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Essays in Reform on the Eve of Revolution
The Academy of Chdlons-sur-Marne, 1776-1789

This thesis recounts the history of the Academy of Chilons—-sur-Marne
and its use of its privilege as a royal academy to hold essay contests to
promote public discussion of France’s social and economic structures and
the Crown’s recent attempts to reform them. A study of the public and
private activities of the Academy, it grants insight into the revolutionary
education of both the academicians and their public. It seeks to
understand the process whereby those without legitimate political voice
considered themselves summoned by this academy to express their views and
then analyzes the texts which were for many a first written formulation of
political opinion. It surveys the Academy’s success in attracting public
interest in its competitions and shows how this proved prejudicial to its
survival and that of the reforms its essay contests had been designed to
support.

The Chalons contests provoked essays from across the social and
geographic spectrum. They constitute a signficant sample of 1literate
opinion on the eve of the Revolution and provide, along with the Academy’s
correspondence with Crown ministers, 14,000 pages of primary source
material for this study. Chapter one sets the context with an overview of
French academies and the Crown’s intentions in founding them. Chapter two
surveys the Chidlons Academy’s history and its relationship to the movement
for reform. Chapter three profiles its essay competitors; chapters four and
five analyze its competition essays on the begging and labouring poor.
Chapter six summarizes the reception given its contests by the public and
government and considers their response to the questions announced after
the first contest. Chapter seven recounts the government’'s censorship of
the Academy’s activities and the response it evoked. The thesis concludes
with an assessment of the influence of the Chidlons Academy and its
competitions on the events of the Revolution.

Janis Spurlock
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Note on Quotations from Eighteenth-Century Sources

Citations from the previously unpublished eighteenth-century sources
used in this thesis retain the original spelling, accents and punctuation
of the men and women who wrote them in order that twentieth-century readers
may themselves judge not only the content but also the different levels of
literary sophistication present in this material. Although the Crown
through the Académie Frangaise had been endeavouring for more than a
century to provide polite society with a standardized orthography and guide
to acceptable 1literary usage through publication of the Academy’s
Dictionnaire, the men and women submitting their views to the minor
provincial academy at Chdlons-sur-Marne were very often a world apart from
those whose designs for the French language had made them arbiters of
acceptability in the Paris Academy. The original orthography of the
Chidlons sources is, therefore, retained in the hope that modern readers of
their views may enter more easily into the mental universe of largely non-
professional writers for whom the essays submitted to the public
competitions of the Chidlons Academy may have been their only public
literary endeavour.



Pour y reussir je n’ay pas été puiser dan les anciens ce
qu’ils ont put écrire sur cette matiére, je n’ay pas été
feuilleter nos auteurs modernes pour y decouvrir des lumieres sur
cet objet important, je me suis renfermé dans 1l'examen de nos
moeurs, des differents ressorts qui ordinairement nous
determinent. je n'ai donc pas paré ce discours des richesses
d’une vaste érudition, des ornement de 1’'Eloquence, j'aurois cru
m'ecarter et m’eloigner du but; mon tems, d’ailleurs, n’est pas
assez a ma disposition pour en distraire cette portion que
demanderoit des recherches, cette noblesse et cette beauté dans
le langage qui charme et ravit le lecteur. une simple et courte
expostion de mon sujet sera tout le merite de mes foibles essais;
je n’ay voulu que me rendre utile & ma patrie: puisse je avoir
reussi.

M le curé de la paroisse
de St Jean de Chédlons



INTRODUCTION

Each year between 1776 and 1789 Parisian, provincial and foreign journals
carried advertisements placed by the Académie des Sciences, arts, et belles
lettres of Chialons-sur-Marne, France, to announce the subject of its annual
prize essay competition. The announcements usually appeared in early
September, shortly after the Academy’s annual public meeting held on the
feast day of St Louis, 25 August, and included a short résumé of the
Academy’s work for the year. They gave details of the specific question
to be treated for the forthcoming year’s contest and an explanation of the
social, economic or political context in which the question had been
conceived, for this academy openly expressed its intent to allow members
of the public to offer their views about reform subjects made topical by
recent government initiatives. The Academy’s competitions were open to all
and potential contestants were advised that their essays, which could be
written in French or Latin, were to reach the Academy by July of the year
following the announcement. Essays were to be submitted with no
identification on the essay itself since the Chdlons academicians were
committed to the principle that in a true Republic of Letters the views of
enlightened men and women should be judged on the basis of merit alone; the
competitor’s name, address and any other identifying material were to be
written on a separate document which would repeat the devise given on the
competition essay. The Academy in its announcements also advised potential
competitors that it was interested not in theoretical treatises but in
essays which contained information and ideas that were practical and

useful.



The Chidlons Academy was only one of thirty-two provincial academies
in France which, in the decade before the Revolution, were holding public
essay competitions and offering prize money and publication for the best
essay or essays submitted to them by members of the general public.
However, with few exceptions these other academies, both in their private
and public functions, were concerned with essentially 1literary or
scientific matters that reflected the secure positions their members
enjoyed within the social hierarchy and their tacit agreement with the
Crown that everything tha; had to do with the social, economic and judicial
administration of the country was not a matter for 'academic’ discussion.

The Chdlons Academy, which had only just received its letters—-patent
from Louis XVI in August of 1775, rapidly distinguished itself from these
academies in the public eye by its open consideration of many of the most
intractable economic and social problems besetting both ordinary Frenchmen
and those whose responsibility it was to govern them. It asked questions
about the rising number of poor in France’s towns and countryside and about
what the State’s responsibility to them was; it sought the views of the
public on taxes such as the corvée and on other matters which raised
questions about the distribution and administration of the country’s fiscal
burdens; it focused attention on injustices and inequities in France’s
system of civil and criminal justice and raised, too, the issue of the
people’s right to basic education. The questions posed the public by the
Chidlons Academy, unlikely topics for consideration by a royal academy,
nevertheless seem to reflect its members’ genuine and practical concern for
the problems faced by ordinary Frenchmen as well as an equally genuine
belief that if men of good will worked together to find solutions to these
problems then the Crown would be willing and able to respond with reforms

that would repair and recondition a French social fabric which, despite
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their optimism, the Chilons academicians saw as potentially torn By
hostility and division.

The public’s response to the Chidlons competitions demonstrated just
how accurately this fledgling provincial academy had assessed both the
private concerns and the reformist optimism of the literate public outside
the academies. But the Crown’'s response to its competitions demonstrated
just how naive both the Chédlons academicians and their public essay
competitors were about the Crown’s willingness or ability to entertain
public discussion of such highly-charged political issues, even when this
was done by those who believed they were submitting their views to Louis
XVI through a royal academy and in so doing openly professing their
commitment to serve Crown and country.

For the few years that the Chilons Academy was allowed by the
government to operate without censorship, it managed to act as a
determinedly open forum where members of the literate public could express
their views. During this time, the Academy received essays from Frenchmen
writing from nearly two-thirds of France's present—day départements as well
as from competitors 1living as far away as Spain, Belgium, Italy,
Switzerland, Berlin and St Petersburg. And; despite the passage of well
over two hundred years and the ravages of ministerial censors at the time,
more than eleven thousand pages of manuscript essays have survived from
these competitions. To the manuscript sources have now been added an
additional three thousand pages of printed texts —- published versions of
essays written for the Academy’s competitions but then either confiscated
by the Crown or withdrawn by anxious competitors who then published them
anonymously or abroad in the years following the Chadlons Academy’s
contests. The manuscripts in Chdlons were, in accordance with the

Academy’s competition rules, submitted without an identifying name; but the



11
Academy in judging the essays and subsequent archivists in cataloguing them
matched essay and devise and in so doing identified a number of the contest
competitors. Yet a large number of the manuscripts remained unattributed,
archived without the accompanying devise which might have disclosed who
their authors had been. The first task of this present project was
therefore to complete the work of identification by using all the dossiers
of correspondence received by the Academy during this period. This process
yielded valuable information which made it possible to identify a much
larger number of the Chédlons essayists, so that now as many as three-
quarters of the competitors in the Academy’s major contests can be
designated by name, occupatibn and/or geographic origin. Drawing on the
Academy’s correspondence and relying on the generous help of a network of
archivists and librarians in Paris and the provinces it was also possible
to locate not only additional essays but to discover something of the
social, occupational and, at times, even the economic background of their
authors.

Although they came from different regions and from different social
categories, the essayists in the Chdlons competitions seem nevertheless to
have shared a common conviction that it was possible to improve the lot of
the ordinary Frenchman and the belief that Frenchmen like themselves could
contribute to the wave of public support for fundamental reforms in their
society by writing essays like theirs for the Chdlons Academy. Nearly all
of the Academy’s competition essayists appear to have been firm advocates
of monarchical government; yet their faith in Louis XVI and in the Crown’s
power and will to effect reform seem to have been devoid of any suspicion
that the introduction of the social, economic and institutional changes
which they advocated through their essays might ultimately undermine the

whole basis of the French monarchy as then constituted. And when the
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Revolution ushered in some of the very reforms the essayists had suggested
as if with one voice, it also revealed differences between them which had
perhaps been less clear in their early days as amateur political
commentators. So, out of these would-be reformers the Revolution made
royalists and émigrés, local, regional and even national political leaders.
Among the Chidlons competitors were men whose names are familiar to the
historian, men like Brissot de Warville and Petion de Villeneuve, Boncerf,
Choderlos de Laclos, Guyton de Morveau, Letrosne, Mathon de la Cour,
Panckoucke and the abbé Montlinot, all of whom would play minor or major
roles on the national scene in the early years of the Revolution‘or those
just preceding it. But among their fellow competitors in the Chilons
contests were hundreds of others whose names have long been forgotten but
who had been brought, by their ordinary activities as doctors or parish
priests, petty administrators or traders, lawyers or laboureurs or
religious serving in hospice or poor house, into close if not daily contact
with ordinary Frenchmen and who had recognized in them an increasing
inability, or perhaps just an unwillingness, either to bear the brunt of
society’s fiscal and economic burdens or to be excluded indefinitely from
the enjoyment of at least sdme of what life in society was meant to afford.
Literate and contributing actively to social, economic and professional
life in their towns or villages, these essayists had ample opportunity to
observe those both above and below them in the society around them and this
contact seems to have affected profoundly not only their attitude toward
France'’s labouring poor but also their view of those who were prospering
under the current social system. That a royal academy was, through its
public essay contests, soliciting their advice and opinions seems to have
persuaded these unpractised publicists that they had a role, however minor,

to play in influencing government policy and reforms. Speaking their minds
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through their Chadlons essays they acted on the conviction that their
practical knowledge of the effect of France’s law and institutions, its
taxes and its economic policies —— and the ways in which these were being
administered and perceived at the local level by ordinary people —— might
help the young Louis XVI and his ministers in the great movement toward
reform which they believed the Crown was undertaking to make France a
better and a more just place for all its people.

The questions posed by the Chidlons Academy provided these Frenchmen
with a public forum for the expression of their private concerns about
problems familiar to anyone who lived and worked alongside that part of the
nation who by its labour supported the rest of French society or who by
their lack of it threatened the social weal. The sympathetic manner in
which the Chdlons academicians had worded their questions succeeded in
persuading hundreds of competitors who seem to have entered no other
academic competition that the public arena being offered by the annual
essay contests of this academy was one that they were most welcome to
enter,

Opening its first essay contest in 1776 with a question on the plight
of the mendiant (both the criminal beggar and the honest but absolutely
indigent one), the Academy received at least 126 separate essays —- easily
the largest response to any public essay competition held by any French
academy in the eighteenth century. Although subsequent contest topics did
not arouse quite such an enormous public response, they nevertheless
stimulated an exceptionally large and broadly-based cross—section of the
literate population to send the Academy some sort of written reply, even
if this were only a scant, and badly-written page. For year after year
this provincial academy, with unique persistence, announced public essay

questions which betrayed a perceptibly popular focus and which seemed to
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call for replies grounded at least as much if not more in practical
experience and observation than in the erudition or elegance called for by
the essay contests of other royal academies. In 1782 and 1783 the dhélons
Academy asked the public what it thought could be done to improve the

living conditions of laboureurs, journaliers, gens de peine and their

families. This question opened up a whole range of topics from how and if
the grain and labour markets should be controlled, to taxation and tenancy
and the plight of those seasonally or permanently without sufficient land
or work, These were subjects about which ordinary Frenchmen held strong
views and the essays the Academy received for this competition, when read
alongside the essays written for the Academy’s first contest on the plight
of the begging poor, allow us to piece together a remarkable picture of the

attitudes of their authors towards the working population and the burdens

under which they laboured. Other contest questions ~- all of which
retained the Academy’s peculiarly popular bias —-- on reform of the corvée

(1778 and 1779), public education (1779 and 1781), civil and criminal laws
and practices (1780, 1781 and 1782) and on reforms in the administration
and collection of taxes (1780) -- provided further opportunity for
Frenchmen preoccupied with questions of social injustice to spéak out for
reform and in criticism of laws and institutions and administrative,
economic and fiscal structures as well as to question accepted social
conventions and practices. The essays written for these competitions --
and for those that were submitted in answer to the more specific and
localized economic questions posed in the period after the government had
attempted to muzzle the Chidlons Academy -- provide us with a rare
opportunity to listen in as people from a part of France that was still
officially without political voice tried to give expression to their own

anxieties and aspirations and to those of many of their fellows.
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The present study will treat the essays in reform of both the Chédlons
academicians and their essay competitors in the following order. Part One
will provide the institutional, cultural, political and provincial context
of the Chdlons Academy and its competition questions. Part Two will
present a profile of its competing public. Part Three will attempt to
summarize the ideas contained in their essays, focusing particularly on the
essays written for the two competitions on the begging and labouring poor,
and to convey something of their tone and message by letting the most
convincing, if not always the most well-spoken, of the essayists speak
through their contest essays. And, the last section of this study, Part
Four, will recount what happened to the Academy and its members, its essay
competitors and the reforms which they had advocated both in the immediate
aftermath of the contests and then in the period that followed when the
government attempted to silence their reformist voices. Finally, the ideas
which emerged from these competitions will be briefly considered in the
light of revolutionary events, when an even larger public was allowed to
enter the debate about the direction which French society and its

government should be taking.

However, to understand fully the significance of both the Chédlons
Academy’s questions and the public’s response to themn, Qur study must first
be set in the general context of the social, economic and administrative
‘culture in which :he academies of Old Regime France flourished. This
context will enable us to assess the ambitions, the anxieties, and,
ultimately, the hidden agenda of the minor provincial academicians at
Chdlons whose annual essay competitions, early in the reign of Louis XVI,
provided literate Frenchmen with such an extraordinary public forum in

which to express their essays in reform.



PART ONE

THE CROWN AND THE ACADEMY:
CULTURAL CONTROL AND SOCIAL CHANGE

16
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THE ROYAL ACADEMY:

INSTITUTIONAL, INTELLECTUAL AND SOCIAL CONTEXT

In the France of Louis XVI a local learned society was granted royal
recognition as an academy only after government officials and ministers
were completely satisfied that the aims and activities and the loyalty to
the Crown of those petitioning for the privilege of a public corporate
existence were —-- and always had been —-- totally above suspicion. If
unsuspect, the society was then brought into legal existence by letters-
patent emanating directly from the Crown which were then stamped by the
Keeper of the Seals and countersigned by a Secretary of State before
registration by the Paris Parlement.

The aspirant academicians from Chdlons had first begun petitioning
government ministers for recognition as an academy within only months of
their earliest, informal meetings as a literary society, mid-way through
the reign of Louis XV. The Chilons society would not achieve its goal for
nearly a quarter of a century; but the procedure which ministers in the
early 1750s advised them to follow if they wanted to become an academy was
already more than a century old by the time it was recommended to them, for
it was under Louis XIII that the Crown first set about institutionalizing

culture in order to mobilize men of letters into the service of the State.

THE PARIS AND PROVINCIAL ACADEMIES AND THE INSTITUTIONALIZATION OF CULTURE

Like the literary society that began meeting in Ch&dlons 120 years later,

the Académie Frangaise had begun as a purely private assembly of a dozen
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or so friends gathering together weekly in Paris to exchange news and views
and read and discuss their own latest literary offerings.1 Strictly
speaking their assemblies, like all unauthorized assemblies under the 01ld
Regime, were illegal and, with Huguenots and writers whose princely patrons
had already fallen victim to Louis XIII's powerful prime minister among
their number, the members of this particular private literary club had even
more reason to shroud their meetings in public silence. Almost inevitably,
given Richelieu’s active network of informers, the Cardinal learned of
their society and responded swiftly making them an offer they dared not
refuse.? Fearing the meetings of these writers and friends as much as he
feared the salons with their private patronage and threat of political
intrigue, Richelieu invited them to formalize their assemblies and
membership and constitute themselves a royal academy, indicating that under

his patronage their society would be given legal and corporate existence,

1 on the early history of the Académie Frangaise see the article by
the Duc de La Force, ’'La Fondation de 1’Académie Frangaise’ in Trois
siécles de 1’Académie Francaise par les Quarante (Paris, Firmin-Didot,
1935), pp. 1-21, which quotes extensively from the original edition of the
academy’s first history written by Paul Pellisson, Relation contenant

1’histoire de 1’'Académie Frangoise (Paris, Augustin Courbé, 1653). See,
too, Jean-Pol Caput, L’Académie Frangaise, Que sais-je? (Paris, PUF, 1986);
the Duc de Castries, La Viei Dame d uai nti: ne histoi

1’Académie Francaise (Paris, Perrin, 1978) and David Maland, Culture and

Society in Seventeenth Century France (New York, Charles Scribner’s Sons,
1970).

2 At first some of the habitués of the society dared in private to
argue resistance to Richelieu; but the poet Chapelain persuaded the friends
it would be imprudent to disdain the Cardinal’s offer, arguing the case in
terms that left them in no doubt as to Richelieu’s power over them: ’'Vous
avez affaire 4 un homme qui ne veut pas médiocrement ce qu'il veut et qui
n’a pas accoutumé de trouver de la résistance ou de la souffrir impunément.
I1 tiendra a injure le mépris qu’on ferait de sa protection et s'en
pourrait ressentir contre chaque particulier. Du moins, puisque, par les
lois du Royaume toutes sortes d'assemblées qui se font sans autorité du
Prince sont défendues, pour peu que le cardinal en ait envie, il lui sera
fort aisé de faire, malgré vous-mémes, cesser les vitres et de rompre par
ce moyen une société que chacun de vous croyait éternelle.’ The quotation
is taken from Pellisson’s Relation contenant 1'histoire de 1'Académje,
quoted by the Duc de la Force, ’La Fondation’, p. 9.
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its members privileges and official duties, with the whole of their
activities authorized by letters-patent which would be registered by the
Parlement of Paris,

Once known to the powerful prime minister, the meetings of these men
of letters could only continue under the terms and conditions he set them
and these were both clear and strict. The Academy was to work for the
glorification of French language and culture and so to spread the influence
of France’s king. But, in the delicate balancing and counterbalancing of
power which was forever a feature of ’'absolute’ monarchy in France, it was
necessary for Richelieu to gain parlementary approval for the new royal
academy and this was approval not easily obtained. Just as he had feared
the savants’ meetings as a potential source of political intrigue, so the
Parlement of Paris feared that Louis XIII's prime minister would -- by
making the members of the new academy wholly dependent on the Crown for
their privileges and position -- create a new power base from which the
Crown would attempt to usurp some of Parlement’s authority and
jurisdiction. For three years Parlement resisted royal instructions and
eventually registered the let;ers-patent of the Académie Frangaise only
after Louis XIII had forced registration of the edicts with a lettre de
cachet and Richelieu had agreed a clause limiting the Academy’s activities
to strictly literary matters. 3 The letters-patent of the new royal
academy, like those of all subsequent French academies, set forth rules and
statutes which regulated the number and character of its members, fixed
both a designated meeting place and day, and laid down carefully prescribed

cultural duties.

3 Although the first formal meeting of the Académie Frangaise took
place in 1634, the letters patent were not registered by the Parlement of
Paris until 1637. For an account of the three-year struggle between
Richelieu and the Parlement see the Duc de Castries, La Vieille Dame du

uai_ Conti, pp. 135-36 and Maland, Culture and Society, p. 99.
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But Richelieu had won. In bringing the Académie Frangaise into
existence he had at once both eliminated a potential source of political
criticism and gained the service of savants who would, on his instructions,
work to make French ’'pure, éloquente et capable de traiter tous les arts
et toutes les sciences’ and thus enable the language of France’s king to
’succéder a la latine comme la latine & la greque’ as the language of
civilization.! The men Richelieu brought into Crown service would write
his speeches and polemical tracts and, even more importantly, they would
reach and influence a larger public with their publications and thus make
known ’les grandes et mémorables actions du Roi’ among as many of Louis’s

S In creating this first academy

subjects as were ’'capable[s] de lire’.
and gaining for it recognition as an official corporation with the State,
Richelieu had also laid the cornerstone of an intellectual and cultural
establishment which would serve the monarchy’s purposes for the next

century and a half. From within this establishment savants who under the

monarchy’s strict regime of censorship would otherwise have had 1little

4 The quotations are taken from Article 24 of the Academy’s letters-—
patent and from the prospectus of the Academy’s work presented to Richelieu
by a deputation from the Academy in 1634. See Gabriel Hanotaux, 'L’Esprit
de 1’Académie’ in Trois siécles, p. 24, and the Duc de la Force, 'La
Fondation®’, p. 15. As David Maland notes, the Crown’s wish in this matter
became reality a century later when the Berlin Academy of Science and
Literature, one of whose founders was Samuel Formey who would be an
honorary member of the eighteenth-century Chdlons Academy, announced that
it was abandoning Latin for French: ’We have substituted French for Latin
in order to extend the usefulness of our Mémoires; for the boundaries of
the empire of Latin are visibly receding, while the French langauge now
occupies the place that Greek occupied at the time of Cicero ~-- everyone

learns it.® Maland, Culture and Society, p. 100.

5 The words are taken from Pellisson’s account of the speech made by
Boisrobert to Richelieu in 1634 summarizing the activities the Academy
proposed to undertake under the Cardinal’'s patronage. See the Duc de la
Force, 'La Formation’, p. 15.
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6 or without its patronage of the arts and sciences

access to publication,
virtually no access to sufficient research funds, became an integral part
of the Crown’'s mobilization of writers, artists, scientists and scholars
into the service of absolutism.

The process begun by Richelieu was elaborated and extended by
Colbert and Louis XIV. In the 1660s Colbert, who was a member of the
Académie Frangaise, and his king built upon Richelieu’'s foundationmns,
creating two more royal academies in Paris and making the relationship
between sovereign and savant still more formal and explicit. Louis XIV
himself became the protector of the Académie Frangaise and moved its
meetings to his residence in the Louvre. Colbert, who believed that the
Dictionnaire which the academicians were supposed to be assembling would,
when completed, become the embodiment 1literally of French culture,
increased the number of hours and days his academic colleagues were to work
on it; and, echoing Richelieu’s complaint that ’'1’Académie ne fait rien

7 Colbert imposed much stricter supervision on its

utile pour le public’,
members. He required the Academy’s permanent secreﬁary to record its
private and public proceedings in leather—bound registers which were to
include the names of all those present at each meeting (and the time they

arrived) and these registers were henceforth to be subject to regular royal

scrutiny.8 And Colbert’s efforts to impose principles of efficiency and

6 Daniel Roche reminds us that at the time the Parisian academies were
being incorporated, the Crown through Richelieu and Chancellor Séguier was
also elaborating the system by which it would censor and control the
printed word. Les Républicains des lettres: s de culture et Lumieéeres

au XVIITe siécle (Paris, Fayard, 1988), p. 159.
7 Caput, L’Académie Francaise, p. 95.

8 The Duc de Castries, La Vieille Dame du Quai Conti, p. 153-55.
Colbert had special silver ’'jetons’ minted to reward academicians daily
assiduous in their work for the academy and its Dictionnaire and furnished
their meeting room in the Louvre with a pendulum clock so that the
academy’s permanent secretary could accurately record when a member had
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productivity on the Académie Frangaise were extended to the two new Paris
academies as well, for the King and his minister were convinced that all
the royal academies could serve, if carefully and strictly administered,
as an important weapon in the monarchy’s campaign to extend its dominance
both culturally and economically within France and outside its borders,
too.

In 1663 Colbert initiated the meetings of a group soon known as the
*petite académie', men selected to serve as ’'les trompettes des vertus du
roi’ under royal orchestration. Meeting together weekly . in Colbert’s
house, these writers and historians were instructed to serve their king
both by writing authorized histories to chronicle Louis XIV’s achievements
and conquests and by commissioning medals and monuments that would provide
the public with visual reminders of his greatness. When received in
audience before the King, the members of the ’petite académie’ were charged
with an explicitly political role crucial to their monarch’s heart.
'Messieurs,’ Louis XIV 1is said to have intoned, ’'je vous confie la chose
du monde qui m’est la plus précieuse, qui est ma gloire. Je suis sdr que

9 It was Colbert’s task to coordinate the

vous ferez des merveilles.'’
concrete expression of this glory and in commissioning the construction of
equestrian statues, triumphal arches, obelisks and pyramids, his ’petite

académie’ worked with his crude dictum in mind: °'It is by the size of

their monuments that kings are measured’.!® And in 1696 his ’petite

arrived and therefore if he had earned the °’jeton’.

9 Quoted by Orest Ranum in Artisans of Glory: Writers and Historical

Thought in Seventeenth—Century France (Chapel Hill, University of North
Carolina Press, 1980), p. 179.

10 Quoted in English by Maland in Culture and Society, pp. 244-45.
The most recent and lavishly illustrated study of Louis’s policy of self-

glorification is by Peter Burke, The Fabrication of Louis XIV (New Haven -

London, Yale University Press, 1992).



23
académie’ became the Académie Royale des Médailles et Inscriptions,
officially institutionalizing royal patronage of yet another of the
arts,!!

Meanwhile the Crown had also begun to invite professional scientists,
both French and foreign, to take up residence in Paris as members of a
royal Academy of Sciences. The science academy, which met in the
Bibliothéque du Roi, received its letters—patent in 1666 and by them its
scientist members were instructed to ’'work for the perfection of the
sciences and. arts and to seek generally for all that can be of use or

12 Committing

convenience to the human race and particularly to France’.
extremely large sums to finance major new scientific installations in Paris
(like the Observatoire) and offering generous funds for pensions and
research, the Crown attracted essentially professional scientists to form
an international body of expertsAemployed to execute Louis’s colonial and
mercantilist grand designs in the face of foreign (essentially English,
Dutch, Spanish and Portugese) competition. The Crown commissioned
extensive foreign expeditions whose explorers and scientists provided

information which, coordinated with data gathered by the academician-

astronomers who had established the new Paris Observatoire, produced a

11 For an account of the Crown's attempts to control the membership
and activities of this body. see Richard Waller, °’'The Académie des
Inscriptions in 1705: A Year in the Life of a Learned Institution’, pp.
299-315 in Enlightenment Essays in Memory of Robert ackleton, ed. G.
Barber and C.P. Courtney (Oxford, Voltaire Foundation, 1988).

12 Quoted in English by Maland in Culture_and Society, p. 245. This
brief account of the early history of the Academy of Sciences is drawn

largely from the work of Roger Hahn and Alice Stroup. 1In addition to

Hahn's major study, The Anatomy of a Scientific Institutjon:; The Paris
Academy of Sciences, 1666-1803 (Berkeley — Los Angeles ~ London, University

of California Press, 1971) see in particular the chapters contributed by
Hahn, ’Louis XIV and Science Policy’, pp. 195-206, and Stroup, ’Louis XIV
as Patron of the Parisian Academy of Sciences’, pp. 221-40, to David Lee
Rubin’s Sun King: The Ascendance of French Culture during the Reign of
Louis XIV, Folger Books (London - Toronto, Associated University Presses;
Washington, Folger Shakespeare Library, 1992).
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detailed world map that was a significant contribution to knowledge and an
important navigational aid to France's commercial and colonial expansion.
Members of the Academy of Science were given a significant role as
technical advisers to the Crown, undertaking surveys within France, drawing
up detailed maps of existing provinces and of territory recently acquired
for the Crown, and also gathering useful information about weather

13 Academicans, one third of

conditions and natural and human resources.
whom were medical practitioners, were detailed to work to improve medicine
and public health, while still other members undertook the task of
examining a whole range of inventions and machines designed to improve
French agricultural and manufacturing techniques and production which were
submitted to the academy for 1its approval. Those machines and
methodologies given the approval of the Academy of Sciences were then
promoted by the Crown, with models constructed and instructions circulated
in the provinces and subsidies awarded to those seeking to develop and
implement them. The Crown relied heavily on its science academicians for
this practical technical advice and in 1699 formally charged the Academy
of Sciepces with the examination of all inventions and machines for which
a royal privilege was being sought.

The members of the Academy of Sciences, whether French or foreign,
were expected to converse in meetings and to publish their findings in

French so that this academy, too, like the Académie Frangaise, was destined

to play a significant role in promoting a specifically French and, in this

13 4 perhaps curious but nevertheless wonderfully convincing
illustration of the seriousness and usefulness of the Science Academy’s
cartographical contribution is offered by Roger Hahn. According to him,
the data compiled by Louis XIV’s academician scientists in their mapping
of France’s northern coastlines in the seventeenth century was so reliable
that it was still being used in the planning of the D-Day invasions two
hundred and fifty years later. Hahn, ’Louis XIV and Science Policy’, p.
202,
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instance, scientific culture. And in the process, it was also expected to
play its part in enhancing Louis’s reputation as the most significant
European patron of the arts and sciences, !

It was clear from all Louis XIV's dealing with his royal academies
that he intended their members to see themselves as servants of the Crown,
independent of any other loyalty, and paid to foster the monarchy’s
interests and demonstrate unquestioning respect for the laws and

15 When deciding who was

institutions which made up the society of orders.
to receive pensions, Louis employed an adviser who recommended that he
avoid °’those who frequent the court and foster cabals’ and chose his
academicians among those single-minded in the pursuit of knowledge.IE

The Crown retained the right to approve or disapprove candidates in the
royal academies and when sitting academicians recommended a new member of

whom Louis XIV did not approve, the King intervened actively in the

decision-making process, acting on the basis of the statute, first imposed

14 See Burke, The Fabrication of Louis XIV, pp. 50-51 for information

about the other new academic foundations of this reign: the Académie de
Danse (l1661), the Académie Royale de Peinture et de Sculpture (founded in
1648 but reorganized in 1663); the Académie Frangaise de Rome (1666); the
Académie d’Architecture (1671); the Académie Royale de Musique (1672).
Clearly it was Louis’s aim to marshal all the arts and sciences in service
to the French Crown.

15 That academicians at least publicly accepted this service is clear
from the earliest foundations of the Académie Frangaise. In the formal
statement of the object of its association made by the Academy to
Richelieu, it left no doubt as to where the academicians’ allegiances lay:
’L’Académie s’en remet & son fondateur et a son autorité qui, seule ayant
donné la forme a cette institution, la peut élever sur des fondements assez
forts pour durer autant que la Monarchie.’ Pellisson, in the Duc de 1la
Force, ’'La Fondation’, p. 20. As we shall see, the Chidlons Academy was to
make a similar acknowledgement to its protector, the Intendant Rouillé
d’Orfeuil.

16 The advice, part of a longer argument that the Crown should choose
only professional scientists for its new Academy of Sciences, came in a
note from Jean Chapelain to Louis’s minister Colbert, which is quoted in

English by Erica Harth in Ideology and_ (Culture in Seventeenth-Century

France (Ithaca -London, Cornell University Press, 1983), p. 231.
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upon the Académie Frangaise but then incorporated into the statutes of the
other academies, which stipulated that ’personne ne sera regu dans
1’Académie qui ne soit agréable a Monsieur le protecteur et qui ne soit de

17 Equally

bonnes moeurs, de bonne réputation, de bon esprit’.
significantly, when the views expressed by academicians displeased him,
something which occurred, for example, when the permanent secretary of the
Académie Frangaise Mézérai dared in one of his publications to question the
legitimacy of taxes like the taille and gabelle and to criticize the
>tricks’ used by French Kings to assess and collect such taxes, the
offending member was instantly informed *que le Roi ne luy avoit pas donné
une pension de 4,000 livres pour écrire avec si peu de retenug&’ nor ’la
licence de reflechir sans necessité [...] sur une politique établie depuis

18 Clearly

longtemps, et confirmée par les suffrages de toute la nation’.
there were topics, particularly those related to taxation and
administration, which were not considered suitable for ‘’academic’
discussion.

When creating its royal academies the Crown laid down strict rules
about what 1legitimately could be discussed within them and these
regulations, common to all the academies, were to prevail throughout the
whole of the century and a half that the royal academies were allowed to

function. They were first set forth in the statutes of the Académie

Frangaise but then were incorporated almost verbatim into the regulations

17 Quoted by Roche in Les Républicains des lettres, p. 162. Although
in principle the Crown made appointments to membership in the Academy on
the basis of recommendations of its members, in practice the king did not
always approve the Academy’'s suggestions. Louis XV and Louis XVI both
brought pressure to bear on their royal societies, intervening in elections
to the Academy of Sciences in the last quarter of the eighteenth century.

See Hahn, Anatomy of a Scientific Institution, pp. 80-82.

18 For a full account of the relationship between Louis XIV and this
wayward academician see chapter 7, ’Mézerai: A Libertin Historiographer’,

of Orest Ranum’s Artisans of Glory, pp. 197-232.



27
of all subsequent royal academies. Regulations 21, 22 and 23 of the French
Academy stipulated that:

(21) ’'Il ne sera mis en délibération aucune matiére concernant la religion’
(22) ’Les matieres morales et politiques ne seront traitées dans 1’académie
que conformément & 1l’autorité du prince, a 1’état du gouvernement et aux
lois du royaume’ and
(23) 'L’on prendra garde qu’il ne soit employé dans les ouvrages qui seront
publiés, sous le nom de 1’Académie ou d’un particulier en qualité
d’académicien, aucun terme 1libertin ou licencieux et qui puisse é&tre
équivoque ou mal interprété’.!?
If men of letters were to become academicians and enjoy the Crown’s
protection and privileges and have access to publication and funding, on
entering the academies they had to agree formally to these conditions;
constrained by privilege and position as the King’s men they were to honour
the monarchy, submit to its laws and respect the Church.

In return for their formal agreement to abide by the restrictions the
Crown placed upon their activities, academicians were given important
privileges, not the least of which was the granting of the right to publish
works written by individuals within the academies which had been read in
private meetings and formally approved by the body of members. The royal
academies were also allowed to offer annual or bi-annual prizes to those
savants outside the corporate body who had distinguished themselves in the
academies’ essay competitions with works which treated the specific topics
set for discussion by the assembled academicians. Eventually the

academies’ printing privilege was to extend beyond the academicians own

works to the publication of the winning prize essays themselves, which,

19 gee ’'Statuts et réglements donnés & 1’Académie Frangoise par le
Cardinal de Richelieu’ in Choix de Discours de Réception & 1'Académie
Francoise depuis son_ établissement jusqu’a sa suppression, ed. L. Boudou
(Paris, Demonville, 1808), II, 524-531 (pp. 526-27) and discussed by
Daniel Roche, Le Siécle des lumjéres en province: Académies et

académiciens provinciaux, 1680-1789, 2 vols (Paris et La Haye, Mouton,
1978), 1, 102.
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like the former, were to be published without recourse to the usual
mechanisms of censorship.20

This was the institutional, political and cultural heritage of the
provincial academies which were created in the reigns of Louis XV and Louis
XVI in the eighteenth century. Like the academies created by Louis XIII
and Louis XIV in the previous century, academic societies in the provinces
normally began life as informal meetings of local men of letters who,
because of the 0ld Regime’s prohibition against unauthorized assemblies,
were constrained to seek royal approval for their gatherings. Usually with
the blessing of the provincial Intendant, the local savants would draw up
a list of the literary or scientific contributions of their members which
they would submit to government ministers along with letters from their
Intendant which vouchsafed both the members’ loyalty to Church and State
and the steadfastness of their contribution to the life of the province.
The literary society would then be given letters—-patent and statutes and
regulations which assigned the new academicians a meeting place, day and
time and instructed them to produce works that would be useful to the

province. They were in all matters to respect Church and State and to

20 For an excellent discussion of the significance of the Crown's
grant to the academies of the exclusive privilege to have works of its
members -- and the winners in its prize essay contests -- printed without
obtaining the approval of the royal censors and the influence this
increasingly gave them, particularly the Academy of Science, throughout the
eighteenth century see chapter 3, ’Integration into the 0Old Regime’, pp.
58-83 in Hahn, The Anatomy of a Scientific Revolutijon.

