
[image: ]



Also by Francis Steegmuller

COCTEAU: A BIOGRAPHY
“YOUR ISADORA”: THE LOVE STORY OF ISADORA DUNCAN AND GORDON CRAIG
APOLLINAIRE: POET AMONG THE PAINTERS
THE CHRISTENING PARTY
THE GRAND MADEMOISELLE
THE TWO LIVES OF JAMES JACKSON JARVES
MAUPASSANT: A LION IN THE PATH
FLAUBERT AND MADAME BOVARY: A DOUBLE PORTRAIT
SILENCE AT SALERNO: A COMEDY OF INTRIGUE
STATES OF GRACE
FRENCH FOLLIES AND OTHER FOLLIES
THE MUSICALE

Under the name Byron Steel
O RARE BEN JONSON
JAVA-JAVA
SIR FRANCIS BACON

Under the name David Keith
A MATTER OF IODINE
A MATTER OF ACCENT
BLUE HARPSICHORD

(later reprinted in paperback under the name Francis Steegmuller)

Translations
THE SELECTED LETTERS OF GUSTAVE FLAUBERT
MADAME BOVARY
GUSTAVE FLAUBERT: INTIMATE NOTEBOOK, 1840–1841
PAPILLOT, CLIGNOT ET DODO (with Norbert Guterman)
SAINTE-BEUVE: SELECTED ESSAYS (with Norbert Guterman)
FLAUBERT IN EGYPT
LE HIBOU ET LA POUSSIQUETTE
THE LETTERS OF GUSTAVE FLAUBERT, 1830–1857
THE LETTERS OF GUSTAVE FLAUBERT, 1857–1880


[image: ]




THIS IS A BORZOI BOOK
PUBLISHED BY ALFRED A. KNOPF, INC.

Copyright © 1991 by Francis Steegmuller

All rights reserved under International and Pan-American Copyright Conventions. Published in the United States by Alfred A. Knopf, Inc., New York, and simultaneously in Canada by Random House of Canada Limited, Toronto. Distributed by Random House, Inc., New York.

eISBN: 978-0-8041-5132-0
LC 91-52801

v3.1





For LILIANE and OLIVIER ZIÉGEL,
in long friendship




CONTENTS


Cover

Other Books by This Author

Title Page

Copyright

Dedication



Illustrations

Author’s Note

Preface



Part One: The Friends

   I   Madame d’Épinay; or, Poor Relations

  II   Melchior Grimm and Denis Diderot

 III   The Young Abbé from Naples

 IV   Paris (I)

  V   “The Hot Baths on Ischia”

 VI   Paris (II)

VII   Recalled

Part Two: The Correspondence

VIII   The Publication of the Dialogues

  IX   Madame de La Daubinière

  X    The Prodigal’s Return, and Stories Exchanged

  XI   A Woman Alone

 XII   Les Conversations d’Émilie

XIII   The Imaginary Socrates

XIV   The Last Letters

 XV   The End of the Affair


Notes

Selected Bibliography

A Note About the Author




ILLUSTRATIONS


Madame d’Épinay, by Jean Étienne Liotard
     Private collection

Denis-Joseph Lalive d’Épinay, artist unknown
     Collection Lalive d’Épinay, Comte G. de Bueil

Melchior Grimm, by Carmontelle
     Musée Condé, Chantilly

Bernardo Tanucci, artist unknown
     Naples, Museo Nazionale di San Martino

The abbé Ferdinando Galiani, artist unknown

Madame d’Épinay, by Carmontelle
     Musée Condé, Chantilly

La Malheureuse Familie Calas, engraving by J. B. Delafosse, after a drawing by Carmontelle

Dr. Angelo Gatti, by Carmontelle
     Musée Condé, Chantilly

Madame d’Esclavelles playing chess with her grandchildren’s tutor, by Carmontelle
     Musée Condé, Chantilly

Monsieur and Mademoiselle de Croismare, by Carmontelle
     Musée Condé, Chantilly

La Vicomtesse de Belsunce, by Carmontelle
     Musée Condé, Chantilly

The Naples Diplomatic Corps in 1784, by Dominque Vivant Denon
     Bibliothèque Nationale, Paris




AUTHOR’S NOTE
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PREFACE

TALLEYRAND’S assertion that anyone who had not lived in pre-Revolutionary France could not fully know life’s pleasure—“Qui n’a pas vécu dans les années voisines de 1787 ne sait pas ce que c’est le plaisir de vivre”—is the most familiar of many tributes to the quality of a society that still exercises its fascination over the modern mind. That this civilized well-being had been enjoyed by privileged classes within a darker context of suffering, exploitation, and injustice was traumatically illustrated by the Revolution itself, and by the deranged excesses of the ensuing Terror. Yet the pleasures to which Talleyrand alluded were not the merely frivolous and selfish amusements of courtiers or persons of great wealth.

