as distinguished as the Blue Room.7 On paper, Antoine was a good catch. In practice, however, the marriage was not a success and, although they had three children, by the time she was thirty Marguerite needed a separation. As happened with several other women in this book, that caesura was the making of her. She set up house in the rue Neuve-des-Petits-Champs, and opened her salon.


She had help beyond her apprenticeship in the Blue Room. Her brother was a friend of Boileau and Molière and her uncle knew Pascal and Racine. But it was Marguerite’s own urbanity and accomplishments which made her salon such a success. Described by contemporaries as a ‘convinced Cartesian’, she had studied mathematics, geometry and astronomy with well-regarded instructors, including François Bernier (an early theorist on the world’s races), who dedicated his work on the astronomer and philosopher Pierre Gassendi to her.8


By now, within Mme de Sablière’s salon, the more frivolous aspects of salon life had been eschewed, in favour of literary, philosophical and scientific pursuits, though both Molière and Boileau poked fun at her. Nonetheless, she befriended La Fontaine and looked after him when he was in financial trouble; in return he dedicated more than one fable to her. And it was around her circle that the great quarrel, between the ancients and the moderns, broke out, a debate as to whether the recent invention of the printing press, modern firearms and the compass, which helped navigation to the New World, actually put modern scholarship above the age-old ‘certainties’ of the Greeks and Romans.9


Boileau led the charge for the ancients, who refused to recognise that contemporary society – and that included the women in it, who helped organise and maintain it – had any critical standing. Only men, and men of letters at that, could fulfil such a role. The importance of letters, and men of letters, would be a lineament of Frenchness for centuries.


Nicolas Boileau-Despréaux (1631–1711) was as formal in his appearance as in his literary style. A friend to all the main seventeenth-century classicists, he was the first great French literary critic, the founder of a modern tradition of French writers who sought to emphasise that the ancients were great not because they were old but because they were good. Good literature, he said, and by that he meant poetry and the theatre, rather than the novel, was hard to pull off and modern writers could come closest to perfection by following the rules and example of the Greeks and Romans, their ‘precision of regularity’, soberly formal. He admitted his own inadequacy as a poet, saying he could not do justice in his language to the majesty of the great themes, which for him were tragedy and epic. (He thought Chapelain’s La Pucelle was dreadful.) He counselled the king not to seek conquests but to look out for the welfare of his people, so that the literature of his time could be ‘dignified and loyal’. He supported Racine’s tragedy Phèdre against a cabal of critics. His Art poétique, based on Horace, was influential in England as well as France, and Mme de Sévigné tells us several times in her letters that the work was sometimes read aloud after dinner at salons she attended, describing it as a ‘masterpiece’.10


Verse, said Boileau, should ‘have the quiet dignity of a clear stream’, not a muddy torrent, everything in its proper place with noble, elevated language, no ‘dirty words’. He supported the unities, downplayed rhetoric; there should be nothing ‘unbelievable’, nothing sentimental. Verse should have a ‘methodical order’. Boileau was a great admirer of Mme Dacier and her respect for classical rules (which he felt Corneille, Molière and Racine respected too) but believed that the alexandrine form was beginning to date. Critics of Boileau, however, felt that his ‘minutiae of rules’ had ‘dampened the fire of poetry’.


The moderns, led by Charles Perrault, best known as the author of several classic fairy tales – inter alia, ‘Little Red Riding Hood’, ‘Sleeping Beauty’, ‘Puss in Boots’ and ‘Cinderella’ – disagreed, questioning the ‘indisputable authority’ that the ancient authors were endowed with, and instead encouraged freedom of expression and honest pragmatism in judging works of art. Perrault singled out La Fontaine as evidence that the moderns were better (he thought La Fontaine was better than Aesop and Phaedrus) but La Fontaine himself took the ancient side.


