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Prologue: 1749*

From the window of the queen’s apartments at the palace of Lunéville in Lorraine, allées of trees shadow the gravel walks, and borders of yellow and red zinnias brighten the vista. Fountains and the series of circular reflecting pools suggest some relief from the late summer heat, particularly in the early hours of the evening. One Saturday at the end of August 1749, Gabrielle Emilie le Tonnelier de Breteuil, marquise Du Châtelet, the forty-two-year-old philosophe, mathematician, and authority on Leibniz, sat at her desk by this window amid the apparent chaos of her scholar’s tools. All around her, piled on the parquet floor, the bureau, and the shelves of cabinets, were the mathematical and astronomical treatises, the books of physics, and Newton’s Principia and his System of the World that she had translated and on which she was now completing a commentary. Bits of paper, sealing wax, a compass, the cup of trimmed quill pens, the ink pot, the shaker of sand littered the desk. Her quarto-sized notebook lay open. She had indicated in the margins the calculations to be corrected. Now page proofs had to be revised, explanations clarified, line after line of complex equations rechecked.
On that August evening, she must have pushed all the papers aside. She found a blank sheet of her stationery with its delicate hand-painted border, folded it in half, and began a letter to Jean-François de Saint-Lambert, her young lover and the man responsible for her pregnancy. The summer light may still have been bright enough for her to write by, or perhaps she called to have the candles in the wall sconces and in the holders on the tables lit. Opening the tall casement windows that face the garden would allow for a breeze, but might scatter bits of wax on her papers, and cause the tapers to burn unevenly.
In this letter, thoughts came in no particular order, but turned around her need for her lover to be “in the same place” as herself. His military duties have kept him in Nancy. She has lived two days without any word from him. She can be patient about her condition when he is with her, “but when I have lost you, I see only black.” She suggests that her long letter of yesterday will please him more than this one, not because “I was loving you better, but because I had more strength to tell you.”
Today, she writes, her belly has dropped so low that the “pain in my kidneys” is “unbearable”; she will not be surprised if she gives birth tonight. She reports that she walked in the garden, but her fears, the presentiments of death that color this, her fourth pregnancy, are so strong, she feels despondent in both spirit and her whole being. She began to write in smaller letters with less space between the lines, to be sure she could finish her last thought by the end of the page. Only her heart is spared, she continues—by implication, spared in order to love him. The last sentence, in even smaller script, runs along the pale-green border: “I finish because I can write no more.”1
In less than a week, Mme Du Châtelet completed the revisions of her commentary on Newton, and in the early morning hours of September fourth, she gave birth to the baby, a daughter, Stanislas-Adélaïde, named for Du Châtelet’s host and patron, King Stanislas, former king of Poland, and now duc de Lorraine. Despite the ease of the delivery, six days later, on September tenth, she died suddenly of a cause her contemporaries could not identify. The infant’s baptism, and then her death a year and a half later, were duly recorded in the parish register. Although Du Châtelet’s husband accepted paternity, it was widely rumored that the child was not his. And what of Du Châtelet’s translation and commentary, her grand project of the previous five years? It almost died as well, unpublished until 1759—ten years after its completion, and long after the author’s friends and lovers had moved on to other amusements and other concerns.
This is one possible beginning for the biography of this brilliant, unorthodox woman. But Mme la marquise Du Châtelet can be introduced in a different time and place. In Paris a few months earlier, in May 1749, she was in residence in a grand three-storied house in the rue Traversière–Saint Honoré. She and Voltaire each had a suite of rooms, or appartement. The hôtel, as such a house was called in eighteenth-century France, was only a few blocks from the busy government offices of the Louvre, and from the royal palace of the Tuileries. In this second beginning, Du Châtelet also sits at her work, in the middle of writing what will be an eleven-page letter to her young army officer. Although Saint-Lambert’s letter has been lost, he must have asked her once again to join him in Lorraine, where he was garrisoned. For in her answer she will both justify their separation and detail the sacrifices she has made in order to complete her grand scholarly project and to rejoin him before the baby arrives. She was in the sixth month of her pregnancy, when a woman usually feels strong and the baby’s size does not yet cause much discomfort. Contemporaries described her as big-boned, perhaps five feet six inches, taller than many men, and since this was her fourth pregnancy she could expect all to go easily until the last few weeks and the birth itself.
On this May evening, she explains to Saint-Lambert how she has come to establish what sounds today like a punishing regimen to complete her project of the last five years, her translation of and commentary on Newton’s Principia. In a characteristic show of intensity, self-discipline, bravado, and common sense, she writes that the imminence of her accouchement, or lying-in, gives her a clear deadline for its completion. She rises at eight or nine and works straight through to three in the afternoon. A café, and then she begins again at four. Dinner alone at 10 p.m. Soon after that, Voltaire, France’s most renowned playwright, her former lover and her companion of fifteen years, comes to her rooms for conversation. Work fills the rest of the night and the early-morning hours, from midnight until 5 a.m. She has acknowledged to her lover that this “required a mind and body of iron,” but finishing this book is “a frightening need.” The premonitions of death that understandably plagued the thoughts of an eighteenth-century French woman pregnant well beyond the usual age of childbearing make the time even more precious. Death in childbirth with the manuscript unfinished, the page proofs unrevised, would mean, she writes, that she would lose “all the fruit of my work.”2
Initially, Du Châtelet thought that she could manage the project by working only during the day, leaving herself free in the evening for société: the opera, conversation at Mme de Villars-Brancas’s salon, card games with the queen—Maria Leszczy[image: ]ska, wife to Louis XV—and all the other entertainments of Versailles and Paris. But the time is too short. Continuing in this life would mean many more weeks in Paris, probably giving birth there, and suffering the certain ridicule of courtiers who took great pleasure in the latest witticism about that noblewoman with intellectual pretensions, foolish enough to become enceinte (pregnant) at forty-two. “Why does Mme Du Châtelet suddenly want to see her husband?” “It is,” the riddle continued, “one of those cravings of pregnant women.” Even Voltaire could not resist a bon mot at her expense. He told his male correspondents that this child, given the irregularities of its paternity, must be considered one of the marquise’s “Miscellaneous Works.”3 To avoid this series of “inconveniences,” as she describes them, she prefers to leave Paris for the comfort and friendship of the duc de Lorraine’s palace at Lunéville, in the northeastern part of the country. But this means that she must have her commentary ready for publication before she leaves. As a result, she refuses dinner invitations, is abstemious, and takes her “dark [barley] syrup.” “My health takes it marvelously,” she announces. She only hopes that the child, who now moves frequently, takes it as well.4
In many ways this scene in Paris presents a more pleasing beginning, not so somber as the first one. Those few months in late May show the marquise at a more hopeful time, with a future to imagine. However, there are yet other possibilities, other choices that can be made. The standard biographies usually start very differently, not with Mme Du Châtelet, but with Voltaire. In fact, the whole story of her death can be told from his perspective. This more traditional introduction to the marquise’s life explains that Voltaire and Du Châtelet probably first met when she was a little girl of eight or nine and he was in his twenties. He frequented her father’s salon in Paris and listened indulgently to her first translations of Virgil’s Aeneid. As a young man, Voltaire had achieved almost instant fame for La Henriade, his verse epic on the life of Henri IV, considered proof of the superiority of French culture over that of ancient Greece. Voltaire, the modern Homer, then went on to be declared France’s leading playwright as well. He was thirty-eight when they first became attracted to each other in 1733; she was twenty-six. Du Châtelet had married well, an army officer from one of the most ancient lineages of Lorraine. By 1733, she had produced the requisite two sons and a daughter for this kind and amiable older man, who remained a loyal and understanding supporter of all her projects throughout her life. He expected his lively and intelligent young wife to amuse herself in Paris and even to take lovers. As an officer of the Royal Army, he was away for months at a time, as one war led to another in the middle decades of the eighteenth century.