Talleyrand was thinking, above all, of a social and intellectual flowering that, ever extending its boundaries, has caused the age to be called that of Enlightenment, creating, as it did, an increase in human consideration, as distinguished from formal manners. Limitations on friendship—between classes, sexes, and generations—were eased, as was objective discussion. The circles enjoying these changes were intimate but not parochial; their companionable discussions were often subtle, and didactic in no baneful sense. Civilized conduct, which encompassed wit, self-humor, and sociability, necessarily excluded bombast. And the presence of women in an active—at times, a presiding—role contributed a new measure of incisiveness, sensibility, and grace.

This prospering of knowledge in an ambiance not only of unaffected charm but of keen observation and diverse genius could no more have been imagined, at the time, as a prelude to the violence that erupted in 1789 than the Belle Époque, with its parallel currents of privilege, social consciousness, and reform, could have been interpreted by its denizens as an overture to the immense tragedy of the First World War. Writing, in 1779, of ancient Gaul, Edward Gibbon contrasted the aspect of that province with “the present state of the same country, as it is now governed by the absolute monarch of an industrious, wealthy and affectionate people.” Dean Milman, in one of his notes to Gibbon’s history, called attention to that “remarkable passage,” and, in particular, to the date of its composition—ten years before the fall of the Bastille and twelve before the beheading of the absolute monarch by the representatives of his “affectionate people.” In a later chapter of his history, Gibbon wrote: “In France, the remains of liberty are kept alive by the spirit, the honour, and even the prejudices of fifty thousand nobles.” Here Gibbon is referring to the resistance, in 1787, by portions of the French nobility, to that same Bourbon absolutism. This resistance to the royal power caused many French peers, early in the Revolution, to espouse a number of the revolutionary reforms—only, as events accelerated, to find their support rejected and themselves condemned to the guillotine.

A few years after Gibbon had extolled, in this way, the condition of France, Johann Wolfgang von Goethe was visiting Naples, then the capital of a powerful kingdom ruled by another branch of the house of Bourbon. “Naples is a paradise,” he wrote to a friend on 16 March 1787. “Everyone lives in a state of intoxicated self-forgetfulness, myself included. I seem to be a different person, whom I hardly recognize. Yesterday I thought to myself, ‘Either you were mad before, or you are mad now.’ ” Once again, as with Gibbon and France, the foreigner’s praise came a decade before the convulsion. The story of the Neapolitan revolution of 1799 is not familiar outside Italy—because of its brevity, and also because its disastrous cultural consequences long weakened Naples’s intellectual communion with the world. The so-called Parthenopean Republic, proclaimed by the Neapolitan bourgeoisie and intelligentsia in January 1799 and temporarily supported by French republican troops, lasted barely six months; reprisals by the re-established monarchs—who had, for a time, fled to Sicily—were so savage as to inhibit the life of the mind at Naples for decades to come.

The central personalities of the present work—the French Louise d’Épinay and the Neapolitan Ferdinando Galiani—“escaped” these revolutions. Mme d’Épinay died, in Paris, at the age of fifty-seven, in 1783; and Galiani, in Naples, at fifty-nine, four years later. Theirs were the “années voisines de 1787” invoked in Talleyrand’s nostalgic pronouncement. Talleyrand had, of course, assumed that his “vécu” would be recognized as meaning, in particular, “vécu à Paris.” Mme d’Épinay lived continuously in Paris or near it, for most of her life. The Neapolitan abbé Galiani was a Parisian for ten years, until his official recall—a trauma that launched a long correspondence between these two; by predilection, he remained “Parisian” for the rest of his life.

Melchior Grimm, a pivotal figure in the friendship of Galiani and Mme d’Épinay, fled the French Revolution and survived it. Another such associate, Denis Diderot, died five years before the fall of the Bastille. Had he lived longer, the great Encyclopaedist would certainly have been a hero to the Girondists. But the Girondists fell. And who—remembering that many a good and eminent man has been destroyed at the order of lesser men—would be bold enough to conjecture Diderot’s fate?