In his Savante ridicule, Boileau had accused Mme de Sablière of ‘playing’ at science, using astrolabes and microscopes as little more than toys and sitting on her roof all night ‘watching Jupiter’. Perrault, in his Apologie des femmes, replied that in fact Marguerite had a good understanding of science, adding that Boileau had been corrected in one of her salons and that, perhaps, this accounted for his vitriol.11


After her death Mme de Sablière was described as the ‘grande dame’ who represented the ultimate ‘in a half century of polite society’.


FEMALE GLORY



Recent scholarship allows us to conclude Part One on a high note so far as the ‘new constellation’ of women is concerned, and one that effectively puts Molière and Boileau, for all their gifts, in their place. For it shows that two of the women who were vilified by the chronic misogyny in seventeenth-century France (female writers being dismissed as ‘insolent adventurers’) were far more than the sum of their parts.


The first is Madeleine de Scudéry, who we have already met as the author of several ten-volume novels yet ‘long framed by her critics as a pedantic précieuse’ who has drawn scorn for the ‘inordinate length and unreadability’ of her books.12 This is not untrue so far as modern tastes are concerned, but she was in fact widely read in her own time. Her own salon, her Samedis as its meetings were called, has been dismissed as ‘amateurish’ – and there is no doubt that some sections of society had it in for her. In fact, as time has gone by, another Scudéry has emerged.


Born in Le Havre in 1607, into a minor Norman aristocratic family, like so many others at that time she was orphaned early, in her case at the age of six, and brought up by her uncle, an ecclesiastic who ensured she had a full education, which included foreign languages and a grounding in stoicism and Montaigne. She was introduced to the salons of Paris by her brother Georges, also a writer (chapter 1), and through him she became a frequent visitor to the Blue Room.


She produced the first of her books in the 1640s and in the Fronde she and her brother sided with the Crown. In 1653, as the Fronde was ending, she and Georges installed their own salon in a new building in the rue de Beauce in the Marais area of Paris, on Saturdays. Among the regular guests, apart from Mesdames de Sablé, de Lafayette and Scarron (the future Mme de Maintenon, who would become the second wife of Louis XIV), there were Catherine Descartes, niece of René; Valentin Conrart, writer, secretary to the king and one of the founders of the Académie française, as we have seen; and Paul Pellisson, a lawyer by training, historian of the Académie française, historian to the king, who had been imprisoned in the Bastille for his support of Nicolas Fouquet. There was also the Chevalier de Méré, both a writer and a mathematician interested – before Pascal – in probability theory.13


It is also worth saying that, even though Madeleine de Scudéry was the object of widespread scorn – in Molière’s Précieuses ridicules (1659), Furetière’s Le Roman bourgeois (1666) and Boileau’s Satire X (1667) – the Académie française went so far as to award her its first literary prize, for an essay ‘On Glory’ in 1671. And she was elected to foreign academies who didn’t discriminate against women quite as much as the French ones did. She was translated into English, Spanish, Italian, German and even Arabic. Roger Picard tells us that no less a foreign figure than Leibniz sought ‘the honour’ of corresponding with her. Her books appeared in instalments and, according to Picard, had much the appeal of Dickens in Britain in the nineteenth century. Joan DeJean says that the novel as extended conversation now began to disappear.14


Mme de Scudéry’s philosophy is mainly contained in dialogues published towards the end of her life, based on the discussions held in her Samedis and which she called ‘Conversations’, with titles such as Of Lying, Of Politeness, Of Glory, Of Hope, Of Anger. Characters discuss various matters – the passions, the virtues, free will, God, the merit of this or that poet, how to phrase letters, natural history (butterflies, chameleons). She had an extensive exchange of letters with Catherine Descartes in which both rejected René’s mechanistic explanation of animal life.


