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Let the world wonder at my transition. I myself am astonished by it.

– The Chevalière d’Eon
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Prologue: Drawn from the Body

On 24 May 1810 the artist Charles Turner left his home in Marylebone and walked a mile east to New Millman Street in Bloomsbury. He entered number 26 and trudged up two flights of stairs to the modest lodgings shared by Geneviève d’Eon and her companion Marie Cole. Cole let Turner in. A surgeon was already inside. It had been many years since the apartment had seen so many visitors.1

D’Eon had spent half her life in London, hailed as ‘the wonder of her sex’.2 Everyone was familiar with the story of how d’Eon had been born a girl in Burgundy, then forced to adopt male costume; first by her aristocrat parents, and then by her king. D’Eon had served France as a diplomat, cavalry officer and agent of The King’s Secret (Secret du Roi), Louis XV’s secret service. She saw battle on the German front during the Seven Years’ War. In 1763 she helped to negotiate the Peace of Paris which ended this global conflict between France and Britain. Both her and her family’s fortunes appeared to have been made.

Instead, d’Eon quarrelled with her superiors and sought asylum in London. Louis XV sent agents to kidnap d’Eon and throw her in the Bastille. With the help of her many friends in Britain, from noblemen down to members of London’s working class, d’Eon remained at liberty in London until 1775, when a new French king sent the playwright Beaumarchais to negotiate a settlement. D’Eon was restored to favour, on the condition she gave up male costume for good.

In 1777 this 49-year-old debutante had been presented to Marie-Antoinette and Louis XVI at Versailles, in a dress designed by the queen’s famed designer, Rose Bertin. She had then returned to Britain, a few years before the French Revolution. Deprived of her royal pension by the fall of the monarchy, d’Eon had lived off her sword, giving displays of swordswomanship up and down the country. In 1796 an accident had forced her to retire and seek a new source of income: her pen.

Cole and d’Eon had been living together for fourteen years, including a spell in a south London debtor’s prison. A modest pension from a mysterious benefactor just about covered their expenses. Though d’Eon had sold her life story to several publishers, she had never delivered a manuscript. Now she lay dead at eighty-two. As Cole watched Turner draw d’Eon’s genitalia, she must have wondered where she was going to live.

A few weeks later Turner published a hand-coloured stipple engraving based on his drawing. The title stated that it had been Drawn from the Body of the Chevalier d’Eon. The print depicted d’Eon’s genitalia and thighs as if they had floated free from the rest of her body. It was accompanied by a statement from a surgeon attesting that he had ‘inspected & dissected the Body of the Chevalier d’Eon’ in the presence of three other surgeons, and had found ‘the Male Organs in every respect, perfectly formed’. The print also carried a statement from a second surgeon vouching for the accuracy of Turner’s drawing, and reporting that he had examined the body, ‘which was a Male’. Turner’s print included a facsimile of both surgeons’ signatures.3

Several other surgeons, politicians and military officers visited Millman Street and signed similar statements attesting that ‘Madame d’Eon had the visible organ of generation of a Male, and was a very man’.4 One witness recorded that Cole ‘assured me that it was with the utmost astonishment that she received the information … that he or Madame d’Eon as she called him was discovered to be as I saw him – a Man’. Cole had not recovered for several hours.5 As The Times reminded its readers, d’Eon ‘was for many years asserted, and implicitly believed to the last to be a female, of which sex for several years past he (for so we may now speak) wore the attire’.6

Capitalizing on the excitement, an anonymous writer rushed out A Short Sketch of Some Remarkable Occurrences during the Residence of the late Chevalier Deon in England. The author described the deathbed discoveries, and promised a sequel, to be based on d’Eon’s own papers.

In the vast range of biographical history, from the earliest period down to the present time, there never, perhaps, has been found a combination of events so remarkable, an assumption of character so various, and, in many cases, directly opposite, as in the life of this most extraordinary personage.

D’Eon’s achievements had demonstrated that women could fight in wars, negotiate treaties and display many of the virtues thought to be a male prerogative. Men found d’Eon’s genitalia reassuring. They ‘verified, beyond the possibility of doubt, his claims to the personal, as well as the mental distinctions of a man’.7 One of the surgeons who attended d’Eon’s corpse, John Heaviside, removed one of her testicles, and added it to his museum of anatomical specimens in Hanover Square. In 1829 the Royal College of Surgeons bought it for ten shillings and sixpence, to add to their own museum. Its present whereabouts are unknown.8

The author of the Short Sketch did not use words like ‘imposter’ to refer to d’Eon. Yet they hoped to find, somewhere among d’Eon’s papers, ‘some strong excuse, if not a complete justification of the measure’, and so ‘unveil the singular conduct and mystery, which has so long enveloped this most remarkable character’.9 The promised book never appeared.

Today Turner’s print makes us uncomfortable. In the nineteenth century this print was received as conclusive proof that d’Eon’s had been a life of masquerade and deception. ‘The wonder of her sex’ was reduced to ‘the mystery of her sex’: a question of what organs she did or did not have. There will be some who still insist that sex is defined by the shape of a body (or by chromosomes), despite the persistent failure to identify any bright line separating humans into two sexes. I hoped to discourage the tendency to read Turner’s print as the ‘final word’ on d’Eon by addressing it here, at the start. The question remained whether it was appropriate to reproduce the print, of which only one impression survives.

I discussed this question with members of the trans community, with historians, with museum curators and with undergraduates (these communities, of course, overlap). One of my students argued that it should not be shown in class, or even be allowed to remain accessible on the British Museum’s online collection. Another disagreed: without this print, they countered, we would not be studying d’Eon. Historians with ethical concerns about photographs of intersex individuals can be remarkably relaxed about reproducing equally invasive images produced by other technologies.10 I decided not to reproduce Turner’s print here. Those who wish to view it can do so on the British Museum website.

The violence performed on d’Eon’s corpse echoes that experienced by other trans individuals, such as Eleanor Rykener, a trans woman sex worker hauled before a London court in 1394. Historians of trans subjects have become adept at reading legal and medical sources for trans history against the grain. They have had no choice, as these subjects have rarely been able to tell their own stories. Even when their subjects are permitted to talk back, their testimony is constructed using tools not of their own choice, at a time and in a genre not of their choice.

D’Eon’s case is different. The question of her sex certainly came before the London courts, leading to a landmark judgement in which the Lord
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