PART ONE
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THE FRIENDS
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Madame d’Épinay, by Jean-Étienne Liotard (Illustrations 1.1)




I
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Madame d’Épinay; or, Poor Relations

“I AM NOT at all pretty,” Mme Louise d’Épinay wrote of herself in one of her early, privately printed books, “but I am not ugly. I am petite, thin, with a good figure. I have a youthful look, but without freshness: noble, gentle, lively, and interesting.” Voltaire wrote of her “grands yeux noirs”; a young Genevan admirer said, “her eyes are so beautiful, so tender, so eloquent of her soul, that one is scarcely aware of the rest”; and there is Diderot’s description of a portrait—its painter and its present whereabouts unknown—for which he had seen her pose in her château de La Chevrette, a few miles north of Paris: “The portrait of Mme d’Épinay is finished. Her bust is demi-nu. A few curling locks of hair fall to her neck and shoulders: the rest is caught up by a blue ribbon around her forehead. Her mouth is slightly open: one sees her breathe: and her eyes are filled with languor. It is the very image of tenderness and voluptuousness.” The picture, Diderot wrote, was also an excellent likeness.

Today we know her from two portraits in Geneva, where she lived for two years in her early thirties, under the medical supervision of the esteemed Dr. Théodore Tronchin. One of the portraits—both are by Jean-Étienne Liotard—was given to Dr. Tronchin, with Mme d’Épinay’s thanks, when she left that city to return to France; and he, in turn, bequeathed it to the Musée d’Art et d’Histoire in Geneva, where one sees it today. The other, perhaps a preparatory sketch, but very “finished,” is closer to Diderot’s description of the portrait he saw later, at La Chevrette; it is privately owned in Switzerland. Both portraits are spirited, each of them emphasizing a different aspect of the volatile subject. In these eighteenth-century invocations—of soul and wit, of the voluptuous and the tender—one “sees her breathe” indeed.

But it is her written word that most strongly reveals Mme d’Épinay as a woman of character, entirely recognizable in our modern context: penetrating, swift, resilient, and filled with intelligent life.

In January 1783, three months before her death, she was awarded the first Prix Montyon, a prize that had been recently established at the French Academy to honor the author of “the book published in the current year that might be of greatest benefit to society.” Les Conversations d’Émilie—her memories, in dialogue form, of the education of her granddaughter Émilie de Belsunce—remains an intelligent and charming work. Although Mme d’Épinay has always been best, and most unfairly, known for the role Jean-Jacques Rousseau maliciously gives her in his Confessions, it is for Les Conversations d’Émilie, displaying her as teacher and “liberated woman,” that she is admired in the present day.

Very different from the exemplary Conversations are the volumes of Mme d’Épinay’s much longer work: her novel, or “pseudo-memoirs,” L’Histoire de Madame de Montbrillant (referred to in the following pages as “Memoirs”), begun when she was thirty and unpublished in her lifetime. Of this work she writes in the preface:


My aim in publishing the story of my misfortunes is to absolve myself in the eyes of the public from suspicions of frivolity, coquetry, and lack of character.… These memoirs should also serve as a lesson to mothers. In them they will see the dangers of unconsidered and formless education, and the necessity of studying a child’s nature before imposing a rigid program of instruction.



No one, Sainte-Beuve said, better describes the society and customs of eighteenth-century France: “Madame d’Épinay’s memoirs are not a book: they are an epoch.” Just as she gives herself a pseudonym as author (Montbrillant is the name of a village near Geneva she had reason to visit), so throughout the book Mme d’Épinay rebaptizes her relations, friends, and acquaintances; and at the end of this extraordinary “autobiography” she even recounts, with considerable pathos, the exemplary death of “Madame de Montbrillant” herself. As biography the book must be read with caution—although, in its most modern edition, admirable guidance has been provided by the editors, who have included many identifying notes.1 The reader comes away both historically informed and with a sense of having read a French equivalent of one of those eighteenth-century English novels which Mme d’Épinay tells us she herself enjoyed—Pamela or Sir Charles Grandison.

She was christened Louise-Florence-Petronille-Tardieu d’Esclavelles, born on 11 March 1726 in the fortress at Valenciennes, a stronghold on the Franco-Flemish border, where her father, the baron d’Esclavelles, ex-musketeer, ex–lieutenant colonel in the wars of Louis XIV, was commanding officer. He and his wife, both of old aristocratic stock, were not at all rich; and when the baron died suddenly, he left his widow and nine-year-old daughter in modest circumstances. Because Mme d’Esclavelles was occupied in dismantling the quarters at Valenciennes to make way for the new commandant and arranging the sale of superfluous effects, Louise was sent to Paris to stay with an aunt, her mother’s sister. Although this lady’s husband, Louis-Denis de Lalive de Bellegarde, an immensely wealthy bourgeois, a fermier-général,2 was a kindly man, his wife was something of a termagant; and Louise found herself a Cinderella, continually reminded of her inferior, impoverished state and her lack of beauty. She was an intelligent, serious-minded child, and immediately began to profit from the meager lessons in “heraldry, French history and geography” given to her younger cousin Sophie by the latter’s governess—lessons which her aunt grudgingly and intermittently allowed her to share. She wrote later:


When I was a child it was not the custom to teach girls anything. They were more or less inoculated with their religious duties, to prepare them for their first communion: they were given a very good dancing-master, a very poor music teacher, and in rare cases a mediocre teacher of drawing. Add to this a bit of history and geography, devoid of any incentive to further learning: it was merely a question of memorizing names and dates, which were forgotten as soon as the teacher was let go. Such was the extent of what was considered a superior education. Above all, we were never taught to think; and any study of science was scrupulously avoided as being inappropriate to our sex.



Back from Valenciennes after several months, Mme d’Esclavelles took a small flat in Paris. Being extremely devout, she was pleased when Louise, benefiting from a scholarship endowed by a distant relation, went to live as a student boarder in a convent. The nuns did their wretched work;3 and, two years later, her “education” completed, the girl who had shown such early promise—and it seems to have been her father, never her mother, who had encouraged the child to use her mind—emerged at fourteen ignorant and pietistic. An elderly cousin of her father’s, the shrewd Mme de Roncherolles, who was fond of Louise and who is often quoted in the Memoirs as a source of worldly wisdom, put it this way to Mme d’Esclavelles, who was encouraging her daughter to frequent a certain religious-minded couple: “Those people are 36-karat bigots. Not good for your daughter. That sort of thing leads straight to l’amour. Make no mistake: when a girl is devout at fifteen, it’s not God whom she loves—it’s her lover, and she only adores God as a substitute while she awaits the lover’s appearance.”

During her unhappy stay with her aunt Bellegarde, Louise had seen something of her young cousin Sophie’s brothers and sisters. Marie-Charlotte, between Louise and Sophie in age, home from her convent school, was erratic, nasty, patronizing; Ange-Laurent, a sweet-natured, timid boy, was a stammerer; and there was the principal heir, Denis-Joseph, two years Louise’s senior.4 The last’s formal name at the time, derived from a remote maternal connection, was Monsieur de Preux (a name later to be given by Rousseau, when he became acquainted with the family, to the hero of La Nouvelle Héloïse). The boys lived at school, with their tutor, in another part of the city, and during visits to their home they were kind to their fatherless cousin. On Epiphany, 6 January, when the family celebrated Twelfth Night (she calls it “La Nuit des Rois”) with the traditional cutting of a cake, it was twelve-year-old Monsieur de Preux who found the hidden ring and thus became king. Called to choose his queen, he beckoned to Louise, whose pleasure gave rise to spiteful remarks from her aunt.

Two and a half years later, when Louise emerged from her convent school, she and her mother were asked to a summer house-party at the château de La Chevrette: it was Louise’s first visit to the house that would later be her home, and her entry into le monde as a young lady. Among those assembled one evening to play games was Denis-Joseph, now almost fifteen, handsome, headstrong, and spoiled. A few days before, when he had said something Louise thought improper, she had not hesitated, following the precepts given by her confessor in the convent, to offer him a few sage words of reproval. His tutor had “applauded” what she said, and he himself had “listened to her very attentively.” One of the games they played that evening in the salon of the château was “le jeu du secrétaire”, in which each player writes a line on a piece of paper and the slips are passed in turn to every other player, each of whom adds a line which he thinks in some way appropriate: the slips are then read aloud. “I confess,” Mme d’Épinay writes, “that my vanity was nattered to find written on my card, in my cousin’s hand, the words ‘She was born to please, and she will succeed.’ ”

Thus, while they were both in their mid-teens, Louise had attracted her cousin’s particular attention; and one hundred fifty very Richardsonian pages later—which in the Memoirs cover six years—we learn that they were married in the church of Saint-Roch, in the rue Saint-Honoré, a little after midnight on the day before Christmas 1745. Mme d’Esclavelles had provided her daughter with a dowry of thirty thousand livres; on his son, M. de Bellegarde had settled three hundred thousand. Denis-Joseph was twenty-one, Louise twenty. Now of age, he assumed a new surname, Lalive d’Épinay, legally bestowed on him by his father (in 1742 M. de Bellegarde had bought the seigneurie of the village of Épinay, on the Seine close to Paris); and the young man was soon appointed, through his father’s influence, to a post in the fermes of Brittany and Périgord.5

During the courtship of the young couple, after the family had discovered that they were passing each other secret notes, Denis-Joseph had been sent for a time to a military school, the “Académie du Roi pour l’éducation des jeunes gentilhommes,” in the rue de Tournon, where he was taught fencing, mathematics, dancing, languages, drawing, and music. And later—after his mother died and Mme d’Esclavelles consented to manage her widowed brother-in-law’s household, taking Louise to live with her there—the young man, although decorous in his behavior with his cousin, was again sent away, this time to Brittany.

