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 Background






First published in 1748, this novel was one of
the most notorious French erotic novels of the eighteenth century;
it was, despite its clandestine status, a bestseller. Among its
admirers was the Marquis de Sade, who said (in his Juliette)
that it was "alone to have achieved happy results from the
combining of lust and impiety" and "finally gave us an idea of what
an immoral book could be". Sade like many others attributed it to
Jean-Baptiste Boyer d'Argens (1703-1771), author of a number of
satirical and philosophical works; but Darles de Montigny has also
been suggested as its author.

The novel is a curious combination of frank
pornography and extended philosophical digressions. It would be
interesting to know which period readers found more shocking, since
the latter challenge many religious orthodoxies (just as the former
tend to star members of the clergy).

The novel's full title is often given as:
"Thérèse Philosophe, ou
mémoires pour servir à l'histoire de D. Dirrag et de Mademoiselle
Éradice" ("Theresa Philosopher, or memoirs to serve as the history
of D. Dirrage and Mademoiselle Éradice"). This is a reference to
the first sequence in the novel, which is based on a famous
scandal, from 1731, involving Marie-Catherine Cadière (1709-?), a
young woman with mystic tendancies, and the Jesuit father
Jean-Baptiste Girard (1680-1733). Along with witchcraft, the
accusations against them included sexual activities. However, both
were ultimately acquitted and the relevant portion of this novel is
more exuberant satire and fantasy than in any way a retelling of
the actual case.

The extended title is also misleading in
suggesting that the entire novel is a parody of this case. The
second major sequence involves an entirely different pair, a
free-thinking abbé and his not-quite-platonic female friend,
who educate the heroine in both sexual and philosophical matters.
The third introduces a retired courtesan whose main education of
Thérèse comes in the form of explicit and largely humorous
anecdotes.

The last few pages introduce the count to whom
she is telling her story and who, in his way, provides her with a
happy ending (multiple puns intended).


 Translation
notes






Since this novel is set in France, French
honorifics and names have been left in French (Thérèse, for
instance, is not translated to "Theresa", as it arguably could
be.)

The word "philosopher" in eighteenth century
France had a slightly different meaning than what we give it today,
implying a person who above all took Reason as their guide and
challenged or even opposed religion in the process of testing all
knowledge against rational standards. It was sometimes considered
synonymous with "libertine", although the latter word already also
had its modern sense. Thérèse, in her explorations of both erotic
and moral matters, incarnates these multiple senses.

The word abbé very literally means "abbott" but in
eighteenth century France the term frequently referred to clerics
who had been tonsured and wore dark robes and clerical collars but
had not necessarily received consecration. The term seems to have
sometimes been used loosely; an American reader might think of
political figures referred to as "Reverend" despite being primarily
active in non-religious activities.

A handful of terms or expressions in this novel
were so rare that they cannot be found in print elsewhere; these
have been paraphrased as best suggested by context.

The
original work is divided into two parts, with a separate title for
Bois-Laurier's tale and then for the return to Thérèse's narrative.
Titles have been added here for the major sections referred to
above.
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PART


 Thérèse tells of her early
life







What, sir, seriously, you want me to write my story? You want me to
tell you of the mystic scenes of Mlle Éradice with the Reverend Father Dirrag, that I
inform you of the adventures of Madame C *** with the Abbé T ***?
You ask of a girl who has never written details which require
organization? You want a tableau where the scenes of which I have
spoken, or those in which we were the players, lose nothing of
their lasciviousness; while the metaphysical arguments retain all
their power? In truth, my dear Count, it seems to me beyond my
strength. What is more, Éradice has been my friend, Father Dirrag was my
spiritual director, I owe feelings of gratitude to Mme. C*** and to
the abbé T***. Shall I betray the trust of people to whom I owe the
greatest obligations, since it is the actions of the one and the
wise thoughts of the other that, by degrees, have opened my eyes to
the prejudices of my youth? But if, you say, the example and the
reasoning have made you happy, why not contribute to that of others
by the same means, by example and by reasoning? Why be afraid to
write truths useful to the good of society? Well my dear
benefactor, I resist no more: let us write. My candor will serve me
in the place of a pure style for thinking people, and I have little
fear of fools. No, you will never be rejected by your tender
Thérèse; you will see all the recesses of her heart from earliest
childhood, her whole soul will come forth in the details of the
little adventures which led, as if despite herself, step by step,
to the height of sensual pleasure.







Stupid mortals! You think yourselves masters
of the passions that Nature has placed in you. They are the work of
God. You want to destroy them, these passions, restrain them within
certain limits. Mad men! You claim then to be second creators, more
powerful than the first? Do you never see that everything is as it
should be, and that all is well; that all comes from God, nothing
from you, and it is as difficult to create a thought as to create
an arm or an eye?

The
course of my life is undeniable proof of these truths. From my
earliest childhood, we only spoke of the love of virtue and the
hatred of vice. "You will only be happy, I was told, so long as you
practice Christian virtues and morality. Everything that moves away
from it is vice, and vice draws contempt upon us and contempt
breeds the shame and remorse which accompany it." Convinced of the
sound nature of these lessons, until the age of twenty-five years I
tried in good faith to conduct myself by these principles. We will
see how I have succeeded.