Academicians also enjoyed fiscal and judicial privileges heretofore
granted only to certain members of the first two estates: for example, the
right to committimus (the right to receive judgement in a Paris court no
matter what the jurisdiction in which a case had been brought), exemption
from the taille and from guets et gardes. And to these privileges, granted
to members of the Académie Frangaise by Louis XIII under their original
letters—-patent, Louis XIV in 1668 granted them the privilege of being
admitted into his presence on equal footing with the members of the
superior courts on all occasions where eloquence held sway. See Edouard
Estaunié, ’'L’Académie Frangaise et les académies de province’, in Trois
siécles, p. 432 and the Duc de Castries, La Vielle Dame, p. 152.
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produce nothing which might offend public morals. The letters—patent also
informed the academicians that as a body they would henceforth enjoy all

the privileges of the Crown’s academies in Paris.

THE SOCIAL PROFILE AND ROLE OF THE ROYAL ACADEMICIAN

With this picture in mind of the pattern of activities undertaken by the
royal academies established in the seventeenth century -- and replicated
in the provincial academies established under the tutelage of Louis XV and
Louis XVI in the eighteenth century -- it will be useful briefly to
consider a profile of the academician’s social and professional background.
As we have seen, academicians were to be loyal to the Crown, assiduous in
service, oriented towards work of practical benefit to the Crown, and
careful to observe the conventions implied by their status as the King's
men. They were also to participate in a more subtle assault upon the
society of orders by accommodating within their membership men of talent
from whatever estate,

The Academy of Sciences, perhaps more than the other two main Paris
academies, led the way in terms of opening the social recognition of
intellectual merit to men from the Third Estate. Most of its original
members came from the Third Estate and, in addition to pensions that
averaged 1500 livres per year, those from the Third Estate alone were
provided lodgings at Crown expense as weli. Yet, as time wore on the
percentage of academicians from the Third Estate even in the Academy of

Sciences declined, while the percentage of noble academicians increased.?!

21 on the alliance between Crown and Third Estate in the Academy of
Science in the seventeenth century see Stroup, ’'Louis XIV as Patron’ p.
229. See James E. McClellan III, ’'The Académie Royale des Sciences, 1699-
1793: A Statistical Portrait’, Isis, 72(1981) 541-67, also cited by Stroup,
on the rise of noble academicians in the eighteenth century.
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Indeed, until near the end of Louis XV’s reign both the academies in Paris
and those in the provinces were dominated by ecclesiastics or nobles whose
own position in society was intimately tied to a defence of the society of
orders over which Louis presided. Taking all categories of academic
membership -- ordinary, honorary and corresponding22 -- for the thirty-two
provincial academies he included in his major study of that milieu, Daniel
Roche calculated that of the 6,000 academicians involved during the course
of the eighteenth century, the privileged orders dominated at 57%.23 The
dominance of the privileged among honorary members, whose principal role
was to serve as patrons and protectors, is logical and to be expected.
However, far into a century when the roturier was gaining ground nearly
everywhere, he failed to enter the privileged halls of academe in large
numbers as an active, titular member. As in so many areas of corporate
life under the 0ld Regime, the door was, Roche has found, only reluctantly
opened to low-born talent: *1’ouverture de la société académique est
caracterisée par la prudence; elle respecte la réglementation et demeure
accordée & la vision culturelle de cohésion sociale’.?
Considering only those who were ordinary or titular members of the
provincial societies, Roche in his research has established the existence
of what he calls a ’modéle académique’: at least 15-35% of ordinary

members were from the First Estate; never less than 20% nor more than 45%

22 There were two models of academic members: in the Académie
Frangaise there were 40 members without distinction, all having the same
rights and duties; in the Science Academy and the Academy of Inscriptions
members could be honorary, titular/ordinary or corresponding with the
distinctions reflecting both the amateur or professional status of members
and whether they were resident or non resident. Most provincial academies
were constituted according to the second model. Roche, Les Répub

lettres, p. 166.
23 paniel Roche, Le Siécle des lumiéres, I, 197.

24 1pid, I, 198.
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from the Second Estate, with the Third making up the balance with from 30%
up to 55% in the closing decades of the eighteenth century. Yet, whatever
increase there was in the number of provincial academicians from the Third
Estate in the last decades of the century, the increase was gradual and
seems to reflect more a growing laicization of society, indicated by
declining numbers from the First Estate among ordinary members (and even
overt hostility to religious within the academies) than it does a positive
discrimination within the academies toward men from the Third Estate.
Throughout the century members of the Second Estate still held a
significant and influential number of seats in nearly all the academies.
In fact, Roche has established that although academic membership was in
principle open to the Third Estate, ’'le seuil social que le recrutement
académique ne franchit jamais’ remained ’'celui ou s’affrontent dominants
et dominés’.?5 The talented but low-born were admitted —- principally
from Balzac’'s ’trois robes noires’ -—- only when their contribution to
cultural and social 1life made their exclusion contradictory to the
academies’ governmentally imposed and pensioned 'visées utilitaires’.?26
In theory, of course, the academies were to enlist the services of
an enlightened elite from whatever estate. Merit was to be the criterion
of membership and therefore within the academies themselves all had equal
right to express their opinions. That is why within the Académie Frangaise
it had been ruled that all academicians, in their private meetings, would
speak, vote and be seated on an absolutely equal footing. This procedure
was adopted by subsequent academies which, like the Paris academies, were

created in part -- and in theory —-- to provide men of talent from all three

25 1bid, 1, 207.

26 Roche, ’Sciences et pouvoirs dans la France du XVIIIe siécle (1666—

1803)’, Annales: E,S.C, (1974, No. 3), 740.
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estates with the opportunity to contribute to ’'l1’amélioration du sort de

27 However, Roche’s studies

1’homme’ and to 'la transformation du monde’.
would seem to indicate that the reality in the provinces in the eighteenth
century was somewhat different: the cultural elite of the Third Estate he
describes seems to have been admitted into the academies less for the
contributions they could make toward the ’'transformation du monde’ than to
insure that the ideas and reforms they espoused in no way jeopardized the
privileged world that they and their betters in the academies already
enjoyed. Thus, to thé academies’ cultural role was now added the equally
important task of social integration. No longer were the academies simply
to contribute to the refinement of a language, a history, a culture and a
body of information that would glorify the Crown and contribute to its
achievements: now the academies were also to provide an institutional
setting in which selected men from the Third Estate could be integrated
harmlessly into the privileges and restrictions of the French cultural
elite.?8

In his ’'Preliminary Discourse’ to the Encyclopédie, written in 1751

at a time when the author was still himself aspiring to membership in the

Académie Frangaise, d’Alembert gave perhaps the clearest statement of the

27 Roche, 'Milieux académiques provinciaux et société des lumiéres:
Trois académies provinciaux au 18% siécle: Bordeaux, Dijon, Chdlons-sur-

Marne', in Frangois Furet, ed., Livre et société dans la France du XVITIT®
siécle, 2 vols (Paris, Mouton, 1965 and 1970), I, 93-184 (p. 175). '

28 There were almost no academicians drawn from the commercial or
manufacturing sector. Roche has found that bourgeois academicians were
drawn essentially from the following six socio-professional groups: lower
secular and regular clergy (23%); the medical professions (26%); the legal
professions and administration (29%); the world of teachers, professors and
savants, to which should be added a small number of ’rentiers’ who were men
of letters (less than 187%); and, finally, individuals involved in trade and
manufacturing (less than 4%). Clerks, doctors and surgeons, lawyers and
justice officials constituted more than three-quarters of the roturier
recruitment in the provincial academies. Roche, Le Siécle des lumieéres,
I, 235.
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social service the academies were rendering to the 0Old Regime at mid-
century:
De pareilles sociétés [les compagnies savantes] ne peuvent manquer de
produire dans un Etat de grands avantages, pourvu [...] qu’on en
bannisse toute inégalité propre a4 éloigner ou a rebuter des hommes
faits pour éclairer les autres; qu'on n'y connaisse d’autre
supériorité que celle du génie; que la considération y soit le prix
du travail.
Nevertheless, if the Crown wanted to encourage their utility, the number
of academies should not, he ventured, be 'multipli[é] & 1’exceés’ nor should
one 'facilite [...] l'entrée a un trop grand nombre de gens médiocres’;
otherwise the academies would lose their elite status and their social
utility to the State would be limited.?®
But genius had a price to pay in entering the academies and a price
which d’Alembert candidly quantified in his Histoire des membres de
1’Académie Francoise, which was published in 1787 after he was well-
ensconced in the Académie Frangaise as its permanent secretary. There he
describes how the Crown benefited when the possibility of membership in the
academy served as a device whereby the man of letters himself willingly
moderated his own views to those of the society he aspired to enter,
compromising his principles to gain the academic prize:
L’Académie Frangoise est 1l’objet de 1’ambition, secréte ou avouée,
de presque tous les Gens de Lettres [...] & quel bien cette ambition
ne peut-elle pas produire, entre les mains d’un Gouvernement
éclairé. Plus il attachera de prix aux honneurs Littéraires, de
consideration a la Compagnie qui les dispense, plus la Couronne
Académique deviendra une récompense flatteuse pour les Ecrivains

distingués, qui joindront au mérite des Ouvrages l’'honnéteté dans
les moeurs & dans les écrits. Celui qui se marie, dit Bacon, donne

les Otages a la fortune; 1'Homme de Lettres qui tient ou qui aspire
a_1'Académie, donne des Otages a la décence. Cette chaine, d’autant

29 p*Alembert, Discours préliminaire de 1'°'Encyclopédie’ publié
intégralement d’aprés 1’'édition de 1763. Avec les avertissements de 1759
et 1763, la dédicace de 1751. Edited by F. Picavet (Paris, Armand Colin,
1929), p. 123,




34

plus puissante qu’elle est volontaire, le retiendra sans efforts
dans les bornes qu’il seroit peut-&tre tenté de franchir.3’

By giving the impression of offering careers open to men of talent from all
three estates, the academies allowed the Old Regime to neutralize at least
some of its potentially greatest critics. And as reward the regime
admitted the new academician to a company of men for whom ’un des fondemens
essentiels de sa constitution [est] 1’égalité Académique’. However, lest
any one reading his history of those who had been admitted to the Academy
in the eighteenth century think this principle in any way threatened the
society of orders, d’Alembert hastened to add that the equalify that
reigned between members within their meetings was recognized by them to be
'une égalité [...] métaphysique pour ainsi dire’ and thus ’si peu
dangereuse’.gl

Perhaps without realizing it d’Alembert had exposed the contradiction
within the so-called Republic of Letters as experienced within the royal
academies. Although academicians were theoretically independent and equal
between themselves, the authority which recognized their competence and
guaranteed their prestige and independence was the Crown. They were, quite
literally, created equal by a monarchy which presided over and was based
upon a society of orders. It was therefore, in the end, only a
'metaphysical’ equality and a republic without any real freedom or even

desire to do more than prop up the regime which kept them in a style to

which they were growing accustomed -- in what Daniel Roche has called °’la

30 Histoire des membres de 1’Académie Francoise, Morts depuis 1700
jusqu’en 1771, pour servir de suite aux Eloges imprimés et lus dans les
Seances publiques de cette Compagnie. Par M. D’Alembert, Secrétaire

perpétuel de 1’Académie Frangoise, 6 vols (Paris, Moutard, 1787), I, xiv -
xvi. Emphasis added.

3 1bid, xxxi.
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dépendance dorée’. Whatever their pretensions, it was ultimately the
Crown which assigned them the role they were to play and most academicians
were quite willing to play it. And once in the academies, members could
look down -- as d’Alembert advised in the eighties -- upon those men of
letters who failed to understand that ’'dans la société, sur—tout dans un
grand Etat, il est indispensable qu’il y ait entre les rangs une
distinction marquée’ and that ’si la vertu & les talens ont seuls droit a
nos vrais hommages, la supériorité de la naissance & des dignités exigent
notre déférence & nos Egards’.33

Having surveyed all the provincial academies, their membership and

their activities, Daniel Roche has concluded their essentially conservative

nature. In his view, when those outside the old privileged orders were
accepted as members into the academies —- which was increasingly the case
as the eighteenth century progressed —-- their acceptance marked their

integration into a cultural elite which would function, despite the
presence of more bourgeois members, not to change the social and political
order but rather to provide it with greater justification. Seen from his
perspective, the provincial academies of the eighteenth century appear to
be the very embodiment of the political and cultural vision which first
Richelieu and then Colbert and Louis XIV had for them when they had
initiated the institutionalization of the academies more than a century
earlier. However, in the eighteenth century the academies’ enlightened
sociology of cultural success had gradually given them an even more
important and more overtly political role than even Louis XIV had
envisaged: by accepting more and more men from the Third Estate the

academies served to ’effacer dans la sphére privilegiée de la culture les

32 Roche, Le Siédcle des lumiéres en province, I, 290.

33 D’Alembert, Histoire des membres de 1'Académie Francoise, xxxii.
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antagonismes sociaux’. By offering men from the Third Estate the
possibility of recognition by an academy, these privileged bodies played
right into the hands of a monarchy obliged to sit on a society in ferment,.
Once absorbed into the academies, those formerly outside its privileged
halls accepted what Roche describes as their 'idéologie de compromis [...].
Leur atttraction et leur force viennent de leur puissance d’intégration
sociale’ because for both members and monarch ’ce qui importe c’est 1la
sublimation des contraires et la réconciliation des différences’. Thus the
academies in the eighteenth century became what Roche calls ’le lieu révé

ou les puissances de la parole restituent 1l’unité sociale’. 3

THE PUBLIC FACE OF ACADEME: THE PRIZE ESSAY CONTEST

But what of the royal academies’ public face? Even if within their private
meetings the academies were able to absorb the giffed and enlightened from
outside the old privileged orders, initiating them into a type of
egalitarian aristocracy, what face did they present to the public? The
primary way in which the academies manifested their existence to the public
was through their annual essay competitions. Each year the various
academies in Paris and the provinces selected a question or questions which
they then proposed for discussion by those outside their membership,
offering prize money and publication for the best of the resulting essays.
The academies announced their public competitions with great ceremony in
their annual public meetings, providing detailed information about the
terms of the competition and the amount of the prize, which each in theory
would award to someone outside their number during the public assembly the

following year. The question or questions were subsequently made known to

M Roche, ’'Sciences et pouvoirs’, pp. 746-47 and Le Siécle des
lumiéres en province, I, 145. The phrase ’sociologie du succes’ 1is

Roche’s. See 'Sciences et pouvoirs’, p. 747.
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a larger public through advertisements in newspapers and gazettes and
through correspondence with the permanent secretaries of other learned
societies as well as through members’ own private network of
correspondents.

Throughout the whole of the eighteenth century the provincial
academies followed this procedure in announcing their public prize essay
competitions. But, although the procedure for announcing the questions
remained the same, there was a discernible evolution in the types of
questions posed by the academies over the course of the century which may
have reflected an evolution in the academies’ own membership and which may
also have prompted a new breed of essay competitor.

Historians, beginning with Daniel Mornet, who have surveyed the
activities of the academies and the questions they posed for their public
essay competitions over the course of the century agree that the focus of
the academies’ interests both in private and in their public meetings began
to change somewhere near mid-century. 3 In the first half of the
eighteenth century the academies asked questions which reflected both the
preoccupations of the leisured amateur savants who made up the bulk of
their membership and the often strict iﬁstructions given them by founders

who had endowed their societies and the essay prizes they were offering.36

35 paniel Mornet, Les Origines intellectuelles de la Révolution
francaise, 1715-1787, 6 éme édition (Paris, Armand Colin, 1967), p. 147.

36 7o take only two examples, the rules of the Academy of Toulouse
stipulated that 'les sujets que 1’Académie propose annuellement ne pourront
étre que physico-mathématiques, médico-physiques et de littérature’; a
topic from each of these ’genres’ was to be proposed in rotation every
third year. Michel Taillefer, quoting from the regulations the academy
published in 1746, in his Une académie j éte des lumieres: 'Acadé
des Sciences, Inscriptions, et Belles-lLettres de Toulouse au XVIII® siécle
(Paris, Editions du CNRS, 1984), p. 131. The rules of the Dijon Academy,
agreed in 1741, were only a variation on this theme: ’[le prix] sera pour
la premiére année, sur la physique; pour la seconde année, sur la morale;
et, pour la troisiéme, sur la médecine; aprés quoi on recommencera toujours

dans le méme ordre’. Quoted by Tisserand, L'Académie de Dijon de 1740 a
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The questions they asked in public were also strikingly similar to those
they addressed in their private meetings: in private academicians wrote
and spoke about literary or historical topics, prepared and presented
commentaries on ancient texts and antiquarian essays on archeological
research, practiced their rhetorical skills and listened as those taken up
with scientific researches discoursed on physics, medicine or chemistry,
or related the researches of scientists abroad. In their meetings
academicians were expected to demonstrate both erudition and accomplished
rhetorical skills and when they addressed questions to the public they
expected them, to&, to respond with essays which, in fact, only a very
highly educated or leisured elite could possibly produce. Every year or
in alternate years they offered prizes for the best example of rhetorical
eloquence on historical topics or on questions within the 'moral’ sciences
or they posed highly specialized or speculative scientific questions which
required knowledge and training beyond the scope of all but a tiny minority
of erudite savants.

The competitors’ essays were also expected to be politically -- and
theologically —— correct. For example, in announcing its contest topics the
Academy at Montauban stipulated that manuscripts should be countersigned
by two doctors in theology (like those sent to the Académie Frangaise) and
that every competition essay should end with a short prayer. And in 1750
this same academy welcomed a discourse demonstrating that ’tous les
écrivains qui abusent de leur talent en attaquant la religion, les moeurs
et le gouvernement usurpent et profanent le titre d’hommes de lettres’.?’

Having surveyed and sampled essays presented to the academies in this early

period as well as the subjects treated in their private meetings, Mornet

1793 au temps de 1’'Encyclopédie (Paris, Boivie et C'®, 1936), p. 535.
37 Mornet, Les Origines intellectuels, p. 147.
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concluded that the discourses and treatises produced for and by the
academies in the early part of the century were what an approving
government might well have called 'des travaux proprement “académiques“;
c’est-3a-dire’, Mornet continued, ’'qu’ils ne sont que des exercices
oratoires, de la rhétorique en prose ou en vers’ or, for the more
theoretically or technically minded, scientific in a manner accessible only
to the devoted man of science. 33

Indeed, few outside learned circles would have been knowledgeable
enough to discuss problems like the ’cheminement des urines’ or the
'formation des pierres figurées’, questions posed by the Bordeaux Academy
in 1717 and 1725, or rhetorically trained and articulate enough to compose
a discourse describing 'les avantages que le mérite retire de 1l'envie’,
posed by the Academy of Marseille in 1735 for its eloquence prize and taken
up by the Dijon Academy for its competition in 1746.%  To respond to
these questions in a way acceptable to the academies, competitors needed
to be either erudite or past-masters at the 'agréable’ -— or perhaps both -
- rich in personal libraries or scientific experience and equipment and
possessed of abundant leisure and wit to proffer the polished essays worthy
of an ’academic’ prize.

Consequently, during the first half of the century competitors in the
academies’ public essay contests tended to be either members of some other
academy or else dedicated amateur scientists with the time and inclination
to write. Even so, questions liked these provoked few if any responses and

the academies often found themselves unable to award their prizes —- even

8 1pid.

39 pelandine, Couronnes académiques, ou Recueil des Prix proposés par
les Sociétés Savantes, avec les noms de ceux qui les ont obtenus, des
Concurrens distingués, des Auteurs qui ont écrit sur les mémes sujets, le
titre le lieu de l’impression de leurs Quvrages; précédé de 1'Histoire
abrégée des Académies de France (Paris, Cuchet, 1787).
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after posing the questions repeatedly -- and forced sometimes to abandon
a topic altogether because they had not received even a single response
adequate to their expectations.*0

One of the most celebrated academic competitions of the century, that
of the Dijon Academy in 1754 on ’'l’origine de 1l’inégalité’, provides a
prime example of the difficulty the provincial academies had in attracting
competitors whom they considered worthy of their prizes. Despite the
public interest generated in the Dijon Academy’s prize competition of 1750
on the topic ’'si le rétablissement des lettres et des arts a contribué a

‘1 the contest it held four years later on the origins

épurer les moeurs’,
of inequality could scarcely be considered an overwhelming public success
if measured only in terms of the numbers who chose to compete. Only
fourteen competitors vied for the academy’s prize in 1754 and, although
essays by Rousseau and d’Argenson were among that number, the fourteen also
included an essay by a competitor whose style and hand were so mediocre

that the Dijon academicians sent it back ’'a l1’adresse qui y est marquée’

without even taking the time seriously to read it.% Thus, although a

40 As late as 1766 and 1771, for example, when the Bordeaux Academy -
~bound by its patron to pose scientific topics -- asked the public to treat
the ’'causes des coagulations’ and the ’'défauts des verres optiques’, it
received one and then no memoir(s) in response to its offered prize.
Barriére, ’'La Vie académique au XVIII® siécle d’aprés un manuscrit du
Président de Ruffey’, Revue d'histoire littérajre de la France, (1952), p.
20.

41 Marcel Bouchard, L’'Académie d ijon et 1le emjer discours de
Rousseau, Publications de 1’'Université de Dijon, 6 (Paris, Société Les
Belles Lettres, 1950). Although the academy’s prize for that year went to
Rousseau, the runner-up in the contest was the lawyer and historian Pierre-
Jean Grosley from Troyes, who was an early corresponding member of the
Chdlons Société littéraire. I am grateful to Professor Alan Raitt for
bringing this book to my attention. See, too, Roger Tisserand, L’Académje
de Dijon' p. 552.

42 Kathryn Willis Wolfe, 'Les Concurrents de J.J. Rousseau: Une étude
des autres réponses a la question sur 1l'inégalité en 1754°', Seminar paper
presented, Spring 1971, Princeton University, pp. 1-2. Roger Tisserand,
Les Concurrents de . Rousseau 3 1’Académie de Dijon pour le prix de 4
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public essay contestant might, as Rousseau did,*? testify to the dramatic
impact that an academic competition had had on the life and thinking of one
firmly outside the bounds of actual academic membership, for the
academicians themselves many if not most of the essays they received from
a public unfamiliar with the niceties of academic discourse proved a severe
disappointment. !

Even as the century progressed and the provincial academies began
both accepting more of those outside the first two privileged orders as
members and asking questions which fell more within the purview of an
enlightened general public, a distinct cultural and intellectual barrier
continued to exist between the academicians and their public essay
competitors. At Dijon, where in fifty years 53 questions were put before
the public, only 29 prizes were awarded; during this period there were nine
topics which, despite being posed over and over again, never elicited a

response which fulfilled the literary or conceptual requirements of the

(Paris, Boivin et Cie, 1936), p. 11.

43 Rousseau states in his Confessions that it was the approbation of
the Dijon Academy and the reception given his first Discours by the public
on its publication which confirmed him in his true vocation as a writer:
'Quand [mon premier discours] eut remporté le prix, Diderot se chargea de
le faire imprimer. [...] 1l m’écrit un billet pour m’en annoncer la
publication et l'’effet. “Il prend“, me marquait-il, “tout par-dessus les
nues; il n'y a pas d’'exemple d’un succeés pareil®, Cette faveur du public
nullement briguée et pour un auteur inconnu, me donna la premiére assurance
véritable de mon talent dont malgré le sentiment interne j’avais .toujours
douté jusqu’alors.’ Rousseau, Qeuvres complétes. Préface de Jean Fabre,
présentation et notes de Michel Launay. 2 vols (Paris, Seuil, 1967). Vol.

I. Qeuvres autobiographigques, pp. 260-61.

44 Quoting in English a statement made by the secretary of the Academy
of Sciences in 1750, Roger Hahn perfectly illustrates the disappointment
and condescension of academicians for works submitted by non members: '“We
cannot hide the fact that, especially in its early days, the Academy more
often praised the good intention of authors than the excellence of their
work. Ideas often inherently sound were badly expounded, or mixed in
amidst a large quantity of irrelevant matters“’, Hahn, Anatom a

Scientific Institution, p. 61.
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Dijon academicians. The situation was worse at Bordeaux. Of 149 topics
announced for its public essay competitions over the century, only forty-
five times did the academicians at Bordeaux award their prize and, each
year from the 1760s onwards, the academy began multiplying its questions
and its prizes in the hope that somehow this would provoke essays worthy
of its prize. The same was true at Pau. From 1750 onward this academy
habitually failed to award any prize at all. Although a public explanation
was not given, the academic judges gave vent to their views in private
reports to their fellow academicians. These reports are all variations on
the same theme: the prizes could not be awarded ’'vue la médiocrité des
ouvrages qu’'on a regus’. So, although the number of contestants increased
when the topics fell more within the knowledge and experience of the
educated public, the quality of the essays seemed to the academies to be
in serious decline.

The disparity between the academies’ expectations and the public’s
response was too great to be overlooked and so repeatedly we find
academicians admitting privately, as they did at Pau, that in their public
essay contests, at least, they had failed to enter into direct contact with

45 In Toulouse the situation

a larger public of enlightened Frenchmen.
became so serious, that one of the judges for the competition in 1776

warned his fellow academicians that if they were not less severe in their

judgements, they might soon lack any competitors at all for their contests:

45 In the fifties alone the Academy at Pau refused seven times to
award a prize even though by that date it had brought the number of
potential annual prizes to three and even though, more importantly, it had
publicly pledged itself to award them. As its historian notes, the Academy
at Pau had in its public essay contests ’'manqué a son véritable but:
entrer en prise directe avec la réalité. L’opinion publique échappa de plus

en plus & son influence [...]. Alors que le nombre des concurrents
augmentait, celui des réponses satisfaisantes s’amenuisait’., Christian
Desplat, L’Académie royale de Pau au XVIII® siécle: Un milieu socio-

cultural provincial (Pau, Société des sciences, lettres et arts de Pau,
1971), pp. 72-73.
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'Craignons que nos combats ne cessent faute de combattants’ . 46 This
phenomenon seems to have been an experience common to most of the royal
academies.

However, from mid-century the provincial academies -- both those
founded at the beginning of the century and those only just operative ——
began to profess public interest in more practical subjects of public
utilicy. From this period onward even the doyen of eighteenth-century
provincial academies, the Académie des sciences, arts et belles lettres of
Bordeaux, which had been founded in 1712, confessed to a certain ’'mépris’
for 'les vaines contemplations de 1la philosophie’, declaring that
henceforth '1’utilité de leur patrie’ was to be 'le principal object de

47 This transition in the preoccupations of a leisured

leurs études’.
class of amateur savants from ’belles lettres’ or ’les sciences de la
nature’ to applied social, agricultural or economic sciences was
consciously and clearly marked by the bordelais academicians whose founder
had required them to choose topics of scientific interest for their contest
questions. In a statement made public in 1752 the academy declared that
in future it intended to concern itself with the public good: 'Elle
[1’académie] n’a d’'autre objet que le bien public. Elle veut tirer parti
de nos connaissances, faire en un mot le bien de la société; toute la
science du monde sans ce but honnéte n’est que vanité’.48 The phenomenon

presents itself to a lesser or greater degree in the activities of all the

provincial academies from this period and was undoubtedly read by those who

46 The warning came from the academician Philippe Dumas following the
judgement of the academy’s competition in 1776. See Taillefer, Une

académie_interpréte des lumiéres, p. 133.

4 Excerpts from a statement issued by the Bordeaux Academy and cited

by P. Barriére in L'Académie de Bordeaux: Centre de culture internationale
au XVIII® siécle (1712-1792), Bordeaux — Paris, Biere, 1958), p. 86.

% 1bid, p. 85. Emphasis added.
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until that time had had little possibility of responding to their questions
as an indication that matters of interest to them were now to be taken
seriously by the Crown’s privileged learned societies.??

At least one historian has attributed the new interest in matters of
social utility within the older academies to the influx of new members from

50 Analysis of the social background of those admitted

the bourgeoisie,
to the academies from mid-century would seem to support this view. For
example, although the Bordeaux Academy recruited the majority of its
ordinary members from the nobility throughout its eighty-year history (687%
of its global membership 1712-92), members from the bourgeoisie slowly but
surely increased in number from 267 in the first decade of the academy’s
existence to 58% in the last decade. And although for the first ten years
of its existence, the Dijon Academy, founded in 1740, was dominated by
members drawn from the First and Second Estates, academicians from the
Third Estate were in the ascendancy from then on, accounting for 68% of new
members from the academy’s inception to its suppression in the Revolution
and an enormous 77% of the corresponding or associate members of that
society during the same period.51

Obviously a strict correlation cannot be made between changing

N

patterns of recruitment into the academies, which gave members of the Third

43 Mornet, Les Origines intellectuelles, pp. 147-52,

50 Roger Tisserand, historian of the Dijon Academy, claims that as the
membership of that academy evolved to include a preponderance of men from
the Third Estate, it was these members, whose dedication to matters of
public utility, directed the academy’s activities and forged its claim to
glory. 1Indeed, Tisserand goes so far as to conclude his study with the
statement that academicians from the Third Estate were the animating
element in the success of all late eighteenth century academies. ’Elles
[the academies] ont rempli une vaste tdche gridce aux talents et aux vertus

de la bourgeoisie’. Tisserand, L’Académie de Dijon' p. 648.

51 Roche, ’'Milieux académiques provinciaux’, pp. 119, 132, 136 and
137.
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Estate increasing prominence, and the new social utilitarian focus in the
academies, which manifested itself from mid-century onward in almost all
the academies, old and new —- and in the latter from their inception;52
however, an explanation for the new focus can be found in the wider
cultural and political context in which the academic societies were
operating in the final decades of Louis XV's reign. The new orientation
towards matters of practical social utility in the academies undoubtedly
reflected the increasing interest in applied sciences and the new authority
ascribed to reason and experience by the philosophes and physiocrats and
enshrined in Diderot’s great Encyclopédie. It was also, and perhaps even
more surely, a consequence of the government’s concerted effort to acquire
more and better information about local economic conditions and public
attitudes to them by using the bureaucracy it had created —- and in which
significant numbers among those now entering the academies worked -- to

generate and gather the data it needed to make decisions of social and

economic policy.

In 1760 Controller—-General Bertin, acutely aware of the government’s need
to increase its revenues, commissioned the Intendants to carry out an
extremely detailed survey of agricultural production, mapping what land was
or was not under cultivation and why; he also urged the Intendants to
initiate the creation of agricultural societies in every generality to
contribute to this work. Building on interest among local landowners, the
Crown’s Intendants influenced the establishment of royal agricultural

societies in Tours, Paris, Lyon, Limoges, Orléans, Auvergne, Rouen,

52 The shift of interests in the academies of Bordeaux and Dijon, as
well as between the literary and academic societies at Chidlons-sur-Marne,
away from literary or scientific pursuits to questions of social import or
of local or regional economic interest is surveyed by Daniel Roche in his
article 'Milieux académiques provinciaux’ in Livre et société, I, 93-184.
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Soissons, Auch, La Rochelle, Bourges, Alengon, Hainaut and Provence, all
of which were recognized by the Crown between 1761 and 1765, and instructed
members to gather as much information and as many different opinions as

53 Bertin

they could about changing social and economic realities.
regularly dispatched detailed questionnaires throughout the kingdom to
Intendants and subdelegates and to inspectors and local officials of the
Bureau de Subsistance and the Bureau de Commerce in order to collect
precise information about production and consumption, prices and wages,

4 And through

employment‘and unemployment and popular reaction to them.®
the Intendants, who were also in most cases patrons and protectors of the
royal academies, the Crown encouraged the academies, like the newly-formed
agricultural societies, to contribute to the improvement of agriculture and
related industry by drawing upon the practical knowledge and skills of

their own members and by eliciting the views of the larger public as well

through their public essay competitions.

v - - .
»

53 gee Louis Passy, Hi i e été icult
France, Vol. I. 1761-1793 (Paris, Philippe Renouard, 1912) and Henri
Pigeonneau and Alfred de Foville, L’Administration de l'Agriculture au

ntrdle géné e de i s -1 cés—verbaux et r orts

(Paris, Librairie Guillaumin et C'%, 1882).

%4 series F!! (Subsistance) and F!? (Commerce) in the Archives
nationales in Paris contain the bulk of this correspondence and reveal the
full extent of the government’s efforts to acquire precise information
about 1local social and economic conditions. The following comment,
contained in a circular letter sent by Bertin in August 1760 to all
France’s intendants, is a good example of the government’s new interest in
agricultural improvement and its attempts to use its bureaucracy to promote
it. ’Le Roi, occupé des moyens d’étendre et de perfectionner 1l’agriculture
de son royaume, m’a chargé de vous écrire pour vous engager a porter de
plus en plus vos réflexions sur un objet aussi important.’ Archives
nationales F!2 149, quoted in Georges Weulersse, e ouv nt
physiocratique en France (de 1756 a 1770), II, 160. For a good summary of
the government’s use of the bureaucratic network of the Bureau de Commerce
to collect and disseminate information in the provinces see Harold T.
Parker, The Bureau of Commerce in 1781 and its Policies with Respect to
French Industry (Durham, North Carolina, Carolina Academic Press, 1979) and
Parker, An_Admipistrative Bureau during the Q0ld Regime: The Bureau of
Commerce and Its Relations to French Industry from May 1781 to November

1783 (London - Toronto, Associated University Presses, 1993).
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Even local societies which had not yet attained official status were
persuaded that they might contribute advice and information to the Crown
on matters economic and agricultural and, as we shall see, they too devoted
themselves to the task in hand. The modest literary society which had
begun meeting in Chdlons-sur-Marne at mid-century was among the first of
the literary societies consistently and explicitly to pursue the new public
interest in agricultural matters. Echoing in its way the new orientation
towards the practical which the great Academy at Bordeaux had expressed in
its newly-discovered commitment to the socially useful, the Chidlons
literary society, in an article which appeared in the Qoﬁrgalréconomigue
in 1762, promised henceforth to 'se livrer avec plus d’application que par
le passé a la partie de 1l’agriculture, le plus nécessaire de tous les
arts’.3 The government’'s appeal for practical advice and information was
having its effect and this —-- abetted by the phjilosophes’' persistent
propaganda about the potential advisory role of an enlightened citizenry -
- seems to have prompted not only officials and academicians but
manufacturers and merchants, town councillors, parish priests, doctors,

lawyers, gentlemen farmers and even urban artisans and peasant small-

35 Journal économique, January 1762, p. 6, quoted in Weulersse, Le
Mouvement physiocratique, II, 161. It is not surprising that the Chalons
Société littéraire made its announcement in the Journal économique. Two
of its 'associés externes' or corresponding members, Jean-Frangois Dreux
du Radier and Antoine Le Camus, were regular contributors and sometimes
'responsables’ of the journal, which specifically eschewed science,
theology and the arts to concentrate instead on agriculture and commerce.
Like both the Société littéraire and the Académie of Chilons, the Journal
économique promised its readers to be ’utiles a la société’ ’en lui
présentant un recueil de mémoires récents sur l'agriculture, les arts et
le commerce’. Like the Chidlons societies, too, it deliberately set its own
useful contributions against the frivolity of the century: ’'le grand nombre
des ouvrages économiques que nous indiquons avec avantage contre les romans
et les autres livres futiles qu’on pourrait reprocher a notre siécle. Nous
opposerons les chambres d’agriculture aux salles de spectacles et les

savants et infatigables naturalistes aux auteurs de théitre’. The
citations are taken from a 1751 and a 1772 edition of the journal, quoted
in Dictionnaj es__Journau 600-1789, edited by Jean Sgard, 2 vols

(Paris, Universitas; Oxford, Voltaire Foundation, 1991), II, 729.
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holders, too, to believe that the Crown was committed to understanding and
addressing the economic problems being faced by all his subjects.56

Those from the general public who decided to respond to the wave of
enthusiasm in elite circles for matters that were the stuff of ordinary
life to those outside the academies and to do so by themselves entering a
public essay competition must surely have been flattered to think that
their views were of interest to those who might influence policy. And they
may also have had another, and perhaps even more pressing, reason for
submitting their ideas for judgement by members of a learned society.
Although perhaps of secondary importance, the possibility of winning the
substantial prize money offered by the academies for the most ‘useful’
essay was an undoubted incentive to some. The Bordeaux Academy offered
prizes which ranged in value from 300 livres up to 1200 livres (for its
1778 contest on ’'le meilleur moyen de préserver les negres des maladies
pendant leur transport’) while at Toulouse the competition prize was worth
200 livres, at Marseille, Lyon and Nimes 300 livres, at Dijon 300 to 400
livres, and at Arras the academy promised 500 livres to its winner.’’ The
academy at Pau, without a rich patron, was unable to offer significant
prize money, and its hiétorian has concluded that the penury of the Pau
academy may well account for the fact that only 'des hommes désintéressés

58

matériellement’ competed in its contests. For at least a portion of

those entering the contests, the financial incentive of an academic prize

6 See my ’'What price economic prosperity? Public Attitudes to

Physiocracy in the Reign of Louis XVI', in British Journal for Eighteenth-—
Century Studies, 9 (1986), 183-96.