In the earliest pages of the Memoirs, this period is recounted in some charming passages. On one of his last evenings at home, before she had been told of his impending exile, Mme d’Épinay writes:


My uncle had just left the harpsichord: my cousin took his place and asked me to sing an aria from an opera. I agreed. My uncle and my mother were sitting beside the fire with my cousin Sophie. While I was singing a recitative from Thétis et Pelée,6 he said to me in a low voice: “At last I have a moment to talk to you. I suspect you’ve been unfair to me.”

“I? In what way?”

“You have been attributing my silence to indifference.”

“What silence?”

“If you knew what I’ve been suffering because of you! Never, never have you been absent from my heart, but now there’s to be no end to my suffering. You must have noticed how depressed I’ve been during this past week. There’s a good reason. In a fortnight I’m to go away for six months, perhaps longer.”

I was so astonished, so affected by the news, that as I sang I gave an exclamation of astonishment, and what was to have been a simple “Ah!” came out strangely.

“No, no!” my uncle called out. “What are you doing? Sing the right notes!”

“We turned the wrong page, father,” my cousin said.

That little lie made me unhappy, and I wanted to stop, but my mother, who thought I was offended by my uncle’s words, told me to stay where I was and begin the scene again. As soon as I had sung one or two bars, my cousin resumed: “What worries me most about my absence is that you’ll have some bad times with my other sister, and nobody to comfort you.… If you’ll write to me when things go wrong …”

“No,” I said. “Not unless my mother approves. I show her all my letters.”

“Will she see mine?” he asked.

“Of course.”

“What? All?”

That exchange took place while we were singing alternately; and since the passage ended as he asked me that last question, I made no answer, and walked away.



M. de Bellegarde’s farewell to his son, the evening before Denis-Joseph left for Brittany, is a scene suggestive of a depiction by Greuze, whose fine, fashionable, sentimental canvases would later be collected by Ange-Laurent:


I am still upset [Mme d’Épinay writes, in a “letter to a friend”] by the farewell given him by his father. What a parting! It was touching and terrible. We were all assembled in M. de Bellegarde’s study to bid good-bye to the “poor exile,” as he calls himself. It was after lunch. He embraced us all, finally going to his father. M. de Bellegarde put his hands on his son’s shoulders, indicating that he should kneel. He did so, and then his father, with tears in his eyes, gave him his blessing. “May God bless my first-born,” he said, “and with His grace keep him good, happy, and well.”

Then, collecting himself a little, and speaking affectionately, with his son still kneeling, he said: “My son, never forget the lessons you learned in your father’s house, and the advice your mother gave you as she lay dying.” His voice broke, he wept, and we all wept with him. He reminded him of his conduct since his mother’s death, in a way that could only have pleased him, since he stressed everything he could praise; but then he spoke strongly, too strongly perhaps, of his tendency to dissipation, his lack of application, his spirit of independence, and his stubbornness. I confess that I have not been particularly aware of those last-mentioned failings. Isn’t it a bad policy for mothers and fathers to exaggerate the failings of their children? It seems to me that my cousin has not, as yet, given signs of being so entirely willful.



“As yet.” That was two years before they were married. During the interval that followed, Louise had reason to conceive many doubts about Denis-Joseph, to note many bad “signs”; and friends, while acknowledging his ability to charm, gave her warnings. When she learned that he had contracted a venereal disease in Brest she was “horrified,” and resolved to give him up and accept one of the other, flattering marriage proposals she tells us she had received; but in her infatuation she believed those who told her that he had been cured. As her wedding day approached he showered her with jewels—diamonds, gold, “buckles, a necklace, an aigrette”; and from M. de Bellegarde came a gift of spending money, one hundred louis d’or—a thousand dollars, or, perhaps, pounds, today. Nevertheless, she tells us, she walked to the church on that winter night in 1745 in “fear and trembling.” As well she might: she was in thrall to a monster.

In the Memoirs, an anecdote, the account of an episode in Mme d’Épinay’s daily life, is rarely without its larger significance.