Voltaire himself created many images of Gabrielle Emilie le Tonnelier de Breteuil, marquise Du Châtelet, in the last year of her life. Voltaire composed an epistle to Saint-Lambert, a gift from the master in the arts of love and letters to his apprentice. Portraying himself as the aged, displaced sexual partner, Voltaire offered the aspiring poet verses that would please “la belle amante de Newton” (the beautiful lover of Newton). Busy himself since 1745 with a secret affair with a younger partner, his niece Mme Denis, Voltaire could be both gracious and irreverent in his good wishes for his successor. He described “our heroine” leaving her studies, her compass, and her equations. She was dressed in “an old black apron,” her fingers, as always, stained with ink. He told the younger man to “take these flowers” to her and sing for her the pretty songs “rehearsed by love, and unknown to Newton.”5 Love, Voltaire suggested, is a time of “illusion,” as was his poetic version of his attitude toward the marquise’s soldier-poet. In fact, he had been outraged when he learned of their love for each other.
Voltaire alluded more accurately to his feelings in his correspondence during the last weeks of August 1749. After pages describing his own activities, he ended his letter to their friends, the comte and comtesse d’Argental, with a sentence of news about her condition. On an impatient note, he added: “Madame du Chastelet [sic] still gives birth to nothing but problems.” He remained self-absorbed. Even his lighthearted account of the baby’s arrival, the morning of September fourth, dwelt as much on his own travails as on hers. He wrote the marquis d’Argenson, an important patron at Versailles, that, while “at her secrétaire, scratching some ‘pancarte neutonienne,’ she felt a little need. This little need was a girl who appeared that instant. She put it on a geometry book,” and then retired to her bed. He went on to explain that he had also given birth to his newest tragedy, and that he was much more exhausted than she.6
Throughout their time together, Voltaire wrote about her in these ways, both appreciatively and deprecatingly. The formal dedicatory prefaces and laudatory epistles that circulated in manuscript, or that he appended to a number of his published writings, sound extravagant to modern readers in their praise of his “divine Emilie.” In contrast, in letters to his friends, he made light of her activities and of her scholarly endeavors. He called her “mme Neuton [sic] Pompom,” mocked her enthusiasms, and dismissed what he considered her troublesome emotional responses to everything from his own difficulties at court to her unorthodox predicament in the last year of her life.

Three possible introductions to the marquise Du Châtelet. Each is a “true,” a “real” account of her last months. All are based on sources, on facts that make up the historical record, the official memory of her life. As her biographer, I can choose the time, the place, when and where to begin a narrative. With these choices historians decide which aspects of an individual’s life and personality to expose, which part of her contemporary reputation to highlight. This is especially true for Mme Du Châtelet. What remains to document the marquise’s life gives a wide range of often contradictory images and disparate accounts of her activities, sometimes making it hard to believe they all describe the same woman. Even in the best of circumstances, when practically every minute of an individual’s life is known, biographers rely on judgment and imagination. They piece bits of knowledge, the “facts,” together to fill in the interstices of an individual’s recorded past, to make an apparently seamless narrative of a life. Like medieval mapmakers, they extrapolate from what they know and adapt from what they have experienced in their world to describe worlds they want their readers to envision.
The three alternative beginnings—at the palace of Lunéville, in Paris in mid-May, and during her last days as told from Voltaire’s perspective—illustrate this process. For example, I chose to picture her at work, because this was the first image I wanted readers to see: Mme Du Châtelet at the height of her career, the self-proclaimed géomètre (mathematician) and physicien (physicist), the woman acknowledged in her own lifetime as a genius, accorded the title of philosophe by her contemporaries. To create a vivid picture, I drew on inventories of her possessions done after her death, and every kind of information about the palace and the room where she worked, including observations based on my own experience. I went to Lunéville one summer and felt the heat, saw the allées of trees and the flowered borders of the gravel walks. Engravings from the eighteenth century show similar, if grander, vistas. The palace itself had been converted into offices, so I relied on the Ministry of Culture guidebook for a sense of the former opulence of the interior: painted friezes, mirrored walls, parquet floors.
The scene of Du Châtelet at her secrétaire came from a number of contemporary accounts of the appearance of rooms she worked in. All marvel at the confusion of papers, books, and tables. Voltaire ordered “trimmed quills” in one of his letters. I liked the sharp neatness of the phrase and assumed she would have used them as well. Anyone writing in the eighteenth century would have had an ink pot, and sand to sprinkle over the finished page to absorb the inevitable unevenness of the ink on the rough stock of page proofs, and on the thinner, glossy surface of her stationery. I do not know if she was hot, but I have seen the breeze from an open window scatter the wax of the candles and make them burn unevenly. The description of her clothes is pure extrapolation. I remember my own pregnancy, contending with the summer heat, sweating no matter how thin my clothing, when I sat, as she did, for long hours at my desk.