In fact, Mme de Scudéry was in general sceptical about philosophy: ‘The result will always be an unstable mixture of half-truths and unanticipated difficulties. This problem arises because philosophers generally try to say something new rather than saying something true.’15 She was in particular interested in the problems women faced in contemporary society, where she identified three moral virtues: magnanimity, politeness and discretion. And here perhaps there were some elements of preciousness. For example, in Of Politeness she conceives of it as primarily ‘the capacity to engage in proper conversation with persons of elevated social rank’. In Of Glory: ‘Ladies have glory when their mind exceeds their beauty.’16 In Of Hope: ‘The entire life of the court is nothing but hope; that is where one always dies in hoping for something.’ She thought that repentance was the greatest manifestation of human reason, and that Descartes was right in that doubt was everywhere and its exercise the right use of our powers. She considered that self-knowledge can only emerge ‘through scrutiny of one’s social interaction’.17


Her novels, whatever their shortcomings (or ‘longcomings’), addressed the ‘tender game of love’ but at the same time did not avoid such questions as forced marriage, domestic violence and abduction. She defended women’s rights to participate in politics and public life, their rights to education and self-expression, arguing that a distorted view of modesty ‘had reduced women to silence’ and made self-expression in women ‘a sin’. To refuse women the right to develop their intellectual gifts ‘is to oppose Nature itself… the Gods have made nothing useless in all Nature’.18


Several recent American female historians have drawn attention to the way women writers were excluded from the early literary canon-formation, which was first set in train in late seventeenth-century France, but the rehabilitation of Mme de Scudéry’s reputation began as early as the middle of the nineteenth century when Victor Cousin – eminent philosopher, brilliant lecturer and educationist and president of the Sorbonne – wrote a history of society in France in the seventeenth century and highlighted de Scudéry’s role. The latest assessment of her achievements was published as recently as the 1990s.19 Precious or not, she continues to fascinate.





Corneille, Boileau, Racine, Molière, La Fontaine and La Rochefoucauld comprised a brilliant generation of French writers and dramatists (the artists, architects and scientists, no less brilliant, are considered in chapter 7). All of these figures were men. But we can no longer stop there, because it is not a complete picture. Around them, and in some senses above them, was a raft of women whose talents were equally deserving of attention. While they undoubtedly had their ‘precious’ moments, the very self-confidence that gave rise to the charges of ‘preciosity’ shows that in the last half of the seventeenth century (in particular, following the Fronde, the ‘women’s war’), women in France were beginning to assert themselves. Disappointed by the court, they had found in the salon a form of mixed-gender sociability that helped to advance both cultural affairs and the intellectual evolution of their sex. It was not a straight line by any means, but what the salons provided above all was a hitherto undiscovered form of intellectual excitement, as shown by Simon Arnauld’s visit to Mme du Plessis-Guénégaud’s salon that night in 1665. Roger Picard concludes that, throughout the seventeenth century, the salons had helped fix French as a modern language, replacing Latin as the ‘perfect instrument of a universal culture’.20


We should not underplay the extent – and the novelty – of that excitement. It accounts for the sheer durability of the salon in French life with its unique mix of genders and the varied forms of intellectual activity. The importance of this sociable mix is too often overlooked.
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6 [image: ] The Philosophical Eroticism of Ninon de Lenclos



The same may be said about Ninon de Lenclos as of Madeleine de Scudéry, that she continues to fascinate, and perhaps even more so. Born in 1620 in Paris as Anne de Lenclos, she was nicknamed ‘Ninon’ by her father and labelled as ‘sulphurous’ by her many critics later in life, though some of them at least had the grace to concede that she was ‘the most beautiful woman in France’. Her parents were very different from each other. Her mother was extremely religious – a bigot even – while her father was described as a ‘debauched musician’ who worked in the court of a rich seigneur.1 Worse, he was accused of being involved in the assassination of a baron and therefore had to abandon his family, seeking the anonymous safety of Paris, where he died not long after.


So Ninon’s life began in scandal and she was to amass a healthy collection of scandals before she was able to use her intelligence to turn events to her advantage. She grew up to be a notorious courtesan who shocked France by her numerous tumultuous affairs, not just with prominent politicians but even with ecclesiastics. (There was, at the time, it is worth saying, a strict hierarchy of prostitutes in Paris: in ascending order of status they were filles publiques, courtisanes, filles entretenues and matrons). Ninon justified her libertine behaviour as based on an epicurean philosophy and her insistence on the equal rights of women.