37 Tajillefer, Une académie interpréte des lumiéres, p. 145.
58

Desplat, L’'Académie royale de Pau p. 75.
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was not wholly irrelevant as they considered the time and effort involved
in writing an essay for compet:ition.‘r’Si

However, for the ambitious men of letters who were otherwise without
access to official public forums, the promise of publication for the
winning essays that the academies included in the announcements of their
contest questions was perhaps a greater incentive still. Journals like the
Mercure de France and the Journal des savants were certain to list the name
of the prize winner and even provide a summary of his argument. Doors that
had once been closed to the obscure but aspiring author would be opened and
barriers that had once seemed unbreachable would fall before the winner of
a contest 1in which the academicians had stated explicitly that the
contestant’s social rank was irrelevant as long as his essay merited
praise. The academies’' «contest notices pledged that the academic

60 and assured

competition was ’libre a4 tous ceux qui voudront concourir
potential competitors, as Daniel Roche affirms, that ’seul le mérite doit
étre prise en considération sans tenir compte du prestige ou du rang pour

61 Roche, on the basis of his study of the

attribuer les récompenses’.
thousand essayists he identified as having competed for the prize of at

least one academy’s public essay competition at some time in the century,

9 Marcel Bouchard reminds us what the Dijon Academy’s prize meant to
Rousseau financially. From his Confessions we know that Rousseau, even in
the days before he had rejected luxury, needed only 800 to 900 livres a
year to maintain himself in Paris, pay for his food and the lodgings he
kept near his employer and for the separate lodgings he maintained for
Thérése and the Le Vasseur family. So the 300 livres prize money for the
1750 competition would more than have covered Rousseau’s expenses for four
months and that was in Paris. In the provinces the sum would, of course,

have gone much further. L’Académie de Dijon et le premier discours de
Rousseau, pp. 48-49.

60 The wording is taken from the Dijon Academy’s announcement of its
1750 competition which appeared in the October 1749 Mercure de France. See
Bouchard, L’Académie de Dijon, p. 46.

61 Roche, °'Milieux académique provinciaux’, p. 157.
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concluded that there was substantial evidence to indicate that an educated
public, excluded both socially and professionally from day-to-day academic
activity, firmly believed the academies’ pledges of unbiased judging and
used the opportunity offered by their competitions to seek a public forum
for their essays and, perhaps, through the academies to reach a national
audience with their ideas. Roche found that a social breakdown of the
responding public revealed an ’inversion de la hiérarchie académique’,
marked by the predominance of intellectual and service professions and by
the emergence of new groups -- including (exceptionally) even ’gens de
métiers et paysans’.62 Thus, essayists from the Second Estate were
relatively rare (9.5% of the total), while ’hommes des lettres et de
sciences’ made up 10%, doctors 117%Z and lawyers 17% which, added to the
parish priests and curates, religious, abbés and seminarists who belonged
to the 1lower clergy brought the sum of those competing in academic
competitions with origins in the Third Estate to a total of 70% of the
1,000 essayists Roche was able to identify.

Nevertheless, the rise in the participation of those normally denied
membership in the academies was not marked by a similar rise in the number
of prizeé being awarded to them for, as we have seen, more often than not
the essays submitted from the larger Republic of Letters did not meet with
the approval of the judging academicians. A cultural and intellectual
barrier continued to exist between academies and their public despite the
social barriers falling before the advancing bourgeois tide both within the
academies’ membership and among their essay competitors., Roche, who more
than anyone else has attempted to elucidate a summary eighteenth-century
mentalité’, has assembled what reads almost as a collective cahier de

doléances drawn up from the comptes rendus of judging academicians writing

82 Roche, Le Siécle des lumiéres, I, 336.
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in disgust about the ’essays’ submitted to them by members of the literate
general public who dared believed that their views might be worthy of an
academic prize. From early in the century to its end, from Bordeaux to
Lyon to La Rochelle, the complaints were the same:

'expressions basses, comparaison puérile’... ’mémoire trivial, doit
étre consideré comme nul’... ’'plusieurs phrases prouveraient que
1’auteur n’a pas 1’habitude d’'écrire’...’idées communes et
quelquefois inintelligibles’ ... ’faiblement pensé, faiblement
écrit’... ’les fautes d’orthographe|[ ] sont celles qui m’ont choqué
le moins’... ’'1’auteur prévient qu’il n’a jamais fait de classe, il
est aisé de s’en apercevoir’ ... ’ misérablement écrit’ ... 'trivial

dans le style’ ... 'fatras indigeste’ .... ’style commun’ ... ’pleins
de bonnes choses, mais style de charretier’.®3

In tﬁeir assessments of the essays submitted to them by these 'hommes sans
lettres’, the academicians clearly stood on their side of the social and
the cultural barrier which lay between those appointed to encourage the
arts, sciences and letters in their towns and provinces and the literate
public who stood caps in hand outside the academies, believing that
participation in the essay competitions of the royal academies might
somehow earn them citizenship in the new and more egalitarian Republic of
Letters.

Thus even when the provincial academies began posing questions for

their prize essay competitions which bore a more pronounced social

utilitarian orientation and, as a result, attracted a more broadly-based

63 This composite picture of the essays submitted by those whom their
academic judges seem to have regarded disdainfully as self-taught, self-
appointed (and self-important) spokesmen for public opinion was drawn by
Daniel Roche from comptes rendus of competition essays submitted to the
academies of Bordeaux, Lyon and La Rochelle. See Roche in Le Siécle des
lumiéres, I, 340-41. One finds similar remarks in the judgements made by
the academy of Dijon: ’on ... ne trouve pas un morceau éloquent. Le style
est sans élévation et sans chaleur; il est hérissé de tournures louches,
d’images incohérentes, d’épithétes parasites, de termes hasardés ou
impropres. Point de réflexions ou de maximes qui ne soient triviales ou
fausses’'; ’on trouve [...] des morceaux bien faits et fort éloquents, mais
bien plus encore d’endroits faibles, d’éloges outrés et [...] aucune espece
de transition supportable, une monotonie de tournures, .une infinité
d’expressions familiéres jusqu’a la bassesse et un style peu correct’.

Cited in Tisserand, L'Académie de Dijon, p. 565.
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response from the literate public, in most instances a great socio—economic
and cultural divide separated the provincial academic elites from the
lettered but undistinguished public who competed in increasing numbers in
their prize essay contests from mid-century onward. It has been difficult
for historians to gauge the breadth of this divide. Basing their
assessments of the ideas and origins of those competing in these contests
upon often incomplete and unidentified essay sources, supplemented only by
the consciously selective ’'comptes rendus’ of the judging academicians,
historians like Roche have found ample evidence of the divide separating
academic society and the majority.of those who competed in their contests
without, however, being able to identify who made up that public. A
comparison of the number of surviving essays with even partial accounts of
the numbers competing reveals that academies frequently kept only those
essays awarded their prizes or ’accessits’; the remainder were either
discarded or, if the competitor had so requested, returned to sender
without comment as unworthy of the gcademy's attention. Essays extant for
any one contest therefore may exclude most of those submitted and so a
reading of them may well reveal more about the 'mentalité’ of the academic
elite who judged them than about the literate public who had poured their
time and energy and ideas into essays they hoped might somehow compete for
the academies’ attention and prizes.

The obstacles to a comprehenéion of the social and cultural world of
the responding public of the provincial academies are further compounded
by the anonymity guaranteed the authors by the contest judges. Because
essays were to be read and judged on the basis of merit alone, contestants
were instructed not to sign their essays but rather to assign them an
appropriate motto or slogan and then submit the repeated devise with their

name and address on a separate slip of paper, which was to be seen only
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64 Time and inattention

after the academy had reached its final decision.
have led to the loss of many of these identifying slips and so archivists
and historians have frequently been unable to identify the authors of the
essays that did survive. And even when both essay and essayists have been
known quantities, the social or professional background of the essayists
has often been unknown and unascertainable.

What remains from the public essay competitions of most provincial
academies in the eighteenth century thus discloses a very partial picture
of those members of the literate public who may once have attempted to
express their views to a royal learned society. However, even 1if the
academies had not discarded or been careless of the essays submitted to
them by the public, still another factor prejudices our understanding of
the opinions of those members of the literate public who might have been
touched by the annual essay competitions of the provincial academies:
whether by inclination or political expediency, most provincial academies
did not pose questions which in any way trespassed upon the Crown’s
injunction against discussion of ’'les matiéres [...] politiques’ which
might bring into question ’'l'autorité du prince [...] 1’état du
gouvernement et [les] lois vdu royaume’; they therefore specifically

excluded any essay, indeed, any contest topic which might in any way be

64 Elaborate explanations were announced with the contest questions
to explain the required procedure to the uninitiated: ’'Comme on ne saurait
prendre trop de précautions, tant pour rendre aux savants la justice qu’'ils
méritent, que pour écarter, autant qu’il est possible, les brigues et cet
esprit de partialité, qui n’entralnent que trop souvent les suffrages vers
les objets connus, ou qui les en détournent, par d’autres moyens également
irréguliers [...] chaque auteur sera tenu de mettre, au bas de son mémoire,
une sentence ou devise, et d’'y joindre une feuille de papier cacheté sur
le dos de laquelle sera la méme sentence, et sur le cachet son nom, ses
qualités et sa demeure, pour y avoir recours a la distribution des prix.
Lesdites feuilles ainsi cachetées, de fagon qu’on ne puisse y rien lire a
travers, ne seront point ouvertes avant ce temps—la, et le secrétaire en
tiendra un registre exact.’ Taken, again, from the announcement of the 1750
Dijon competition which appeared in the October 1749 Mercure de France
cited in Bouchard, L’Académie de Dijon, p. 46.
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construed as threatening the sanctity or authority of Church or State.
Even under the long and liberal administration of Malesherbes, who allowed
advanced opinions on political matters to circulate if they were of no
obvious threat to the government, the royal academies continued to pose
questions devoid of political content.

Although reforming ministers like Bertin and Turgot encouraged the
creation of yet more learned societies, particularly agricultural
societies, and applauded the increasingly social utilitarian focus of the
topics being considered by these societies in their private meetings and
by an informal pﬁblic invited by them to write on technical or agricultural
matters, these same ministers knew that there were limits =-- limits
reflecting both the fears of other government ministers and the political
danger of adverse public opinion -- to what could be discussed by the
public. So, for example, when on Turgot’s suggestion the Société
d’Agriculture in his intendancy of Limoges posed in 1766 a question °®sur
1’effet de 1’impdt indirect sur le revenu des propriétaires des biens
fonds’, the minister L’Averdy wrote to Bertin complaining: 'Je crois que
vous pensez comme moi que ce ne sont point 1la des matiéres dont les
Sociétés d'Agriculture doivent s'occuper [...] et qu’il serait méme
dangereux qu’elles s’en occupassent’. Worse still, L’Averdy insisted, 'il
doit paraitre encore plus ext?aordinaire qu’elles proposent ces questions
a traiter au public’. Bertin, who was the author and defender of the
agricultural societies feared that suppression of the competition would
cause the government adverse publicity; but, to appease L’Averdy and to
remind the Limoges society just what were the limits of its usefulness and
so the limits of its liberty, Bertin wrote to the agricultural society,
requiring it to send him the one essay it had thus far received for its

competition. And although Bertin eventually returned the essay to them,
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he counselled society members to keep secret ’un mémoire dont 1l’objet
concerne uniquement le ministére et qui contient d’ailleurs des
déclamations déplacées sur 1l’administration des finances’.®’

The strict guidelines under which the agricultural and academic
societies were allowed to function in the reigns of Louis XV and Louis XVI
were merely an extension of the political philosophy operative a century
earlier when Louis XIII and Louis XIV created the first royal academies to
control discussion of potentially dangerous subjects and to channel the
research and intellectual resources of an enlightened eli;e into Crown
service. The passage of time had done nothing to alter the circumstances
under which the Crown viewed its men of letters: their service was limited
to the exigencies of that delicate balancing and counter-balancing of
vested and public interests under which the Crown itself was forced to
operate.® Their recognition of the limited nature of their privileged

existence as the king’s men was as essential under Louis XV and his

successor as it had been under Louis XIII and Louis XIV. ’Sans cela’,
65 Archives Nationales H 1503 quoted by André Bourde, Agronomie et

agronomes en France au XVIII® siécle, 3 vols (Paris, S.E.V.P.E.N., 1967),

III, 1196-97. Emphasis added. As he was at pains to explain to L’Averdy
in a letter which he wrote to him the same day (20 April 1766) he wrote to
the Limoges society, Bertin was convinced that precipitous action by the
government forbidding the Limoges society to hold a competition which it
had already announced posed a greater threat than simply allowing it to
continue but unremarked: *plusieurs personnes l’ont déja oublié parce
qu’il est un peu métaphysique et ce serait éveiller 1’attention de ceux qui
1’ont mieux apergu si on le proscrivait aujourd’hui’. He then went on to
defend the agricultural societies as useful bodies.

56 Even a minister as liberal as Malesherbes, who was head of
government censorship between 1750 and 1763 and whose personal conviction
would seem to have favoured greater tolerance in the publication of matters
related to government policy, was forced to recognize that ’en France [...]
ou l’autorité supérieure réside dans le monarque, il serait dangereux de
laisser paraitre des ouvrages ol son autorité serait discutée et ou
certaines opérations seraient décries, dans le cas ou le décri de ces
operations pourrait en empécher 1’effet’. Quoted by Pierre Grosclaude in

his Malesherbes: Témoin et interpréte de son temps (Paris, Fischbacher,
[1961]), p. 185.
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Bertin wrote to the Agricultural Society of Auch in 1774, when it had

overstepped the bounds in criticizing the governments arréts on the grain
trade,

les membres de ces sortes de société s’établiraient eux—mémes sans y

penser, comme un corps qui prendrait parti ou pour un intéret ou pour

un autre [...] au lieu qu’elles doivent &tre [...] un corps en un mot

en qui le gouvernement puisse reposer sa confiance et dont les avis
a4 ce titre ne peuvent jamais cause inconvénient. &’

Never were they to presume to speak, as the Auch Agricultural Society had,
’au nom du peuple et du général de la province’, but instead and always
voluntarily to limit themselves ’aux démarches d’un zéle et de pure

68 Clearly even

confiance [...] pour le succés des représentations’.
though the government was lifting some of the controls it had previously
imposed on censorship, public discussion of ‘’inconvenient® truths --
especially those related to the administration of taxes and the economy —-
was not within the brief of the Crown’s academies and agricultural
societies.

The public, of course, was unaware of the restraints being imposed by
ministers on bodies like the agricultural societies and the academies. So,
too, were those forming the local literary societies which proliferated in

? Those attending these unofficial bodies

the provinces from mid—century.6
were outsiders to the official academies and therefore unlikely to

understand that the granting of privileged status as a royal academy was

67 Archives Nationales H 1508, Bertin to the Société d’agriculture of
Auch in 1774, when it criticized the arréts du conseil of 23 October 1770
and 29 October 1773 on the grain trade. Quoted in Bourde, Agronomie et
agronomes, III, 1198. My emphasis.

68 1pid.

89  Citing Mornet, William Doyle estimates that there were roughly
forty to fifty private literary societies in the period from mid-century

to the Revolution. See Doyle, Qrigins of the French Revolution, student

edition (Oxford University Press, 1982), p. 79.
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not a signal from the Crown authorizing members to submit their views to
government ministers as befitting those recognized for their intellectual,
cultural and practical scientific merit.

As we shall see, the Chilons Société littéraire shared public naiveté
about these matters. Ignorant of the restrictions imposed by officers of
the central government upon the public discussion of reform topics and of
concern in the ministry that the government should not be seen to be
controlling its learned bodies, the provincials who began meeting as a
local literary society in Chdlons in the 1750s brought to their efforts to
be recognized as a royal academy all their optimistic aspirations to be
local advisers to their Intendant and through him to the government
ministers. This same naive optimism continued to inform all their
activities even after they had gained the letters—patent which recognized
their corporate existence as France’s latest royal Académie des sciences,
arts et belles lettres. As we shall see, the political innocence of the
fledgling Chédlons academicians and their contest public about the limits
the government placed upon public discussion of reform initiatives being
essayed by Crown ministers was to play a significant role both initially
in the success of the Academy’s early contesté and 1ater in the
government’s subsequent decision to withdraw the Academy’s privilege to
choose its contest topics, award its prizes or publish the essays the
public submitted to it. Despite the formidable success of its public
competitions prior to government intervention, the ultimate failure of this
academy to attract significant numbers to its competitions in the years
following censorship of its questions was thus, ironically, the direct
result of its early success in posing for public competition questions
which were so close to the hearts and minds of the public outside the

controlled forum of academic discourse that they constituted a serious
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threat to vested interests and therefore to the very survival of the
reforming ministers whose initiatives the Chdlons academicians had hoped
their contests would support. But the Chdlons Academy’s relationship with
its competing public was exceptional.

The archives of the Chdlons Academy provide the historian with full,
of laborious, entry into the social, cultural and political world of its
contests and their public. Because this Academy explicitly committed
itself to pursue what was useful to society at large and to use its
contests to gather information and views related to the reforms to poor
relief, taxation, administration, justice and education curfently being
discussed in the highest government circles and essayed experimentally in
the country, it not only attracted an exceptionally large response to its
contests from the literate public, it also proved a careful steward of the
essays submitted to it by that public, especially of those essays submitted
for its earliest public competitions during the first years of Louis XVI’'s
reign. Unlike other academies, the Chdlons society posed for public
discussion questions which were explicitly political: it announced a
contest question on the plight of the beggar in the period when Turgot had
just closed mosf of L'Averdy’s dépdts de mendicité and then seen this
poligy reversed when he fell from office; it asked the public for its views
on the reform of the corvée when first Turgot and then Necker were trying
to introduce reforms in the assessment and administration of that duty; it
announced a competition on the introduction of provincial assemblies in a
statement that made explicit reference to Necker’s new provincial assembly
in Berry. The nature and topicality of these questions were sufficient to
ensure broad public interest in the essay competitions of the fledgling
Chdlons Academy. And yet, the Academy also insisted in print that, in

judging its contest essays, it would give useful ideas or information
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precedence over language or style. Moreover, the Academy publicly
committed itself to extract something -- ’quelque vue utile’ -- from
virtually all the essays submitted to it by the public and to produce
published résumés of its contest essays. It thus encouraged men and women
who might not otherwise have competed in an academic contest to venture to
express their views before this unusual royal body. As confident as their
competitors that the Crown was eager to have the advice and support of an
enlightened public, the Academy’s officers and commissioners carefully
ordered the manuscripts submitted for their judgement. Conscious of the
responsibility they bore to their authors, to their fellow academicians and
to the government and government officials who would be the first readers
of their publications, the editors of the Academy’s résumés were careful
custodians of the texts submitted to them and have left an exceptional
record of the social and political vision of an eighteenth century academy
and its competition public.

Prominent in the archives of the Chidlons Academy are the essays from
its first contest, posed in 1776 for 1777, on the plight of the beggar.
This competition provoked a public response more than eighteen times the
naﬁional average for an eighteenth-century academic competition.70

Complete or partial essays survive for nearly all the memoirs submitted for

0 This figure is based on Daniel Roche’s figures for the average
number of contest essays submitted from the public for nineteen provincial
academies, which he divides into two groups: those receiving on average
between 13 and 16 submissions per competition and those receiving between
5 and 10. The 126 essays the Chdlons Academy received. for its first
competition -- 118 of them received in time to compete —— made its first
contest easily the most popular public essay competition for the whole
century. Only the question posed by the Academy of Lyon in 1785 on the
fashionable subject of hot air balloons (99 entries) came any where near
the record number submitted to the Chidlons Academy for its first
competition. Le Siécle des lumiéres, I, 329-335. On the Lyon competition
see Roger Chartier °'L’Académie de Lyon au XVIII siécle: Etude de
sociologie culturelle’ in Nouvelles études lyonnaises (Geneva - Paris,

Droz, 1969), p. 194 and Taillefer, Une_ académie interpreéte des lumiéres,
p. 1l62.
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this contest, as for the majority submitted for the Academy’s complimentary
question, posed for 1782 and 1783, on the plight of France’s labouring
poor.71 And, although the great advantage of these two contests is that
the subjects are complementary and the competition essays so nearly
complete, since the Chidlons academicians were such faithful stewards of
all the manuscripts submitted to it by the public, even the absence of
memoirs from the archives of this Academy can be revealing. When the
Academy’s correspondence reveals that there were a not insignificant number
of competitors for a contest, the absence of essays serves as silent
testimony to the hand of ministerial censors. The absence of memoirs on
reform of provincial administration, on the recompense due the falsely
accused, on reforms to judicial procedure and practice and on popular
education from the Academy’s dossiers provides evidence not of this
academy’s failure to attract a public but rather clear proof that the
Chdlons Academy had succeeding in tapping a rich source of public concern:
as we shall see, essays missing from its files were removed as a direct
result of government censorship, either confiscated by ministers or
withdrawn by wary authors. As we shall see, once the Academy lost the
privilege of freely choosing its contest questions and publishing the
resulting essays from the public, the number of essay competitors declined
sharply. But examination of the essays written for these competitions
reveals that these essays too rehearse the social and economic anxieties
and the appeal to the Crown to initiafe significant reforms which had been

the common theme of the Academy's earlier contest essays. The chapter

1 For the 1776-1777 competition on the begging poor, 113 complete or
partial memoirs have survived with an additional 7 summaries by the Academy
of the memoirs that are missing. The complimentary contest question for
1782-1783 on the plight of the labouring poor generated 46 essays, 32 of
which are extant, and which like those for the first contest were submitted
by Frenchmen from many sectors of the literate population.
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which follows will attempt to explain the social, economic, the political
and cultural factors which lay behind the private and the public activities
of the Chilons Academy and which together formed the basis of the political
naiveté and the optimism which prompted the members of this minor
provincial academy to enlist the help of a wider public in its own work for

the Crown in support of reform.
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II
A LOCAL PERSPECTIVE ON NATIONAL REFORM:

THE LITERARY SOCIETY AND ACADEMY OF CHALONS-SUR~MARNE

Within two months of his magnificent coronation in nearby Reims, Louis XVI
signed the letters patent which transformed what had been only a local
literary society into his latest royal academy, the Académie des Sciences,
Arts et Belles Lettres of Chdlons-sur-Marne, investing it with powers and
privileges which promised its members a new and public role in French
national life. Before the next year was out -- and within months of their
letters—-patent having been registered by the Paris Parlement —— the Chidlons
academicians made their earliest announcements of the first of a series of
social utilitarian public essay competition questions aimed specifically
at eliciting the views of those normally excluded from the academic
universe of discourse, men whom the Academy in its first published résumé
called ’une multitude d’hommes qui valent mieux qu’elle [the academy
itself]’.! Announcing contest questions which addressed problems about
which virtually any French man or woman would have had some sort of
opinion, the Academy made it known that it would consider any essay
submitted to it as long as it contained information or views which might
contribute to the resolution of whatever social or economic problem, abuse,

injustice or reform issue was the focus of its contest that year.

! Malvaux, Les Movens de détruire la mendicité en France, edition of

1780, p. 504. The first printed announcement that I have found of the
Academy’s announcement of its contest questions for 1777 and 1778 -- on
the begging poor and on reforms in the assessment and administration of the

corvée —- is in the Journal de Champagne for 5 August 1776.
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Unlike other academies, whose primary concern as cultural guardians
of the nation was that writings they considered should be ’dignes [...] par
le sujet, [...] par la maniére dont il pouvait é&tre traité’ or ’'par le
style de l’auteur’,2 the Chédlons Academy in all its public statements set
forth utility to the people as the touchstone by which it intended to
measure its own activities and those of the submissions it hoped to receive
from the larger public. In his introduction to the first book published
by the Academy its first director, the abbé Malvaux, contrasted the
concerns of the Chidlons Academy with those of other learned societies,
publicly professing the Chidlons society’s peculiar commitment to the task
of promoting the public good:

Rien ne manquerait au bonheur de 1’Académie si elle pouvait par ses
efforts contribuer au soulagement de[s] malheureux. 'Ucilice,
telle est la Devise qu’elle s’'est choisie. Assez d'autres sans elle
sgauront animer 1’'Eloquence, la Poésie; seront les Arbitres du bon
golt, & les Oracles du génie; assez d’autres iront découvrir la
vérité a travers la nuit des tems; étendront la sphere de nos
connoissances, reculeront les bornes de 1l'esprit humain. L'Académie
de Chaalons a juré sur 1’Autel du Bien public, de s’occuper
spécialement des objets qui peuvent rendre les hommes heureux; elle

sera fidéle a son serment.

In this task the Chdlons academicians expressly sought the help of
informed members of the general public whom they hoped would submit essays
that would suggest practical reforms which were born of their own knowledge
or experience of the social, economic, fiscal or administrative factors
contributing to the hardships suffered by ordinary Frenchmen. Contest
announcements made it clear that in judging competitors’ essays social
utility would outweigh all other considerations. Indeed, both in public

and in private the Chédlons academicians expressly committed themselves to

2 This statement by the academicians of Bordeaux in 1762 is quoted by

Barriére in L'Académie de Bordeaux, p. 39.

3 Malvaux, Les Movens de détruire la mendicité, viii. This was a
theme the Academy reiterated in virtually all its public statements.
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ignore stylistic infelicities in order to pursue the practical insights
buried in the midst of even the most badly written competition essay.
Referring gratefully to the more than one hundred competitors who submitted
essays for the Academy’s first contest, Malvaux in the introduction to his
published résumé informed his readers that

parmi ces différens Mémoires, il n’en est presque point qui ne
renferment quelque vue utile. Nous avons tdché de nous bien pénétrer
de 1l’esprit de chacun en particulier, d’en former un systéme dont
toutes les parties fussent liées, & dont 1’exécution ft possible &
méme facile.*
In its private comments about the essays it received the Chidlons Academy
was no less generous, no less receptive to the useful ideas it was sent by
authors whose literary sophistication or social or educational background
was often somewhat less than academic. Reporting to his colleagues about
one of the competition essays submitted for a contest in 1786, an academic
judge recommended the memoir for serious consideration despite its style
because of the practical wisdom it contained, the fruit of the author’s
many years of experience as a master carpenter for the royal navy.

Ce mémoire, composé par un maitre charpentier employé depuis long
tems dans les chantiers de la marine royalle, ne doit pas étre
considéré pour le stile qui est tel que 1l’on peut attendre d’'un sujet
qui n’a regu qu’une éducation trés bornée: mais a raison de la
longue experience de l'auteur. Il contient des vues utiles [...].5

The Chédlons Academy judged the essays it received not with an ear as to

whether the voice of its author were cultured or not but rather to assess

4 Ibid.

5 AD Marne I J 53. The comment appears in the Academy’s report on the
third essay it received for its competition ’Sur les moyens de prévenir en
France et particuliérement dans la province la disette des bois, tant de
charpente civile, militaire et navale que pour le charronage, chauffage et
autres’. The essay, which was sent from Le Havre, was signed ’'Fabien’ and
the author indicated that he was offering the Academy ideas which were the
fruit of 'l’experience d’un travail long et assidu’ since for thirty years
he had been responsible for receiving wood for the naval dockyards of Brest
and Le Havre and had worked under many officers in assessing the quality
of wood.
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the practicality of the ideas it conveyed.6 Indeed, the Academy regarded
the message coming from the people through these contests to their ’jeune
Roi’ —— ’le projet que nous osons mettre sous les yeux du Gouvernement’ —-—
so important, so urgent and so different from what Louis XVI might be
hearing from any other source that it judged that the form of expression
was of much less importance than the message their essays contained.’

In the view of the Chilons academicians exclusivity and enlightenment
represented a contradiction in terms, a denial of their publicly expressed
bglief that ’c’est du choc des idées [...] qui nait souvent la plus grande

8 And since as local notables, members of the literary society,

lumiére’.
and now academicians they had been and would continue to be preoccupied
with finding some way of alleviating or at least addressing many of the
problems caused or suffered by the poor of their own town and region, the

new academicians decided to use their annual essay competitions to focus

the attention of a wider public specifically on problems like those they

6 This is not to say, however, that the Chdlons Academy was totally

tone-deaf. Some of the offerings being made by its competitors were
clearly too much for it. For example, the Academy’s comment on the essay
by the Montmedier curé Urban: Le mémoire No. 11 n’offre rien

d’intéressant par rapport a la question proposée. La maniére dont il est
écrit fait regretter le tems que l'on a employé & le lire; pourquoi on
estime qu’il ne mérite aucune attention.’ AD Marne I J 49 No. 11l. Or, its
criticism of an unidentified essayist from Belfort whose ambitions to rise
to rhetorical heights were hampered by his lack of the necessary equipment:
'déclamation presque continuelle et toujours déplacée. Stile peu soutenu
et rarement juste. Il veut prendre l’'essor et n’a point d’ailles’. AD
Marne I J 41 No. 94. In both these cases, however, the fundamental
criticism that the Academy is 1levelling at the essay is a lack of
substantive content and not merely stylistic failings.

7 The phrases are taken from the preface and the conclusion to the
résumé of the memoirs on begging.

8 This quotation is taken from the preface to the Academy’s résumé of
the essays that it received for its second public competition, which was
held in 1778 and 1779, but which it was not allowed to publish until 1787
when it appeared under the title Les Movens les moins onéreux a l'état et
au _peuple de construire et d'entretenir les grands chemins; tirés des
mémoires qui ont concouru pour le prix accordé en 1779 par 1'Académie de
Chaalons-sur—-Marne (Paris, Delalain 1’'Ainé, 1787), iv.
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were facing in Chdlons. Convinced that these problems were not unique to
Champagne, they encouraged competitors to offer instead of polished essays
personal accounts of conditions in their towns and village and detailed
plans of the reforms they would like to see introduced by a Crown
solicitous of popular happiness.

The Chilons academicians were themselves inexperienced in the fine art
of judging an academic essay. But by informing potential competitors that
the Chilons society intended to allow them 'une liberté entiére de soutenir
leurs systemes particuliers’, the new academicians put into practice their
conviction that it was through the ’'choc des idées’ that theif society
would be able to discover new ways of assessing and tackling these problems
which could then be passed on to the government. Although the essays they
received from the public might not conform to academic norms nor confirm
the roseate reports reaching the Crown from those writing about France from
privileged ease, their essays would have the advantage of being informed
by those often most directly involved in meeting these problems locally.
And inclusive assessment of all the views submitted to it would give the
Academy the widest possible basis for understanding both public moods and
social, economic and fiscal conditions in the country and so would enable
it, in drawing up the résumés of its contest essays, to supply Louis XVI
and his reforming ministers with a survey of information and opinion which
might be useful in their resolution of these problems. The task was, they
believed, an urgent one because if unresolved these problems could thwart
public happiness and ultimately threaten the well-being of all Frenchmen.

In a century of enlightenment the Chilons Académy seems the;efore to
have decided that its most useful contribution would be, in its words, to
‘multiplier les rayons’ by acting as a converging lens through which the

insights of Frenchmen from across the spectrum would pass on their way to
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the throne. Though focused and directed by the Academy and its questions,
the vision of society emerging from the essays would thus be that of a
literate public whose views were otherwise unavailable to those seeking to
guide the nation. This appears to be how the Chdlons academicians
understood their role as members of a royal society. Their optimism and
their understanding of the government's willingness to listen to informed
opinion seem to have been traits they also shared with those who competed
in their contests. The number and the content of the essays submitted for
their competitions demonstrate that the Academy’s confidence in the
willingness of other literate Frenchmen actively to contribute to the
momentum of public support for reform was not misplaced.

As other academies were discovering to their loss, the public outside
the academies was not 1interested in the 1literary or scientific
preoccupations of the cultural elite; the focus of those outside these
golden circles was for the most part on the everyday, local problems of
social and economic life and on the influence that France’s laws and
institutions and changes in these and in government policy were having or
might have on their lives. The Chédlons Academy vastly enlarged its
constituency by'electing to use its annual essay competitions to provoke
public consideration of some of the most vexing social, economic and
political problems of the day. The questions they posed enabled not only
an enlightened elite who understood the limitations of ’academic’ discourse
to write for their contests; they also encouraged literate Frenchmen who,
Mornet tells us, were motivated less by the 'diffusion des lumiéres’ than
by the ’'diffusion des inquiétudes’ to think and write about what was

happening to and around them early in the reign of Louis XvI.? The

9 Mornet, Les Origines intellectuelles de 1a Révolution francaise, p.
473,
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anxious optimism of the France that these men knew best would seem to have
been one that most academics would have preferred to avoid.

But if this is true, why did the Academy at Chdlons—-sur-Marne serve,
apparently willingly, as a forum for the discussion of topics in the main
unpopular with polite society and the government that reigned over it? If
it is true, as the evidence seems to suggest, that from the outset the
intention of this minor provincial academy was to provide a forum in which
thoughtful Frenchmen —— whatever their education or estate -- could offer
their views on some of France's gravest social and economic problems and,
through the good offices of the Academy’s publications, address the Crown
and others in authority with what they considered practical and useful
reform solutions, then it is reasonable to inquire why this particular
academy was so optimistic about reform and why it had such confidence in
the willingness of the government to listen to its views.

The answer to these questions is complicated and involves a unique and
fortuitous combination of factors which refuse to fit established patterns
of academic or official behaviour. In Chédlons-sur-Marne in the late
seventies and early eighties we discover a unique conjuncture of persons,
place and time which worked together to create extraordinary circumstances
and events which by all accoﬁnts should never have occurred at all under
the 01d Regime.' Indeed, the Academy at Chilons was only permitted a very
brief appearance on France’s national stage before first the Crown and then
the Revolution altergd the whole nature.of political discourse and the role
assigned the various bodies and individuals in that society. But the
Academy’s history predated its public contests by over a quarter of a
century and during this period as a literary society as much as in the
years it flourished as a royal academy we are able to glimpse in its

members, their activities and in their relationship to the public and to
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senior officials of the Crown an explanation for the reformist optimism
which distinguished the concerns of the Chdlons Academy and its conduct of
its public essay competitions from those of other academic bodies. The
history of Chidlons’s learned societies, as much as the essays they received
from the literate public, grant us precise and personal access to the
process whereby literate Frenchmen born under absolute monarchy gradually
came to believe that they were citizen subjects of an enlightened reforming
king.