The second beginning, the scene in Paris, relied on Du Châtelet’s own letters. From them I reconstructed her state of mind, her immediate aspirations, and her own speculations about her future. Here is the practical, independent, but sensual and affectionate lover, with very little about the setting. One letter that she probably wrote in May, certainly from Paris in the middle of her pregnancy, made the narrative. Du Châtelet’s letters are among the richest sources for her biographers. They fill two published volumes and cover the years from 1733 to 1749. The Voltaire scholar Theodore Besterman found them when he was scouring French archives and collections for the great man’s papers. But even letters do not give a complete “reality.” This is a skewed collection. Most of the letters are to the men of Voltaire’s immediate circle. Hundreds, perhaps thousands of others have yet to be discovered. The marquise wrote to a wide circle of friends and acquaintances; this was how she maintained the network of influence and obligation that was part of her courtier’s world. Even at their best, then, these letters tell only a small part of what could be known.
In addition, portions of letters can be quoted to highlight one sentence and not another. The words a woman writes acquire different meanings when presented in one order or another, in this and not that context. For example, Du Châtelet’s love letters to Saint-Lambert have traditionally been used by her popular twentieth-century biographers and by Voltaire scholars to portray her as a foolishly passionate, semihysterical middle-aged woman. And so they seem to read, as ordered by her first editor, Besterman. In fact, the originals, now carefully preserved in a red leather quarto volume at the Morgan Library in New York City, are bound in a completely different order. Besterman himself acknowledged the tentative nature of the chronology he had set. Many of the most intensely emotional letters and notes have no date, or merely indicate the morning, the evening, or the day of the week. A third or more float free of time and place and can be arranged in an infinite number of sequences to create an infinite number of stories and images. The reconstruction of Du Châtelet’s last weeks in Paris of this second beginning relies on an altogether new order and emphasizes emotions and attitudes that other historians have failed to mention. There is passion, impatience, frustration, but not the foolish rantings of the hysteric. Every biographer of Du Châtelet quotes from the letter describing her Paris regimen, but none connects her sense of urgency to her contradictory feelings about her work and her lover. Perhaps because of similar experiences in my own life, this account highlights what I hear as the conflict she felt between her project on Newton and her desire to abandon it all for the man she wanted to make the grand passion of her life. In May she wrote from Paris and assured him, “I love you,” “à la folie,” and “it’s certainly folly, but it is for life.” In another letter to Saint-Lambert, his impatience prompted her plea that he not blame her for their separation. She reassured him: “I don’t love Newton, at the least I finish it for reason and for honor, but I love only you and that which connects to you.”7
In this way, biographers use their own preconceptions to interpret and re-create an individual’s unspoken feelings. This process of interposing one’s own interpretation of an individual’s actions and attitudes is also evident in the last version. Yes, using Voltaire’s writings to introduce the marquise offered the most conventional approach. But after that, I made different choices from those of other biographers; through editorial comments, I allowed his words to reveal more about his foibles and his attitudes toward her than about the “facts” of her life.
The more we study the historical record, any historical record—sites and objects, letters, manuscripts, and memoirs—the more spaces appear, spaces between the “facts” that in turn pose questions defying simple answers. Gabrielle Emilie le Tonnelier de Breteuil, marquise Du Châtelet, exemplifies such challenges. There are so many spaces and questions. Historians have filled those spaces and answered those questions in different ways. Those of her immediate contemporaries who wrote about her, like Voltaire, either lionized her for her genius and learning or ridiculed her pretensions at inclusion among Europe’s intellectual elite. Nineteenth-century writers included her in their compendia of accomplished women or ignored her in their histories of the Enlightenment. The major twentieth-century biographers of Du Châtelet and Voltaire, as well as historians of science, have minimized or dismissed her intellectual accomplishments, some even ascribing her works to others. It is a truism of historiography that each century must tell stories in its own way, that historians can write only within a framework bounded and crisscrossed with preconceptions. All have implicit or explicit agendas that determine what subjects they have chosen to research and re-create. All of us have a particular story to tell that reflects our own questions about our own times, even about ourselves.

I first learned about the marquise Du Châtelet when I was thirteen or fourteen. I cannot remember exactly, because the memory comes from a period in my life when I was learning all the time: how to dress, which fork to use, the names of classical composers, which authors to read, and which to dismiss. My family had moved back to New York City from southern California, back to a culture that my parents knew but I did not. No one considered bringing my bike, and the Fifth Avenue hairdresser was instructed to cut off my long ponytail. That first summer of 1956, I spent much of my time with my cousin, Antonia, and her family. Antonia and I are the same age. Perhaps she told me, perhaps I heard talk at the dinner table: her mother had a project. Everyone believed my aunt to be the most elegant, gracious woman, in both appearance and gesture. She was a charming hostess for her lawyer husband, an attentive mother to her two daughters, and editor of the newsletter for the Legal Aid Society; she led a full and busy life. Yet there was this project. Reading her letters after her death, I found an early reference to the marquise Du Châtelet. In her late twenties and newly married, my aunt assured her writer father that she had located Du Châtelet’s letters in a nearby library and would soon be working through them.
I never saw anything she wrote and forgot about her interest altogether. She died of cancer in the spring of 1962 with all of Voltaire’s correspondence on the shelves above her desk: the plain French paperback books from the publisher Gallimard that leave the pages for the reader to cut. These books and all of her notes disappeared. I had to rediscover Mme Du Châtelet for myself. Almost fifteen years later, by chance, I found a popular account from the early 1970s, The Divine Mistress by Samuel Edwards, among the secondhand books at a Salvation Army store, a few blocks from where I lived in New York City. It was months before I made the connection between this biography and the radio play my aunt had planned to write. It is as if this gifted eighteenth-century woman challenged us both: to tell her life in new ways that do justice to all aspects of her unorthodox interests and achievements, and to explain how such genius could have been alternately admired, ridiculed, and forgotten. The original title of this biography, La Dame d’Esprit, was intended as a beginning, for esprit is one of those French terms rich in multiple meanings that, to be understood, must be translated into many words in English. The marquise Du Châtelet personified all that it conveys: she was the woman of spirit, intellect, wit, and energy, one of the great minds of the eighteenth-century “Republic of Letters”; in short, a daring genius of Europe’s Enlightenment.