Though her mother was a devout Catholic, her father saw to it that, like many of the women considered here, Ninon had a good education, grew up with books, was taught Spanish and Italian and, like Mme de Scudéry, was given a grounding in the philosophy of Montaigne. She was in any case a child prodigy, with a singular intellectual cast of mind, who appeared in other women’s salons at an early age displaying a precocious facility with the lute and clavichord.


THREE KINDS OF LOVER



She began her many affairs in her teens, becoming the mistress of almost countless prominent men, including the Grand Condé (the cadet branch of the House of Bourbon), the Abbé de Châteauneuf and the Duc de La Rochefoucauld; more than once she took two lovers at the same time.2 She divided her lovers into three: those who paid her, her favourites and her ‘martyrs’, who genuinely adored her but were still required to spend what little they had on her. She set up shop first in the Marais, an area given over to prostitutes and courtesans, where she earned a reputation for her skill in bringing affairs to an end without rancour. So scandalised was one part of society that the queen, Anne of Austria (as we have seen, regent of France during Louis XIV’s minority), had her placed under house arrest in a convent for ‘lost women’.3 Ninon was only released after another queen, Christina of Protestant Sweden – then in exile after converting to Catholicism and abdicating, and on her way to Rome – visited her in the more discreet convent cell in which Ninon had subsequently been hidden, and where they discussed the philosophy of Descartes, who had spent time in Stockholm, giving Christina instruction. Following this experience, Christina prevailed on the king to release her, saying that this ‘exceptional courtesan’ was the one thing that his monarchy lacked.4


As this shows, there was a whole other side to Ninon’s life. In 1667, she opened her own salon, after which, as one biographer says, she alternated her ‘intellectual and erotic encounters’. The salon was situated in the hôtel de Sagonne in Paris, a building designed by Jules Hardouin-Mansart, architect to the king and nephew of François Mansart, generally credited with creating the classicism of French architecture.


Lenclos’s salon had a familiar roster of members – Boileau, the Chevalier de Méré, La Fontaine, the Duc d’Orléans, the future regent, Molière (who read an early version of his anti-clerical Tartuffe there) and Fontenelle. This shows how this once-scandalous femme fatale (as she was also described, repeatedly) could hold her own with the most distinguished in the land.5


Nicholas de Largillière’s portrait of Fontenelle gives him a strong, almost totally bald head, a somewhat florid skin, piercing black eyes, a long prominent nose and a mouth with lips that soften the rest of his features. Born in Rouen in 1657, the son of a lawyer, he was to be blessed with a long life – he died just a month shy of his 100th birthday. That long life took him all the way from the company of Corneille, Racine and Boileau to the next generation of Voltaire, Diderot, Buffon and d’Alembert. Although he was never regarded as a piercingly sharp thinker, the accessibility of his style and his enthusiasm for Descartes – and for science more generally – set him slightly apart from the more literary philosophes.


His early interests were in poetry – he tried his hand at Latin verse – but he also experimented as a man of the theatre. He was in fact a man of many parts, as well as being a nephew of Corneille. He enjoyed worldly society, was a noted gourmand (attributing his long life to eating strawberries), but he was also interested in theological matters and science, albeit science with a theological relevance. He is better known today as the author of two works of high originality, and high limpid style. In Nouveaux dialogues des morts (‘New Dialogues of the Dead’, 1683), he invented plausible arguments between mostly dead ancient and dead modern authors. Among the very enjoyable and intriguing imagined encounters are Montaigne and Socrates, Montezuma and Cortés, and Roxelane and Anne Boleyn.