A few months before her marriage, she tells us, Denis-Joseph had written her that Martin, the fashionable Parisian designer of furniture, sedan chairs, and carriages, had sent him four colored drawings to choose from for two carriages he wanted made, “a fine berline for you and a diligence for me. Don’t mention this to my father. His simple tastes would be shocked: he doesn’t realize how young people do things nowadays. I’ll wait a few months before showing him my coach.”

“A few months” later, M. de Bellegarde had apparently accepted the ordering of the carriages as a fait accompli, and Mme d’Épinay tells of writing to a friend about her first outing in hers, a few weeks after her marriage:


I’m still trembling from what just happened to me. My beautiful coach was delivered this morning. It’s really charming. I decided to celebrate its arrival by going out in it alone this afternoon—I thought I would attend vespers at the convent and then pay a call on my great-aunt. The grooms were deathly slow in harnessing up, but I finally climbed in: my mother and father-in-law were on the balcony to see me off. We hadn’t gone four paces when the horses bolted. The coachman lost control and shouted to the footman to jump off: the horses raced along the Ramparts, and we were headed straight for the ditch. I was too frightened to cry out: seeing that we were in for it I quickly lowered the windows, crouched on the floor and pulled both cushions over my head. The coach overturned. I wasn’t hurt, and people came at once to help. I decided to walk on to my great-aunt’s. A very nicely dressed young man offered me his arm: I was afraid to accept—didn’t quite know whether I should. Finally I did, and we set off as fast as my trembly legs could carry me. My mother, who had seen the horses bolt and had been told by one of the footmen what had happened, sent my maid in my father-in-law’s coach to fetch me home.

My coachman claims that I’m to blame, because I was in such a hurry he didn’t have time to see that everything was in order. In fact, he had forgotten to secure what they call the curbs.…



A simple, straightforward little narrative and at the same time an artful, metaphorical passage: her husband’s extravagance; her father-in-law’s old-fashioned caution followed by paternal indulgence; her delight in the new luxury provided by her husband—a luxury that quickly brings terror and near disaster; succor from a stranger and from her elders. All these elements, here compressed into one episode, are, in fact, present throughout the first third of the Memoirs.

There were only a few weeks, barely months, of honeymoon before Mme d’Épinay’s husband proved to be, and hastened to do, everything that might have been feared. His adulteries, countless and costly, began very soon; her father-in-law’s wedding gift of louis d’or disappeared from the drawer into which she had put it; in a shop she discovered her husband’s portrait, a copy of one he had had painted for her, being framed for a well-known courtesan; he roistered around the clock with companions—sometimes, in drink, bringing them to her bedside. Her first child, a son—he was christened Louis-Joseph—was born while her husband was in Brittany on official business, combined, she later learned, with more debauchery; in a letter he forbade her to nurse the child, and only long after his return consented to visit with her the home of the wet nurse. Just as she began to realize that she was all but free of the monster’s charm, she suddenly, to her horror, found herself infected by a recurrence of his venereal disease—a recurrence of which he had been well aware but said nothing.

Frightened by the anger of his father, who had tolerated his earlier, bachelor infection but now ordered him to make every effort to avoid scandal, he agreed to her demand for an end to sexual relations. His consent, she says, was given in a mocking tone:


“So be it, then, Madame: have it as you wish. I see your mind is made up, and I don’t blame you in the least. Let us each live peacefully in his own way. Anything you do will be satisfactory to me. I expect you to give me the same freedom; and whenever we see each other we’ll be happy and content. That way of living is divine: it makes for good marriages.”

“What! You’re suggesting that I …”

“I suggest nothing. I merely approve.”

“You imply that it’s I who want to …”

“Come, now: no scolding. Emulate my moderation. Adieu, Madame,” he said, very gaily, making me two deep bows. “I have things to do in town. If I hear any amusing gossip I’ll bring it back with me this evening to enliven the family circle. You may rely on me as a husband ready to pay homage to your charms whenever you wish; and if you remain adamant toward that husband he will nonetheless continue to be your friend and”—he ended—“your servant, Madame.”



During the year that followed, d’Épinay continued promiscuous and irresponsible, accumulating new debts—creditors indulged him as the heir of a wealthy man—and failing to provide his wife with household money. It would be his way of life until the end. In her desperation Mme d’Épinay appealed to her father-in-law and, with his reluctant consent, went to law. With the supporting testimony of his business adviser and of her doctor, she was awarded, on 14 May 1749, a séparation des biens—the return of her dowry. (She had wanted to ask for a séparation des corps, a complete legal separation, physical as well as financial, but was dissuaded by her advisers’ fear of scandal.) In addition, for the payment of her household expenses, M. de Bellegarde saw to it that a portion of his annual allowance to his son be paid directly to her, to provide an income sufficient for her support and that of her household. And he was able to arrange for an annual sum to be paid to her after his own death. It was then quite exceptional—and may not be usual even now—that a father-in-law should show such solidarity with a victimized young wife.