PART I
DECEMBER 1706–JUNE 1735



CHAPTER ONE
The Families:

Daughter and Wife

An early-nineteenth-century French pamphlet of “Femmes célèbres” (famous women) gave a simple explanation for the marquise Du Châtelet’s genius and her unorthodox life. According to the author, the géomètre and physicien was born to it: Gabrielle Emilie le Tonnelier de Breteuil is described as a little girl of three who discovered how to use a large set of mathematician’s dividers, the eighteenth-century equivalent of a compass. According to the story, a well-meaning servant, in an effort to make a toy for her, closed the wooden V and dressed it to look like a doll. But, unsatisfied with this gift, the remarkable little girl studied the figure and undressed it. She intuited its purpose, and used it to make a circle. It became her favorite possession. She kept it with her “day and night.”1 The popular versions of the lives of the early Christian martyrs read in the same way: St. Catherine had her wheel, St. Margaret her dragon; so Du Châtelet was associated with the symbol of her future fame. This anecdote, however, tells more about how the educated elite of nineteenth-century France wanted to remember her than about anything else. It was, the story suggests, her “nature.” She was a prodigy, an anomaly, unlike any other female.
What is, in fact, known about the childhood of this extraordinary woman? What explains her exceptional talents and her unorthodox aspirations? The novelist Julian Barnes describes a biography “as a collection of holes tied together with string.”2 The holes are so wide for the first years of Du Châtelet’s life that the speculations of previous biographers have proved too weak to hold the narrative together. The date and place of her birth have been established beyond dispute: in Paris, on December 17, 1706, in the parish of Saint-Roch. After that, there is an enormous gap. There are no uncontested reminiscences of a father or mother, no youthful diaries. The first letter of Du Châtelet’s that we have is tentatively dated December 1734, when she was already a married woman of twenty-eight, and could have been written by any lively, privileged noblewoman of her era.
So, without direct evidence, how can the transformation—from privileged little girl to learned woman and published author, lauded by her contemporaries as a genius, and accepted as a member of Europe’s Republic of Letters—be explained? Her studies in early adulthood rivaled those of her male intellectual contemporaries; she read Latin, Italian, English, and Flemish. Her writings included a translation of a controversial English work of moral philosophy, the Fable of the Bees; collaboration with Voltaire on the Eléments de la philosophie de Newton (Elements of the Philosophy of Newton); a treatise on the nature of fire; and her own work of natural philosophy, the Institutions de physique (Foundations of Physics). Her skeptic’s commentary on the Old and New Testaments, and her translation of and commentary on Newton’s Principia, were but the last of her projects. With such material, historians, like scientists, create hypotheses, and then test them against borrowed evidence and insights gleaned from the documented experiences of other women. Reasoning in this way, the marquise’s previous biographers have suggested two hypotheses to be tested: either she had a mentor father, or she was given a formal convent education.
Daughter to the Baron de Breteuil
The best known of Du Châtelet’s French biographers ascribe primary credit for her aspirations and her education to her father, baron Louis Nicholas le Tonnelier de Breteuil. They imagine a special relationship between a daughter and a narcissistic older man, with “all of the frailties” of a grandfather and the “tendernesses” of a father.3 The evidence exists to create such scenes. The baron de Breteuil, aged sixty-seven, could have sat in front of the fireplace in his bedroom, reading a favorite novel. Though the fire was bright, he pulled the lush folds of his fur-lined robe across his legs to keep warm in this opulent world without central heating. The gray early morning light from the double set of windows was just enough to read by. The remains of his light breakfast, his petit déjeuner, hot chocolate and a roll, were on the folding marquetry table beside him. The clock on the chimney breast had just struck the half hour.
A little girl not yet ten, also warmly dressed against the cold and damp of a Paris winter, knocked at the door of her father’s inner sanctuary. Her bold action was rewarded, and she was allowed to enter. She made a deep curtsy and then, forgetting all the lessons her mother had taught her, stepped and skipped across the parquet floor, and leaned against his crossed legs. Louis Nicholas smiled and agreed to the unspoken request. She pulled the troublesome gathers of her skirts out of the way and climbed into his lap. She arranged herself against the smooth texture of his robe and the warmth of his body and was ready to listen as he read aloud to her, perhaps from a translation of Ovid’s Metamorphoses, often recommended for young children.
Historians’ narratives can be seductive. This scene of Du Châtelet and her father is pure extrapolation. It is, however, a kind of truth, for there is a document that gives these details of the house in Paris that Du Châtelet lived in as a little girl, the inventory of her father’s estate, made at the time of his death in 1728. Notaries carefully listed the furniture and decorations in his bedroom, the clock on the chimney breast, the folding table, his brocade dressing gown with its lining of Canadian fox fur.4 The “bedroom,” in fact, would have had many purposes, both private and public. This, the main chambre, used for sleeping and reading but also for entertaining, formed part of the baron’s centrally located suite of rooms, a common arrangement of the noble hôtels of the seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries.5 The inventory indicates that Louis Nicholas had furnished it with an eye to comfort and grandeur. In addition to his bed, the main room had six fauteuils, or large wood-and-upholstery armchairs, and numerous small decorated folding tables that could be opened and set around for his guests to enjoy a late-night supper, or souper, and then games such as pharon, cavagnole, and piquet, which the nobility enjoyed so much. Would this father have encouraged the unorthodox for his only daughter? As the male head of the family, he had to approve all aspects of his children’s formal upbringing, including the education of his little girl. However, given the demands of his courtier’s life, would he have made time to teach her himself?