His Entretiens sur la pluralité des mondes (‘Conversations on the Plurality of Worlds’) discussed gravity, infinity and turbulence, the latter an original innovation. And it did so in French, not Latin, again making his work more accessible, especially to women, part of his avowed aim. It was cast in the form of a series of conversations between a ‘gallant philosopher’ and a marquise, who walk in the woman’s garden at night, the philosopher using the stars above as the starting point for his explanation of the heliocentric (Copernican) universe, and a discussion of the possibility of life beyond Earth.6


Fontenelle also took a prominent role in the quarrel between the ancients and the moderns, in which he sided with the moderns. He was against what he saw as the rigid formalism of classical times and in 1688 published his Digression sur les anciens and les modernes in which he pointedly asked if the trees of former times were taller than those of today. His answer was that they were not; therefore ‘we can equal Homer, Plato and Demosthenes’. It was this which drew the ire of Racine and Boileau in particular, both seeing to it that he was rejected by the Académie française no fewer than four times before he was elected. The rejections didn’t faze him. He continued to argue that the Cartesian method ‘took the sheen off the butterfly’s wing’: that is, it undermined poetry. Despite this, he eventually became (in 1697) the perpetual secretary of the Academy of Sciences, a position he was to hold for forty-two years.


As well as being a follower of Copernicus, he also popularised the theories of Descartes and this underlines Fontenelle’s significance, both then and now, as one of the first popularisers of science, someone who made natural philosophy, as it was then called, accessible in le monde, in the fashionable world of the salons.7


He had a gentle wit. When he was in his late nineties, he encountered Mme Helvétius, a noted beauty. ‘Ah, Madame,’ he said softly. ‘If only I were eighty again.’8


THE INVENTION OF THE INTELLECTUAL



Louis de Rouvrey, Duc de Saint-Simon, was – if anything – even better connected than Fontenelle, though it is important to say that there were two prominent Saint-Simons in French history. The second was Claude Henri de Rouvrey, Comte de Saint-Simon (1760–1825), who was the grandson of the duc’s cousin and a political-sociological figure during the post-Revolution era.


Louis’s father had been a favourite hunting companion of Louis XIII, as a result of which he had been made ‘Master of the Wolfhounds’ and promoted to duc. By the time Louis inherited the title, their duché (dukedom) ranked thirteenth among France’s eighteen ducs. At his christening he was sponsored by Louis XIV and he enjoyed an early career in the army, seeing action at the Siege of Namur and the Battle of Neerwinden, both hostilities taking place in the 1690s, between France and the Spanish Netherlands, what would become Belgium.9


Well connected though he was, and though he undoubtedly added ‘cachet’ to Ninon’s salon, Saint-Simon did not come to general prominence until much later, when he had been long dead. This is because he had from an early time begun to record all the gossip and goings-on at Louis XIV’s court at Versailles. Saint-Simon was congenial company by all accounts, but also a disappointed man, whose career had not really fulfilled its early promise, and this mix – of congeniality and disappointment – combined to make him the perfect observer of the attractions and animosities of life at court.


On his death, at eighty, by which time he had exhausted his family’s fortune, all his possessions were sequestered by the Crown. His memoirs – which were to become so celebrated and ran to thousands of pages – were at first circulated only among a favoured few, as excerpts in manuscript form. It was only in 1828 that the manuscript was returned to his family, and so it was only then that he achieved real fame.10


Saint-Simon’s memoirs are entertaining because he is not averse to confessing his own foibles – he could be petty and vindictive, and was self-obsessed, acerbic and ill-tempered as well as truly witty. He uses slang, invents new coinages, such as ‘intellectual’ and ‘publicity’, while giving vivid descriptions of the intrigues at court, gossip about the strict but convoluted hierarchy at Versailles, the importance and consequences of the purity of the royal bloodline. The bishops are ‘cuistres violets’, ‘purple pedants’ on account of their ecclesiastical garb, and one politician is put down as having a ‘mien de chat fâché’, the appearance of a disgruntled cat. He had no time for the Jesuits, being more sympathetic to the Jansenists. He played a role in creating the public persona of such figures as Mme de Maintenon. The Mémoires influenced the work of authors as varied as Barbey d’Aurevilly, Flaubert and Proust.11


Saint-Simon shared Mlle de Lenclos’s salon with Mme de Maintenon, though at the time she was still Françoise d’Aubigny. He described Ninon’s salon as a place where there was a triumph of vice and irony conducted with esprit ‘and redeemed by virtue’, adding that everything that went on in her salon was done out of a respect for her wit and self-composure and that her conversation was invariably ‘charming, disinterested and intimate’.12 One of Ninon’s lovers was Mme de Sévigné’s son, at a time when he was twenty-three and she forty-eight, three years older than her young lover’s mother.