To understand the radical optimism of the Chidlons academicians and why
as members of an official royal body they dared to use their annual prize
essay contests to pose controversial subjects for public discussion, we
must begin at the beginning with a brief history of the provincials who
initially began meeting together in what would become, first, the Société
littéraire of Chdlons-sur-Marne and then, eventually, its royal academy.
This established we will consider the social and economic context of
poverty in Champagne in order to discover an explanation as to why the
members of this privileged body seem to have felt themselves almost
compelled to focus their attention specifically on the problems, the plight
and the‘prospects of ordinary men and women. These considerations will in
turn lead us to examine the relationship that the members of this learned
society enjoyed with the reforming intendant of Champagne and through him
with the movement for reform and the enlightened government officials
guiding it. Only then can we begin to understand how the Chdlons Academy
briefly became a national and even an international forum for the views of
a France well outside privileged bodies like the academies, and why, too,
the academicians in Chdlons seem to have identified their interests and the
fate of the rest of the nation with the plight of France’s indigent and

labouring people.
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. THE ENLIGHTENED NOTABLES OF CHALONS'S LEARNED SOCIETIES

The circle of savants who founded Chidlons's first permanent literary
society initially met for learned discussions in 1750. Like the assemblies
of what in the seventeenth century had become the Académie Frangaise, the
meetings of what would become the royal academy at Chdlons-sur-Marne began
with modest but regular gatherings in a private home, the residence of a

former Parisian called Dupré d'Aulnay, who had settled in Chilons while

serving the Crown as commissaire des guerres et directeur général de
1'administration des vivres. Dupré d'Aulnay’s responsibilities as a Crown
administrator had involved him not only in the practical problems related
to the provision of supplies and lodging for royal troops in the province
but also in the surveillance (policing) of their activities and the effect
their presence had on the civilian population. These responsibilities had
given him both broad and detailed knowledge of the province and town and
of its resources and citizenry and brought him into contact with the
handful of like-minded Ché&lonnais whom he first invited to his home to
pursue with him a fascination with science and with using systematically-
compiled information to solve practical human problems.

Dupré d’'Aulnay was the perfect model of an eighteenth-century

-

government bureaucrat; his principal published work, a Trait es
subsistances militaires (1744), was a highly-prized manual for
administrators in his field based on his thirty years experience supplying
Crown troops; his other writings also demonstrated their author’s
earnestness in the pursuit of the Crown’s mission for savants of using
technical and scientific knowledge for social utilitarian and
administrative ends. The yeaf before the first meetings of what would
become the Chidlons literary society he had, for example, published a

treatise on the best way to conduct blood transfusions and he had already
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published a study of the ’causes physiques de 1’électricité’.l® These
interests he shared with another Chidlonnais, the doctor Pierre Navier, who
was among the five men Dupré d'Aulnay first invited to the gatherings which
soon became a foéus for localvsavants in a town devoid of any academic
tradition. Two other government officials, Pierre Fradet and Nicolas
Culoteau, were also early habitués of these meetings. Fradet was a trained

lawyer and correspondent of the Société de 1’agronomie et 1'industrie who

brought to the assemblies his particular interest in both local history and
the introduction of the latest agricultural techniques into the province;
he also provided an important connection to provincial administration
through his work as secretary to the Intendant of Champagne, Barberie de
Saint-Contest, who early took more than a passing interest in the society.
Nicolas Culoteau was avocat du roi in the presidial court of Chdlons; like
Navier this Crown lawyer had won recognition from a Paris academy for work
directly related to his professional activities and, 1like the abbé
Beschefer, the fourth member of the new society and a canon at the
cathedral, he was interested in the history of the region and the
development (and decline) of its agriculture and commerce. The sixth
Chdlonnais to attend these gatherings was the Chevalier de la Touche, a
painter and engraver of some reputation who had worked on the decoration
of public buildings both in Reims and Chédlons. He, 1like the abbé

Beschefer, was from an old noble family in the region.

10 on Dupré d'Aulnay see AD Marne I J 195 and Menu, La Société
licttéraire, pp. 9 and 74 as well as Michaud, Biographie universelle
ancienne et moderne (Paris, Michaud Fréres, 1811-1862), XII, 49 [henceforth
abbreviated Michaud] and Didot, Nouvelle biographie générale (Paris, Firmon
Didot Freres, 1852-1866), XV, 364-65 [henceforth abbreviated Didot]. For
a recent review of the relationship between science and state
administrators in pre-revolutionary France see Keith Baker's ’'Science and
Politics at the End of the 0ld Regime’, chapter 7 of his Inventing the
French Revolution (Cambridge University Press, 1990), 152-66.




72

Three of the group’s six original members thus had professional links

with the Crown's national or regional administration; and the other three;
the doctor, the canon and the engraver, had links to Chdlons’s municipal
authorities: Beschefer was an active member of the administrative boards
of the town’s hospital and collége; La Touche undertook artistic
commissions for the cathedral and the municipal council; and Navier served
in an advisory capacity to the council on matters of public health. This
pattern in membership was to prevail throughout the society’s history for,
unlike earlier academic societies, many of which were dominated by an
aristocracy of prelates and 1eisured seigneurs or by senior magistrates in
the provincial parlements, the Chialons society was founded and flourished
with a membership composed essentially of ecclesiastical and government
administrators and officials and those in the professions with links to

local government.11

11 on Culoteau see AD Marne I J 207 and Menu, 'La Société littéraire’,
p. 10; on Fradet AD Marne I J 8 and 195 and Menu, pp. 10, 19 and 21; on
Beschefer AD Marne I J 195 and 208 and Bibliothéque municipale de Reims MS
1551; on La Touche AD Marne I J 201 and 209 and Maurice Poinsignon,
Histoire générale de la Champagne et de la Brie, 2°" ed. 3 vols (Chalons-
sur-Marne, Martin Fréres, 1898), III, 476; on Navier AD Marne I J 195 and
208, Pierre Larousse, Grand Dictionnaire universel du XIX® siécle, 16 vols
(Paris, Administration du Grand Dictionnaire universel, 1866- 1878), XI,
876 [henceforth abbreviated Larousse] and Didot, XXXVI, 545-46.

Three of the original six men in the Chdlons society had university
degrees and four of them had or would see their work in print; but it was
the doctor, Navier, who was the most intellectually eminent and who would
first bring the Chdlons society to the attention of the Paris academic
community. Only thirty-eight when he first began attending these
gatherings, Navier was already a highly respected local doctor known for
his dedication to patients rich and poor both in Chédlons itself and in the
surrounding countryside. To this work and to the papers he presented to
his fellow savants in Chdlons’s learned society Navier brought the fruit
of his considerable analytical abilities, producing studies on local and
regional epidemics which he read to his fellow savants in Chdlons before
submitting them for consideration by the Paris Academy of Sciences. He was
also a dedicated clinical scientist who would make several important
chemical discoveries, including the discovery of nitric acid and a whole
range of antidotes for poisons. Although his social background was perhaps
the most modest of the society’s earliest members -- he was, according to
a contemporary, ’issu d’une famille peu aisée’ -- Navier was not only a
prominent member of the Chdlons society but throughout his life an active
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Bound together by a shared enthusiasm for the latest scientific
techniques and practices and by 1lives rooted in the activities they
exercised in and for public authorities in Chdlons and its hinterland, the
doctor, the cleric, the artist engraver and the three Crown officials also
shared a common commitment to work for the public good which enabled them
to transcend the obvious social and economic differences separating them
and to make of their weekly gatherings a genuine manifestation of the
Republic of Letters. The diversity of their professional experience and
the contact this had given them to a cros;—section of the population seem
to have been centrél to their discussions and activities and to the desire
they shared to wuse their working knowledge of social and economic
conditions in Chdlons and its environs and their interest in the latest
agricultural or technical innovations to contribute to the social welfare
and economic prospects of those who lived there. And although the pattern
of membership in the society would gradually evolve over the next forty
years towards one in which members of the Third Estate -- particularly
those involved in public administration -- represented a significant
majority, the focus on practical, social utilitarian inquiries which marked

these earliest meetings of the Chilons society would be constant.

correspondent of the Academy of Sciences in Paris, which would include many
of his research papers among its official publications; his work also
appeared in the Gazette de Médecine. For the next quarter century Navier
would work to use his science and his place in the Chilons learned society
to promote public health and improve the lot of the people of his town and
region. At the same time his research brought the work of the Chédlons
society to the attention of prominent members of the national and
international scientific community who would subsequently represent the
Academy’s interests in Paris as a direct consequence of their admiration
for this Chidlons doctor. Just before his death in 1779 Navier was awarded
a pension by Louis XVI in recognition of his medical and scientific
contribution. The ’ﬁloge’ for Navier which appeared in the Recueil de la
Société rovale de médecine for that year was by that society’s founder Vicq
d’Azyr, who remained a faithful correspondent and supporter of the Chdlons
society.
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By 1752 the private meetings of the six had begun to arouse interest
among other Chidlonnais, primarily among those involved in regional or local
administration for the Crown or municipality and among the town’'s doctors,
lawyers and teachers in the colléges. And so, fully cognizant ’que toute
association ou assemblée ne peut subsister qu’autant qu’'elle est autorisée
par le gouvernement’, the original group of savants used the good offices
of Dupré d’Aulnay and Fradet to approach the provincial Intendant, Barberie
de Saint-Contest, and the military governor of Champagne, the Comte de
Clermont, with a request for official sanction for meetings to which they

12 with their support Dupré

hoped to invite other interested parties.
d’Aulnay then petitioned the minister of state Saint-Florentin for formal
approval from the Crown for their assemblies and in early 1753 the society
received word that the minister was willing to give his authorization for
their activities. He also offered the Chdlonnais hope that ’lorsque cette
société aurait produit le fruit d’une utilité constante, pendant quelques
années, peut-étre sa Majesté 1lui accorderait des lettres patentes de
confirmation [as a royal academy]’.”

The men from Chédlons lost no time. Within a month the now official
Chilons Société littéraire began inviting new ’'associés’ to attend meetings
and within six they had drawn up rules that guaranteed those who spoke in
their assemblies an entire liberty in the subjects they discussed and

confidentiality for all views they expressed. Although still meeting in

the home of Dupré d’Aulnay, the orignal members now welcomed a whole

12 The phrase is taken from the Academy’s official account of its
prehistory which chronicles the earliest meetings of the society and its
dealings with the government. Drawn up by the Academy’s first officers as
part of the request they prepared for Crown ministers in 1777 to justify
the Academy’s request for an annual government subsidy to underwrite its
activities as a royal body, this history is transcribed in AD Marne C 1768.

I3 Letter dated 29 January 1753 transcribed in Ibid.
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succession of new adherents to their gatherings and, almost inevitably in
a town whose main business was government, officials directly involved in
public administration made up a significant proportion of these new
members. The original six were joined by two conseillers from Chdlons’'s

presidial and bailliage court, by a président trésorier from the bureau des

finances, by the president of the élection (the administrative and judicial

court responsible for assessing and collecting the taille and other direct

taxes), by a receveur for the bureau général du tabac, and by two engineers

in the provincial Ponts_ et chaussées. Joining them from the professions

were another doctor and two more lawyers, one of whom, as effier—
secrétaire to the Chidlons city council, would prove a useful connection for
the society to municipal government. The only other new member was a

parish priest who was passionately interested in the history of the Chalons
region. Although he would for the rest of his life remain in the area
serving as a simple parish priest to a village community just outside
Chdlons and popularizing Champagne’s history, along with accounts of the
society’s activities, in local almanacs, in the literary society he sat
alongside seigneurs and senior magistrates who, perhaps not surprisingly
for a society whose concerﬁs énd activities were so rooted in Chalons and
its hinterland, elected him, a country vicar committed to his parish and
its people, the first secretary of their society.14

By 1755 numbers had grown so large that the society’s meetings could
no longer be accommodated by Dupré d’Aulnay and so late that year the
society again petitioned Saint-Florentin, requesting that members be
allowed to move their weekly meetings to Chdlons's Hotel de ville. They

also asked for permission to organize annual or even semi-annual public

14 gSee ’'Notes sur 1’abbé Suicer’ in Juste Berland, Table générale

alphabétique des travaux de 1’ancienne académie de Chdlons (Chdlons-sur-
Marne, C. O’'Toole, 1904), p. 463.
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meetings that would enable the society to ’'manifester son existence et

13 Accustomed

[...] faire connolitre que ses members occupent utilement’.
to playing an active role within the various administrative or professional
bodies of which they were members, these savants wanted to gain access to
a larger public and were committed to putting the results of their
scientific and technical inquiries and the knowledge that came from their
own practical and professional experience in their town and province to the
general good and public use. This they would do by propagating information
and practices designed to increase agricultural productivity, promote
manufacturing and encourage eXxperiments with new crops, breeds or
industrial techniques -- all goals which received the full endorsement of
provincial authorities. Early in 1756 Saint-Florentin granted the society
this new favour and members moved their meetings to the town hall where
henceforth a now official roster of members was allowed to gather late each
Wednesday afternoon to pursue their learned discussions.

Within the next few years the literary society welcomed yet more
adherents, broadening its resident membership to include more men from all
three estates. From the nobility were added two seigneurs, one of whom was
a member of the new Société d’Agriculture which Bertin had recently founded
in Paris and a prominept agronomist who worked closely with Champagne’s new
Intendant, Rouillé d’Orfeuil, in the propagation of new agricultural

techniques and initiatives; also from the nobility was another senior

magistrate in the Chdlons bureau des finances who was soon to be named

lieutenant du roi et de la ville, an office which gave him important

responsibilicties in the policing of food supplies, the maintenance of

public order and the supervision of local artisans and apprentices, and

15 AD Marne C 1768 - Extrait des registres de délibérations de
1’Académie [...] du mai 1777.
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which encapsulated many of the social and economic concerns of those
sitting with him in the Chidlons learned society. New members from the
Third Estate included another, but much lower ranking, member of the
municipal council, who would serve for the next thirty years as an
administrator and almoner in Chdlons’s hospital and hospices where he would
have encountered another new member, the Chilons society’s third local
doctor. New members from the First Estate included another parish priest
and, much more significantly, the abbé Malvaux, a Champenois who was vicar-
general to Chdlons’s bishop. Despite his rank and title Malvaux, like the
parish priest, had been born into humble circumstance and these origins
seem to have coloured his attitudes and activities throughout a long and
successful career in the upper reaches of ecclesiastical administration and
as an indefatigable member first of the literary and then the academic
society in Chélons. From the time he was asked to join the literary
society, soon after his appointment as vicar-general, Malvaux formed an
easy if unusual working partnership with another new member, the teacher
Frangois Sabbathier who had recently joined the staff of one of Chalons’s
two colléges.!®

Twenty-six men in all sat as resident members of the Chdlons literary
society over the course of the quarter century in which it functioned as
a recognized body striving to gain the more influential status of a royal

academy. Many of these same men would still be members of the society when

16 The list of resident members of the literary society has been
compiled from six sources: a roster of members drawn up by the society’s
first secretary, the abbé Suicer, in 1756 and published in the almanac
Tablettes topographiques, physiques et historiques du diocése de Chilons—
sur—Marne (Chdlons, 1758); a hand-written list, apparently taken from La
France littéraire and appended by the society’s first historian, Henri
Menu, to a copy of his history of the Academy; and from three volumes of
La France littéraire, for the years 1758, 1759 and 1769. These names were
then compared and supplemented by those appearing in the academicians’
account of the society’s activities and found in AD Marne I J 195.
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it became an academy and a central core would remain active members
throughout most of Louis XVI’s reign as well. But none were more crucial
to the success of the two bodies nor more central in shaping the
orientation and drive of their activities than the unlikely pair the abbé
Malvaux and Frangois Sabbathier, one a cleric who, despite his humble
origins in the province and in the Third Estate, would eventually rise to
become Vicar—-General to the Archbhishop of Paris, and the other a teacher
who, despite early international success in the academic world, had both
feet firmly planted in the region and the Third Estate,. Malvaux’s
background and contribution will be considered in greater detail when we
survey the place of ecclesiastics in Chdlons’s academic society and his
work on the essays the Academy received on the begging poor; but it is
perhaps useful here to consider the emergence of the extraordinary
Sabbathier onto the municipal and academic scene in Chidlons.

Frangois Sabbathier was a most improbably figure to become, as he did
in the 1770s, permanent secretary of a learned society, if such societies
are regarded as genteel cultural centres where a fierce entrepreneurial
spirit was still stranger. Like several others who would become his
colleaéues in the Chdlons society, Sabbathier’s parents were of modest
means. He nevertheless received an excellent education from the Oratorians
and first made his living by taking private pupils until, in 1762, he
secured a post as ’'professeur au 3°™’ at the collége in Chdlons. He was
to remain in this post for the next sixteen years, but just as he embarked
on his first year of Ceaching in the school, the ambitious and confident
Sabbathier was also completing an ’'Essai historique et critique sur
l’origine et la puissance temporelle des papes’, which in 1763 won a prize
from the Academy of Berlin and brought the young schoolmaster to the

attention of the kings of Prussia and Sweden, both of whom wrote him
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letters of praise for his essay, and of the duc de Choiseul, who henceforth
took particular interest in the essayist and in the activities of the
Chdlons learned society. Sabbathier’s essay for the Berlin Academy was
published in 1764 and shortly thereafter the members of the Chidlons society
asked the teacher to join them in their meetings.

For the next few years the enterprising Sabbathier devoted himself to
his teaching, to the literary society, and to making money. He composed
or compiled a whole series of reference works and textbooks for the schools
market: the largest and longest-running a money-spinner of thirty-seven
volumes called Dictionnaire pour 1l’intelligence des auteurs classi
grecs et latins, which he published from Chidlons over the next half-éentury

(1766-1815), a Manuel des enfants ou Maximes pour servir & 1l’'education de

la jeunesse (1769), a Recuei des dissertations sur divers sujets de

1'’histoire de France (1770) and the two-volume Exercices du corps chez les

anciens pour servir de 1'education a la jeunesse (1772). Sabbathier’s

books sold well and by 1773 he had amassed enough money and contacts to be
able to set up a riverside paper factory in a hamlet outside Chalons. 1In
preparation for this venture, he persuaded a pair of brothers in the region
to teach him the mechanics of paper manufacture and then exploited the
contacts he had made through the literary society with the provincial
intendant, Rouillé d’Orfeuil, to obtain a monopoly for 'la fourniture du
papier employé dans les bureaux de la régie des aides' up to the value of
5,000 livres per year. It looked as if Sabbathier’s fortune was made and
for some years his business thrived, but the paper factory fell on hard
times when the brothers who had taught him the trade sued him before the
Intendant for breach of confidence. Given the Intendant’s sympathy for a
figure who was emerging as an ever more significant member of the learned

society whose activities the Intendant favoured, the brothers’ protest fell
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on deaf ears. Yet in the years that followed Sabbathier’s factory declined
and by the Revolution the academician had gone bankrupt.17

Much of Sabbathier’s entrepreneurial activity was carried on in tandem
with his teaching, his increasing responsibilities in the Chdlons learned
society, and his growing international reputation as a writer and
academician; he was by this time also a corresponding member of the
Academy in Berlin, of the Royal Society of Sciences and Letters of Gdteborg
in Sweden, and of the Académie - étrusque de Cortone. Sabbathier’s
initiative and intelligence placed him at the very heart of all the
activities of the Chdlons literary society as it would those of the
Academy. His dynamism, coupled with the determination and devotion of
Malvaux, were crucial to the public success of Chdlons’s learned society
and, equally importantly, they were crucial to the society’s relationship
with important figures both in and outside government. It was, for
example, Sabbathier who with the abbé Malvaux and Dr Navier first
approached the provincial intendant asking for funds for tﬁeir learned
society and it was they who, on the Intendant’'s advice, drew up the account
of the society's history and activities which they then presented to the
Controller General at Versailles in 1777 to obtain government funding for
the activities of the new crown academy. This was only the first of

several visits to court which Sabbathier and Malvaux would make as

17 As a teacher in Chdlons Sabbathier received a salary of 1,000
livres, but by 1785 he was paying 15 livres in capitation, which was
between 2% and 3 times more than any other Chidlons educator. Archives
municipales CC 77. In 1795 the Convention voted to give him a ’secours’
of 3,000 francs and he was made an ’associé’ of the Institut. See AD Marne
C 1768 and I J 2, I J 195 and I J 209 as well as Lhote, Biographie
chalonnaise avec documents inédits and Larousse, XIV, 8. I am grateful for
much of the detail on Sabbathier’s economic circumstances to the research
of Mme Danielle Nicoud, formerly of the departmental archives in Chédlons.
My account of the rise and fall of his paper factory at Ecury-sur-Coole is
drawn from Eugéne Creveaux's, Les Anciennes Papeteries de la Marne
(Grenoble, Le Papier, 1936), pp. 17-18. See, too, AD Marne C 464 - Requéte
des fréres Bession contre Sabbathier.
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representatives of the Academy, delegations which would involve audiences
not only with Necker and Vergennes but also with the Keeper of the Seals
Miromesnil. But these official -- and often frustrating —-— occasions were
merely one aspect of the work these men did for Chdlons’s learned society.
It was, for example, Sabbathier who maintained the official register of its
proceedings and decisions, a register which, once the society had become
an academy, the Crown could inspect without warning at any time; and it was
he, too, who took care of practical details like organizing the society’s
public meetings, even setting out the chairs, and, since he was the
society’s treasurer as well, making arrangements for its loans.

However, the most important contribution which Sabbathier would make
to the work and reputation of the society once it became an academy was his
diligence as 1its chief correspondent with all the other literary,
agricultural and academic societies as well as the private individuals who
wrote to solicit its views or advice or to submit scientific,
philosophical, philological or archeological works for its judgment (at
times in order to have Sabbathier’s own personal views on their content or
style) or, most significantly, to make inquiries or submit essays for the
Academy’s public essay competitions. Sabbathief also consistently traded
on his own academic contacts on the international scene to enhance the
Chdlons society’s reputation and influence and used carefully cultivated
links with powerful men like Bertin, d’Orfeuil and the duc de Choiseul to
obtain funding for prizes which the Academy’s own relative penury prevented
it from financing itself. His capacity for hard work, his faithfulness and
persistence in the onerous task of correspondence built for the Chédlons
society an important network of contacts and support at the same time that

it established an invaluable archive through which both the history of this
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academy and of the circulation of enlightened or reformist ideas can be
traced. !®

Sabbathier, 1ike the aﬁbé Malvaux, persistently pursued the
advancement of the Academy and was fearless before the most senior
government ministers, as well as being alternately flattering and forceful
before the more sympathetic Rouillé d’'Orfeuil when, for example, the
Intendant was late in authorizing the Academy’s annual subsidy. His
intelligence and drive made him an ideal complement to the dedicated and
hard-working humanitarianism of the faithful abbé Malvaux. The latter’s
social vision and devotion to the work of the Academy were remarkable,
prompting the powerful (including his own immediate superior in Chidlons who
would become the Archbishop of Paris) and the public seriously to consider
what could be done to relieve the suffering of the indigent, reduce
unnecessary burdens on ordinary working people, and improve their economic
and educational prospects. This work spanned his years in Chdlons and
continued after he had moved to Paris. Like Sabbathier in Chdlons, Malvaux
first there and then in Paris worked unceasingly to further the cause of
reform and the reputation of the Chdlons society both in its early days as
a literary society and later as a royal academy;

It should be stressed that Malvaux, Sabbathier and the twenty-four
other men who along with them played an active role as resident members of
the Chdlons Société littéraire during some or all of the quarter century
of its existence were drawn in the main not from the ranks of a leisured
upper clergy or nobility; unusually for those working towards academic
status, these twenty-six men were actively involved in the administration

of Crown business locally or in the region, in municipal government, in the

18 gabbathier’s account of Academy proceedings is contained in AD
Marne I J 195; his correspondence is scattered throughout the whole of the
Academy’s archive, but most especially I J 35 - 55 and 208 - 210.
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professions or as secular clergy with substantial responsibilities in the
diocese or local parishes. Of the ten members who came from the First and
Second Estates, only four were from the old nobility. Three of‘the four
clerics had their origins in the Third Estate and the three officers in the

bureau des finances had either been ennobled or were being ennobled in that

office. The other sixteen, or nearly two-thirds of the membership, were
from and would remain part of the Third Estate. But, whatever their place
in the social hierarchy, the majority of these twenty-six men were by
occupation involved in the government of public affairs in Chadlons, either
directly through senior or minor office in the Crown courts or tax offices
or indirectly as town councillors in a municipal government increasingly

19

dominated by Crown influence,'’ or as professionals serving, at least part

of the time, in some formal capacity on Crown business. 20

19 0on the use the Crown, through its Intendants, made of municipal
officials by its delegation to them of tasks like levying and collecting
taxes, billeting troops, and supervising royal corvées, see Nora Temple,
'Municipal Elections and Municipal Oligarchies in Eighteenth—-Century
France'’ in Bosher, ed., French Government and Socjiety, pp. 70-91.

On the particular make-up of the Chidlons council and the government-
led transition in Chdlons towards a council dominated by members of the
Third Estate (an edict of 1765 stipulated that only one of the fourteen
notables on the council could come from an ecclesiastical chapter, one from
the clergy, one from the nobility; the rest were to come from the Third
Estate) see Poinsignon, Histoire, III, 343-54. Nora Temple reports that
in Chdlons in this period the échevipage went to lesser office-holders,
lawyers and merchants, with seats allocated so that the first échevin was
to go to an avocat, the second to a procureur, the third to a bourgeois,
and the fourth to a merchant. Ibid., p. 79.

20 on the use Champagne’s Intendant Rouillé d’Orfeuil made of
Chidlons’'s doctors, engineers, curés and municipal officials to advise on
and supervise Crown-funded ateliers de charité and dépdts de mendicité in
the province see William J. Olejniczak, 'Power over the Body: The Ateliers
de Charité in Late Eighteenth-Century Champagne’, a paper presented to the
Thirty-Third Annual Conference of the Society for French Historical Studies
at the University of Michigan, 20 March 1987. From the early 1770s the
curés who were member of the society were being asked to draw up a list of
able-bodied poor to work on Chdlons’s two ateliers de charité, while
inspectors and engineers from the Ponts et chaussées surveyed potential
sites for road or canal work in order to provide the government with
estimates of the costs of equipment and labour. Local doctors like Charles
Maupoint, who became a member of the literary society in the 1760s, were
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This pattern of membership was to remain essentially the same when the
literary society became an academy. The consistency was due in part to the
fact that titular members in the Chidlons Academy, limited by the Crown’s
letters—-patent to twenty, were drawn in the first instance from those who
had belonged to the literary society; these new academicians ceased to be
members only when their professional activities called them away from the
province (as was the case, for example, with one of the royal engineers;
with Malvaux who moved to Paris to become Vicar General to Le Clerc de
Juigné, when he became Archbishop of Paris; and with one of the teachers
who was among the first new members of the Academy) or when they became too

1 But the continuity in the social and

old or infirm to attend meetings.2
professional origins of those member of the society was also due to the
social, economic, administrative and intellectual make-up of the town and

the practical and utilitarian focus of the society’s concerns throughout

its history.

also asked by the Intendant to lend their professional expertise to the
tasks of supervising the public ateljers, providing the government, as did
Maupoint in 1775, with written reports on matters relating to disease and
public health; in one of the projects described by Olejniczak, Maupoint was
asked to inspect an atelier on which the poor were being paid to clear
stagnant cesspools in the nearby town of Suippes. See AD Marne C 1728,
’Mémoire de Maupoint, médecin de Chdlons-sur-Marne’, August 1775, cited in
Olejniczak, pp. 6 and 10. I am indebted to Dr Olejniczak for providing me
with a typescript of this paper.

21 Arguing against the notion that social status was a primary
consideration in the inclusion or exclusion of members in this academy is
the fact that of those from the literary society available for membership
when the Academy considered who should be included among its twenty titular
members, the noble Bocquet d’Antenay, who was président trésorier in
Chdlons’s bureau des finances, was excluded whereas the doctors Navier and
Gellée, the parish priest Roussel and the almoner and municipal counsellor
Delestrée were all included. Bocquet d’Antenay did not become a member
until 1778 when, on the death of the academician and presidial counsellor
Lorrain de Beuville, he petitioned the society for membership on the
grounds that as a member of the literary society he had 'un droit légitime
a cette place’. AD Marne I J 195 - deliberations for 7 January 1778.
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Unlike the neighbouring towns of Reims and Troyes, where polite
society was animated by the presence of many nobles (Reims) and/or wealthy
manufacturers (Reims and Troyes) or the presence of a renowned university
faculty (Reims), Chidlons was neither a rich town nor one in which a landed
nobility was resident in any numbers; agriculture in the surrounding region

22 Nor does

was poor and there was no significant manufacturing sector.
Chilons seem to have supported a substantial book trade; a mere handful of
booksellers were all that its literate population, its two colléges and its
bureaucratic officer corps could supporc.23 In Chdlons it was the
généralité’s administrative, technical and fiscal officials along with the
town’s municipal officers, its doctors and lawyers and those serving in its
cathedral, courts and gcolléges who dominated society. Chdlons was the
administrative centre and residence of Champagne’s intendant, the chef-lieu
of a generality of twelve élections, seat of a bailliage and presidial
court as well as administrative and fiscal courts like the bureau des
finances and a g;gg;g;_i_ggl.24 While it was from these bodies that a
large percentage of the society’s members would consistently be drawn, the
Academy, like the literary society, also welcomed a smaller but significant

number of clerics, whose presence reflected the relatively large number of

churchmen in a town which, like Reims, was the seat of a bishop. Of 13,187

22 30 near to Paris that those with the means to spend their leisure
there were unlikely to want to be resident in Chdlons, the seat of
Champagne’s intendancy does not seem to have boasted a significant number
of landed seigneurs among its citizens, despite Rouillé d'Orfeuil’s efforts
to construct magnificent buildings and enhance public amenities in the town
as well as promote its academic society. On the size and nature of the
noble and manufacturing and merchant populations in Reims and Troyes and
on the university in Reims see Lynn Avery Hunt, Revolution and_ Urban

olitics in Provincial France: royes a eims =17 (Stanford
University Press, 1978), pp. 9-37.

23 Poinsignon, Histoire, III, 407.

24 gee Ed. de Barthelemy, Histoire de la Ville de ChAlons-sur-Marne
depuis son origine jusqu’en 1789 (Chidlons-sur-Marne, Laurent, 1854),.
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people of all ranks living in Chdlons in 1790, 282 were clerics divided
between eleven religious houses and eleven parishes; but here, too, the
pattern of function and activity among society members was consistent with
the social utilitarian ethos emerging from this learned society for all the
ecclesiastics in the Chidlons Academy were exclusively secular in
function.?®

Over its fourteen-year history as a royal society, the Chdlons Academy
named thirty-three men as titular members. Of these thirty-two have been
identified socially and, if classified strictly according to their place
in a hierarchy defined only by estate, nine woﬁld be counted as belonging
to the First Estate, four to the Second, and nineteen to the Third.?5
The privileged orders would thus appear to have contributed 13, or 40.6%,
of the Academy’s thirty-two socially identified titular members. However,
if we analyze the social origins and the professional activities of the
nine men classified as belonging to the First Estate (28% of the total
identified) we discover, just as we did in surveying the complex social,

economic and professional functions of the Academy’s permanent secretary

Sabbathier, yet another example of the dangers involved in over—-facile

25 Archives municipales F1 for Chdlons’s population figures, cited in
Roger Bouffet, ’'La Vie municipale & Chdlons—sur-Marne sous 1l’'Assemblée
constituante’, Mémoire pour le diplome d’études supérieures, 1921, p. 21.
On its ecclesjiastics see Louis Barbat, Histoire de la Ville de dlong—sur-—
Marne, (Chdlons-sur-Marne, 1855), p. 400.

26 Unfortunately, although I have the name of the thirty-third titular
member of the Academy, I have not yet been able positively to determine
whether he should be counted as belonging to the Second or the Third
Estate. Described in documents dating from the Empire as a ’propriétaire
et membre du jury d’instruction de 1’Ecole centrale’, this member was also
the editor of an Almanach Champenois which a contemporary described as
being written in a ’style gai, approprié a 1la classe qu’il a
particuliérement en vue’, that is '3 la portée des cultivateurs les moins
instruits’. Its purpose, to supply 'excellentes précepts d’agriculture et
d’économie rurale et domestique’, was consistent with the concerns being
addressed by the Société d’Agriculture of Chidlons, the learned society
which succeeded the Chdlons Academy in 1798 and to which he also belonged.
AD Marne I J 195, 196, 197 and 209.
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assumptions about either the social backgrounds or the reasons for social
cohesion of academics categorized with regard to their estate alone.

Of the nine clerics in the Chilons Academy only the abbé Beschefer
came from an old noble family,27 whereas the other eight churchmen in the

22 prawn exclusively from

society had their origins in the Third Estate.
the town’s secular clergy the nine included two diocesan administrators
working at the most senior level, the abbé Malvaux and the abbé Boulogne,
each of whom would serve as Vicar General to a Chdlons bishop, and three
canons from the cathedral, the abbés Beschefer, Michel and Delacourt. Only
the abbé Michel would serve the cathedral as such throughout his years as
member of the Chidlons Academy, but even he was not content simply to stand
and pray for not only did he anonymously submit essays for the Academy’s
competitions on reform of the corvée and of popular education, he is also
known to have had links with the abbé de Veri, confidant and counsellor to,
among others, Maurepas, Turgot, Malesherbes and Vergennes. The abbé
Beschefer, who had been a founding member of both the literary and academic
societies, became the society’s director in 1782; but he, too, eventually
joined the ranks of those exercising senior responsibilities in the
administration of the Church’s temporal affairs in the diocese, especially
in its schools and hospitals, for, when his fellow-academician the abbé
Boulogne ceased to be vicar-general to the bishop of Chdlons and took up
responsibilities in Paris, it was Beschefer who took his place in Chédlons.
Beschefer’s fellow canon the abbé Delacourt, throughout his long

association with the Chidlons learned society, functioned less as a cleric

21 Revue de Champagne, XIX (1885), 69-71.

28 In his 'Eloge’ to the abbé Malvaux in 1790, his fellow academician
the abbé Delacourt noted that 'une humble chaumiére le vit naitre’ adding,
dénué de ressources et d’appui, il [Malvaux] fut lui-méme le créateur de
sa gloire’. AD Marne C 1768.
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than as a judicial official. Having divided his time at university between
law and theology, Delacourt spent the whole of his public 1life as

conseiller clerc either in Chdlons’s bailliage and presidial court or for

four years in Maupeou’s conseil supérieur returning, when parlement
reclaimed its jurisdiction, to the bailliage court where he served until
becoming, during the Revolution, president of the justice de paix and, when
that too was suppressed, a judge on the civil court established in Chilons,
a post in which he was to remain until his resignation in 1816 at the age
of eighty-six. Although he was a priest, this abbé’s passion was the law
and law reform; he was a recognized éuthority on the subject and master-
minded three public essay competitions on legal and judicial reform held
under the Academy’s auspices in 1780, 1781 and 1782 and provided an
important link between the Academy and legal reformers 1like Elie de
Beaumont and future revolutionaries like Brissot de Warville.

Delacourt, Malvaux, Beschefer, and the curé Camuset, _another
ecclesiastical member of the Academy, were all also actively involved in
the provision of public relief in Chidlons either as advisors to the
municipality’s ateliers de charité, administrators or almoners in Chdlons
hospitals and hospices, or as founder members of its bureau de charjté;
Delacourt was particularly active in all these endeavours. Camuset served
as priest to the sick and foundlings of Chdlons’s hétel Dieu as weil as
sous-majitre at the collége, an institution where he served under his fellow
academicians and clerics the abbés Lescurie and Menard, successively
professors and principals of the collége, on whose administrative board the
abbé Beschefer also sat. The last clerical member of the Academy was the
parish priest Roussel who, like Beschefer and Delacourt, had also been a
member of the literary society. Born in Vitry of ’parents dépourvus de

fortune’, Roussel owed his position in the society to intellectual gifts
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which had manifested themselves while he was still a schoolboy; his
intellectual promise had prompted a bailliage magistrate in Vitry to pay
for his education and, armed with this and his firm Catholic faith, Roussel
became a devoted parish priest in Chdlons and author of many published
theological tracts and treatises as well as a valued member of the Chidlons
learned society. Years later his practical knowledge of the life of the
poor in Champagne and his writing ability would prompt his fellow
academicians to trust to him the drafting of the final version of the
essays they would receive on the reform of the corvée.