Those elite men and women that Breteuil entertained knew that he came to his privileged, lucrative career late in life. Louis Nicholas’s father, Louis le Tonnelier de Breteuil, was one of the most successful courtiers of Louis XIV’s reign, having risen to succeed the king’s principal minister, the famous Jean-Baptiste Colbert. While Du Châtelet’s uncles rose to important positions as a councillor of state, a bishop, a naval captain, and a maréchal in the Royal Army, the equivalent of a five-star general, her father played the role of irresponsible youngest son well into his forties. Initially, it did not matter. His father’s wealth, and his rank and position in Louis XIV’s government, ensured even this prodigal son access to the court. Breteuil’s intelligence and charm won him the king’s continued favor. Given the title of lecteur ordinaire du roi (reader to the king) in 1677, an office carrying no duties but many privileges, he had, at twenty-nine, already gained an intimacy with Louis XIV usually denied to one of his birth. The title gave Louis Nicholas “le droit,” the right to be among the first groups of nobles admitted to Louis XIV’s presence each morning. The king began his ceremonial display at eight-fifteen when he received the “first gentleman of the bedchamber,” members of the royal family, and sundry other real and titular attendants. At eight-thirty he rose from his bed and prepared to meet more of his courtiers in the adjoining larger room. Here Breteuil was privileged to witness, among other events, the “Grand Monarch” relieving himself on his chaise de commodité, and his barber arranging his morning wig. Then, amid the rigorous formalities and the relative crowd of the grand lever, he could watch the king have his breakfast of broth or herb tea, be shaved every other day, take his shirt from the dauphin, the royal heir, and his watch from the royal clock maker.6
French historians always suggest that the king favored Du Châtelet’s father because they both enjoyed women, and had reputations for their sexuality and their appreciation of la volupté, “the voluptuous,” a rich eighteenth-century word with connotations of sensuality, beauty, and delights in all their manifestations. Louis XIV’s palaces attested to his insistence on the luxurious and magnificent: the Tuileries and the Louvre, and, outside of Paris, Fontainebleau and his special creation, Versailles. In addition to his wife and children, Louis XIV maintained an official mistress (the maîtresse-en-titre) and yet another set of children, proof for all to see of His Majesty’s masculine prowess. Breteuil’s liaisons seem disorderly by contrast. He had two notorious affairs. The first was a secret wedding against his parents’ wishes to his twenty-one-year-old cousin, Anne Lefèvre de Caumartin de Mormans, which ended with her death soon after their marriage and the birth of their daughter. And, later in life, he had an adulterous liaison with a much younger woman, the brilliant Anne Bellinzani, daughter of an Italian financier from Mantua and wife of an important Parisian official. Both liaisons enhanced his image as a seducer, but gossip about secret weddings and adulterous young wives also courted ridicule and scandal. Bellinzani gave birth to her daughter after her husband had arranged a formal separation. He refused to accept paternity, and an order of the king sent her to a convent in disgrace.7
This kind of reputation did not sit well with the king. Louis XIV expected discretion of his favorites, and his tolerance for their escapades had its limits. An opportune diplomatic mission after each of Breteuil’s affairs undoubtedly helped to quiet the scandals, but invited other consequences. For a courtier to be away from the Grand Monarch was a kind of living death. Perhaps Breteuil’s more serious and successful brothers brought pressure, perhaps the king did. When an opportune marriage presented itself, he gave up his unorthodox ways. An elderly uncle, Claude de Breteuil-Charmeaux, had recently married. This new aunt had a younger sister. Gabrielle Anne de Froullay became Louis Nicholas’s wife—and mother to the future marquise Du Châtelet. This double alliance between the Breteuils and the Froullays must have pleased the king. The comte and comtesse de Froullay, Du Châtelet’s maternal grandparents, had served the royal family in posts reserved to only the most elite of the nobility, posts within the royal household. Froullay’s father, the comte, as grand maréchal des logis de l’armée du roi (literally, grand marshal for the lodging of the king’s army, but entailing many more rights and duties), held one of the highest-ranking and most lucrative positions at court. His wife, Angélique de Beaudean de Parabère, was a dame d’honneur, a lady-in-waiting to Queen Anne of Austria, which entitled her to a handsome yearly pension, and meant that she was one of four or five women in daily, constant attendance to the queen. These women woke the queen in the morning, assisted at her toilette, sat and read with her, attended mass when she did, and stood ready to serve her at every ceremonial function. Though both parents were long dead, the Froullay sisters remained part of the network of connection and privilege created by their parents. This and the king’s blessing, rather than her modest dowry, made the twenty-seven-year-old Gabrielle Anne de Froullay an exceptionally suitable partner for the forty-eight-year-old Louis Nicholas de Breteuil. They signed their marriage contract on April 16, 1697, and thus agreed to join their families and to preserve their lineages through the procreation of sons and marriageable daughters.