Legally, however, apart from her dowry, Mme d’Épinay continued to be independent financially only to the extent that her husband respected his father’s intent. And sexually, she was her own mistress only for as long as her husband would keep his word.

Now Mme d’Épinay embarked on her first love affair outside marriage.

It was in the house of friends that she met Charles-Louis Dupin de Francueil, a handsome, well-connected young official in the Treasury—married, and known to have a daughter, but in society always seen alone. He was politely attentive to her, and she found him charming.7 At this time, however, she was depressed and agitated by recent events; and on discovering that Francueil was a friend of her husband, she was on her guard. Épinay began to bring Francueil occasionally to their house, and although this new acquaintance behaved impeccably, Louise d’Épinay continued aloof. Then, from her diary:

[image: ]

Denis-Joseph Lalive d’Épinay, artist unknown (Illustrations 1.1)


27 February. [1748, Paris] M. de Francueil has now called twice while I was out. I shall let him know that I’ll be home tomorrow.

28 February. [Paris] I have seen M. de Francueil. He seems pleasant, much more so than I first thought. No one else came, so after we had talked for an hour and I was at a loss for further conversation, I suggested that we have some music. We played together well into the evening. I asked him to stay to supper, but he was already engaged.

6 March. [Paris] Of all the people I know, M. de Francueil is the most enlivening. He has the best mind and is the most talented. He urged me to take up my long-neglected music, and has even given me a few lessons in composition.

5 April. [La Chevrette] We have come here for Easter. My husband invited M. de Francueil, and I have been very happy to have him with us. He is so naturally and unaffectedly polite; everything he does is done gracefully; his conversation is so agreeable and interesting that one can’t help greatly liking him. My father-in-law is much taken with him. Who wouldn’t be? He paints beautifully, composes, has a very wide knowledge, and a gaiety I find delightful. I confess that it’s been a long time since I’ve spent the days so pleasantly.

My husband is about to leave for a new tour of duty. This time he’ll be away for at least six months.

15 April. [Paris] The day before M. d’Épinay left, M. de Francueil paid his usual visit. I happened to remark, I don’t know in what connection, that one thing I particularly enjoyed in the country was hearing the sound of huntsmen’s horns as we sat at table in the early evening. He made no reply, and at eight o’clock he left. My husband, coming in, told me that he had met him on the stairs and invited him to return for supper, so that they could say farewell, and he had accepted. This surprised me, as he had seemed eager to leave. He returned at nine, and when we were at table in my father-in-law’s apartment we suddenly heard the sound of hunting horns—the most delightful of all sounds—coming from the next room. I looked at M. de Francueil, who smiled and said he supposed I had arranged it as a farewell serenade to my husband. I denied I had anything to do with it, but said nothing more, and I saw that M. de Francueil appreciated my silence.

After supper, since it was a particularly beautiful night, M. d’Épinay suggested that we walk around Place Vendôme in the moonlight. We agreed. Francueil gave me his arm. He pressed my hand several times, but only when there seemed to be a good reason—to prevent my stumbling in the dark, or making a misstep.

Back in our house, my husband, who was in high spirits and would be setting out at six in the morning, proposed that we entertain ourselves with music until that time. At first there was general acceptance, but Francueil pointed out that I might well be tired. Whereupon he left, asking my permission to come the next day and inquire how I was.

That following day, he and I were both invited to supper at the abbé de V—–’s. There I was taken ill: Francueil’s kindness and concern were beyond description. I left early, expecting that he would see me to my coach, and I confess I felt offended when he didn’t. But on reaching my house I was surprised to see that his coach had followed mine. He stepped down and saw me to my door—no farther. He asked with the utmost kindness how I was feeling, and immediately left. I was greatly touched.



And there follow, in the Memoirs, twenty pages recounting days and nights of low-voiced talk and secret notes, of expert siege and half-hearted resistance. In Paris, self-defense may have seemed essential, but things were different at La Chevrette, where Francueil was again invited, this time by M. de Bellegarde, and where he was attentive to the old gentleman and even won the regard of the always-suspicious Mme d’Esclavelles. “Nature had never been so calm” nor April evenings in the park so mild; the only sound was the song of the nightingale, “filling the soul with volupté.” Mme d’Épinay, writing of her “fall” nine years after the event, is en plein romantisme:


21 April. (La Chevrette, five o’clock in the morning) Remorse can never banish thee from my heart, I know. Every thought, every reflection, fixes thee there more firmly. Yes, thou wilt ever be the object of all my affection. Oh! What love thou owest me for the sacrifice I have made for thee! Day is breaking: the righteous man, lifting his eyes to heaven, gives thanks to the Creator for the rest he has enjoyed, and asks his blessing for the work of the day. Whereas the guilty will betray, by an uneasy glance, the agitation in which he forfeited that benediction. Come, oh come, oh thee whom I adore! Only in thy arms, in thy bosom, can I hide my shame and stifle my remorse.