The men in the Chdlons Academy who were from the First Estate do not
therefore seem to have taken their place there because of uniform social
backgrounds nor, it would seem, because of comparable intellectual
attainments. - Some like Beschefer, Camuset and Boulogne were known for
their literary or academic endeavours;?? but for most it seems that it was
for their civic work and a known commitment to the public utilitarian
activities and ideals which were the hallmark of the Chdlons Academy which
provided entry into the Chilons learned society. Well-acquainted with one
another from other activities and orgapizations in the town, their
membership in the Academy appears for these clerics to have been yet one
more aspect of lives bound up in public service to the community in which
they lived.

Clerics were always to figure among the Chdlons learned societies’
most active and influential members, yet throughout their forty-year

history, first as a literary society and then as an academy, clerics and

29 For an account of the publications of these academicians see: for
Beschefer, Bibliothéque municipale de Reims MS 1552, AD Marne I J 195 and
Menu, La Société littéraire, pp. 37-38; for Roussel, AD Marne I J 195 and
Michaud, XXXVI, 633; for Boulogne, AD Marne I J 195 and 197 and Didot, VII,
15-18.
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nobles were to be outnumbered by those from the Third Estate. The
percentage of members drawn from the first two estates varied 1little
between the literary society and the Academy -- forming together 42.3% of
the total membership in the former and 40.6% in the latter. But what did
alter, and fairly dramatically, was the relative importance, numerically,
of the first two estates in relation to one another within the two
societies., In the literary society members of the First Estate represented
15.4% of the total and those from the Second 26.9%, while in the Academy
clerical members represented over 28% of the total number of titular
members with those from the Second Estate declining to only four or
12.5%.%% Remarkably, none of those positively identified as noble in

Chédlons’s royal society were landed seigneurs, whereas seigneurs as a group

30 My analysis of the social composition of the Chilons Société
littéraire and Academy differs significantly from that of Daniel Roche in
his article 'Milieux académiques et provinciaux et sociétés des lumiéres:
Bordeaux, Dijon, Chdlons-sur-Marne’ and in his thesis, Le Sjiécle des
Lumiéres, II, 385. Without providing the names of those whose status he
quantifies, Roche indicated the presence of larger numbers of members drawn
from the Second Estate than I have been able to find and without names it
has been impossible to compare my own findings with his. Philip Dawson has
provided a clue to the discrepancy. In his book Provincial Magistrates and
Revolutiona olitic i rance - (Cambridge, Mass., Harvard
University Press, 1972), p. 117, Dawson remarks that Roche, in analyzing
the social composition of the three academies, counted bailliage
magistrates as noblemen and asserts that, on the contrary, in the absence
of precise information about individual status these magistrates would be
more correctly counted as bourgeois. Earlier in his book (p. 60) Dawson
also states categorically that with the exception of the Chitelet of Paris,
no court of the bailliage type received any privilege of ennoblement
through office holding. My own research indicates that most of the
magistrates who were member of the Chdlons literary society and Academy
were drawn from the Third Estate. For this reason and because the numbers
in question are small (both Roche and I work from a base of a total of 33
titular members of the Academy from its letters patent until the
Revolution) and the categorization of these magistrates as members of
either the Second or Third Estate significantly alters their apparent
statistical significance, I have chosen neither to reproduce Roche’s
findings nor to represent my own findings purely quantitatively. Narrative
description of the occupation of members and their often complex social,
economic and intellectual role in the life of their town would seem to
provide a clearer and more helpful representation of the composition of
membership in the learned societies of Chéilons.
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had made up nearly half of the noble members of its literary society. The
four men from the Second Estate in the Academy were all ennobled
magistrates and officials who were serving in Chidlons’'s bureau des
finances; one of them had sat as a conseiller on the Conseil supérieur in
Chilons and two would serve as mayor of Chidlons while members of the
Academy.31 And so, the pattern of local or regional administrative
responsibilities which characterized the activities of the Chilons
academicians belonging to the First Estate seems to have characterized its
members from the Second Estate as well.

In the Chdlons Academy ties of professional and political allegiance
to the Crown and the Intendant under whose tutelage the Academy’s
bureaucratic members functioned seem to have been more significant factors
in the election of members than did social origins in any one estate, for
nearly half of all the titular members of this Academy were servants of the
Crown. The four noble academicians who sat in Chdlons’'s bureau des
finances were joined in the Academy by eleven men, drawn from the Third
Estate, who were serving the Crown as magistrates or officials in lesser
jurisdictions or administrative responsibilities in the town or region.

These included the Intendant’s secretary Heuvrard, who was also, and

conveniently, Inspecteur général de la librajrie for the province, and the

31 The four ennobled Crown officials in the Academy, each a président-—
trésorier in the bureau des finances, were Bocquet d’'Anthenay (who had also
been a conseiller in the Conseil supérieur), Parvillez and Gargan (both of
whom served as mayor) and Gauthier d’Omey. Parvillez, who was Director of
the Academy from 1783 to 1786, found the task of presiding as maire roval
over local government, particularly the assessment of taxes and the
provision of poor relief, so onerous that he asked to be excused from
office in the Academy. AD Marne I J 195 - deliberations of 20 December
1786. .

There 1s no evidence to indicate that in choosing new members the
Academy’s titular members adopted a deliberate policy of discrimination
against seigneurs nor one in favour of members drawn from the noblesse de

robe.
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president of the élection Soleau, who had been a member of the Société
littéraire and who from the 1770s would work directly under Rouillé

d’Orfeuil and the Chdlons municipal council as ’chargé des fonds destinés

pour les dépenses relatives & la destruction de la mendicité’; in 1781
he would be elected an échevin to that council.?¥ Those in Crown

service also included six officers or lawyers from the presidial court,
three of whom (Lorrain de Beuville, Brémont and Le Gorlier) had been
appointed by the Intendant to serve as conseillers on Chdlons’'s (onseil
supérieur and four of whom (Lorrain de Beuville, Le Gorlier, Thomas and
OQuriet) would at one time or another also sit as échevins on the city
council. A tax official called Le Valois, who was directeur de 1la
douane, and two royal engineers, Colluel and Le Jolivet, who would follow
each other as head of engineering operations for the whole of Champagne’s
Ponts et chaussées, joined them in the Academy. These fifteen Crown
officials -- four from the Second Estate, eleven from the Third -- made
up nearly half of the total number of titular members of the Chalons
Academy (reflecting the pattern laid down in the earliest meetings of the
Société littéraire). Their vision of the Crown, of the work of reforming
ministers, and of the practical problems and political, legal, fiscal and

technical challenges of administering a poor town and province like Chdlons

32 AD Marne C 1748.

3 The six were Lorrain de Beuville, Richard, Brémont, Le Gorlier,
Thomas and Quriet. Lorrain de Beuville had been a mayoral candidate while
still a member of the literary society in 1769 and Gargan replaced Le
Gorlier as mayor of Chdlons in early 1781; the bailliage and presidial
lawyers Thomas and Quriet were échevins on the municipal council and in
1788 would vote with fellow academician Claude Delestrée for the doubling
of the Third.

For details about Rouillé d’Orfeuil’s nomination of the presidial
officials Le Gorlier, Brémont and Lorrain de Beuville (as well as the abbé
de Lacourt) to the Maupeou Consejl supérieur see Robert Villers,
L’Organisation du Parlement de Paris et des Conseils supérieurs d’aprés la
reforme de Maupeou (1771-1774) (Paris, Jouve, 1937), pp. 159-62.
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in Champagne as well as their contacts with the royal Intendant Rouillé
d’Orfeuil were to exert a powerful influence on the questions addressed by
the Chilons Academy and its essay public: in any vote of the Academy and
any panel of judges for its essay contests theirs was a significant
presence.34 A final member drawn from the ranks of those involved in
public administration was Claude Delestrée; although he was not by
profession a Crown official, he was an administrator of the town’s
hospitals and hospices and had for many years sat with several of his
fellow academicians on the municipal council. He had been a member of the
literary society and shared the reformist outlook of many of his
bureaucratic colleagues when he was named a titular member of the Academy.
He was also the only member of the society known to have owned the
Encyclopédie, a work which he eventually gave to the Academy in exchange
for a small annuity.35

The rest of the Academy’s members were drawn from Chadlons’s
professional men and all of them seem to have had a personal link either
to the Intendant or to municipal government and thus also to have known
each other through professional and civic activities outside the Academy.
Three were respected local doctors: Navier and Joseph Gellée héd been
members first of the Société littéraire and then titular members of the
Academy; Jean-Baptiste Auger did not become a member of the Academy until
1786, but like the other two doctors he combined civic service with a busy
local practice. It was in fact Auger who took over Navier’s practice on

the latter’s death, becoming the busiest physician in Chidlons where he

3 For a discussion of the reformist posture and influence of Crown
officials in Lille see Gail Bossenga, ’'From Corps to Citizenship: The
Bureaux des Finances before the French Revolution’, in the Journal of
Modern History, 58 (1986), 610-42.

35 AD Marne I J 195 (see particularly the deliberations for 28 August
1777) and I J 208.
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laboured for the next forty years serving, according to a contemporary
account, with equal zeal both his poor patients in the countryside and in
the poorer districts of Chdlons and the wealthier citizens of the
municipality.36 Certainly the Academy’s doctors, 1like its clerics,
brought to its meetings a professional knowledge of the problems faced by
the poor and the problems they posed for those with responsibilities for
their care. Both Auger and Gellée worked under orders from thg municipal
council and central authorities; Gellée was employed as doctor to the
Chdlons dépdt de mendicité and his colleague was doctor to the town’s hdtel
Dieu, institutions where they would have encountered some of the town's
most wretched denizens. ¥

The next largest group of professional men in the Chidlons Academy was

made up not, as might be expected, of lawyers -— a lawyer called Meunier,

38 Auger’s parents had sustained a 1large family on a °’fortune
mediocre’ earned through the exercise of, in the words of a fellow
academician, ’la profession utile et honorable de commerce’; their doctor
son knew about hard work. Despite an enormous practice, he was, like his
predecessor Navier, assiduous in his attendance at the Academy’s meetings,
presenting papers on medical and scientific topics: it was on the basis of
his analysis of the waters of the Marne and of local sources of mineral
waters that he was invited to join the Academy. Only forty when he was
made a member of the Academy he became ever more prominent in local affairs
thereafter, serving as deputy mayor of Chdlons and member of the electoral
college of the Chilons arrondissement. He also played a significant role
in the town professionally, for apart from his own practice he was in the
years after 1789 made 'officier de santé', named to the ’jury médical’ for
the department of the Marne and ’médecin des hépitaux civile et militaire’
of Chdlons. He actually died at work in the hospital in 1813 having in the
course of ten years' service treated a large number of the more than 10,000
combatants who passed through Chidlons during the revolutionary wars. A
notable who had earned the respect of the entire community, his cortege was
accompanied by magistrates, doctors, academicians and, as an account of the

event notes, 'des citoyens de toutes les classes, ... ages, ... sexe’. See
Moignon, ’'Eloge historique de M. Auger’, Séance publique de la Société
d’Agriculture (Chdlons, Boniez, 1813), pp. 40-57.

37 possiers in AD Marne C 1748 contain the annual letters from
Rouillé d’Orfeuil to Gellée from 1781 to the Revolution regarding payment
for these services. It was, in fact, fellow academician Soleau, who paid
Gellée his stipend from central and municipal funds set aside for this
purpose. On Auger’s contribution to the care of the poor see Moignon,
"Eloge historique de M. Auger’.
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who had also been a member of the literary society, was the only
representative of the independent legal profession in the society38 -— but
three lay teachers from the Chidlons colléges, Sabbathier, Paté and Richard
d’Ancerville, a complement to the three clergymen teachers who were also
members of the society. The presence of these six educators in the Academy
gives powerful testimony to the importance its members attached to the role
of education, which they considered critically significant in the task both
of reforming retrograde institutions and practices and ameliorating the
plight of ordinary Frenchmen and which they would make the subject of three

of their public essay competitions.39 Both Paté and Richard taught maths

38 The young lawyer later known as Prieur dit de la Marne was among
the eight men -- a doctor, lawyers, priests, and professors at the colléges
-- nominated to fill the seat left vacant by Soleau’s retirement in 1786.

When the following year another seat in the Academy became vacant, Prieur
was again nominated for membership but failed -- along with fifteen other
nominees -- to gain entrance to the society. AD Marne I J 195 -
deliberations for 31 May 1786 and 16 August 1787.

3% The Academy’s concern with the role of education in ameliorating
the plight of the poor was first manifested publicly in its competition for
1779 on the importance of education for the popular classes and in its
competition encouraging discussion of education for women and girls,
proposed in 1781 for a prize to be awarded in 1783. The more conservative
contest question on reform of education in the colléges was posed after the
government began censoring its contest questions.

Although written in the overblown language of the period’'s public
discourse and delivered under circumstances of close scrutiny by government
authorities, the speech made by the Academy’s director in May of 1786 to
welcome as titular member the professor and principal of one of Chidlons's
colléges, the abbé Ménard, allows us to glimpse the importance attached to
civic, spiritual, literary and scientific education by the notables member
of the Chilons Academy: en admettant M’ Mesnard au nombre de nos
confréres nous acquittons le tribut de reconnoissance que luy doivent
toutes les ames honnetes. Nous voyons s’élever sous sa conduite des sujets
qui serviront la Religion, des citoiens qui aimeront leur patrie, de jeunes
gens qu’il forme aux arts et aux sciences et qui peutetre meriteront un
jour par leurs talens d’'etre admis parmi nous: 1la maison qu’il gouverne
est le temple de la vertu, de la decence et du bon ordre’. AD Marne I J
210. Almost immediately after having accepted him into the society, the
Academy set the educator to work preparing the résumé of the memoirs it had
received for the only competition on educational reform which it had any
hope of publishing, its competition on reform of education in the colléges.
The résumé was published in Paris three years later under the title Plan
d’Education nationale, tracé 3 1'occasion des Mémoires présentés 2
1’Académie de Chdlons-sur-Marne, touchant les moyvens de perfectionner
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and physics and their place in the society also seems to reflect the
Champagne Intendant’'s special interest in the practical economic
applications of these subjects; even when he had moved to Paris Paté
continued to work closely with Rouillé d’Orfeuil in his efforts to provide
a regular weekend school for technical design and basic mathematics for
Chidlons’'s artisans and manual workers.40 Sabbathier’s work as an
educator, his efforts to establish manufacturing in the region, and the
relationship he enjoyed with the ﬁrovincial Intendant have already been
mentioned.

Clearly a significant number of those member of both the Chédlons
Société 1littéraire and the Academy were involved either directly or
indirectly in the governance of public matters in their town or province.
Apart, perhaps, from the educators, all of them were in regular contact
with a cross—section of the population or with the administrative problems
they represented and whether their job was caring for the sick, ministering
to poor parishioners, supervising the forced labour of the royal corvée or
employment projects like the ateliers de charité, policing the grain market
or assessing or collecting taxes, it was obvious that for a substantial
part of the population in their town and region poverty was an inescapable
fact of life. Both the literary society and the Academy were to make the
social and the economic problems and potentialities arising from this fact
central to their activities and inquiries and so it is perhaps useful here
to set these men and their concerns in the context of the social, economic,
demographic and political conditions prevailing in Chdlons and Champagne

during the course of the eighteenth century.

1'éducation des colléges en France. Sujet du prix de 1’année 1784 (Paris,
Delalain 1’Ainé, 1789).

40 AD Marne I J 208.
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CHAMPAGNE: A PROVINCE RICH IN POOR MEN

Champagne was not a rich province. The aridity of its soil was proverbial
and, agriculturally, most of it so poor that a broad band of land running
north and south from Chidlons to Troyes became known as ’le genou de la

4 Travelling through the province Arthur Young noted: ‘le

Champagne’.
trait prédominant de la Champagne, c’est la craie; sur de grandes étendues
le pays est maigre et pauvre; la partie méridionale, de Chdlons a Troyes,
a4 cause de la pauvreté, a regu le nom de “pouilleuse*“’. The Englishman was
appalled by the misery of both the land and those attempting to scrape a
living from it:

1’agriculture (a4 1l’exception des vignes) est a un niveau si bas, si

misérable [que] le propriétaire ne peut raisonnablement espérer rien

que le plus maigre pitance [...]. En somme, les pauvres provinces

crayeuses doivent étre considérées comme la plus mauvaise de France.
Yet, while he deplored 'l'ignorance stupide des propriétaires et [leurs]
préjugés pernicieux’ which, coupled with the soil’s poverty and its low
yields, gave scant hope that Champagne’s landowners would invest
significantly in agricultural improvement, Young nevertheless conceded that
the misery of those who laboured the land for them inspired pity: 'la
pauvreté des paysans’, he wrote ’'mérite la compassion’.”

A report submitted to the government by the province's Intendant in
1759 provides a similar picture of the poverty both of the land and of
those, man and beast, who laboured on it.

En Champagne le champ et le cultivateur offrent le spectacle de 1la

plus profonde miseére. Le cheptel peut a peine se soutenir. Le
cultivateur n’a pas la subsistance de premiére nécessité. La moisson

41 Henri Menu, 'La Société littéraire et 1’Académie des sciences, arts
et belles-lettres de Chdlons-sur-Marne', Mémoires de 1la Société

d’Agriculture, Commerce, Sciences et Arts de la Marne, 1868, p.8.

42 Arthur Young, Voyages en France, translated by M.H.J Lesage, 2
vols, second edition (Paris, Guillaume, 1882), II, 516, 674, 830.
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est gréle (thin, slender) en seigle, orge, avoine et blé noir. Les
chaumes sont ramassés pour chauffer le paysan et cuire son pain de
sarrazin [...]. Les marchés sont mal approvisionnés et la vente se
fait mal.*?

When in 1787 the newly-created provincial assembly of Champagne was asked
to draw up a report on agriculture in the region, it confirmed that grain
vields were miserably low (3 for 1 for wheat, barley and buckwheat, 2% for
1 for oats, 2 for 1 for rye) with the consequence that ’ainsi c’est avec
douleur qu’on voit le malheureux recueillir de si faibles dédommagements

4 1n very limited areas soil

du fruit de ses sueurs et de ses travaux’.
was better and the better grains could be grown. Around Reims and above
all in the Perthois (election of Vitry) and in the Brie and the valleys

along the Seine, Marne and Aisne, the land was more productive; but much

of the better grain grown there was destined for markets outside the

province, And of course the proximity of Paris promised significant
profits for those =-- a minority and often not farming the 1land
themselves®® —— who owned sufficient land in the more fertile parts of

43 Poinsignon, Histoire générale de la Champagne et de la Brie, III,
355.

44 procés-verbaux des séances de 1’Assemblée provinciale de Champagne,
tenue a Chilons dans les mois d'aolit et novembre-décembre 1787 (Chédlons,

Seneuze, 1788). See, too, Maurice Poinsignon, Histoire, III, 414 ff,

45 rax (taille) rolls indicate that in many areas outlying the
province’s towns the best rural properties had been bought up by well-to-do
town-dwellers. The cahiers of 1789 give ample testimony to the hostility
of Champagne’s rural micro-proprietors to the ’'forains’ whose exploitation
of the larger and more productive properties in the countryside was seen
by local laboureurs and manouvriers (the distinction between the two is not
a clear one in the province) as a significant factor in their own
emiseration: the cahjers insisted that not only did these outsiders cream
off the best of the land and its products, ’'l’envahissement du territoire
par des forains non astreints a payer la taille [...] alourdit la charge
des résidents’. Quoted in the Histoire de 1la Champagne, ed. Maurice
Crubellier, Histoire des provinces (Toulouse, Edouard Privat, 1975), pp.
260-62 (p. 262).
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46  But fertile areas were

Champagne to take advantage of these markets.
limited and it was the poorer grains which were grown in the elections of
Chidlons and Troyes where, in the eighteenth century, bad weather often
joined grudging ground to produce a long list of years in which harvests
were desperately insufficient: during Louis XV’s reign the worst years
were 1740, 1741, 1767, 1771 and 1774 and during Louis XVI’'s reign 1777,
1782, 1784, 1785 and 1788-89.%7

Despite the efforts of the Inténdants of Champagne to improve
agricultural yields (by providing new and better seed) and to encourage
animal husbandry (by offéring prizes and subsidies to those who undertook
to keep horses and chickens and by importing new breeds of cattle and
sheep), these innovations had not yet significantly improved the plight of

the province’s peasants. What sheep farming there was in the region was

either stagnant or in decline and, in any case, among the poorest it was

46 5o great was the temptation to sell the better grains elsewhere
that in an average year a town the size of Reims (which in 1789 had 32,000
inhabitants) did not receive enough grain from surrounding areas to feed
its people and so those responsible for public order were obliged to ensure
adequate supplies would reach Reims from the Soissonnais or the Ardennes.
Correspondence between Turgot and Rouillé d’Orfeuil about the provisioning
of the markets at Reims, Chdlons and Troyes indicates just how aware the
government was of popular anxiety about the price and provisioning of
grain. See Turgot'’s 'Lettre a4 1’Intendant de Champagne sur les primes a
1’importation dans .sa généralité’, dated 7 April 1775 and quoted in
Schelle, Qeuvres de Turgot, IV, 401-04. As early as 1697 the Champagne
intendant Larcher warned the government of the effect locally of the lure
of Paris’s 1lucrative markets: Ce commerce est considérable et si
avantageux a ceux qui le font qu’il n'y a guerres de Bourgeois et méme
d’Officiers de justice qui ne s’en meslent directement ou indirectement’.
Larcher thus provides early testimony to the incursion by ’forains’into
Champagne’s commercial agriculture. Larcher is quoted in Crubellier, ed.,
Histoire de la Champagne, p. 255. See also Georges Clause, 'La Révolution:
Mutations sociales ou consolidation d’un état de fait?’ in Ibid., p. 300.

47 Poinsignon, Histoire, III, 411.
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effectively discouraged by the decline of communal grazing rights.48 Most
of the peasantry in Champagne was simply too ©poor to consider
experimentation with new methods, new grains or new breeds of sheep, and
even before the central government attempted to introduce decontrol of the
grain trade, bad harvests and an increasing number of middlemen acting in
the grain markets had brought about a serious deterioration in the plight
and prospects of all those, whether wage labourers or producer/consumers,
who were dependent on local markets for their grain.

From the mid 1760s grain prices in the region rose precipitously,
provoking popular discontent and an increasing number of sporadic riots in

49

both Champagne and the Brie. The rise in grain prices coincided with

the rise in the number of grain speculators in the Champagne region where,

48 Hard winters also seriously affected livestock. Although over the
years the Intendants’ efforts to encourage animal husbandry in the province
had met with some success among more well-to-do peasants, a single hard
winter could destroy years of labour. The cold was so extreme the winter
of 1784, for example, that it killed some livestock outright and then,
having destroyed virtually all the forage, it left many of those which had
at first survived to die more pitifully of starvation. In 1785 Rouillé
d'Orfeuil reported that in the course of the previous winter the 2,225
communities under his jurisdiction had lost approximately 1/8 of all their
livestock (15,8880 horses, 16,845 cattle and 209,898 sheep and goats) and
that many peasants had 1little hope of being able to replace them.
Poinsignon, Ibid, III, 415,

49 1n Troyes scarcity provoked full-scale grain riots in 1740-41 and
in 1767. But riots which had been only occasional in the earlier period
almost became the norm in the volatile Troyes market after that date.
Between 1767 and 1775 intense speculation forced grain prices up prompting
frequent popular 'emotions’ which sowed great fear among both police and
people. Popular anxiety about scarcity and speculation and hatred of those
believed responsible for them eventually broke forth in desperate violence
the summer of 1789 when an angry crowd killed the town’s mayor, Claude
Huez, whom they suspected of involvement in speculation. Though less
volatile than the market at Troyes, those of Chdlons (in 1768), Reims and
Vitry (in 1770) and Dormans (in 1771) had also been the scene of serious
popular disturbances as a result of high prices and scarcity in the last
years of Louis XV’s reign. AD Marne, Papiers de 1’Intendance, Inventaire,
art. 417, quoted by Poinsignon, Histoire, III, p. 497. On the death of Huez
see Clause, 'La Révolution’, pp. 301-02 and Lynn Hunt, Revolution and Urban
Politics, pp. 92-95.
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according to one historian, in the space of fifty years the number of
middlemen working the market at Troyes quadrupled; in Chédlons middlemen

reportedly increased ten-fold,

By 1773 popular unrest as a result of
high prices was so serious that the abbé Terray wrote to the province’s
then intendant, Rouillé d’Orfeuil: Je ne puis trop vous dire combien
1l’esprit de fermentation qui agite le peuple m’inquiéte, ni trop vous
recommander de prendre tous les moyens pour le calmer! 5l

And it was not simply the hicroproprietor and the wage labourer who
made up the bulk of the workforce in pays de grande culture like the
Beauce, the Brie and Champagne who were suffering. A market prey to the
depredations of both speculators and the weather could bring ;isery even
to those peasants who in good conditions were able to feed themselves.
Without reserves while from day to day living and producing on the margins,
even the peasant normally able to subsist on what he grew was unable to
stay above subsistence when natural disaster struck; and yet bad weather
seemed increasingly to plague Champagne in the years of Louis XVI's reign.
In 1774 Rouillé d’Orfeuil described for the central government the scale

of the problem for that year:

le cinquiéme des paroisses de la généralité a été tellement maltraité
par la gréle, que 1les habitants auront besoin de secours

50 reon Cahen, 'Le Pacte de famine et les speculations sur les blés’,

Revue historique, 152 (1926), 32-43 (p. 37).

51 aAp Marne, Papiers de 1’intendance. Inventaire, art., 417 - letter
“dated 30 May 1773 and quoted by Poinsignon, III, 497, The most widespread
riots in the period before the Revolution occurred in 1775 when the so-
called guerre des farines led to the pillaging of markets at Meaux, Neuilly
St-Front and Chdteau-Thierry and in Champagne as well. The grain riots in
Champagne were of no little concern to the government which was making
preparation for Louis XVI's coronation in Reims in June of 1775. See the
letter of 16 May 1775 from Turgot to Rouillé d’Orfeuil ’demande des
renseignements sur les dégidts commis pendant les émeutes’, quoted in
Schelle, Qeuvres de Turgot, IV, 448-49.
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extraordinaires pour leur procurer une subsistance qu’'ils ne
trouveront point dans leur récolte. 32

And in 1789, an even more disastrous year for the cultivator in Champagne:

La province de Champagne est on ne saurait plus maltraitée dans ses
récoltes en froment, en seigle et en vins, les deux premiéres étant
insuffisantes pour la subsistance des habitants, le troisiéme ne
devant étre comptée pour rien. M. 1’Intendant ne peut exprimer a
quel point est déplorable la situation des malheureux habitants des
pays vignobles qui forment le quart de la population entiére de cette
généralité, et 1’excés de leur misére réellement effrayant. En
effet, cette classe nombreuse de contribuables, déja épuisée par la
cherté excessive du pain pendant la présente année, se trouve en ce
moment privée de tout espoir de récoltes et peut—étre méme pour
plusieurs années, si, comme il parait certain, les vignes sont gelées
jusqu’a 1la racine.

In his report to the government D’'Orfeuil described these peasants as
*contribuables’ and if, from the point of view of a near bankrupt state,
their potential financial contribution was a primary characteristic of
Crown subjects in Champagne, this was neither a new role nor one they bore

lightly.

2 poinsignon, Histoire, III, 411-12. The number of the desperately
poor was so high in Chdlons that, already in 1770, the town council had
established ateliers de charité to provide the unemployed with work. In
1775 the council responded to a similar crisis by distributing bread to the
indigent on a large scale, a measure repeated in 1778, 1783 and 1784. 1784
was a particularly hard winter and flooding affected 93 parishes in
Champagne, destroying 103 bridges and making 2,279 families homeless and
leaving them without household goods or livestock. The subdélégué of Reims
wrote to the Intendant 27 February: ’'Vous ne pouvez vous imaginer 1’état
affreux de ces misérables; je ne sais auquel répondre. Les moulins sur ces
deux riviéres (the Suippe and the Vesle) sont presque tous détruits ou dans
1'impuissance de moudre de longtemps; les villages de l’intérieur des
terres sont au moment de manquer de farines.’ It was the same in the
subdélégation of Sainte-Menehould and in all the generality of Chdlons. AD
Marne C 1980 and 1982. See Bloch, L'Assistance et l’état, p. 11 and p.327.

53 AD Marne C 424 quoted in Poinsignon in Ibid. The vulnerability of
those who worked Champagne’s vineyards was a constant theme of Rouillé
d’Orfeuil’s letters to the government. See, for example, his letter to
Necker 12 January 1778 in AD Marne C 2005. There were some parishes where
'presque tous’ the inhabitants of a village were reduced to begging. AD

Marne G 273, quoted in Camille Bloch, L’Assistance et 1'état 4 la veille
de la Révolutjon: Généralités de Paris, Rouen, Alencon, Orléans, Chilons,

Soissons, Amiens (1764-1790Q) (Paris, Alphonse Picard et Fils, 1908), p. 8.
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A large province stretching towards Paris in the west, to Lorraine in
the east and to the Austrian Netherlands in the north, Champagne had been
a highway —- when not a theatre —— of war for more than a century. And its
capital Chdlons still supported a significant military presence in Louis
XVI’s reign. Indeed, when in 1777 the Intendant Rouillé d’Orfeuil
petitioned d’Ormesson for government funds to pay the annual running costs
of the new Chidlons Academy, he did so reminding the minister that

les revenus de cette ville sont plus qu’absorbés tant par ses charges

ordinaires que par la dépense considérable que lui occasionne le

logement d’une compagnie des gardes du Roy qui y est en garnison

depuis dix-sept ans. ' :
Yet, however heavily weighed the burden of these royal troops on the
resources of the province’'s administrative centre, it was insignificant
when compared to the rising and crippling burden of royal taxes in the
province as a whole, the fiscal legacy in royal debt of earlier and
contemporary military adventures.

Champagne was not the generality most heavily burdened by royal taxes

-— an honour that went to the Paris region where the taxpayer paid more per

head than anywhere else in Europe.55 Yet when in 1787 the glection of

54 AD Marne C 1768. Intendance de Champagne, Instruction publique,
Université de Reims, Sociétés savantes 1739-1790. Letter dated 3 July
1777. It is important to remember the high price paid by towns like
Chidlons for the military preparedness of Crown troops even in peacetime.
The Chilons 1literary and academic societies included fiscal officials
responsible for the collection and administration of Crown taxes as well
as municipal officials responsible for maintaining public order and —— with
local clergy —— for meeting the legitimate needs of local poor; 1like the
Intendant, these local leaders were all acutely aware of the drain on
public funds which was directly or indirectly the result of the presence
or passage of royal troops. For an example of this concern among town
councillors see the Registre des délibérations of Chidlons’'s municipal
council for 14 May 1772 where officials went on record with their complaint
that their’'s was a town ’'sujette plus qu'aucune autre aux passages des
troupes qui y abordent de toutes parts independamment d’'une garnison
habituelle qui lui est extrement onéreuse’. Poinsignon, Histoire, III, 345.

% R.R. Palmer, The Age of Democratic Revolution. I. The Challenge
(Princeton University Press, 1971), p. 155.
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Chidlons met for the first time as an assembly to assess the strengths and
needs of the region, the privileged and notables in that assembly reckoned
that the burden of the taille, which fell on those generally least able to
pay, had increased by between a third and a half in the Champagne region
in the twenty years since 1760.% wWhen the assembly met at the provincial
level that same year it determined that for a territorial revenue of 100
livres the taillable in Champagne was expected to pay between 54 and 71
livres; and yet the region’s poverty made it impossible for many of those
liable to the tax to meet these demands and survive on the land. There
were a large number of peasants who simply could not find the money to pay
the whole of their tax.®’

As elsewhere in France the peasants in Champagne also suffered the
vexations of dues owed to lay and ecclesiastical seigneurs —-- dues which,
increasingly, they were unwilling to pay without protest. A recent study
has found that in the half century preceding the revolution peasants in

three-quarters of village communities in one part of the region were

% 111 est prouvé que dans une révolution de vingt ans, antérieure a
1780, 1’'imposition qui pése sur la partie indigent, le brevet général, a
été augmentée dans cette province de plus d’un tiers, on pourroit presque
dire de moitié. [...] Quelle autre généralité a plus que celle—ci éprouvé
la malheureuse influence de ces opérations de finance.' Procés verbaux de
séances, p. 22. This was a figure agreed by both those obliged to pay the
taille and those who by their privileged status were not liable for this

tax. In Champagne the brevet de 1la taille included five sorts of tax: the
taille, the taillon for the gendarmerie, a tax to fund the maréchaussée,

and for housing for the military as well as a second brevet dit des
impositions accessoires for roads and bridges, the militia, lodging the
permanent troops, etc. The province's share by 1785, which included the
two brevets and the capitation, had reached an all-time high of 4,832,916
livres per annum, See Poinsignon, Histoire générale, III, 397. On the
brevet see Philippe Sueur, Histoire du droit public francais XV® - XvIirir®
siécle, 2 vols (Paris, PUF, 1989), II. Affirmation et crise de 1'Etat sous
1’Ancien Régime, pp. 330-31.

57 In 1785 in just one of the region’s élections 95 of those
responsible for the collection of the tajlle failed to collect sufficient
tax and were themselves imprisoned as a result. See Poinsignon, III, 396
and Georges Clause, 'La Révolution’ in Crubellier, ed., Histoire de la

Champagne, p. 297.
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involved in some sort of legal action against their seigneurs.58 And,
according to the figures reported by the provincial assembly of Champagne
in 1787, the burden of transfer payments being born by those without
privilege in the region was driving thousands to abandon agricultural work.
The assembly estimated that since Louis XVI had come to the throne almost
one-third of the province’s cultivators had been forced off the land by the
combined effect of poverty, taxes and the other payments exacted of

59

them. Of those who remained, many were little better than paupers

because, as Arthur Young had noted, in Champagne a holding destined to
support a whole family often consisted of a ’'un arbre fruitier avec dix
perches de terrain’ -- that is, if the family were fortunate enough to own

1,60

any land at al Those rural poor who sought salaried agricultural day

8 Jean-Jacques Clére, 'Les Paysans de la Haute Marne et la Révolution
frangaise (1780~1825): Recherches sur la communauté villageoise®’ (thesis
in law, University of Dijon, 1980), p. 256, quoted by Hilton Lewis Root in
‘Challenging the Seigneurie: Community and Contention on the Eve of the

French Revolution’ in Journal of Modern History, 57.4 (Dec 1985), 662-63.

59 The assembly estimated in 1787 that the number of cultivators had
dropped from 35,000 to 25,000 between 1774 and 1787. Figures cited by

Maurice Crubellier and Charles Juillard, Histoire de la Champagne, Que
sais—-je? (Paris, PUF, 1969), pp. 56-57.

80 Arthur Young, Voyages en France, II, 200. A perche or rod equals
5% yards or about 5 meters. It is perhaps worth quoting Arthur Young at
some length on an encounter he had with a peasant woman in the Marne 12
July of 1789: 'Walking up a long hill [...] I was joined by a poor woman,
who complained of the times, and that it was a sad country; demanding her
reasons, she said her husband had but a morsel of land, one cow, and a poor
little horse, yet they had a franchar (42 1b.) of wheat, and three
chickens, to pay as a quit-rent to one Seigneur; and four franchar of oats,
one chicken and 1 s. to pay to another besides very heavy tailles and other
taxes. She had seven children, and the cow’s milk helped to make the soup.