After the birth of their first son, René-Alexandre, Louis XIV signaled approval of Breteuil’s change in condition, from errant, aging bachelor to married man. Louis Nicholas had been given to understand that his request to purchase the newly vacant office of introducteur des ambassadeurs et étrangers, royal master of protocol, would be favored by the king. The price had been set at 120,000 livres. The king sweetened the transaction by giving Breteuil sixty thousand livres, thus halving the price for this favored companion. On Sunday morning, November 23, 1698, Louis Nicholas assumed his new title. From January to June—six months, or one “semester,” as it was called—he was responsible for all the arrangements, including housing and provisions, for the foreign dignitaries at the court of Louis XIV. An office of this sort carried with it many opportunities—fees and gifts from the ambassadors and from those hoping to advance their interests while in France—but also potential hazards: the substantial expense of a suitable wardrobe for the many court functions, of livery, horses, carriages, and servants in keeping with the new post; and, perhaps most significant, the serious risks of royal displeasure, since the king placed so much importance on ritual and precedence.8
The monarch found that he had not misplaced his favor. Breteuil acquitted himself well. He embarked upon his new responsibilities with an exemplary sense of duty and of the importance of his office, filling the pages of a journal as a guide for his successors. In it he described how an ambassador extraordinary should incline his head and when he should remove his hat; the changes in arrangements when the court was in mourning (less gold was to be displayed by the visiting dignitaries); the negotiations over the manner of address, and its implications of seniority or inferiority, between the king of Denmark and the king of France. Most exasperating had been the demands of the ambassador of the shah of Persia, who refused to follow protocol and the arrangements already made. His astrologers set the date for his audience, and he demanded a separate carriage for himself alone, because he refused to touch any Christians.9
On Tuesdays, the Grand Monarch accepted the official greetings of foreign visitors in his bedchamber, seated in a gilded fauteuil, his ceremonial presence framed against a covered canopy. Typically for Breteuil and his charges, a day like this began at 5 a.m., even though Versailles was only fourteen miles from Paris. Given eighteenth-century traffic to and from the capital, only such an early departure would ensure arrival in time for the audience with the king, scheduled for nine in the morning. From the central courtyard of the palace, Breteuil shepherded his visitors up the “Stairway of the Ambassadors,” through the formal public salles (halls) to the king’s presence, then to other wings of the palace and presentations to the rest of the royal family. His day was long, for, in addition to escorting ambassadors through the almost eight hours of ceremonial royal visits, Louis Nicholas had to attend to all the regular business of the courtier, dinners, receptions, and more elaborate entertainments, such as a grand masked ball in the main apartment of the king. There would have been little time for his family.10
What time he had would have gone not to his daughter but to his sons. A portrait of Louis Nicholas with his eldest boy, René-Alexandre, shows both dressed in the elegant laces and brocades of their rank. Despite the set of his strong features, his shoulder-length wig of tight curls, Breteuil’s pose is meant to be informal and to suggest companionship. There is the father’s pleased expression; the little boy’s open look; the rounded, soft face of a four-year-old; his small, delicate hand pointing to the hunting dog in the bottom corner of the picture. Breteuil had important plans for his sons. He aspired to military careers for the two eldest, a leap in rank for his offspring that would require the skills of the courtier and resources equal to those of the successful financier, for every aspect of the advancement of his boys required money and connections. Granted, after the death of his king in September 1715, Louis Nicholas’s daily activities changed dramatically. He sold his position as master of protocol for 250,000 livres, and in theory, now had more time to spend with his family, particularly the younger children.11 By 1715, Du Châtelet’s two older brothers would have begun their military training in earnest, and probably only she and the youngest son, Elisabeth-Théodore, remained at home. Breteuil, however, was of the same generation as the new regent, the duc d’Orléans, and enjoyed the same luxuries and amusements. The duc held court in Paris at the Palais Royal, not in Versailles, and the young Louis XV, his nephew, lived at the palace of the Tuileries, just across the rue Saint-Honoré. This was a grand era of theater and opera, and Breteuil and his wife would have continued to entertain. Once again, Breteuil’s energies would have gone to these activities, rather than to his little girl.
Daughter to Gabrielle Anne de Froullay, Baronne de Breteuil
And her mother? What was she like? What was her role in Du Châtelet’s early life, in the decisions about her daughter’s education? The inventory made by the notaries at the baron de Breteuil’s death offers insights. The differences in decor between her rooms and her husband’s were striking. Unlike the opulence and grandeur of his suite of rooms, Gabrielle Anne de Froullay’s single chambre had a modest bed and two armchairs, both in carved unpainted walnut. Still, she expected comfort and elegance; her bed had a satin coverlet with flowers embroidered in silver thread, and crimson damask draperies. Simple flowers and forest greenery filled the tapestry and the single painting on the wall, and numerous mirrors were arranged to reflect the evening’s candlelight. There was a family chapel with a single prie-dieu, where she probably took communion in the mornings when she was in Paris. Perhaps some of the paintings in the two grand public salons indicate her religious sensibilities as well: the Virgin, Mary Magdalene, the Massacre of the Innocents (a gift from her mother-in-law). These are in marked contrast to the suggestively erotic classical subjects of other paintings—Andromeda, Achilles, the Danaë, Venus and Love (Cupid), Mars and Venus—that seem more in keeping with her husband’s tastes.12
A formal portrait of Du Châtelet’s mother shows a longish, pleasing face with rounded cheeks, brown hair, a straight gaze—similar, in fact, to the images of her daughter done at about the same age. She is dressed in the rich fabrics worn for ceremonial appearances before the king and queen. Although Breteuil does not mention his wife’s attendance at court, it would have been expected for someone of her family background and with such an important courtier as a husband. The memoir of one of Du Châtelet’s younger cousins, Renée-Caroline-Victoire de Froullay, the future marquise de Créqui, described Du Châtelet’s mother as “renowned for her beauty,” and always serious, smiling only as a gesture of condescension or as an act “of tenderness [when] looking at her children.” Créqui listed “particular imperfections”: for example, that her aunt was superstitious, but also well read, particularly in theology and astronomy. Could Du Châtelet’s mother have introduced her to critical study of the Bible and to the wonders of the stars and planets? Unfortunately, Créqui’s memoirs can be unreliable. Someone else published these reminiscences for her, and there are glaring errors in dates and places.13
What, then, can be constructed from other sources? Initially, Froullay and her husband lived in his father’s household in the rue de Paradis, now part of the rue des Francs Bourgeois. In October 1706, just before Du Châtelet’s birth, Louis Nicholas purchased the Hôtel Dangeau, the four-storied house of a successful courtier member of the haute noblesse, the highest ranks of the nobility, for sixty thousand livres. As a child, Gabrielle Emilie le Tonnelier de Breteuil lived here at no. 12 with her parents and her brothers. Theirs was one of thirty-six contiguous hôtels arranged around a central square, most of which belonged to high-ranking government officials and courtiers. Du Châtelet’s great friend in adult life, the duc de Richelieu, lived at no. 21. The elder Breteuils’ residence was only a few streets away. The name of the square, the Place Royale, was changed during the Revolution to Place des Vosges, but it remains one of the most prestigious addresses in Paris. Once a parade ground, the vast space even today is welcoming. The Hôtel de Sully flanks one corner; the rest is a simple square on a north-south axis. The hôtels all have the same exterior façade. The red brick and pale-ivory sandstone still look bright, and the colors deepen in the afternoon sun. The regularity of the arches in the pavilions makes a continuous line around the square. The plane trees are carefully sculpted each spring and display regularity and symmetry, two aesthetic qualities prized by Europe’s eighteenth-century nobility. Perhaps the little girl particularly loved the equestrian statue of Louis XIII. Despite her skirts and child’s whalebone corset, did she try to climb the white marble pedestal to touch the hoof of the king’s prancing horse?14
Du Châtelet’s mother’s responsibilities would have increased after the purchase of the hôtel in 1706. Breteuil’s mother moved with them to the Place Royale; a succession of other relatives followed. There would have been servants to supervise, receptions and entertainments to prepare for. A family of this rank and size might easily have employed thirty people, each with his or her separate duties and special tasks.15 Within the first year, even before she had her own household, Du Châtelet’s mother had fulfilled her primary duty as a wife: she had produced a son. Five more children—two of whom died young—followed, until 1710, over the first thirteen years of her marriage. This was the pattern for a healthy noblewoman of the early eighteenth century: one to two years between births. The frequency of the births, barely a year separating each of the first three sons, suggests it was unlikely that she breastfed any of the children.