The same day. Later. What happiness could be compared with mine, if only I could avow it? Never will I accustom myself to the need to conceal the delicious agitation of my heart. My very face must be my accuser. How shall I bear my husband’s gaze when he returns, since the merest glance from those around me fills me with terror? Only to myself, in the darkness of the night, am I able to avow the transports of yesterday.

May today be as happy!… And may the rapture that fills my heart finally stifle my scruples.…



Mme d’Épinay was indeed happy: so different from her former self that she “no longer knew who she was.”

She was happy with Francueil for three years. Thanks to him she began to feel, and to display, some of the liveliness of mind and spirit, the intellectual curiosity, that had first been awakened during her childhood, before her father died.

Her daughter by Francueil, born 1 August 1749, was christened Angélique-Louise-Charlotte. All the conventions were observed: her husband made no legal difficulty; Mme d’Esclavelles, while constantly lecturing Louise about propriety, was not deceived; M. de Bellegarde was silent; their friends knew the truth, but there was no scandal. For a time, Épinay, by now an accomplished sadist, had enjoyed teasing his wife and her lover in company and berating her in private, but he was soon silenced by his own indiscretions. Scandals arising from his riotous conduct with various “actresses,” particularly a pair of sisters, “les demoiselles de Verrières,” had become so blatant as to displease his governmental employers, and they abruptly punished him with another six months in the provinces. According to the Memoirs, his principal parting words to his wife as he left for Poitiers were a request that she beg his father not to sell all his saddle horses to pay his debts.

Private theatricals had become the mode in Paris and in country houses, and M. de Bellegarde, seeing his daughter-in-law emerge from the suffering inflicted by his son, agreed to her suggestion, inspired by Francueil, that the orangery at La Chevrette be transformed into a theatre. “You never suspected, any more than I, did you, that I had a talent for acting?” Mme d’Épinay wrote to a friend in the summer of 1748. “People tell me so, at least. M. de Francueil, who has all the talents and accomplishments one could wish, is among other things a good actor. It is he who has set our little company going. He is our director.”

Members of the family, reinforced by hoúseguests and country neighbors, made up the little theatrical company led by Francueil. Mme d’Épinay seems indeed to have been a star, acting “divinely,” according to one of her fellow players, “especially roles of ladies in love.” Except on special occasions, Mme d’Épinay tells us, the audience consisted chiefly of servants and the local peasantry, everyone else being on stage. “M. de Bellegarde and Mme d’Esclavelles were enchanted, and seemed ten years younger.”

One of the performances, given to celebrate the annual fête of the village of Épinay on 14 September 1748, was a three-act comedy in verse called L’Engagement témémire. The author, a friend of Francueil’s, was the thirty-three-year-old Jean-Jacques Rousseau, come from Geneva to La Chevrette for the occasion.

Rousseau in 1748 was not yet a public figure. He had written several plays; in Paris he had presented “a new method of musical notation” before the Académie des Sciences; and for a time he had been the secretary of Francueil’s stepmother, Mme Dupin, in the château de Chenonceaux, then in her possession. Mme d’Épinay, writing a decade after the event, says that at La Chevrette she found him uncouth but interesting: “He is flattering without being polite. He lacks conventional manners, but it is easy to see that he is immensely intelligent. He is of dark complexion, with bright eyes that give him a lively expression. Indeed, he seems good-looking while conversing, but you recall him as almost ugly. His health is said to be poor, as he is reputed to suffer from certain ailments: it is these that make him glum at times”—a discreet reference to Rousseau’s well-known urinary difficulties.

Among the ladies at La Chevrette, Rousseau was the subject of much talk. “Francueil has brought with him a poor devil of an author,” Mme d’Épinay “quotes” one of the guests as writing in a letter to her lover. “He’s poor as Job, but has wit and vanity enough for four. His life is said to be as strange as his person, and that’s saying much. I hope we’ll know the tale someday. Mme de Maupéou and I felt that between us we could guess it. ‘Ugly as his face is, his eyes show that love plays a large role in his
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