[...] It was said, at present, that somethi as to b

for such poor ones, but she did not know who nor how, but God send us
better, car les tailles & les droits nous_ ecrasent.' Young's Travels in
France during the Years 1787, 1788, 1789, ed. M. Betham-Edwards (London,

B. Gell and Sons, 1915), p. 197.
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labour, either to supplement meagre holdings or to provide the whole of
their income, earned no more than 6 to 12 sols per day.61

Either part-time or full-time work in rural manufacturing,
particularly in textiles, enabled some to remain on the land in the
hinterlands of Reims and Troyes; but the wages offered by middlemen were
exploitative and significantly below those paid for similar work in the
towns, Indeed, from this period there were increasing complaints from
textile workers in the towns that the low wages accepted by those in the
country were undermining the jobs and security of those who had no other
means of sustaining themselves. So, while in Champagne’s largest towns the
wine trade and textiles brought great wealth to new bourgeois dynasties of
négociants, those dependent on daily or weekly wages from manufacturing
suffered immediate and desperate poverty whenever bread prices outstripped
wages or whenever war, or even a peaceful treaty with a foreign power,
disrupted trade or imposed unfavourable commercial conditions, since the
region’s urban and peasant population was too poor to represent a reliable
or lucrative market for the cheaper manufactured goods. So neither rural
nor urban manufacturing really provided a viable alternative for all
Champagne’s labouring poor.

Population (estimated at 810,000 in Champagne in the 1780s) was too
large for the amount of land or salaried work available to those who needed
them to survive so the number of workers seeking paid employ in the
province always exceeded the number of available jobs. And despite
government encouragement, the number of looms functioning in major textile

centres like Reims on the eve of the revolution had still not regained

6l This is the rate for day labour most frequently cited in the
cahiers. Bread fluctuated near 4 sols per pound; therefore it took the
combined labour of the entire family for the poor man to survive 1in
Champagne as in so many provinces in late eighteenth-century France.

Crubellier and Juillard, Histoire de la Champagne, p. 61.



107
levels reached in the seventeenth—century.62 Wages were so low in Reims
in 1775 -- the year of Louis XVI's coronation and, perhaps not
coincidentally, the year in which the Chidlons Academy framed its first
contest question on the plight of the begging poor -- that there were more
than 10,000 poor workers who could not earn enough to survive without some
form of outside assistance and, yet, the city’s textile workers had known
and would know much more severe conditions. The years of the most intense
industrial crisis in Champagne’s largest cities were 1767-1770, 1782-83 and
1787-89 and in these years the poverty of workers was so extreme that only
government intervention prevented either riot or starvation. In the final
years of Rouillé d’Orfeuil’s intendancy and the Chédlons Academy’s contests
the situation of the Reims textile workers had become so deplorable that
only ’les plus aisés’ among the workers -~ those whose 'sort’ was envied -
- were able to eat 'une fois par semaine la viande et de la soupe grasse’

and even they reportedly lived ’entassés dans des chaumiéres étroites, mal

62 Manufacturing had suffered steady decline in Champagne since the
revocation of the Edict of Nantes, and the late eighteenth century saw an
acceleration of this process. According to the director of the Chdlons
Academy, speaking in 1790, the continuous fall in textile output had
prompted a decline in the population of Chdlons within a century from
40,000 to only 13,000 on the eve of the Revolution. Delacourt, ’'Discours
prononcé a 1l’ouverture de la séance publique de 1’Académie des sciences,
arts et belles-lettres de Chdlons-sur-Marne, le 25 aoilit 1790', (Chidlons,
1790), p. 20. The provincial assembly had estimated that textile production
in Chilons had fallen to an all-time low in Louis XVI’s reign, employing
only 500 workers who were producing poor quality cloth destined for local
artisans and country people; during the same period textile production was
reported to employ 30,000 people in and around Reims. For earlier
contemporary testimony to Chadlons’ commercial decline see Bibliothéque
municipale de Reims MS 1551, ’Description abrégée de la province de
Champagne, extraite des Mémoires pour servir 3 1'Histoire de Champagne par
1’Abbé Beschefer’, p. 10. The academic abbé Beschefer’s study was
published in the nineteenth century by A. Aubert (Chalons, J.L. Leroy,
1866).
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63

nourris, mal vétus’. By the beginning of 1788 more than two-thirds of

the 30,000 dependent on textile work to live were suffering terribly from
the trade and industrial crisis which had hit the city; and the situation
was made still worse by bread prices which were high and by fears aroused

by the state of the markets which for six months had been poorly supplied

with grain.64

But popular suffering was not confined to the cities; misery was
widespread in both town and country and in December of 1788 the provincial
assembly’s intermediary commission confided to Necker:

Les bureaux intermédiaires nous présentent le tableau le plus
affligeant de la misére qui régne dans les villes et dans les
campagnes., L’artisan, 1’ouvrier des manufactures, le manoeuvre ne
trouvent plus les moyens de procurer a leur famille une subsistance
suffisante, et leur vie est une privation continuelle des besoins les
plus absolus. Les fermiers n’ont pas récolté de quoi payer leurs
maitres; le rentier, le laboureur, enfin toutes les classes de
citoyens souffrent, et peu de contribuables sont en état de payer une
partie de leurs impositions avant la récolte de 1789.65

63 These eye-witness accounts were reported in the nineteenth century
by those who had lived through the events of the pre-revolutionary period
in Reims. Cited by Bloch in L’Assistance et 1’'’etat, pp. 9-10. During the
industrial crisis that immediately preceded the revolution a day’s work for
a Reims textile worker, when he or she could get work, was paid at a rate
of 4 to 5 sols. And in the heart of the city, ’'a l’ombre des somptueuses
abbayes de Saint-Nicaise, de Saint—-Remi et du couvent des Minimes, se
dissimulait un quartier insalubre, beaucoup plus peuplé que les autres et

ou étaient entassés [...] plusieurs milliers de ménages d’ouvriers’. See
Gustave Laurent’s ’'Introduction aux Cahiers de doléances du bailliage de
Reims’, Rei et la régi émoise A la vei évolution. La

Convocation des Etats—Généraux (Reims, Matot—-Braine, 1930).

64 Lynn Hunt has prepared a graph charting the coincidence of high

grain prices and food riots in Reims and Troyes from May 1788-December

1789. See her Revolution and Urban Politics, p. 42.

65 AD Marne C 2666. The situation in Troyes, though on a smaller
scale, was also grave, In 1787-88 1,500 looms were stilled and the town
set up 400 unemployed textile workers in work. The industrial crisis was
said to be the direct result of the Anglo-French commercial treaty of 1786.
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Nevertheless, the 'émeutes de la misére et de la faim’ which took place in
Champagne in 1789, although perhaps more severe and more widespread than
usual, were in fact but one more in a series of disturbances that
had troubled this province for decades. Champagne was above all a province
rich in poor men and it was this fact which compelled the province’s
intendants and Chdlons literary and academic society to take up their

cause.

THE SOCIAL UTILITARIAN FOCUS OF THE LITERARY AND ACADEMIC SOCIETIES

Given the scale and the present and potential social and political
implications of the poverty which reigned in much of Champagne as well as
the administrative and professional responsibilities which the members of
Chilons’ learned society exercised there, the centrality of economic and
social problems to the discussions and inquiries of these local notables
and civic leaders is hardly surprising: Accounts of their earliest
activities indicate that in both their private deliberations and the public
meetings they held from 1756, members used their gatherings to address the
economic problems of their town and region, promoting practical measures
to encourage growth in manufacturing and agriculture and improve the
prospects of the 1labouring poor whom most of them were destined by
profession, vocation or office to serve or govern. Most of the society’s
members were without great literary pretensions and, as their society moved
into its second decade, members apparently decided it was time for them to
acknowledge publicly that, despite its name, the so-called literary society
in Chédlons was in fact directing its activities towards more practical,
economic matters: in January of 1762 the society announced in a national

monthly, the Journal économique, that it planned henceforth to devote more
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of its attention to economic matters, particularly agriculture.56
Although its announcement was expressed in language that may well have
reflected awareness of the fashionable new economic doctrines emerging from
physiocratic circles in Paris, or of those doctrines refracted through
policy directives issuing from the Controller General Bertin, it is
reasonable to assume that the Chdlons society’s focus on the economic
problems of their town and region went beyond a modish following of the
économistes or even a pragmatic preoccupation with the maintenance of
social order. The problems which concerned these would-be academicians
reveal instead a remarkably compassionate apprehension of the human faces
of poverty which had become familiar to these men in their various
professional or administrative capacities in Chdlons and its environs.
Living in a province whose economic base, however poor, was primarily
agricultural, and in a town and region where manufacturing employed a
relatively small minority of the workforce, these local civic leaders seem
to have decided deliberately to concentrate their attention and that of
their public on the agriculture and rural industry of Chdlons and Champagne
and on the social welfare of parishioners, patients, contribuables or
corvéables who, despite their best efforfs, were trapped'in a debilitating
cycle of poverty and misery.

An inventory by title of the papers members of the literary society
wrote and read to one another in their assemblies survives among the
Academy’s dossiersf Although the titles indicate that these papers
included the occasional reading of an ode to the literary arts or in praise

of a provincial worthy long since dead or, more frequently, a learned

66 The society made this declaration, first in its public meeting of
1761 and then again in the Journal économique (p. 6). As has been noted,
two of the society’s corresponding members, Dreux du Radier and Antoine Le
Camus, were among that journal’s regular contributors.
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dissertation on regional archeology or ecclesiastical history, the list is
dominated by memoirs on the social and economic problems of the region and
its members’ search for practical means to relieve them:

- Mémoire concernant des recherches é&conomiques sur les moyens
d’augmenter la production des grains et de fertiliser les terres
arides de la Champagne

- Mémoire sur le blanchiment des toiles

— Mémoire sur les causes de la rareté du bois de chauffage en
Champagne et les moyens d’y remédier

— Mémoire sur les causes de la dépopulation

- Mémoire sur la culture des mauvaises terres de Champagne

- Mémoire sur l’agriculture

- Mémoire sur les moyens de fertiliser les terres de la mauvaise
Champagne

— Mémoire sur les engrais propres aux terres crayeuses de la haute
Champagne -

- Réflexions sur le gouvernement des troupeaux pour rendre les
engrais plus abondants et plus profitables

- Mémoire sur le rétablissement de la culcture des terres en Champagne
- Mémoire sur les avantages que l’on retirerait de la culture du
sainfoin si 1’on en faisant usage dans les terres de la Haute
Champagne

— Mémoire sur l’application particulieére que l'on doit donner a
1’agriculture

- Mémoire sur les moyens qu’on pourroit employer pour diriger le
cours des eaux de la Marne [de la fagon] 1la plus avantageuse a
1’agriculture

— Moyens de rétablir les prairies

- Mémoire sur les plantations et les semis du bois dans la maigre
Champagne

- Réflexions sur les labours de la Haute—-Champagne

Members discussed the advisability of promoting a new plough in the region,
the introduction of new strains of oats and rye, and the advantages of
planting spring and winter wheat and of cultivating beets and rape.
Together they worked on manuals on how to teach farmers to treat sheep pox
and the various maladies of horses as well as considering, on at least two
occasions, papers on the urgency of introducing sheep farming into areas

where Champagne’s soil was poorest.67

87 The list of papers considered by the literary society has been
drawn up using a manuscript inventory of the papers once held in the
archives of the Academy, which is now housed in the Chdlons municipal
library - MS 1280 - Inventaire générale des titres, mémoires, manuscrits,
ouvrages imprimés et des différents effets de 1’Académie des sciences, arts
et belles lettres de Chdlons—sur-Marne, depuis son établissement.
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The concerns represented by the treatises read to the society were not

only technical; as befitting men whose civic and professional activities
gave them personal responsibility for the conduct or care of those finding
it difficult to make a living in Chdlons and Champagne, members were also
worried about the social consequences of economic hardship. So even their
technical inquiries were approached from the point of view of the
province's poor men -- for example, among their papers we find they
discussed a 'Discours sur les moyens de rendre la préparation du petit-lait
[whey] facile, utile et peu coliteuse pour les pauvres’ or, with particular
emphasis on the plight of peasants who lacked the money to buy scarce and
expensive wood for heating and cooking, ’les causes de la rareté du bois
de chauffage en Champagne et les moyens d’y remédier’. The archives also
reveal members’ concern about what they could do to alleviate the urgent
but perennial p?oblem of those peasants who without secondary labour found
it almost impossible to survive from Champagne’s poor soil on inadequate
small-holdings or tenancies: *Mémoire sur la necessité de procurer de
1’ouvrage aux habitans de la maigre Champagne’ or the more general but
equally sympathetic ’Mémoire en faveur des pauvres habitans de la maigre
Champagne’ . Year after year members also discussed ’'les causes de 1la
dépopulation’, seeking to set forth a clear explanation of why so many of
the region’s peasants were forsaking agriculture altogether either to roam
as beggars or to end dependent on relief which those involved in municipal
administration knewvwas inadequate for their needs and numbers. Since none
of the several treatises on this last topic has survived, we can only
imagine the sorts of ’causes’ succeeding savants may have advanced in
explanation for rural emigration. However, it is perhaps not unreasonable
to speculate that Crown officials and magistrates responsible for taxation

or the adjudication of grievances between landowners and peasant tenants
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or engineers cast in the role of inspectors on the construction of Crown
highways may well have included the fiscal inequities and economic
hardships of life for Champagne’s peasantry among other factors provoking
the region’s rural exodus. But even without being able to analyze the
content of these papers, we can conclude from a listing of their titles
that the members of this society acted and wrote from the viewpoint of
those who benefited from professional insight as well as personal sympathy
for the plight of those suffering hardship in the province. The
orientation towards the poor man and his problems reflected in the
treatises produced by and for the society also clearly foreshadowed the
social utilitarian and humanitarian questions which its members would pose
for national consideration in the public essay competitions their status
as a royal academy would eventually allow them to hold in the reign of
Louis XVI.

Comparing the topics considered by the literary society with those the
Academy posed for public discussion in its annual essay contests, we
discover that throughout its history the Chdlons society seems to have used
its inquiries to bring together for discussion within the society and its
public meetings as much practical wisdom and experience as it could obtain
so that the information and recommendations generated could be used to
improve the economic prospects and reduce the suffering of those in the
province’s labouring classes. Their concerns in the 1750s, 1760s and early
1770s resurface in iny very slightly altered form in the competitions of
the royal society. The Academy would, for example, repeatedly ask for
suggestions about how to 'animer le commerce de la province de Champagne
et particuliérement de la ville de Chilons’ (1783, 1785, 1786 and 1788) or
how to ’'multiplier en Champagne la culture du lin et du chanvre et d’en

fixer la préparation dans la province au plus grand avantage de ses
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habitans’ (1787 and 1788); it asked for practical advice on ’le moyen de
mettre en culture les terres incultes, arides et stériles de la Champagne’
(1790) and °’les meilleurs moyens d’'établir en Champagne des manufactures
de toiles dans les lieux ou il n'y en a point, et de les perfectionner dans
ceux ou il y en a déja’ (proposed for 1790), questions which pointed to the
need to create jobs and feed a hungry populace. It also returned to an
abiding concern of the Société littéraire by asking the public in 1786 to
write on ’les moyens de prévenir en France et particuliérement dans 1la
province de Champagne la disette des bois’.

But the Academy not only asked the public to provide specific and
positive suggestions about what could be done to stimulate the economy or
encourage new or more productive agriculture or manufacturing or respond
to practical needs like the shortage of wood. Like the literary society
before it, the Academy also announced questions that focused on the social
consequences of a majority poor populace: its most successful competition,
1776-77, asked the public to present their views on 'les moyens de détruire
la mendicité en rendant les mendiants utiles & 1’Etat sans les rendre
malheureux’. And for its competition of 1782-83 the Academy generalized
its concern with the plight of the labouring poor in Champagne to initiate
a national contest which invited competitors from across the country to
suggest ways to ’'améliorer en France la condition des laboureurs, des
journaliers vivant a la campagne, celle de leurs femmes et de leurs
enfants’. These que;tions, and those that the Academy announced for the
years between these two highly successful competitions, encouraged the
public to support the most progressive reforms being essayed by the
government -- even when these had gone suddenly out of favour; they also,
by implication, authorized competition essayists to point an accusing

finger at laws, institutions or practices which the Academy, by the wording
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of its questions, clearly considered significant factors in an unjust
social, economic, fiscal and judicial system generating widespread economic
distress and social unrest among ordinary working people. These were the
public competitions on questions like that for 1778-79 on 'les moyens les
moins onéreux a 1’'Etat et au peuple de construire et d’entretenir les
grands chemins’, posed just after Turgot’'s reforms of the corvée had been
abandoned; the competition for 1780 on ’'les moyens les plus avantageux pour
administrer la Champagne’, based openly on the experimental assembly
established in Berry by Necker to assess and coilect taxes, administer road
works and provincial poor relief; or the three competitions of 1780, 1781
and 1782 on judicial reform which were explicitly critical of France’s
criminal and civil laws and institutions and the judical practices
supporting them and which followed in the wake of Maupeou’s short-lived but
radical reform of the French judiciary.58 And for 1789, a year when in
Champagpe alone vast numbers of the peasantry were finding it impossible
to survive on the land, the Academy recast a question of almost perennial

concern to the Société littéraire, but now asked of a national audience and

almost prophetically, °'Quelles sont les causes les plus ordinaires de

68 The wording of the Chdlons Academy’s three questions on judicial
reform left competitors in little doubt as to its members’ views: ’'Quelles
pourroient &tre en France les lois pénales les moins sévéres et cependant
les plus efficaces pour contenir & réprimer les crimes, par des chdtiments
prompts et exemplaires en ménageant l’honneur et la liberté des citoyens?’
(posed for 1780); 'Lorsque la société civile ayant accusé un de ses membres
par 1l’organe du ministére public, succombe dans cette accusation, quels
seraient les moyens les plus practicables et les moins dispendieux de
procurer au citoyen reconnu innocent le dédommagement qui lui est di de
droit naturel?’; and °'Quels seraient les moyens de rendre la justice en
France avec le plus de célerité et le moins de frais possible?’ (posed for
1781 and 1782 respectively).
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1’émigration des habitants de la campagne vers les grandes villes et quels
seraient les moyens les plus propres a les retenir dans leurs foyers?’.5?

Although poverty and its social consequences was clearly a consistent
theme in all the Chidlons body’s inquiries, both as a literary society and
as an academy, there was an evolution in its concerns towards topics that
were more and more explicitly political. Even before their society was
made a royal academy these Chdlons civic leaders and government officials
seem to have shared an astonishing optimism about the contribution their
inquiries could make and a profound conviction that the practical
experience and insight available to government from ah informed citizenry
could play a crucial role in influencing policies that would improve the
prospects of a population and province whose economic predicament seemed
to be otherwise so pessimistic. The optimism shared by members of the
Chdlons society was grounded not only in their own active professional
involvement and commitment to administrative and public service; it drew
strength and direction from its members’ relatiﬁnship to and confidence in
the reforming intentions and activities of the royal intendant who
administered Champagne throughout most of the society’s long history. It
is their relationship to him and through him to the essays in reform
introduced late in Louis XV’s reign and early in the reign of Louis XVI

that we will now turn.

CHAMPAGNE'S ENLIGHTENED INTENDANT: THE SOCIETIES' RELATIONS TO
ROUILLE D'ORFEUIL AND THE MOVEMENT FOR REFORM

Gaspard Rouillé d’'Orfeuil became Intendant of Champagne in 1764 and was

almost immediately asked, along with the bishop of Chdlons, to accept the

89 Information about the questions the Academy posed for successive
essay competitions is taken from AD Marne I J 35-55 and 195.
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1  The new intendant

title of ’président né’ of the Société littéraire.
enjoyed influence both at court’! and in intellectual circles and was
skilful in using it for the benefit of his province and of the Chédlons
literary and academic societies. He was a student, though not a disciple,
of the physiocrats, particulary of the ideas of those deviant members of
that school Turgot and Gournay, whose influence on him is confirmed by

72

d’Orfeuil’s own writing and policies’® and by the testimony of no less

70 Menu, 'La Société littéraire’, p. 35. Rouillé d’Orfeuil, who had
first served as majtre des requétes (1752-1761) and then Intendant of La
Rochelle (1762-1764), was himself the son of a maitre des requétes and
grandson of a Limousin intendant. His father was brother-in-law to another
enlightened intendant Caze de la Bove. The ascent of the Rouillé family
to eminence in the royal administration began with the Intendant’s great
grandfather Louis Rouillé in the last decades of the seventeenth century.
His family appears to have served as carters and ferrymen in and around
Tours and Louis Rouillé himself quite possibly began his career as a

merchant there. He began his social climb as a mail carrier, first in
Tours and then in Paris, employed by the Marquis de Louvois, who was in
charge of the royal postal service. The future intendant's great-

grandfather then worked his way up from postal clerk in a local bureau to
head of the provincial mail service in Touraine to become director and
controller—general of the postal service for all of France in 1679. That
same year Louis Rouillé purchased the office of secrétaire du roji and
thereby ennobled himself and his posterity. See Vivian R. Gruder, The
Roval Provincial Intendants: A Governing Elite in Eighteenth~Century France
(Ithaca, New York, Cornell University Press, 1968), pp. 149-50; Paul
Ardascheff, Les Intendants de province sous le régne de Louis XVI, transl.
L. Jousserandot, 3 vols (Paris, Felix Alcan, 1909), p. 56; and Etienne

Prévost de Levaud, Les Théories de L’'Intendant Rouillé d’'Orfeuil

(Rochechouart, Dupanier Fréres, 1909).

1 yillers calls d’Orfeuil ’un auxiliaire de choix’ of the Chancellor
Maupeou, describing the Intendant as an ’'homme élégant, intrigant, fort
bien en Cour, qui entretenait depuis de 1longues années des relations

d’amitié avec Maupeou’, L’'’Qrganisation du Parlement de Paris, p. 159.

2 There is confusion over the authorship of three strongly
physiocratic and utopian works which appeared in the 1770s and which have
been attributed to d’Orfeuil: L'Ami des frangois (1771, supposedly
published in Constantinople), L'Alambic des loix, ou observations de 1'Ami
des francois (1773, Hispaan), and L’Alambic moral ou analyse raisonnée de
tout ce qui a rapport a 1'Homme par 1°'°Ami des Frangois (1773, Maroc).
Prévost de Levaud had no doubt that D’Orfeuil was the author. However,
evidence would seem to indicate that it was his cousin who actually
composed these works, although the Champagne administrator undoubtedly
strongly influenced if not aided the author, a military officer. In them
one finds repeated an original variant of physiocratic ideas which is also
evident in much of the intendant’s dealing with his subdélégués and the
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than Mirabeau and the master of that school Quesnay. In the margins of a
manuscript version of Mirabeau’s Philosophie rurale Quesnay reminded its
author:
Vous avez votre réponse a faire sur l’agriculture a monsieur votre
intendant de Champagne et c’est a cela que vous travaillez nuit et
jour; c’est pour cela que vous avez tant a calculer pour 1l'Académie
qu’il établit dans sa province, comme on en établit dans tous les
autres.’3
Quesnay’s note demonstrates the new intendant’s interest in promoting the
work of the Chilons society in his efforts to reduce the burdens which, in
his words, ’entravaient de toutes partes l’agriculture’f Immediately
following his appointment to Champagne d’Orfeuil emulated the work of his
predecessor but one, the former Champagne intendant Le Pelletier de
Beaupré, who during the 1740s had drawn up a detailed survey of taxable
land in Champagne and had attempted to determine what real revenues from
it were so that a tax proportionate to real income, a taille tarifée, could
be established in the province. Rouillé d’Orfeuil continued and extended
his predecessor’s reformist work, refining the provincial cadastre in the
hope of being able eventually to relieve the poorest and impose taxes on

4

those most able to pay.7 Meanwhile, he used his administrative authority

to reduce the tax burden on the tajllables when, as was frequent during his

central government. The stubborn optimism (particularly about reforms in
taxation, the corvée and government use of ecclesiastical land and wealth)
and reformist vision of a regenerated France present in these works and in
d’Orfeuil’s administrative correspondence provide some indication of the
intendant’s openness to change and of the administrative support the

Chidlons literary society and academy would have enjoyed as —-— with the
intendant’s support —-- its role in public life expanded.
73

Quesnay’s comment is quoted by Weulersse, Le Mouvement
physiocratigue, I, 81-82, note 3. The literary society’s efforts to gain
official status as an academy predate d’Orfeuil’s arrival in the province,
The inventory of manuscripts once held by the Academy includes the
following entry, dated 1762: ‘’Lettre des membres de la Société a [...] Mgr
Le Comte de Clermont pour obtenir les lettres patentes’.

" Maurice Bordes, ’'Les Intendants éclairés de la fin de 1’Ancien
régime’, Revue d’histoire économique et sociale, 39 (1961), 63.
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intendancy, economic crisis menaced their survival. In this action, as in
so much else during his administration, keeping the labouring poor in work
and not begging or relying on formal public assistance for survival seems

75 His response to

to have been a principal goal of his administration.
their needs consistently went beyond official government guidelines, his
solicitude was such that he would use administrative measures (and
government funds) to effect relief and introduce reforms locally that had
not yet achieved the sanction of law.

D'Orfeuil enlisted the help of the Chdlons literary society in this
endeavour. As Quesnay’s comment to Mirabeau indicates, the Champagne
intendant seems to have regarded this local 1eafned society as a channel
through which he could promote reform initiatives on a practical, local
level and as a forum in which to generate broader discussion of them. From
his arrival in Chdlons d’'Orfeuil took a lively interest in the literary
society, not only by becoming its ’président né’, but by attending its
public .meetings and actively encouraging it to believe that he was
interested in receiving any information that its members considered might
be useful to him in his administration of the province. Through his own
personal administrative secretary who, like his predecessor in that post,
was an active member of the society, the intendant maintained close

relations with members and regularly commissioned them to verify new

scientific, agricultural and industrial techniques; he also urged them to

75 p'Orfeuil’s concern was founded in a fact of life in this pays de
grande culture, where most of the population had insufficient land to
survive without paid and seasonal work. It was said that there were more
vagabonds per head in Champagne than anywhere else in all of France.
Hufton, The Poor of Eighteenth—~Century France, 1750-1789 (Oxford, Clarendon
Press, 1974), p. 267. D’Orfeuil’s efforts in behalf of the poor are
detailed in AD Marne C 1700-13 ~ Travaux de charité, 1770-1790; C 2001 -~
Mendicité, correspondance ministérielle, 1772-1790, C 2005 - Etablissement
du Bureau de Charité, 1777-1778 and C 2026 - Maison d’Ostende,
correspondance ministérielle, 1767-1787.
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expand their network of practical information by entering into
correspondence with the agricultural societies recently established under
the influence of Bertin. In all his contacts with the society the new
intendant gave its members every reason to believe that he regarded them
as a kind of consultative body on whom he would rely for the information
and insight he needed to administer the province wisely. He took
particular interest in their assessment of the scope and scale of the
economic problems in the province and relied upon society members to
provide accurate information about the region’s poor and to supervise or
suggest projects to relieve public distress or to promote training for

76 His encouragement and support for the

Chdlons’s artisans and workers.
Chdlons literary society, as for the Academy, thus appear to have been an
integral part of his plan for influencing public opinion and effecting
significant reform which did not always enjoy sustained support from those
in central government. This seems to have been particularly true of his
efforts to relieve the burdens on the province’s poor and indigent.

From the literary society’s records we know that in the year that
d'Orfeuil arrived in Champagne, its members were once again discussing the
reasons for the rural exodus and reflecting on what could be done to help
the poorest inhabitants of Champagne’'s most unproductive regions.77 That
same year d’'Orfeuil was studiously avoiding all attempts by the then
Controller-General L’Averdy to enforce draconian new government legislation
directed against the begging poor. In 1764 the government had appointed

a new commission to reconsider government policy towards beggars and

vagabonds. As a result of its findings, the already harsh and repressive

76 AD Marne C 1 1738 (cited in Olejniczak) and AD Marne C 1768, I J
195 and 210 and Bibliothéque municipale de Chdlons MSS 674 and 1239,

7 Bibliothéque municipale de Chdlons-sur-Marne MS 1280.
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legislation which the Crown had introduced earlier in the century was made
harsher still.’® 1In stiffening these already severe penalties, L’Averdy’s
commission condemned first-time offenders to the galleys for 3 years, for
9 years for a second offence, for life for the third. Beggars, male and
female, too old, too young, too weak or too infirm to work were condemned
to confinement for comparable periods at each arrest in new institutions
called dépBts de mendicité which were to be established for this purpose
throughout the country. The only concession L’Averdy’s commission made to
the growing ranks of French poor was an extension of the time which the
beggér was given to find work; but in giving the indigent not a fortnight
but six months to find employment, the government was in fact tacitly
admitting that in the last years of Louis XV’s reign work could not be
easily obtained; the edict calling for the creation of the dépdts was aﬁ
acknowledgment that existing facilities were inadequate to contain the
growing numbers of truly desperate poor.79

A circular of September 1764 advised Rouillé d’'Orfeuil and all the

other intendants to establish dépdts de mendicité in their generalities.

® Laws introduced at the beginning of the century (1700-01) had
condemned those apprehended twice for begging to the galleys. Edicts of
1718, 1719 and 1720 provided for the deportation of beggars in chain gangs
to Mississippi and a law of 18 July 1724 -- which remained in force for
forty years -- unabashedly combined assistance and repression, ordering
'invalid®’ beggars to the death houses the eighteenth-century politely
called ’hospitals’ and the valid to find work in a fortnight or else be
confined like condemned criminals, fed on bread and water, and at the end
of their stay branded with the letter 'M’ (for mendiant). Those stopped
for begging a third time were dispatched to the galleys for five years.
See Hufton, The Poor, pp. 155-57 and 225.

9 Bloch, L’'Assistance et l’ﬁtat, p. 164, On the L’Averdy commission
see Ira 0. Wade, ’'Poverty in the Enlightenment’, Sonderdruck aus
Europdische Aufkldrung (Munich, Wilhelm Fink, 1966), pp. 317-23, Hufton,
The Poor, pp. 226-28 and Thomas M. Adams, Bureaucrats and Be s: Frenc
Social Policy in the Age of the Enlightenment (New York - Oxford, Oxford
University Press, 1990), 5, 30, 33, 43-48. On the eighteenth—-century
hospital, see Jean-Pierre Gutton, La Société et les pauvres: L'exemple de
la généralité de Lyon 1534-1789 (Paris, Les Belles Lettres, 1970), pp. 439-
40.
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But the Champagne intendant responded by doing nothing —-- a policy which
he doggedly pursued until 1767 when the government ordered the

establishment of a dépdt in Chilons by an arrét de conseil of 21

October. 80 D’Orfeuil’s obstinacy in this, coupled with his known
objections to the abuses of the maréchaussée in its arbitrary arrest of the
poor, reveal in this opponent of the treatment to be meted out to those
detained in the dépdt both a precursor of Turgot a decade before the latter

81 and an

closed down the majority of these repressive establishments
undoubted influence on the Chdlons Academy, which would ini;iate its annual
essay competitions with a question focusing public attention on the plight
of France’s indigent.

D'Orfeuil was eventually forced to establish the Chdlons dépédct.
However, by this time the stubborn refusal, over a period of three years,
of Champagne’s Intendant to bend to the ministerial will had provided the
notables of Chdlons with an important lesson in political opposition which
did not end with the establishment of the dépdt, for in his interpretation
of ministerial instructions d’Orfeuil resisted all pressure to implement

policies or to enforce royal regulations when he felt these violated basic

human rights or threatened social order in the province for which he was

80 DépSts were eventually established at Alengon, Abbeville, Bernay,
Blois, Boulogne, Bourges, Caen, Caudebec, Chdlons, Chartres, Digne, Dreux,
Evreux, Grenoble, Laon, Lyon, Meaux, Melun, Montargis, Montpellier,
Moulins, Orléans, Pontoise, Rennes, Riom, Rodez, Rouen, Tours, Saint-Denis,
Senlis, Sens, Soissons, Toulouse, Vannes and Verneuil. By the end of the
01d Regime there were only eleven left, notably Chdlons, Soissons, Amiens
(which had a terrible reputation for its inhumanity, its extremely bad food
and a total absence of heat), Rouen, Saint-Denis and Orléans. Bloch,
I’Assistance et 1’état, p. 169; Hufton, The Poor, 227-44; Gutton, La
Société, pp. 462-65.

8l AD Marne C 1997-98, cited by Marie-Edith Bréjon de Lavergnée, ’'Le
Dépét de Mendicité d’Ostende & Chilons-sur Marne & la fin du XVIII®
siécle’, Mémoire pour le D.E.S. de Droit public, Université de Reims, 1976,
pp. 65-66. The Chilons dépdt was among the five that remained open during
the administration of Turgot as Controller-General.
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responsible. Although this was especially true with regard to the way
d;Orfeuil interpreted the instructions he was given for the administration
of the Chidlons dépdt de mendicité, it was, as we shall see, also true of
the way in which he interpreted and moderated ministerial directives if,
before issuing his own administrative instructions to Champagne’s
subdélégués, tax collectors, Ponts et chaussées inspectors and city
fathers, he considered that the enforcement of the laws or the imposition
of fiscal burdens being asked of them would pose intolerable burdens on
1abouring»people. His attitude and example and the unfailing support he
gave to the Academy even after it had incurred the wrath of France’s most
senior ministers would prove crucial elements in the Academy’s own
determination to press on, despite official and privileged opposition, in
its struggle to influence opinion in favour of reforms that would help
ordinary people. D’Orfeuil’s attitude to the Chilons dépdt was perhaps one
of the earliest lessons in persistent opposition he gave themn.

Despite L'Averdy’s strenuous objections —- and in marked contrast to
the harsh pra;tices employed elsewhere —— Champagne’s Intendant insisted
upon indulgence vis—-a-vis those interned in Chdlons’s dépdt and insured
that its administrators maintained standards of health, nutrition and
sanitation which were sometimes better and probably more certain than many

t.82

of its inmates had known outside of i Much to L’Averdy’s fury,

82 AD Marne C 2030 - letter from Rouillé d’Orfeuil dated 7 November
1771, quoted by Bréjon de Lavergnée, p. 83. Although L’'Averdy complained
about the cost, d’Orfeuil instructed that detainees were to be given 4-8
oz. of meat, vegetables and rice every week plus limited amounts of white
bread, wine, beer and cider with an extra ration of milk for the children
and ill, as well as fresh straw every ten days for inmates’ mattresses.
The provision of fresh bedding in Chdlons, a practice also adopted in the
model dépdt at Soissons, was according to its director Montlinot (a
competitor in the Academy’s first competition on the plight of the beggar),
'la couche ordinaire des pays de la généralité’. AD Marne C 2030 and

imé sur 1'état actuel de ison de travail a_généralité de -
Soissons en 1781, chapter III ’Ameublement’, cited in Ibid, p. 136
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d’Orfeuil even asked for government funds to establish a garden where

8  In other dé éts, frequently

vegetables could be grown for detainees.
run by entrepreneurs who kept inmates in the poorest conditions with
minimal food and often non-existent heating or medical care, there was
often no room to establish the ateliers where the L’Averdy commission had
hoped inmates could work to cover the cost of their keep. High mortality
rates were often the norm -- in some dépdts over a quarter perished while
in custody. But in Chalons, as would be the case in the model dépdt Necker
would establish at Soissons, the emphasis was on rehabilitation rather than
punishment. And although detainees were obliged to work for their keep,
they were given half the product of their labour. So successful was this
paid work-incentive plan that in Chdlons male detainees asked to be allowed
to work later than required on short winter days to earn more money to buy

tobacco.84

Under d’Orfeuil’s instructions the doctor Joseph Gellée, who was a member
of both the literary and academic societies, made regular visits to the
dépdt (AD Marne C 1748). The Intendant even arranged for some of the ill
to take the waters at Bourbonne. It was also arranged that a mid-wife was
to be present at all births in the dépét. After an initial period,
foundlings and other children admitted into the Chilons dépdt were sent
into the countryside to be nursed and, when they were older, either placed
with peasants in the countryside or apprenticed to artisans. AD Marne C
2027 and C 2052-3, cited in Bloch, L’Assistance, p. 176.