Gabrielle Emilie, the only daughter, arrived December 17, 1706. As was done for her sons, Froullay would have already chosen Du Châtelet’s nourrice, or wet nurse, a young woman selected for her fresh appearance, her cleanliness, and the bounty of her breasts. Froullay would scrutinize her habits and appearance before hiring her, because even the most learned men and women in Europe believed that she might impart the qualities of her own character through her breast milk. Customarily, the wet nurse was a relative of servants already employed in the household, or was from the family’s country estates. In 1699, in the first years of his life of respectability, Breteuil bought such an estate, Preuilly-sur-Claise, for 378,000 livres, from a noble widow in need of money for creditors. This was a princely sum, but, in addition to two châteaux, the land carried the rights to the manorial revenues of the farmlands; lucrative iron forges and charcoal furnaces; and a title, first baron of Touraine.16 In Louis XIV’s world this was how one acquired a title, just like everything else—with money and par la grâce du Roi, by the grace of the king, for the monarch had to give his permission for the transaction.
Although his eldest surviving son would automatically inherit this title, after her birth Breteuil gave one of the minor distinctions attached to the country property to his daughter: she became the baronne de Preuilly. At one and a half or two, the little baronne would have been weaned. In 1708, Du Châtelet and her older brothers would have filled the children’s quarters on the top floors of no. 12, Place Royale. René-Alexandre, the eldest, would already have his own tutor, or précepteur. The younger, Charles-Auguste, age seven, probably still had his own nursemaid. When she was four or five, Du Châtelet would have had her own gouvernante (governess) to keep her clean and well mannered and to hear her recite her prayers. This young woman, probably convent-educated, would also teach the future marquise the basic skills of reading, writing, and simple arithmetic. First the little girl learned her letters in a cahier, or copybook, carefully lined by her governess. Each exercise built on the last: “a” was formed by making a “c” and then an “i” without lifting the nib of the quill. Then a word, or a phrase.17 She recited her prayers, and these might have been among the first words and sentences she wrote. Numbers would have been part of her exercises in penmanship as well. A little girl practiced simple arithmetic on her slate and learned the multiplication tables by heart.
Du Châtelet’s day, and that of her siblings, if typical of their rank, began with prayers. A walk, or games, came after breakfast—some bread, jam, and, perhaps, chocolate (though this was an expensive treat even for adults)—and then mass in the family chapel with their mother. A simple meal—perhaps soup, cheese, and bread—punctuated a day devoted to lessons, visits from teaching masters, and the like. Froullay, as the daughter of a courtier’s family and wife to Louis Nicholas le Tonnelier de Breteuil, with the concurrence of her female relatives, would also have seen to it that her daughter learned the intricacies of proper female deportment and etiquette, the telltale signs of rank and privilege. Each action and word identified one’s place in the hierarchy of eighteenth-century French society. It was customary for little girls and boys to join the family in the late afternoon for the main meal of the day on those occasions when their parents dined in and were not entertaining. The Hôtel Breteuil had a separate room devoted to this one function, an innovation in the early eighteenth century. The children probably sat on the tapestry-covered walnut chairs, pushed up close to the great marble table, set with all the different forks, spoons, and knives, each with a special use. One could pass a bit of cheese on the end of one’s knife, eat olives with a spoon but not a fork. Bread should be broken, not cut, on the presumption that one would always be served tender, fresh loaves. Should she be spoken to, Du Châtelet would address her parents as “Monseigneur” and “Madame,” as her governess had taught her. Entering or leaving their presence had its appropriate gesture. Du Châtelet later described a four-year-old little girl learning to make la révérence, the low curtsy, preserved in the curtain calls of prima ballerinas.18
Froullay would have chosen her daughter’s gouvernante for her accent as well as her convent training and clean habits. To speak like a Parisian denoted one’s place in society as obviously as actions and greetings. Du Châtelet learned to address the members of her own family with the formal “vous” form of the verb. As an adult she addressed even her lovers this way, and probably would have given offense had she not. Gradually, she acquired phrases and other ways of speaking “with taste, charm, and good manners” that identified her as a member of the elite. For example, a person of quality drank the “wine of Champagne,” not “champagne.” One returned to Versailles from “Paris,” not from “the capital.” Missing a friend’s visit left one “affligé,” distressed, not “désespéré,” in despair.19
She memorized ranks and titles, her family’s place in the endless orders of procession, details that her mother had learned from her family and that her father observed so meticulously in his role at court. Precedence affected every aspect of life in Du Châtelet’s eighteenth-century world. Perhaps Breteuil gave his children their first lesson by explaining the placement of the figures portrayed in the picture in their dining room of an ambassadorial audience with Louis XIV. People never spoke to each other as equals; one was of a higher or lower status, from the simplest peasant girl all the way to the king. Even the poorest Parisian guarded her right to use the public fountains before someone of a lesser rank: the way she earned her wages, where she was born, whom she had married, all would indicate her place in the line. Du Châtelet’s mother would also have left time in her children’s day for less serious activities: an outing in one of the family carriages to the royal park at the Tuileries, an opportunity to watch Pulchinelle in a street-side puppet show, or at the Petit-Théâtre des Marionettes in the rue Vivienne, just behind the Palais Royal, the regent’s official residence. In her Discours sur le bonheur (Discourse on Happiness), written when Du Châtelet had her own children, she remembered puppets as one of her great delights, like characters in a play or the spectacle in an opera, a reason to believe in “illusion,” and thus always a source of joy.20
Nothing of these arrangements precluded a convent education. At seven or eight Du Châtelet could have been enrolled in one of the elite houses in Paris. The Benedictine Abbaye de Penthémenthe served the highest ranks of the nobility for a minimum of one thousand livres per year (this when the average laborer considered one livre a day a generous wage). The Ursulines, the other major teaching order for girls, defined their instructional goals in this way: “to teach the little girls Christian piety, the virtues and good morals, and the works and exercises appropriate to their sex.” A Saint-Omer painting of girls in their convent school portrays one big room with children grouped by age, all soberly dressed in white-collared dark dresses, their “habits,” each involved in a different activity. The Ursulines prided themselves on mixing play and study, so the members of the youngest group are engaged in a singing game, all in a circle, holding hands. The next in age receive more individual attention: one works on her embroidery, another spins, while two other girls look at a map with one of their teachers. The oldest sit in straight-backed chairs in a semicircle listening to a nun read, perhaps from one of the approved books, like the Fables of La Fontaine and Aesop, or a tragedy by one of France’s great playwrights, such as Athalie by Racine. There is some evidence that Du Châtelet spent time in a nunnery—or abbaye, as it was called in France. A careful and credible nineteenth-century French local historian of Cirey, the Du Châtelet estate, identified Mme de Champbonin, her neighbor in Champagne, as an old friend from convent days.21 A cousin, the future marquise de Créqui, received just this kind of upbringing.