As it flourished, Lenclos’s salon – where irony, philosophy, worldliness and eroticism were mixed, as someone said, in a ‘bon ménage’ – became identified with a sceptical attitude to Christianity, and an interest in epicurean philosophy, which notoriously espoused the pursuits of pleasure, romantic love, and sexual gratification as the only true way to happiness and fulfilment. By all accounts, Ninon led the discussions herself in her salon with wit and energy and with such success that she even offered a course of lectures (scandalous to the devout) on love, allowing female students in for free, while males had to pay. In her will she provided an allowance for a young Voltaire to buy books.13


She had another revealing exchange of letters, this one with Charles de Saint-Évremond, soldier, literary critic and self-confessed ‘hedonist’, who had been a disciple of Gassendi and, like Arnauld, had been involved in the fall of Fouquet in 1661. Like Fontenelle he was interested in the diversity of peoples across the globe and wrote a book about what he felt were worthwhile titles available only in Spanish and Italian. In other words, he was a committed internationalist. As with Fontenelle and Saint-Simon, his best work, Conversation du maréchal d’Hocquincourt avec le père Canaye, which has been compared with Pascal’s Lettres provinciales, was published posthumously. He ended his life in exile in England, where he founded his own salon ‘for love-making, gambling and spirited conversation’, and he is buried in Poets’ Corner in Westminster Abbey.14


Rather than the virtues, Ninon is saying in some of her letters to him, it is the passions that dominate the human will and moral life. But this must be seen against the fundamental equality of the sexes, confirmed in the reciprocity of behaviour. She thought that love was instinctual, not a matter of taste, and that while there are many kinds of friendship, love always ‘maintains a close connection’ with physical attraction. Love, she insisted, was a form of ‘fanaticism’, and cannot be ‘restrained’.15 ‘The desire for love in a woman is a substantial part of her natural constitution; her virtue has only been patched on.’16 ‘If I were you, I would not speculate on whether it is a good or a bad thing to fall in love. I would rather have you speculate on whether it is good or bad to be thirsty, or whether it should be forbidden to give someone a drink just because some people might end up inebriated.’ The natural causation of human love, she argued, justified her own sexual libertinism. ‘Personally, I have always believed that those lovers who try to keep themselves within reasonable bounds are not completely in love.’17


In the context of salon life, Mlle de Lenclos was not blind to the competitive nature of love, that individuals enjoyed the successes and failures of other people in the pursuit of affairs, but she thought that they should be more understanding of the pain that a failed love can bring. ‘People truly in love can’t help themselves and we would be priggish if we didn’t from time to time enjoy the misfortune of others’ (as La Rochefoucauld’s maxim had it). But even so she sympathised with suffering women. And, in order to show the way, she chronicled the usual path of a love affair, from the earliest moments when ‘for a period they are intoxicated with the belief that their love is of a superior nature… But let us follow them as their affair unfolds… Nature quickly recovers its rights and re-assumes its influence… The day arrives when these lovers become dissatisfied with the pleasures of love.’18


Most important, perhaps, she insists on gender equality, that men and women do not differ in their psychological qualities, that both sexes are to be treated by the other with respect, that the purpose of charm and wit is to reinforce such respect in original and amusing ways, that this is the purpose of ‘the gentle art’ of flirtation which leads to full intellectual engagement.


Is it so surprising that a woman as experienced in love – in love-making – as Ninon de Lenclos should have such a mind? The last forty years, especially the last twenty, have seen a welcome re-evaluation. She had a well-thought-out life, one that would echo down the ages as the French – more than most – took flirting, love and love-making seriously.
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