83 Ad Marne C 2030.

84 AD Marne C 2026, piece 100. L’Averdy objected to d’'Orfeuil’s
administration and insisted that treatment be tougher. The minister’s
comments on pay for detainees reflect his understanding of how tenuous was
the economic circumstance of the ordinary peasant outside the dépdts: °'Je
concens volontiers a abandonner aux renfermés la moitie du produit de leur
main d’oeuvre quoiqu’il y aurait peut-&tre plus d’avantage a leur permettre
un ou deux sols par jour proportionnellement au travail qu’ils auraient
fait attendu que si ces gens se trouvalent nourris au compte du roi et
gagner encore honnétement, il serait a craindre qu’ils ne deviennent plus
heureux que les autres habitants de la campagne qui outre la peine qu’ils
se donnent ont encore 1’inquiétude au lendemain. Or je pense qu’ils est
nécessaire de leur faire sentir qu'ils sont renfermés pour correction pour
tdches, s'il est possible de les rendre aux travaux de la terre pour
lesquels ils sont faits.’ AD Marne 2026, piéce 92, quoted by Bréjon de
Lavergnée, p. 168.
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The Champagne Intendant’s attitude to those detained in the Chéilons

dépdt —- an attitude we will see reflected again and again in the essays
submitted to the Chdlons Academy ——- proceeded from a conviction he shared

with Chadlons’s municipal authorities and the members of its learned
society: that the majority there were not, as some ministers would have
it, the criminal poor but rather desperate people who had turned to begging
only when they failed to find work or when they lost their tenuous hold on
insubstantial scraps of land. The records of the dépdt at Chdlons bear out
d’'Orfeuil’s contention that the.absence of work --- and not of personal
initiative -- was most frequently the key to a beggar’s arrest: ’Nombreux
sont ces mendiants domiciliés ou méme de profession qui sur les états
dressés par les brigades sont mentionnés comme d’anciens manoeuvriers,

85 The dépdt in Chilons

journaliers, cardeurs de laine, chanvriers, etc.
was a model of reform in large measure because of d’Orfeuil’s conviction,

based on observation and report, that in his poor province poverty was not

primarily a moral problem but rather a structural one. This belief was the

For confirmation of the humane treatment afforded those detained in the
Chilons dépot and of its administrators’ attention to the rehabilitation
of inmates and the inculcation of the values of civil society, including
respect for those who by necessity had been forced outside its bounds, see
William J. Olejniczak, °’'Recasting the Disordered Poor: The dépdt de
mendicité at Chdlons-sur-Marne during the Decade before the Revolution’,
in the 1984 Proceedings of the sorti on Revolutiona urope
1850 (Athens, Georgia, 1986), pp. 16-25.

85 Ad Marne C 1997-1998. Hufton’s analyses of those detained in other
dépdts confirm this view; dividing those detained into social and economic
categories, she found that the ’'mix’ in a dépdt at any one time would
consist of between 30-40% rural journaliers, whose seasonal work was
finished, and 30% unemployed ouvriers with the rest being made up by
itinerant traders, prostitutes, the insane, children and the aged. Hufton,
The Poor, pp. 239-39. Cissie Fairchilds, in her study of the dépdt in Aix-
en-Provence, found that about half of those interned there could not really
be classified as criminal beggars or illegal vagrants. Poverty and Charity
in Aix-en-Provence, 1640-1789 (Baltimore, Johns Hopkins University Press,
1976). For a contrasting view of the inmates of France’s dépdts during the
early years of the Revolution see Alan Forrest, The French Revolution and
the Poor (Oxford, Basil Blackwell, 1981), pp. 88-94.
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well-spring of his initiatives in Champagne. His attentiveness, in the
words of the Société littéraire, to ’pourvoir aux besoins du peuple’ was
more than just an echo of policy directives from the central government.86

In Champagne economic crises were frequent and gave d’Orfeuil wide
scope for his humanitarian administrative reforms. In 1770, when the cycle
of bad harvests began reducing large numbers of both journaljers and
laboureurs to indigency, begging and even crime, the Champagne intendant
sought to implement or inspire reforms designed to assist the poorest of
the province’s labouring poor. First, he exempted families with ten
legitimate children from billeting troops (which, in a military centre like
Chdlons, was often a crushing burden for the people); and he recommended
that in imposing the capitation on these families the government take into
consideration the 'facultés’ and the ’situation de 1leur nombreuse

8 In his communications with ministers D’Orfeuil was consistent

famille’.
in his recommendation that fiscal obligations be related to ability to pay.
He was candidly critical of the whole basis on which the corvée was
assessed and administered, writing in 1775: ’Je suis intimement persuadé
qu’il n’y a point d'opération plus nécessaire au soulagment du peuple que

le changement de l’administration des corvées des chemins [...]’; and, in

a letter to Turgot, recommending that the money for the construction and

8 The quotation comes from the society’s hymn of praise to its
protector, 11 April 1768, cited by Menu, Notes historiques, p. 36.

87 Amédée Lhote and Armand Bourgeois, Essais biographiques sur
uelgques intendants de Champagne (Chdlons—-sur—-Marne, Imprimerie Librairie
de 1’Union républicaine, 1900), pp. 13-14. D’Orfeuil also organized
courses to train rural sages femmes, using relief from the corvée and
taille as incentives to attract peasant women to complete the courses. AD
Marne C 2664 and C 359 and Mémoires secrétes de Bachaumont, t. XXVII, pp.
63—-64 (18 January 1785). He enlisted the help of village rés, asking
them through a circular letter to encourage poor women who wanted to be
mid-wives to attend the course by explaining that they would be housed free
in Chédlons for the two months the course would run and that they would
receive a weekly stipend of 12 livres. AD Marne C 355 and 358, cited by
Bloch, L’Assistance et 1'Etat, p. 249.




127
maintenance of roads should come not just from a tax on rural landowners,
from which, currently, 'les habitants des principales villes [...] sont en
méme temps exempts de taille [et] dispensés des travaux publics’, but by
impositions on négociants, merchants, artisans and even day labourers (but
in strict proportion to their means) as well as on clergy, nobles and on

8 Even after the failure

lands belonging to the king and royal princes.
of Turgot’s legal reform of the corvée, d’Orfeuil, from the mid-seventies
on, counselled his subdélégues to substitute 'la plus grande douceur’ for
the existing ’rigidi;é contre les corvéables’ in view of ’les circonstances
ficheuses dans lesquelles nous nous trouvons eu égard a la cherté du

» 89

pain. And when in 1785 his province was again hit with severe

scarcity, d’Orfeuil forbade his subdélegués to require the corvée at all
until the worst of the crisis had passed.90

Concurrent with his attempts to reduce the burdens on the agricultural
labourer were his efforts to reform public and private assistance. In 1770
he took the initiative in organizing bureaux de charité in Champagne. So
when, 1later, Necker and Bertin routinely encouraged him to organize alms
bureaux in every Champagne town and parish,91 d’Orfeuil reminded the
ministry that he had already been doing this for more than a decade.

Depuis dix ans je n’ai cessé de donner tous mes soins et mon

attention a4 1l’objet important de la mendicité [...]. Dans ma

derniére tournée en Champagne, j’ai mis tout en usage dans les villes
ol je suis passé pour exciter les magistrats qui sont chargés de la

8 Schelle, Qeuvres de Turgot, IV, 540.
8 AD Marne C 1549 - letter of Rouillé d’Orfeuil to the Reims

subdélégué Polonceau, April 1775, written in response to Polonceau’s ’Avis
pour les corvées’,

9 AD Marne C 1552.

% Leon Lallemand, Quinze années de réforme hospitaliéres (1774-178
(Paris, A. Picard et fils, 1898), p. 18.
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police ainsi que les curés des paroisses a s’occuper avec zéle de la
formation des Bureaux d’Auménes.??

In a circular to his subdélégués he recommended that the 'Bureaux
d’Aumdnes’ be ’'composés dans les campagnes du seigneur ou de son agent, du
curé et des habitants les plus riches, et dans les villes des principaux
magistrats, des curés et des autres personnes recommandables’. If the
voluntary donations of the province’s rich and privileged proved
insufficient to ’procurer aus pauvres les secours convenables’, the
intendant assured his officials of his willingness to ’'me joindre avec
plaisir a ceux dont les moyens ne seraient pas suffisants et je les aiderai
de 1’autorité et des fonds que le Roi a bien voulu me confier’'. D’Orfeuil,
sharing the impulses of both Turgot and Necker, insisted that the promised
aid should not be limited to food but should include raw materials and
tools and even money to help the poor get back on their feet: *Je
distribuerai avec abondance des remédes, du riz, des matiéres et des outils
pour le travail et méme de 1’argent quand cela serait nécessaire’.®’
Throughout his intendancy Rouillé d’Orfeuil demonstrated genuine
concern for the poor, both those in work and bearing heavy tax burdens and
those forced to rely on formal assistance because of deteriorating economic
circumstance. During the catastrophic winter of 1783-4 the intendant sent
the following letter to the municipal officers throughout the province:
Quoique je sois persuadé, messieurs, que l’extréme rigueur de la
saison et la cherté des grains excitent puissamment votre sollicitude
envers les pauvres de votre ville, qui manquent d’ouvrage et de
nourriture, je crois devoir vous prier de vouloir bien me faire part,
au regu de cette lettre, des différentes mesures que vous avez prises

a cet egard.

Obviously not content to leave public assistance to chance, he added,

92 AD Marne C 2005.

93 1bid.
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rien ne doit vous arréter pour remplir des soins aussi chers a la
religion et 4 1'humanité; appréciez, Messieurs, toutes les horreurs
de la saison et du froid, songez que ces deux fléaux pressent dans ce
moment Sur Vos concitoyens, sur vos semblables, prévoyez tous les
maux qui peuvent en é&tre la suite; et voyez s’il y a des
considérations qui puissent vous dispenser d’employer tous les moyens
qui sont en votre pouvoir pour les prévenir.94

D’Orfeuil recommended the establishment of public works projects, ateliers,
for all able-bodied unemployed, and public warming rooms, chauffoirs, for
those too poor to heat their dwellings. Again addressing local magistrates
and municipal officers, which included several members of the Chilons
Academy, he wrote:

Réfléchissez, je vous prie, Messieurs, que la circonstance est on ne

pourrait plus impérieuse, et qu’il n’y a point de disposition ni de

motifs d’économie qui ne doivent lui ceder. Suspendez vos ouvrages
les moins pressés, retardez le paiement de vos charges ordinaires,
empruntez s'il le faut, mais faites en sorte que vos pauvres et vos

ouvriers ne manquent point de subsistances. 9’

Like their intendant, members of Chdlons’'s learned society who were
also on the town council were increasingly preoccupied by the mounting
number of poor in their town and province. Although in 1770 the council
arranged for bread to be distributed twice a week to the town’s poor and
appointed an almoner systematically to collect donations for this purpose,
they recorded their fear that ’la charité passera avec le temps en taxes
de ville et de police. C’est un intendant, un maire, des échevins qui s’en
mélent tout seuls’. The intendant had instructed subdélégués, town

councillors and churchmen to aid the poor as much as possible and had

promised help from the central government to fund relief.

M Archives nationales H 1420 - Administration provinciale, Liasse -
Secours du roi.

% 1bid.
% The statement was made to the council by the president of Chdlons’s

presidial court Morel and is quoted in Poinsignon, Histoire générale, III,
356.
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But concurrent with these measures of public assistance d’Orfeuil also
began to pour renewed energy into his efforts to gain official status as
a royal academy for Chilons's Société littéraire. In letters to the
ministry he described its members’ untiring efforts in pursuit of what was
useful and insisted that it was to their credit that improved agricultural

97 prorfeuil now hoped to use

techniques had been adopted in the province.
this body to engage a larger public in the consideration of measures which
might influence those with the power to introduce reforms to adopt measures
that would reduce the burdens bearing down upon the labouring poor and
provide work for those who had fallen into indigency.98

Through his good offices the literary society in 1770 submitted to
Louis XV and his ministers a 1list of its members and an impressive
catalogue of all the useful projects the society had undertaken over the
previous quarter century. An official document prepared by the Academy for
Crown officials early in Louis XVI's reign records that Louis XV had indeed
granted their request: ’'sa Majesté se seroit determinée en 1770 a accorder
a cette société des lettres patentes qui & raison de circonstances

99

particuliéres n’ont point été registrées dans le tems’. This document

97 sCette académie dont la ferveur pour le travail sur des objets

d’utilité ne s’est jamais rallentie [...] ne s’est occupé jusques a présent
que d’'objets intéressants et [...] la plus part de ses ouvrages méme
agréables ont un point de wvue d’utilité. Je ne dois pas ainsy vous
dissimuler que je me suis rendu certain que c’est a cette académie que 1’on
est redevable de la culture abondante que se fait actuellement dans la
province de Champagne en sainfoin et autres prairies artificielles.’ AD
Marne C 1768.

9% In a letter to the ministry, dated 3 July 1777, D’Orfeuil admitted
that his support (and his assurance to the society that he would personally
underwrite the cost of the two prizes) had been the crucial factor in the
Academy’s selection of its first two public essay contest questions: on the
plight of the begging poor and on reforms which would see that the forced
free labour required by the corvée was replaced by a system offering the
unemployed paid labour on national roads. AD Marne C 1768.

99 AD Marne C 1768 - Extrait des registres des délibérations de
1’Académie[...] du mai 1777.
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offers no further explanation about what these ’circonstances’ were, but
it is perhaps not unreasonable to speculate that they may have been related
to the dismissal of Choiseul and the subsequent exile by Maupeou of the
Paris Parlement, the break-up of its jurisdiction, the abolition of its
magistrates’ venal offices, and the creation in their place of the new
subordinate courts, gconseils supérieurs, one of which was established at
Chdlons and to which D'Orfeuil, with Maupeou’s full support, appointed five

100 Whatever the explanation for the

of Chilons’s would-be academicians.
non-registration of the authorizing letters, the Chdlons society and its
Intendant and president would have to wait another five years for the
academic recognition they sought.101

On the death of Louis XV and the accession of the new king the Chédlons
society hastened to reapply for official recognition as an academic body,
once again through the good offices of Rouillé d’Orfeuil. Though they had
suffered a setback when they failed to achieve academic status under Louis
XV, the Chdlonnais had witnessed in the work of Bertin, Maupeou and Terray
and, most recently, of Turgot, serious attempts by senior government
ministers to introduce reforms in the economy, in finance, 1in

£, 102

administration, in justice and in poor relie and although these

100 Villers, L’Orpganisation du Parlement de Paris, pp. 159-64.

101 That the learned society continued to hope throughout this
interim period that the letters—-patent granted them by Louis XV would
eventually be officially registered is proven both by the society’s
minutes, which indicate that one of its associates was commissioned in 1772
to design a seal for the new academy, and by the academy’s official
cartouche, which was hung in its meeting room and used as the design for
the academy’s seal; it carried this claim: LUDOVICUS XV STABILIT -
LUDOVICUS XVI INSTITUIT. Menu, La Sociéré _littéraire, p. 62 and
Bibliothéque municipale de Chdlons - MS 1280 which lists a manuscript,
dated 1772, entitled ’'Observations sur le sujet du sceau de 1’Académie des
Sciences, Arts, et Belles lettres de Chaalons par M. Grignon’.

102 Turgot’s initiatives in matters of poor relief were welcomed by
d’Orfeuil who, along with Chédlons’s bishop (Malvaux’s immediate superior),
had been involved in the inquiries set up by the commission which Turgot
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reforms were in some instances only briefly essayed they had, like the
reforms the society had observed at the hands of Rouillé d’Orfeuil,
instilled in these 1local notables an unquenchable optimism about the
prospects for reform and convinced them that in the very highest circles
of government there existed a will to reform that only needed the
enlightened support of reform—minded men to become a lasting reality.

In the years during which the Academy waited for official registration
of their letters—patent members had seen Maupeou dismember the jurisdiction
of the Paris Parlement and replace its magistrates with salaried officials
dispensing free justice; they had witnessed Terray’s efforts to introduce
reforms in the assessment and collection of the vingtieme and capjtation,
his imposition of new taxes on venal offices and his abolition of other
venal offices altogether, as well as his action forcing the Farmers General
to accept a new lease on indirect taxes more favourable to the Crown.
These reforms, undertaken by ministers of central government and seemingly
grounded in some of the same attitudes which they had observed in the
actions of their own Intendant, persuaded the men from Chdlons that the
Crown was willing to undertake reforms that implied a fundamental
reconsideration of the assumptions of a society of orders and to
demonstrate a new commitment by the Crown to attend to the needs of
France’s labouring people.

This practical commitment of the King to his people they had seen
worked out first-hand in the administration of Champagne’s intendant. As

officials in the royal administration many of the society’'s members had

established in 1774 to study the problem of mendicity. Turgot was among
the first of the honorary members named by the Chidlons Academy along with
Loménie de Brienne and Trudaine, two of the men Turgot had appointed to his
investigative commission of 1774. The findings and recommendations of the
Turgot commission are contained in BN fonds frangais 8129-8130 - Recueil
sur la mendicité fait sur 1’ordre de Turgot.
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taken part in the implementation of reforms introduced in their own courts
or tax offices during the years of intense reform under Maupeou and Terray
and the administration of Rouillé d’Orfeuil; other members had been asked
as doctors or clergy to cooperate with the Intendant in his efforts to
improve public health or supply the needs of the province'’s indigent.
D’Orfeuil’s resistance to ministerial pressure to enforce harsh policies
against the indigent, his establishment of Chdlons’s Conseil supérieur in
the face of the opposition of France’s most senior magistrates (many of

103 and his implementation

whose members had been in exile in the region),
and interpretation of‘the other fiscal, judical and administrative reforms
of Maupeou, Terray and Turgot, all seem to have convinced the men from
Chdlons that the Crown was willing seriously to consider reforms that would
make government both more efficient and less oppressive for ordinary
Frenchmen while ultimately undermining the power and privilege of vested
interests.

So at last in August of 1775, at a time when all of France was
experiencing the euphoria of a new reign and a young king who promised to
’donner & ses peuples des preuves de son amour paternel et de son attention
pour tout ce qui peut contribuer & leur soulagement et a leur

104

conservation’, Louis XVI issued the edict transforming the Chdlons

103 villers, L’'Orgapisation du_Parlement de Paris, pp. 139 and 160.

104 »Edit de 1776 sur les boites de remddes distribuées dans les
provinces’ in Daire, Qeuvres de Turgot, II, 472. ' With his every act the
new king reminded the public of his 'attention au bonheur du peuple’ See,
for example, the preambles to the following edicts: in 1774, the 'édit
fondant 1’hospice des écoles de chirurgie’; in 1776, *édit sur la libérté
du commerce des vins'; and in 1777, 'arrét du 17 aolit 1777 nommant une
commission de réforme des hdpitaux’. Comments contained in the essays
submitted by the public to the Chidlons Academy provide evidence of the
effectiveness of these preambles in conveying this message from the Crown
to ordinary Frenchmen.

One example of many in the essays will serve as an illustration of the
influence the preambles to government edicts had in persuading the Chilons
essayists —— and the influential permanent secretary of the Chdlons Academy
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literary society into a royal academy. His recognition of their work over
the previous quarter century seemed to them but one more indication of the
royal preoccupation with promoting the public welfare, for by the
privileges he granted them Louis XVI appeared to be both endorsing their
past efforts to work for the public good and encouraging them to pursue
their commitment to public utility with all the authority and influence of
a royal academny. He was, as well, authorizing them as members of an
official body to enter into direct contact with the literate public through
publications which would not be subject to censors and to engage the public
in their inquiries by allowing the Academy to hold annual public essay
competitions on topics of its own choosing.

When Louis XVI signed the letters—-patent which transformed their local
literary society into the Académie des Sciences, Arts et Belles-Lettres de
Chilons-sur-Marne, he permitted its members to make their first formal
entrance on the national stage, behind them the power and prestige bestowed
by the heritage of more than a century of academic activity, before them
the promise of a future of public service made possible, indeed tangible,
in the letter of personal approbation and encouragement sent to the
Chdlonnais by their young king. On the 22nd of May 1776 members of the
society, sitting formally for the first time as a royal academy, heard
their director, the Abbé Malvaux, read the following from a document signed

by Louis XVI himself.

—— of Louis’s devotion to the interests of his people. Sabbathier, as a
competitor 1in the Academy’s first competition, wrote of the edict
suppressing the corvée, after its reversal: ’'il est impossible de penser
que 1’intention du Gouvernement soit de rétablir pour toujours un usage,
dont il a si bien développé le vice & 1’iniquité dans le préamble de 1’Edit
de février. Pour étre rassuré, il ne faut que se rappeller ce préamble si
touchant, ou le Monarque plaidant avec tant d’énergie la cause de ses
sujets les plus dignes de son humanité, par une heureuse méfiance de lui-
méme, a paru vouloir employer tout ce qu’il y avoit de plus propre a
1’engager vis-a-vis de la Nation.' AD Marne I J 40, No. 70.
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LOUIS, par la Grdce de Dieu, Roi de France et de Navarre: A tous
présens et a venir, Salut. Ayant été informés il y a déja quelque
tems que plusieurs Gens de Lettres de notre Ville de Chaalons-sur-
Marne s'y étoient réunis, sous le titre de Société Littéraire, & un
nombre d’Amateurs des Sciences et des Arts pour les cultiver et les
perfectionner par leurs travaux réciproques, Nous approuvimes dés-
lors un établissement, dont le but étoit si conforme au désir que
Nous avons toujours eu de favoriser le progrés des Sciences, et
d’encourager ceux qui se livrent & des études utiles. Nous nous
sommes fait rendre compte des différentes occupations auxquelles
cette Société s’'est livrée, et Nous avons vu avec beaucoup de
satisfaction qu’elle s'est toujours appliquée a4 des objets relatifs
4 1’utilité publique, que plusieurs de ceux qui la composent se sont
déja acquis par leurs travaux littéraires une réputation, qui donne
lieu d’espérer que cette Société étant affermie et soutenue par notre
autorité contribuera a 1l'avancement des Sciences et des Arts dans
notre Royaume, et Nous nous sommes déterminés d’autant plus
volontiers a confirmer pour toujours cet établissement, que c’est
donner a notre Province de Champagne une preuve de notre protection
spéciale, et un nouveau témoignage de notre bienveillance pour une
Ville qui s’en est toujours rendue digne par sa fidélité et son
attachement a notre Couronne.

Henceforth, the document continued, Louis XVI would afford his academicians
at Chdlons the same status, honour, privileges and liberties that Louis XIV
had bestowed upon the members of the great academies in Paris. 103
Although the letters—patent granted the new academy only very specific
rights and duties and provided guidelines from which it could depart only
at the risk of losing these rights, the Academy had at last gained official
recognition and thereby the privilege of a public life. The Statutes which
accompanied the Academy’s letters patent made it clear that the Crown

intended its latest royal academy to be a working body, the main focus of

whose activities was to be the discovery and propagation of information or

105 »Ordonnons que lesdits Académiciens jouiront des mémes honneurs,

priviléges, prérogatives, franchises et libertés dont jouissent les Membres
des Académies établies dans notre Ville de Paris.’

This and the previous quotation are taken from the ’Lettres patentes
du Roi portant érection de la Société littéraire de Chaalons-sur-Marne en
Académie des Sciences, Arts et Belles-Lettres, données a Versailles au mois
d’Aodt 1775, registrées au Parlement de Paris, le 18 mars 1776, lues et
registrées a 1’Académie de Chaalons, le 22 mai 1776’ - AD Marne I J 195.
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practices in the sciences, arts and, particularly, agriculture, which its
members believed would be useful to the public.106

To this end the new Academy was to be awarded a privilége générale
which would permit it to print and to sell throughout France not only the
works of its members and the proceedings of its meetings, public or
private, but also any other work which ’ladite Académie voudra faire
paroitre en son nom’. Principal among these would be the essays submitted
by the pu@lic for the annual essay competitions which the Academy already
proposed to hold each year on subjects directly ;elated to the work of
public utility to which it purposed to devotenitself; The terms in which
this privilege was granted reflect the importance which the Chdlons Acadeny
attributed to this aspect of its public work.

Notre bien aimée 1’Académie Royale des Sciences, Belles-Lettres et

Arts de Chaalons-sur-Marne nous a fait exposer qu[’]elle avoit besoin

de nos Lettres de Privilége pour faire imprimer [...] les pieéces qui
lui [...] pourront étre adressés pour les concours des prix qu’elle

106 As was true for all royal academies, the activities of the Academy
at Chdlons were legally and strictly controlled in the most minute detail
by government regulation. Among the ’'réglements’ imposed upon the Academy
with its letters-patent we find: the number of titular members (20), the
imposition of the province’s governor, intendant and the bishop as
protector and presidents, the meeting place (the Chédlons hdtel de ville),
the day and even the hour of its weekly meetings, the rules and order for
voting, the number for a quorum and mandatory attendance requirements, the
obligation of members to record and sign the minutes of meetings, the date
of the annual public meeting (25 August, the ’'féte de Saint Louis’) which
was to be opened with a mass, the number of ’'examinateurs’ responsible for
approving each public statement and even the opening and closing dates of
the academy’s autumn and Easter adjournments.

The twenty titular members, who were to be resident in Chdlons or near
enough ’'pour pouvoir facilement assister chaque semaine aux assemblées’
(Statute XI), were to meet together every Wednesday from four to six pm
(Statute VIII) [in fact, because so many members found that their
professional and administrative obligations made it impossible to arrive
for four, the Academy eventually voted to begin their meetings an hour
later than originally instructed in the Statutes] and to devote themselves
to the discovery and propagation of the useful: ’'L’Académie ne négligera
rien pour se procurer autant qu’il lui sera possible, la connoissance des
inventions et decouvertes utiles sur-tout dans la Province de Champagne,
relativement aux Sciences, aux Arts, et particulieéerement & 1l'Agriculture.
Elle se chargera méme de les publier et d’'en rendre compte chaque annece
dans ses séances publiques’. (Statute XXIV). Ibid.



137

distribue: a ces causes [...] nous lui permettons [...] de faire
imprimer et de faire vendre ou débiter par tout notre royaume, tous
les ouvrages [...] qu’elle pourroit approuver parmi les pieces au

concours pour les prix qu’'elle distribue. %7
In a society which was still officially apolitical and in which the
privilege to publish remained, at least formally, the prerogative of the
Crown, this document marked the true beginning of Chidlons Academy’s public
life, according it precious access to the French public and, potentially,
to those with the power to influence significant reform. Taken together
with Louis XVI's grant of letters patent to their society, a body whose
members had for a quarter century devoted so much of their activities to
the promotion of the social and economic well-being of the labouring people
of their province, the Chdlons Academy’s new status and privileges
reinforced the impression shared by its members that, like the reforming
Intendant who presided over their province, their young king was attentive
to any project that would serve to promote the welfare of his people.
Thus, with the blessing of the king and an optimism which betrayed their
inexperience on the national political stage, the Chilons academicians
threw themselves into preparations £for their first public  essay

competitions.

107 Ap Marne I J 195 - Privileége général.
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PART TWO

THE PUBLIC ESSAY COMPETITOR
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III

THE COMPETITORS IN THE CHALONS CONTESTS

A competitor in the public essay contests of the Chidlons Academy had to
meet only three conditions: to be literate, to be aware of some of the
social and economic problems being faced by ordinary Frenchmen, and to be
possessed of the desire to contribute to their solution by penning a
written response to the Academy’s question and sending it to Chdlons in
time to be judged. The only formal requirement was the date for
submission. The Chdlons academicians simply invited all those who believed
they had something useful to contribute to the issue at hand to submit
their wviews to them. Members placed advertisements in the leading

! printed and distributed fliers, and maintained an active

journals,
correspondence with other academic, literary and agricultural societies and

with interested individuals,2 exploiting their wvarious contacts to

1 Competitors in the Academy’s contests themselves mention having read
an announcement of the competition questions in one or the other of the
following journals: the Gazette de France (9, 11 December 1776; 18
September 1778, 3 December 1779; 19 September 1778; 12 September 1780 and
19 September 1783); the Mercure de France (15 December 1778 and 13 December
1779); the Affiches de Paris pour les provinces (October 1780); the Journal
de Bouillon (June 1775; February 1782); the Journal d’educati (January
1778); the Journal de Genéve (19 January 1782; 11 October 1783); the
Journal politique (1-15 February 1782); the Gazette de Tribunaux and the
Journal Courrier de 1'Europe (1781, No. 9), the Journal de Bruxelles
(January 1783). Notices also appeared in the Mémoires de Bachaumont ou
Mémoires secrets pour servir 3 l’histoire de la républigue des lettres en
France, the Journal de Physique of the Abbé Rozé and the Année littéraire

of Fréron.

2 Although the number of Chdlons essayists who were members of an
academy or agricultural society is small, the correspondence between these
bodies and the Chdlons Academy undoubtedly contributed to the diffusion of
the Academy's essay contest topics. Of the identified essayists, 83 came
from (21) towns having either an agricultural society or an academy.
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publicize their contest questions and to ensure the largest possible public
participation in the Academy’s competitions.

The social utilitarian orientation of the Academy’s questions and its
seemingly sincere effort to consider the reformist opinion of any literate
Frenchman, as long as it was ’praticable et utile’, quickly convinced the
public that the Chdlons Academy differed from most other academies. In 1781
the future people’s mayor of Paris and Chdlons essayist Petion de
Villeneuve wrote to the Academy’s permanent secretary Sabbathier to express
sentiments shared by many of its contest competitors:

Monsieur, il est une chose qui distingue honorablement votre académie

d'une foule des sociétés littéraires: c’'est son =zéle et son

application assidue a se rendre utile au genre humain. Qu’importe au
bonheur de 1’homme toutes ces questions oiseuses que ces corps
littéraires semblent prendre a tdche de présenter au public.
All that issued from the literary exercises of most such societies were
'quelques mots sonores qui prouvent les talents de 1l’orateur’ and these did
nothing, Petion remarked dismissively, to ’adoucir les maux’ which were
besetting the France outside their golden circle.?

Petion's was a refrain common to many of the essays received by the
Chédlons Academy. Competitors writing for its contests professed disgust
for those of the cultural and intellectual elite who merely ’couchent sur
les papiers’; wasting their energies in the formulation of vacuous
’systémes’ which 'a force d'étre universels, [ne] guérissent ordinairement

aucuns maux’.?

Charles—-Joseph Panckoucke, an important Paris publisher
and himself actively involved in the business of the enlightenment,

prefaced his essay for the Academy’s competition on the begging poor with

powerful criticism of the ’sociétés littéraires établies en France pour la

3 AD Marne I J 47, letter, dated 15 May 1781, from Petion to
Sabbathier.

4 AD Marne I J 38 No. 9.
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propagation des lumiéres’; their privileged position was used for nothing
more than 'la discussion des sujets futiles ou simplement agréables’.
According to him, their activities were not merely useless; they were
actively harmful because their °®jeux d’esprit entretiennent la friveolité
de la nation sans la rendre plus éclairée sur ses veritables intéréts’.
Using words to gloss over the social and economic problems which in their
country were the daily anguish of 'une nombreuse portion d’hommes’, those
who sat in these privileged societies by their public competitions
succeeded only in distracting those best qualified to understand these
problems from directing their attention to finding practicai solutions
'vraiment utiles a4 la patrie’. Panckoucke praised the Chdlons Academy for
its choice of subject and for being one of the few academic societies which
'dirigent leurs vues vers des objets vraiment utiles’ before concluding:
il n’est [...] point de citoien zélé qui ne doive aplaudir ou correspondre
4 de telle intentions’.’

In posing for public discussion in its first competition question a
subject which eschewed the literary or philosophical and focused on the
political and the useful the Chdlons Academy had transferred so-called
academic discourse to a higher plane.

L’occupation la plus précieuse des gens des lettres est d'étre utile

a 1’éctat. Des recherches de pure curiosité peuvent bien faire

briller quelquefois 1’érudition, 1’esprit, le génie de celui qui s'y

livre; mais on doit toujours préférer celles qui tendent au bien

général.

It was this, continued this essayist,

5 AD Marne I J 39 No. 44. I am grateful to Mme Suzanne Tucoo-Chala,
author of Charles-Jose Panckoucke et librairie ancaise 1 =17
(Pau, Marrimpouey; Paris, Touzot, 1977) for her assistance in confirming
that it was C.-J. Panckoucke, publisher not only of various editions of the
Encyclopédie, of the Encyclopédie méthodigue, and the Moniteur Universel
but also printer-publisher of the Paris Academy of Sciences, who was the
Chilons competitor. Thanks to M. Ph. Rossot, conservateur of the Archives
du Nord, for having put me in contact with her.
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ce qu’a trés bien sentie 1’Académie des sciences, arts et belles
lettres de Chaalons sur Marne, lorsqu’elle a proposé pour sujet la
solution du probléme politigue qui consiste 4 trouver les moyens de
détruire la mendicité en rendant les mendiants utiles & l’état sans
les rendre malheureux.®

Six years later the Academy’s perpetual secretary was still receiving
praise for ’'les sujets donnés par votre académie en matiére de politique
et d’administration’.’

Judging from the letters it received, the Chdlons Academy had
succeeded in distinguishing itself in the public’s mind as a body dedicated
to the useful, even when this involved matters that were political and
administrative; it also seems to have persuaded that public of its
commitment to bringing the views of enlightened Frenchmen outside the
academies before the eyes of the government. An unsigned statement
accompanying an essay submitted from Versailles for the Academy’s question
on the labouring poor quoted in full (and with page references to the
revised, 1780 edition) the solemn vow to utility which the academy had
sworn to the public in its published résumé of the essays it had received
on begging. This correspondent continued:

Votre Académie étoit née a peine qu’elle a montré d’abord le rang

qu’elle vouloit tenir, je ne dis pas entre toutes celles de 1la

France, mais je puis l’avancer sans en é&tre contredit, entre toutes

les académies de 1’'Europe: il n’est point de plus patriotique ni de

plus chére 3 1’humanité que la vdétre. Les différens sujets qu’elle

a déja proposés pour rendre les hommes plus heureux et meilleurs,

les soins qu’elle s’est donnés en méme tems pour tirer de ces sujets

tous les avantages possibles; enfin le serment solennel que vous
avez fait sur 1'autel du bien public de vous y consacrer entiérement

tout cela vous assure dans les premiers par l’estime, 1’amour et la
renconnoissance de tous ceux qui aiment leur [patrie].8

6 AD Marne I J 41 No. 78. Emphasis added. The writer is the Caen law
professor Roussel de la Berardiére.

7 AD Marne I J 49, letter of 12 October 1783 from an ’ancien
conseilleur au parlement de Bordeaux’' Goyon d’Arzac.

8 Ad Marne I J 49 letter dated 31 March 1782. Although the final word
is almost illegible, I believe from the context that it is 'patrie’.
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What was remarkable, as far as the competitors in the Chdlons contests
were concerned, was that this royal academy seemed actively committed to
the task of focusing public attention on specific social, economic and
administrative problems which other privileged bodies in society would
rather have left unexamined -- if possible, not even within the closed
circles of those who understood what was at stake and, under no
circumstances, by reform—minded members of the literate general public.
And, yet, the problems set before the public by the Chdlons contest
questions were so relevant, so topical, indeed, so ’un—academic’ that many
Frenchmen who would not normally have dared to writé for another academy
were persuaded to submit their views for consideration by this group of
royal academicians.