I was born in the province of Vencerop. My
father was a good citizen, a merchant of ***, a pretty little town
where everything inspires joy and pleasure. Gallantry there seems
to be society's only interest. We love at first thought there and
only think to ease the way to tasting the sweetness of love. My
mother, who was ***, added to the liveliness of spirit of women in
a province, near that of Vencerop, the happy temperament of a
Venceropaless. My father and my mother lived off the budget of a
low income and the proceeds of their small business. Their work
could not change the state of their fortunes. My father paid a
young widow, a merchant in his neighborhood, his mistress, my
mother was paid by her lover, a very rich gentleman who was kind
enough to honor my father with his friendship. Everything was done
with admirable order: we knew what to expect from both sides, and
never did a household appear more united.

After ten years of so praiseworthy an
arrangement my mother became pregnant, she gave birth to me. My
birth left her with a discomfort that was perhaps even worse than
death would have been. An effort during the delivery caused a
rupture that put her in the hard necessity of forever renouncing
the pleasures that gave me life.

Everything changed in the paternal home. My
mother became devout, the Superior of the Capuchins replaced the
constant visits of the Marquis de ***, who was dismissed. The
depths of my mother's affection only changed their object: and she
gave by necessity to God what she had given to the Marquis by taste
and temperament.

My father died and left me still in the cradle.
My mother, I do not know why, went to Volnot, a famous seaport.
From the most gallant of women, she became the most modest and
perhaps the most virtuous that ever was.

I was barely seven years old when this
tender mother, constantly occupied with the care of my health and
my education, realized that I was visibly losing weight. A skilled
doctor was called to be consulted about my illness: I had a
voracious appetite, no fever, I felt no pain, yet my spirit was
lost, my legs could barely carry me. My mother, fearing for my
life, did not leave me and made me sleep with her. What was her
surprise when one night, thinking I was asleep, she saw that I had
my hand on the part that distinguishes us from men where, by a
benign rubbing, I procured the pleasures rarely known to a girl of
seven years, and very common among those of fifteen. My mother
could hardly believe what she saw. She gently lifted the blanket
and sheet, took a lamp that was lit in the room, and a prudent
woman, and connoisseur, awaited the outcome of my action. It was as
it should be: I stirred, I trembled and the pleasure woke me. My
mother, at first, soundly scolded me, she asked me who had taught
me the horrors she had witnessed. I replied with tears that I did
not know how I might have angered her, that I did not know what she
wanted to say in speaking of touching, of immodesty, of mortal
sin. The naivety of my answers convinced her of my
innocence, and I went to sleep: new stirrings on my side, new
complaints from my mother. Finally, after several nights of careful
observation, it was decided that it was the strength of my
temperament that drove me, while asleep, to that which is used for
relief by many poor nuns laying awake. It was decided to closely
bind my hands so that it would be impossible for me to continue my
nightly diversions.

Soon I
recovered my health and my first strength. The habit fell away, but
the temperament increased. By the age of nine to ten, I felt a
trouble, desires whose purpose I did not know. We often gathered,
girls and boys of my age, in an attic or in some side room. There,
we played little games: one of us was elected schoolmaster, the
slightest mistake was punished by whipping. The boys undid their
pants, the girls tucked up skirts and shirts, they looked closely,
you would have seen five to six small asses admired, fondled and
flogged in turn. What we called the boys' guigui served us as a toy, a hundred times we
ran and reran our hands over it, we took it in our whole hand, we
made dolls out of it, we kissed the little tool whose use and price
we were very far from knowing. Our little buttocks were kissed in
turn. Only the center of pleasure was neglected. Why this omission?
I cannot say, but such were our games, simple Nature guided them,
an exact truth tells me of them.

After two years spent in this innocent
debauchery, my mother put me in a convent. I was then about eleven
years old. The first task of the superior was to prepare me to make
my first confession. I presented myself to this court without fear,
because I was without remorse. I recited to the old custodian of
the Capuchins, my mother's spiritual director, who listened to me,
all the nonsense, the peccadilloes of a girl my age. Once I had
accused myself of the crimes of which I thought myself guilty:

"One day you will be a saint," said this
good father, "if you continue to follow, as you have done, the
principles with which your mother has inspired you. In particular,
avoid listening to the demon of the flesh. I am your mother's
confessor; she had alarmed me with the taste she believes you to
have for impurity, the most infamous of vices. I am quite glad that
she was mistaken in the idea she had conceived of the disease you
had four years ago. Without her care, my dear child, you would have
lost your body and your soul. Yes, I am sure now that the touchings
in which she surprised you were not voluntary, and I am convinced
that she erred in the conclusion she drew from these for your
salvation.

Alarmed by what my confessor told me, I asked
him what I had done that might have given my mother a bad idea of
me. He did not hesitate to inform me, in the most measured terms,
of what had happened and the precautions that my mother had taken
to correct in me a defect whose consequences, he said, it was
desirable I should never know.

These reflections led me gradually to make
others on our amusements in the attic, which I have just mentioned.
My face turned red, I lowered my eyes in shame, struck dumb, and I
thought I saw for the first time the crime in our pleasures. The
father asked me the cause of my silence and my sadness; I told him
everything. What details did he demand from me! My naivety on the
terms, the attitudes and the nature of the pleasures to which I
admitted, further served to persuade him of my innocence. He
criticized these games with a prudence rare in the ministers of the
Church. But his expressions showed clearly enough the idea he had
of my temperament.

Fasting, prayer, meditation, sackcloth, were the
weapons he prescribed me to fight my passions from then on.

- Never bring, he said, your hand or even your
eyes to that shameful part with which you pee, which is nothing
other than the apple that seduced Adam, who brought the
condemnation of the human race by original sin. It is inhabited by
the devil, it is his residence, it is his throne. Do not let
yourself be surprised by that enemy of God and
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