One of Du Châtelet’s own writings, her first intellectual project, indicated her disdain for a little girl’s traditional education. In 1734 or 1735, in her late twenties, Du Châtelet embarked on her first translation, actually more of a retelling, of a book by Bernard Mandeville, a Dutch refugee to London. Mandeville’s Fable of the Bees, with its assertion that the private vices rather than the virtues of its citizens explained the prosperity of a country, outraged contemporaries in England. That the book was banned in France did not stop Du Châtelet. Her “translator’s preface,” in addition to describing the role of translation and its proper conventions, raised questions about women’s education. Why was it that, although women’s and men’s minds seemed so similar, only women were apparently “stopped by an invincible force” from using their intelligence? Why, she asked, had there been no great woman playwright, poet, historian, painter, scientist? Du Châtelet blamed the lack on the denial of education to her sex. “If I were king,” she wrote in an early draft of her preface, “I would establish collèges for women.”22
A collège was not a “college,” as the spelling would suggest, but refers to the elite secondary schools for boys founded by the French Jesuits in the seventeenth century. Voltaire attended one of the most famous, Louis-le-Grand in Paris, from the time he was eight until just before his seventeenth birthday, and as an adult continued to correspond about metaphysical questions with two of his teachers, the masters of rhetoric and philosophy. Though bells and prayers defined the five or six hours of classes each day in this monasterylike setting, as they did in the convent schools, the education offered was very different. All subjects were taught in Latin: reading, writing, speaking, even mathematics. History, geography, and Euclid’s geometry filled out the program of study. Young aristocrats destined for the military left at fifteen or sixteen to go to their own regiment, to their own tutors, or to one of Paris’s academies in the quartier of Saint-Germain, where they perfected their horsemanship, fencing, and dancing. (In the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, dancing was considered the way for young men to learn proper carriage and deportment.)23 Those who stayed at the collège—typically, younger sons destined for a career in the church—would have continued for two more years, with studies of rhetoric, physics, and philosophy, including logic.
Did Du Châtelet’s vehement attitude reflect that of her parents? Did they make less conventional choices at this point in their daughter’s life when they noticed her remarkable intelligence?
A New Hypothesis
As regular participants in the intellectual culture of the period from 1680 to 1720, Du Châtelet’s parents heard and perhaps took part in the arguments for and against a carefully delimited education for females, the continuation of the centuries-old querelle des femmes. This “argument about women” hinged on underlying premises about their “true” nature and how it affected their minds and bodies. Such traditional images of the female and their corollary, woman’s preordained role, were as old as the Bible—as old as Aristotle, who described women’s temperament as cool and wet, whereas men’s was hot and dry. Thus for a woman a more languid, less excitable life was required, one defined by activities related to the men of her family, to whom she owed respect and obedience. This life dictated her education. The sixteenth-century French essayist Montaigne quoted an early duke of Brittany: “A woman was learned enough when she knew how to distinguish between her husband’s shirt and his doublet.” Although Montaigne appeared to agree with the traditional images of women and their nature, he also insisted that “males and females are cast in the same mold except for education and custom, the difference is not great.” He railed against formal education and rote learning, and complimented the parents who did not send their daughters to a convent education, for “a girl who has escaped safe, bag and baggage, from a free schooling, inspires much more confidence than one who comes out safely from a severe prison-like school.”24
Breteuil’s inventory listed Montaigne among his books. What might the phrase “free schooling” have meant to Louis Nicholas and his wife? The Créqui memoir describes a scene at dinner that suggests this different approach to a daughter’s education. Du Châtelet, though still a child, had the temerity to speak. She asked her mother, seated at the head of the grand dining table, “Which should one take as more certain, that Nebuchadnezzar turned into a beast, or Prince Chérie into a bird?” Froullay answered without hesitation, “Neither.” Bordering on rudeness, her daughter spoke again: she “saw it in the Bible,” usually an unimpeachable source in discussions with her mother. Froullay accepted the challenge to her authority but responded, “You never saw anything like that in the Bible.” In a traditional noble household, this would have been sufficient to silence a child, but Froullay instructed the little girl to bring the Bible and show the place where she had found this description of Nebuchadnezzar. The little girl left the room, fetched the book, and proudly showed her doubting parent the reference to the time when the king, having gone mad, lived beastlike in the countryside, eating only grasses and allowing his hair and nails to grow. The insistent, stubborn questioning was characteristic of Du Châtelet as an adult. The mother’s willingness to have her knowledge and authority tested, her apparent acceptance of her daughter’s unorthodox behavior—this is just the kind of encouragement Du Châtelet must have received as


* This Prologue appeared in an earlier form in Rethinking History 7 (2003), pp. 13–22, and was reprinted in Experiments in Rethinking History, edited by Alan Munslow and Robert A. Rosenstone (New York: Routledge, 2004), pp. 195–208.
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