Emphasizing the human dimension of problems like the corvée and the
courts, taxes, administration‘and the begging and the labouring poor, the
Chdlons questions by their very wording convinced even the most
undistinguished that their views would be welcomed. As one unassuming
vicar remarked about the Academy’s question for 1782, 'la question présente
pouvoit étre sans prétension de la compétence d’un curé de campagne’.g
Or, as another competitor wrote: *illustre assemblée [...] comme vous
permettez a touts sujets d'y concourir [to the search for practical
suggestions for reform] vous y parviendrez’. And then: ’'Voicy un des moins
éclairés mais qui a le droit d’étre un de plus zélés. Enfin voila que le

P

zéle d’'un citoyen a pu dicter quoique grossiérement suivant sa capacité a

0

quoi cependant il se crut autorisé par votre invitation'.! By offering

9 AD Marne I J 49 No. 17, Pauvert. The curé received a favorable
comment from the Academy for his contribution.

10 AD Marne I J 49 No. 3. Emphasis added. Although the author of
this essay, which came from Valenciennes, has not been identified by name,
correspondence with the Academy indicates that the writer was probably a
woman born on the French frontier and of foreign parents. In a letter
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these men and women the opportunity to formalize in a written essay views
which might otherwise have gone unformulated and unheard, the Chélons
Academy brought their opinions into the public domain and bestowed on their
authors a new role as self-chosen but solicited spokesmen of the public
will,

The Academy through its essay contests sought out those among educated
Frenchmen who recognized with them that the poor and the burdens society
forced upon them posed a ’probléme politique’ which could not be long
ignored.11 Composing and compiling essay solutions to what they regarded
as pressing public problems, both academicians and essayists were affirming
the contributory role they believed that the public could play in reforming
abuses and injustices within French society; submitting their essays to
those whom they believed had the power to effect these reforms was a
confession of their continued faith in the monarch who reigned over

them. !2

[s]he apologized for the faults of spelling and phrasing in her essay. At
least five other women are known to have submitted essays for judgement by
the Academy: a Mme Eglain from Paris who wrote an essay on the begging
poor which arrived too late to be considered for the prize; Angelique
Térése de la Croix, an old woman (very possibly a nun) living in a village,
Vic, in Lorraine, who wrote for the competition on the corvée as did ’les
filles Du Peron’ who lived in Paris; and a young nun, described on her
manuscript as a 'fille, religieuse’, from one of the convents in Chalons
who wrote on the reform of French penal laws. One can only speculate that
there were other women who wrote, but whose essays are among those whose
authors are as yet unidentified.

11 AD Marne I J 41 No. 78. As we shall see, Roussel de la Berardiére
was not alone among the essayists in realizing the magnitude of the problem
and the threat to civil order posed by a majority poor populace.

12 Roche makes a similar point in generalizing about the function of
all provincial academic contests. For the public, he remarks, an academic
contest ’'multiplie les occasions de mobiliser 1l’opinion et révéle aux
hommes sans lettres une image de leur existence’. Le Siécle des lumiéres,
I, 355. And for the academy: ’c’est en plaidant constamment 1l’utilité de
leurs travaux que les élites académiques réussissent a trouver une
coherence idéologique collective suffisamment vague pour faciliter 1'accord
de tous les groupes sociaux et suffisamment puissant pour leur inspirer une
confiance inébranlable dans 1l’avenir et dans les résultats du mouvement’.
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CULTURAL CONTACT AND CULTURAL ISOLATION
The majority (84%) of those who responded to the Academy’s announcements
of its public contests was outside the 0ld Regime’s official cultural

13

bodies. In fact, when we begin to study the personal histories of those

who wrote for the Academy’s contests, we discover cultural (and social and
geographic) backgrounds as richly varied as the society from which the

essayists were drawn. !4

'Milieux académiques’, pp. 174-75.

13 This figure substantiates Roche’s contention that the public
attracted to academic competitions generally represented 'l’inversion de
la hiérarchie académique’, Le Siecle des lumiéres, I, 336.

4 7o forestall confusion in the discussion of the essayists that will
follow here and in Part Three, some figures must be made clear. The total
number of essayists identified by name and profession is 233, An
additional 33 have been identified by name and geographic origin only. For
30 other essays it has been possible to determine the geographic origin of
the essay but not its author’s name. Finally, I have established that the
Academy received another 87 essays whose writers I have not yet been able
to identify and/or whose essays have been lost without trace. The one-time
existence of the essays in this second group has been assumed, based upon
the academy’s listing of their ’'devise’ or on the number assigned the
essays by the academy in the process of judging a whole ’set’ of essays for
its competition. Unfortunately, there is not an extant memoir for every
essayist whose correspondence with the academy identifies him as a contest
competitor. So, for example, in Part III, I will discuss the 152 extant
essays submitted for the Academy’s contests on the begging and labouring
poor. I have been able to identify the authors of 105 of the 152 essays
by name and by profession. I have the names of 14 other authors but am
unable to match author and essay.

The Chédlons départemental archives house 296 complete and partial
essays, plus ’rapports’ or general summaries by the Academy of 15 of the
essays missing from the dossiers. Twenty other essays have been located
in the Bibliotheéque Nationale, the départemental archives of Arras, and the
municipal libraries of Besangon, Chdlons and Reims. We thus have available
to us 331 essays in complete, partial or summary form. Part Two initially
discusses the cultural and professional background of the 266 identified
essays for all the Chdlons contests before concluding with a discussion of
the smaller group (105 identified essayists) competing in the Academy’s
contests on the begging and labouring poor. [The three essays most recently
identified in printed form in the British Library do not enter into these
figures.] The content analysis in Part III will be limited to the essays
written for these two contest questions.
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First in cultural although not in numerical importance were the 43
or 16% of the identified essay competitors for all the Academy’s contests
who either legitimately claimed to be members of a provincial academy (as
titular, honorary or corresponding members or as 'agrégé pour les arts®)!?
—-— or who indicated in their correspondence with the Chidlons Academy that,
although not yet officially members of an academic society, they were in
correspondence with other academies. Daniel Roche has estimated that there
were only 6,000 Frenchmen (or 1.2% of Frenchmen with secondary education)
who at any time in the eighteenth century were recognized as titular,
honorary or corresponding members of an academy. Seen in the light of
Roche’'s figures, the 43 of the Chidlons essayists (or 16%) claiming
association with an academy would seem to be high; however, the Chdlons
figure may be explained in part, by the fact that at least a third of the
forty-three ’academician’ competitors could not yet legitimately claim
affiliation with an academy when they wrote their Chidlons essay.16 Even
if we grant that 167 of the Chdlons essayists did, as they claimed,
eventually become attached to an academy in some recognized capacity and
add to this information the fact that at least 12 of these, or 4.5%, are
known to have submitted essays for the public contests of other academies,
we still may not assume homogeneity in the cultural role or background of
the essayists even within this category.
Among the Chdlons Academy’s academic essay competitors we find some

of the eighteenth-century’s most reputable -- and some of its most

15 The 'agrégé pour les arts', clockmakers, engravers, architects and
even engineers, were the academic °'stepchildren’ of the Encyclopédie,
recognized for their technical expertise but somehow not fully integrated
into the academic confraternity.

16 The 1.2% figure is based on Roche’s estimate of 500,000 Frenchmen

with some form of secondary education. Roche, Le Siécle des lumiéres, I,
190.
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disreputable —- academicians. 1In the first category fall those who wrote
for the Chilons contests as members of national and even international
academic bodies. Two of the most prominent academician contestants were
Guyton de Morveau and Elie de Beaumont, who were both members of the Royal
Society of London in addition to énjoying prominent positions in French
academies. Guyton de Morveau was chancelier of the Academy of Dijon, and
among its most active and tireless members, and Elie de Beaumont, whom
Voltaire once called ’un vrai philosophe’ (for his defense of the Calas)
and who had an honorary doctorate from Oxford, not only competed for but

actually himself funded academic prizes.17

Essay contestants Frangois
Sabbathier and Goyon d’Arzac, while less prominent, shared or woula share
with Elie de Beaumont the honour of membership in the Academy of Berlin.
As we have seen, Sabbathier became permanent secretary of the Chdlons
Academy but, when he wrote his essay for the Chdlons contest on begging,
he was already a member of the Berlin Academy and the Société étrusque de
Cortone. Goyon d’Arzac, who was the Chidlons Academy’s most indefatigable
competitor (he entered seven of its contests), was eventually granted a

pension by the Academy of Berlin after he settled there as an émigré. He

was also a member of the academies of Besangon and Montauban -- and

17 In addition to the three prizes he would eventually fund for the
Chédlons Academy, Elie de Beaumont gave 500 livres to the Bordeaux Academy
to pose a question on 'la maniére de tirer parti des landes de Bordeaux’.

Barriére, L'Académie de Bordeaux, p. 118 and Michaud, XII, 357.
Information on Guyton de Morveau can be found in Michaud, XIII, 292-98 and
Quérard, La_ France littéraire ou dictionnaire biographique des ants

historiens et gens de lettres de France (Paris, F. Didot, 1827-64), II, 561
[henceforth Quérard]. For an account of Guyton’s work in the Academy of
Dijon (he was chancellor from 1782, the year after he submitted his essay
to the Chidlons Academy) see Tisserand, L'Académie de Dijon, who discusses
this bourgeois avocat général and chemist throughout his history but most
especially pp. 171-75.
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eventually of Chilons -- and a founder of the Société des Lettres, Sciences
et Arts d’Agen.18

To the essayist academicians of international stature must be added
those who had attained prominence in provincial academies within France:
Mathon de la Cour, Mayet and Philipon de la Madeleine in Lyon; Bizet,
Bucquet and Sellier at Amiens; Groult at Cherbourg; Roussel de 1la
Berardiére at Caen; Le Trosne at Orleans; Romans de Coppier at Rouen and
Lecreulx and Piroux at Nancy. Among these competitors were numbered, too,
prominent figures in the French Société d’agriculture: 'Morand in the
agricultural society of Chambery and, most prominently, Boncerf in the

society in Paris.!?

18 Oon Sabbathier see: Quérard, VIII, 298. On Goyon d’Arzac see: J.

Andrieu, Bibliographie générale de 1’Agenais (Agen, Michel et Nedon, 1886),
pp. 334-36.

13 on Mathon de la Cour see: Quérard, V, 621; on Mayet see: Quérard,
I, 657-58; on Philipon de la Madeleine: Louis Trenard, Histojre sociale
des idées: Lyon, de 1'‘Encyclopédie’ au Préromanticisme (Paris, PUF,

1958), pp. 448-49. On Bizet, who was a friend of Lavoisier, see:
Biographie des hommes célébre
littérateurs du département de la Somme (Amiens, Machaet, 1835) and Berthe,

La Dictionnaire des correspondants de 1'Académie d'’Arras (Arras, chez
1'auteur, 1969), p. 46. I am grateful to Professor Philippe Sueur for
having identified the Bizet essay. On Bucquet, who also helped found the

Société d’agriculture of Beauvais, see: Victor Leblond, Inventaire
sommaire de la collection Bucquet—aux—-Cousteaux (Beauvais, Imprimerie
département de 1’Oise, 1906). Sellier was eventually a member of the

Academies of Amiens, Arras, Hesse-Hambourg and the Marine Academy of Brest;
he also was an associate member of the Agricultural Societies of Laon,
Soissons, Rouen and Beauvais and of the Philanthropical Society of
Strasbourg and a corresponding member of the Société du Musée of Paris.
See Harvey Chisick, ’Attitudes toward the Education of the ’'Peuple’ in the
French Enlightenment: 1762-1789' (unpublished doctoral dissertation, Johns
Hopkins University, 1974); ’'Institutional Innovation in Popular Education
in Eighteenth Century France’, French Historical Studies, 10 no. 1 (Spring
1977), 40-73; and e Limits o eform in the ightenment: Attitudes
toward the Education of the Lower Classes in_ Eighteenth-Century France
(Princeton University Press, 1981), pp. 20, 25, 28-29, 35, 172, 175, 234
and 243, Groult was also a member of the Academies of Caen and Rouen and
a corresponding member of the Académie royale de la Marine. He was
instrumental in the re-creation of the Cherbourg Academy after the
revolution, by which time he was already 80 years old. Allix, ’Un
fondateur de la Société académique: Thomas Groult, procureur du roi au

siége de 1’Amirauté de Cherbourg’, Mémoires de la Société de Cherbourg, 35
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However, all the essayists included in the 16% and thus with some tie
to an academic or agricultural society were not as eminent as the
aforementioned academicians. The 43 essayists comprehended under this
category included not only titular and associate members (whose
participation was presumably active) but also corresponding members and
those who indicated that they were simply on occasion in correspondence
with an academic body. It is not unreasonable to include these essayists
in the category ’'academician’ in so far as they did expfess aspirations or
pretensions to academic eminence; but placing them in this category may be
misleading -- if not whoily erroneous —-- since association with a royal
academy would seem to suggest some measure of cultural sophistication and
of socio-cultural acceptance and acceptability which, judging from the
essays some of them submitted for the Chdlons contests, were qualities well
beyond their grasp.
The statistical significance of the figure of 43 or 16% of identified
competitors with ties to an academy should therefore be assessed in the
light of the fact that some of these self-styled 'academicians’ had only

a tenuous claim to academic activity, which was nonetheless sufficient for

(1956), 61-75. On Le Trosne see: Mille, Un_physiocrat oublié: G -F,
LeTrosne (1728-1780) (Paris, L. Larose et L. Tenin, 1905) and Weuleresse,
Le Mouvement physiocratigue en France de 1756 & 1770, 4th edition, Maison
des Sciences de 1’homme (Paris, Mouton, 1968), I, 99, 119 and 131 and
Larousse, X, 417. On Romans de Coppier see AD de la Seine-Maritime RHS6,
Procés verbaux de l'Académie de Rouen, 1780. On LeCreulx, who was a
titular member of the Académie des sciences et belles lettres at Nancy,
see: Quérard, V, 64-65. I am grateful to M. Pierre Gérard, Directeur des
services d’archives de Meurthe et Moselle for supplying detailed
information about LeCreulx. On Piroux, who was founder of the Institut des
Sourds et Muets de Nancy and a member of the Académie royale de Stanislas
and winner of two of its prizes and one of the Academy of Lyon -- all
subsequent to his Chdlons essay, see Quérard, VII, 190. On Morand, baron
de Saint Sulpice and founder of the agricultural society at Chambéry: A.
de Foras, Armorial et nobiliaire _de l'Ancien duché de Savoie (Grenoble,
Imprimerie d’Allier, 1900), IV, 181-86. On Boncerf, see Camille Bloch et
Alexandre Tuetey, eds, Procés—verbaux et rapports du Comité de Mendicité
onstituante, 1790-179]1 (Paris, Imprimerie Nationale, 1911), xvi.
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some of them to feel justified in appending the title to their names when
they signed the 'devise’ which identified them as author of their Chilons
essay. So, as 1s sometimes the case with statistical information, it is
the gap between presumption and proof which may here be most significant:
for the most ambitious and the least successful of these ’academic’
essayists, the gulf between their aspirations to academic eminence and
actual membership in an academy was a distance bridged only by a paper lie.

Some qualifications —- like the ’'formalités’ of a proper academic
style -- could not, however, be lied about or hidden. As we have seen,
stylistic infelicities like empty ideas were noted by the judging Chilons
academicians as they sought to determine an essay’s potential contribution.
Thus, despite the fact that in principle the essays were judged by the
Academy without knowledge of the essayist’s cultural credentials and that
academic membership was definitely not a prerequisite for competing in the
Chidlons contests, the cultural skills that academic status was intended to
convey were not unimportant in the writing of a well-argued and thus
outstanding prize essay. The winner of the Academy’s first contest and
author of the 1longest (420 pages) and most erudite essay in that
competition was written by the 'associé adjoint’ soon to be titular member

of the Rouen Academy, Romans de Coppier.20

20 AD Marne I J 42, No. 113. For further information on Romans de
Coppier see AD de la Seine-Maritime RH 6 — Procés verbaux de 1'Académie de
Rouen, volume for 1761-1780. The entry for 1777 indicates that he
presented a 'Projet d’enrichir les pauvres’ to the Rouen Academy in that
year. The published proceés-verbaux for 1779 include his ’Ne pourrait-on
pas multiplier en faveur des personnes du sexe les moyens de subsistances’,
RH6, 1771-1780, pp. 160-62. I am grateful to M Georges Guerif of the
departemental archives for alerting me to the existence of these documents.

Like Romans de Coppier, a substantial proportion of those whose essays
would win the Academy’s prize had established or would establish formal
links with a recognized body of savants; among these were Le Creulx,
Boncerf, Clicquot de Blervache, Brissot, Henriquez, Philippon de 1la
Madeleine, Goyon d’Arzac and Mathon de Lacour.
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It is also nevertheless important to recognize that not all those
writing for the Chdlons contests and claiming academic ties were as erudite
as the Oratorian Romans de Coppier. As those outside the academies were
quick to insist, academic membership was not always a clear or just
reflection of qualitative cultural factors. Sometimes election to an
academy seems to have had as much to do with how much a man had in his
pockets as with what he had in his head. The Chdlons contestant Bourdier
de Beauregard provi&es an almost perfect illustration of the academic
attainment possible to the culturally marginal maecenas. Bourdier de
Beauregard had been directeur général des domaines du roi for the
generality of Pau since 1757. His wealth, which he modestly qualified as
’considérable’, apparently continued to increase exponentially with his
tenure in the fiscal administration.?! 1In fact, in the somewhat barbed
assessment of a fellow Pau academician, J.G. de Loussat, it was Bourdier’s
wealth —- and not the quality of his mind —- which gained him access to the
Pau Parlement and which persuaded people to ’supportefr] qu’il y soit
extraordinarement bavard et diseur de riens’. ’'Ne sachant ni latin ni
loix’, Bourdier dared to 'aspirer a devenir avocat’ and, according to his
critic, was ’regu a 1’Universitévde Pau ou 1’appas du casuel rend comme on
le sgait 1les professeurs infiniment commodes’. In 1762 Bourdier
matriculated as a lawyer before the Navarre Parlement, and, once there,
there was ’presque aucun genre de glorieuse ambition’ which this cultural

cipher 'n’a cru lui étre propre’. The sterling qualities that facilitated

21 He owned a vast domain at Igon (which sold for 67,000 francs in
1802) and seigniories at Bruges, Montant and Lestelle, He owned a house
in the centre of Pau (complete with stable and poultry yard) for which he
paid 12,000 livres in 1768 and additional rural real estate at Bizanos, a
farm at Porte Neuve on the outskirts of Pau (which was sharecropped at 430
francs annually) and another at Mineville, which was part of his wife’s
dowry. In a will of 1802 Bourdier claimed to have lost ’'plus de trois cent
mille livres écus [...] par les effets de la révolution’. AD Pyrénées
Atlantiques III E 5830 No. 471 and III E 1761, 4 November 1802.
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his entrance into the Pau Parlement gained him membership of the Academy,
even though he was by all accounts ’'a mille lieues loin d’avoir quelque
teinture de belles lettres’. Again according to Loussat, Bourdier’s

initial discourse in that academy gainéd him an unchallenged place in the

academy’s memory: on se souviendra long temps de son plat et absurde
discours de réception’. But Bourdier did not stop there. ’'Le secrétariat
ne lui parut pas au dessus de ses forces. On le lui livre [...]. En un

mot, pas d’'occasion d’un peu de gloriole et d’éclat ou cet homme n’'a
recherché quelque distinction en encore plus décelé sa nullité'. Bourdier’s
rise through the academy had been virtually meteoric despite all his
limitations; and for Loussat the explanation was simple: ’'il est treés
riche; je n’en connais aucun que cela ne couvre’ . 22

Bourdier was neither the first nor the last ’diseur de riens’ who
would seek distinction in the Republic of Letters in the eighteenth
century. But only a handful of others seem to have competed —— often with
the best of intentions -—- in the Chdlons contests. Probably the most

picturesque example of this genre is Louis Monfrabeuf, ’'ancien garde du

corps’ and seigneur of the Petites Armoises, a hamlet of 45 feux in the

Ardennes, far from the intellectual life of evenva provincial academy.
Monfrabeuf’s isolation is typical of that of many of the Chilons essayists;
but, his ambition -- and his intellectual pretensions —- place him with the
tiny minority of essayists clearly attempting to use the Academy’s contests
to enter the world of intellectual respectability. Seigneur of only 60
arpents of arable land and 207 of marsh, Monfrabeuf nevertheless managed

to form a library and initiate correspondence with various hommes de

22 1 am grateful to Mme Dominique Pinzuti, Conservateur-adjoint,
Archives des Pyrénées-Atlantiques, for having sent me a copy of the Loussat
manuscript and of the documents pertaining to Bourdier’'s reception at the
Navarre bar (AD Pyrénées-Atlantiques B 4559, fol. 115) and his property
holdings.
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lettres, including d’Alembert.?3 Monfrabeuf was ’tourmenté du désir
d’acquérir de la célébrité’. The scope of his interests was, according to
one source, phenomenal: 'morale, religion, philosophie, éducation,
économie publique et rurale, il embrassa tout, il disserta sur tout,
employant jour et nuit un copiste & écrire sous sa dictée tout ce qui lui

24 Unfortunately, Monfrabeuf’s abilities were not

passait par la téte’,
equal to his imagination, his zeal or his ambition. He was never
legitimately affiliated to an academy and, as an Ardennais chronicler later
wrote of his works: ’'Le seul avantage qui puissgnt tirer ceux qui auront
le courage de les lire, c’est de connaitre jusqu’a quel point de dégradaton
peut aller 1’art d’écrire’.?’

J.-P. Brissot was only aspiring to membership in an academy when he
submitted the first of his three essays for competition in a Chédlons
contest. Although he clearly shared the academic ambitions of Bourdier
and Monfrabeuf and like them hoped to use the academy’s prize to win ’un
titre sdr a 1la gloire’,26 he did so relying on neither great wealth nor
minor nobility but rather on ’la vertu & les talens’ which were said to

27

have ’seuls droit a[ux] vrais hommages' in the academies. Though not

considered a philosophe, Brissot was not above trading in phjlosophes’

23 AD des Ardennes E 523, Extrait du proceés verbal du papier terrier
de la terre et seigneurie des Petites Armoises, dressé a la requéte de
Louis de Monfrabeuf, 19 juin 1779.

24 Michaud, Biographie universelle, XXVIII. The public result of

Monfrabeuf’s feverish activity was twelve publications, one of which was
'Le Représentant du genre humain’ (no date) in which the author assumed the
singular title for a minor French noble of ’'roi des juifs’ and °’porte
parole du Christ’,

25 Bouillot, Biographie ardennaise, quoted in Quérard, VI, 200.

26 AD Marne I J 209, from a letter Brissot wrote to the Chalons
Academy and dated 4 September 1780,

27 p’Alembert, Histoire des membres de 1'Académie Francoise, xxxii.
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names to cultivate his own career, which included the pursuit not only

of the Chdlons Academy’s prizes but also of acceptance into the body as

a member.?8 His essays for the Academy’s competitions on the penal code
and on the rights of the falsely accused citizen (written to save the
’dix mille [...] innocents dont le sort est enseveli dans 1'obscurité’)

as well as an essay on popular education give eloquent witness to both

his political ideals and his academic ambition.?2? And in December of
28 Though Brissot would later compose a disclaimer (Mémoires, 1754-—

1784, ed. by Claude Perroud (Paris, Picard & Fils, 1912), p. 234), in the
early eighties he actively sought the Chidlons Academy’s approbation. In
a letter dated 29 October 1781 Brissot wrote saying that his gratitude to
the Academy for its prizes and membership was such that ’je ne pourrais les
acquitter qu’en dévouant tous mes travaux a sa gloire’., AD Marne I J 209.

In the pre-revolutionary period Brissot wrote to or was 1in
correspondence or association with Voltaire, Linguet, Marat, Servan,
Lafayette, La Rochefoucauld, Lavoisier, Petion de Villeneuve and Siéyes.
It is amusing to note that the trade in names was not confined to those
attempting to enter the Parisian ’philosophic’ market. Brissot’s name was
itself dropped by a ’'friend’, the thoroughly ambitious and unscrupulous
provincial Bruzard de Mauvelain who in 1783 himself sought membership in

the Chilons Academy: °'J’ai parmi vous, Monsieur, un ami intime, un savant
estimable, Mr Brissot de Varville’. AD Marne I J 209 - letter from
Mauvelain in 1783 to the Academy’s permanent secretary. For more

information and references on Mauvelain and Brissot and the Chdlons Academy
see Robert Darnton, ’'Trade in the Taboo: The Life of a Clandestine Book

Dealer in Prerevolutionary France’ in The Widening Circle: Essays on the

Circulation of Literature in 18th Century Europe (Philadelphia, University
of Pennsylvania Press, Inc, 1976), pp. 13-14 and 17-18.

29 Brissot, Mémoires, I, 16. Brissot could not afford to ignore the
600 livres prize money offered for the 1780 contest on criminal procedure.
This sum would have eased his own straitened financial situation in the
1780s when, having failed to establish a London-based world centre for
philosophers which was to have spread its message through a journal called
Correspondance universelle sur tout ce qui intéresse le bonheur de 1'homme
et de la société, he was first thrown into prison for debt, then into the
Bastille on suspicion of having produced anti-government pamphlets.
Opponents in the Revolution later accused him of having worked in this
period (for a salary of 150 livres a month) as a spy for the lieutenant de
police of Paris Lenoir. See Darnton, ’'The Grub Street Style of
Revolutionary: J.-P. Brissot, Police Spy’, The Journal of Modern History,
55 (1968), 302 and 313. For a more sympathetic reading of Brissot's early
career see chapter 5, 'Brissot’, of Norman Hampson’s Will & Circumstance:

Montesquieu, Rousseau and the French Revolution (London, Duckworth, 1983),
pp. 84-106.
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1780 his labours were rewarded when he was invited to become an 'associé
libre’' of the Chédlons society.

Only four of all those competing like Brissot in a competition of this
academy could justifiably describe themselves as 'hommes de lettres' —— but
even these four did not live solely by their pens. Choderlos de Laclos,
who competed in the Chdlons competition on the education of women, combined
literary pursuits (which included publication of Les Liaisons dangereuses
the year before the Chilons competition) with an active military

career. 30

Of the other three, Jean-Baptiste Bizet, who spent his whole
life in Amiens and eventually became a résident member of its academy,
seems to have enjoyed a private income which enabled him to devote himself

to the composition of useful works like his °’'Mémoire sur la tourbe’ and

an essay on 'Des avantages et des inconvenients de la libre exportation

30 The manuscript of Laclos’'s essay is missing from the Chilons
archives but may be read in Edouard Champion’'s edition of it, after a BN
manuscript, De 1’'éducation des femmes (Paris, Librairie Léon Vanier, 1903).
For a discussion of this essay see Barbara Guetti’s ’The Old Regime and the
Feminist Revolution: ‘'Laclos’ ’'De 1'éducation des femmes’, Yale French
Studies, 63 (1982), 139-162.

Choderlos de Laclos's activities as a writer and publicist paralleled
his long military career. In addition to Les Liasons dangereuses, he
published a number of poems in L’Almanach des muses and wrote the libretto
for a comic opera whose one performance (in 1777) was attended by Marie-
Antoinette, In 1779 Laclos was sent to La Rochelle to undertake work on
military fortifications; he became a member of the provincial academy there
and the next year competed for the eloquence prize of the Académie
Frangaise with an essay Sur 1'éloge de Vauban, which he published that
year. His literary talents were put to more explicitly political use when
he entered the service of the duc d’Orléans in 1788. In- 1789 he co-
authored with Siéyes the influential pamphlet, ®'Instructions données par
S.A.S. Mgr. le duc d’Orléans a ses représentants aux bailliages suivie de
délibérations a prendre dans les Assemblées’ and with Brissot the Champs
de Mars petition of July 1791. He had in 1790 joined the Jacobin Club and

until his disaffection in July of 1791 edited its Journal de ociété des
Amis de la Constitution. See Quérard, II, 191 and Beatrice Hyslop, A Guide
enera ahie of 1 with the Texts of Unedited Cahiers (New

York, Octagon Books, 1968), pp. 57-58. It is interesting to note that in
his military capacity Laclos’s attention was once again drawn to Chilons:
in 1792 the minister of war Servan sent him to organize the military base
at Chdlons, which was considered one of the most important points of outer
defence of Paris.
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des blés’, interests which he put to use in the essay he wrote for the
Chdlons Academy on how to improve the prospects of the peasant farmer and
laborer. The abbé Le Chevalier, who submitted (late) a memoir on the
begging poor, lived and worked in Paris where he functioned as °’censeur
royal de belles lettres et histoire’ and served the Chilons Academy
faithfully in later years as one of its most active associate members. The
fourth competitor in this category, André Jacques Leclerc, was as yet only
an 'homme de lettres’ in the making. He was fifteen years old when he
wrote his essay for the Chilons Academy’'s first competition and it was only
in the Revolution that he became a journalist, founding the Chronigue
nationale et étrangére et en particulier des 5 départements substitués 3

la province de Normandie, which survived only as long as its young editor,

executed before he had reached his thirtieth year for having orgapized a
pro-monarchist demonstration in Rouen in 1793.3

However, with these exceptions, most of those who wrote for the
Chdlons contests were not —-- and had few illusions about becoming --
recognized citizens of the Republic of Letters. Although 58 or 22% of the
identified essayists are known to have composed other works in their

lifetimes,32 they did not describe themselves as 'hommes de lettres’ and,

31 Bjzet’'s essay on the grain trade, written in the 1750s for the
prize essay competition of the Academy of Lyons, advanced convincing
arguments in favour of that trade and not only won the Lyon prize but
received official praise from the government. For background on Le
Chevalier, who was both essay competitor (1777) and an associate member of
the Academy, see Quérard, V, 43. On Leclerc see Oursel, Nouvelle
biographie normande (Paris, A. Picard, 1886) and Prudhomme, Dictjonnaire
des individus envoyés a la mort. I am once again indebted to the archivist

M. Georges Guerif, of the departmental archives of the Seine-Maritime for
his assistance with information about Leclerc.

32 A11 those who claim at least some tie to an academic or literary
society are among the essayists in this group.
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most probably considered themselves no more than 1local literati. 3’
Judging from the titles of their compositions, 22 of the author essayists
produced a great variety and number of essays on topics indicating wide-
ranging interests if not competence.

But within and among these amateur men of letters, many of whom
seemed to share the century’s obsession with the encyclopedic, were the
Chdlons contestants whose known public writings were impressive and, in
some cases, highly specialized works reflecting their authors’ acknowledged
professional expertise. These essayists were: Daniel Jousse, one of the
eighteenth century’s most renowned legal commentators, who with his son
composed a memoir for the Chadlons society on judicial reform; Charles-—
Joseph Panckoucke, who within months of writing his Chédlons essay on
begging acquired the privilege to publish the Mercure de France and in 1782
began publication of the Encyclopédie méthodigue; and the senior government
official Clicquot de Blervache who served for more than a quarter century
as Inspecteur générale des manufactures et du commerce. All three
submitted essays for the Chilons competitions and all were acknowledged

4

leaders in their respective fields.? This group is completed by those

33 1t is likely that my list of author essayists is incomplete. To
compile it I have relied on catalogues, dictionaries or bibliographies of
eighteenth-century manuscript and printed works and upon the assistance of
local archivists and librarians who were willing to provide information
about manuscripts held in their institutions and/or 1listed in the
inventories for the estates of the Academy’s known competitors, where such
inventories exist.

3 0on Jousse, who was a conseiller au présidial of Orléans, author of
a score of books on jurisprudence, the most famous of which was his
commentary on criminal law, see: Charles Cuissard, Biographie du Loiret
(Orleans, 1854) and Michaud, XXI, 259. Jousse was a prudent man of great
legal erudition; he was nonetheless a determined advocate of legal reform
whose publications were not always welcomed by those in authority. For
example, in the mid 1750s Joly de Fleury halted publication of one of
Jousse’'s most serious works, a treatise on the jurisdiction of the
presidial courts. His published works most closely related to the
competition question on the administration of justice which he wrote for
the Chdlons Academy were his Traité de la justice criminelle de Franc
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l'on_examine tout ce qui concerne les crimes et les peines en général et
en particulier, les juges établis pour décider les affaires criminelles,
4 vols (Orléans, 1771) and Traité de 1'administration de la justice ou l’on
examine tout ce qui regarde la jurisdiction en général, la compétence, les
fonctions, devoirs des officiers de judicature, 4 vols (Orléans , 1771).
I am grateful to M H. Charnier of the departemental archives of the Loiret
for much of this information as well as details of the manuscript ’'Traité
des lois criminelles’ by Jousse held in Orléans — AD du Loiret, MS 352.

Panckoucke, who was born to a family of publisher printers from Lille,
had a passionate amateur interest in mathematics and sciences and inserted
several of his own articles in composite works he published for others.
These articles included a 'mémoire sur le cerveau’ and ’'métamorphoses des
insectes’. But he is, of course, known less as an author than as a
publisher whose list included not only the Encvclopédie methodigque but also
the journals the Mercure de France and the Années, Affiches et Avis divers
pour les Pays Bas francais (into .which he inserted extracts of Rousseau’s
Emile which Panckoucke had just published). He also published the Mémoires
of both the Académie des Sciences and the Académie des Inscriptions et
belles lettres and, through his various publishing enterprises, enjoyed
(and suffered) contact with ministers Sartine, Vergennes and Montmorin.
Described by Brissot as ’'un marchand d’'idées’, Panckoucke was, ironically,
less a man of letters himself than a man who, as Robert Darnton has
indicated, made a business of the enlightenment and facilitated and helped
to finance many of the most well-known men of letters of his generation by
his publication of their writings. Regular contributors to the Mercure
included Mallet du Pan, La Harpe, Imbert, Suard (his brother-in—-law) and,
occasionally, Marmontelle, Lalande, Chamfort, Lacratelle and Condorcet.
Panckoucke was also responsible for the clandestine diffusion of a Genevan
edition of Voltaire'’s Qeuvres and of Raynal’s Histoire des Indes. His
publication of the Mercure is of especial interest here because its content
was divided between more properly literary news (like announcements of
inventions and discoveries in the arts and sciences, of governments edicts
and arréts, of ’causes célebres’ and notes —-— including the announcement
of prize essay competitions -- from the Parisian and provincial academies,
as well as information about finance, 1legislation, education and
agriculture) and political news (in the section under the heading Journal
de Bruxelles, the publisher prided himself on inserting ’'les nouvelles les
plus piquantes et les plus fraiches’). It would be interesting to
speculate how many of Panckoucke’s fellow Chdlons competitors who lived in
the provinces relied on his publications as their main source of
information about the Republic of Letters in Paris and beyond.

The most thorough examination of Panckoucke’s life and work has been
undertaken by Suzanne Tucoo-Chala. See her ’La Diffusion des lumiéres dans
la seconde moitié du XVIII® siécle: Charles Joseph Panckoucke, un libraire
éclairé (1760-1790), Dix-Huitiéme siécle, 6 (1974), 115-28, and Charles-

ose Panckoucke et l1a librajrie francaise (1736-1779); and her entries
on Panckoucke in Sgard, ed., Dictionnaire des Journaux, II, 705-06 and 856-
58. Referring to the some seventeen journals he owned before the

Revolution, Elizabeth Eisenstein describes Panckoucke as a ’press baron
before the fact’. See her Grub Street Abroad, p. 132. See, too, David I.
Kulstein, °’'The Ideas of Charles-Joseph Panckoucke, publisher of the

oniteu ve , on the French Revolution’, French Historical Studies
(Spring 1966), pp. 304-19 and Bulletin de la Société d’'études de 1la

province de Cambrai, XLII, 18" fascicule, 1949, 17-23.
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essayists who, less well-known within their profession, nevertheless did
publish one or two memoirs on subjects springing directly from the concerns
of their daily occupations. In this group are the engineers Le Creulx and
Lejeune who wrote on roads and canals; the doctors Lebrun, Noel and
Grosjean who wrote on medical topics; Delisle Demoncel, ’premier louvetier’
of the Prince de Condé, who wrote on the destruction of wolves; and the
laboureur Morize whose only other known work besides his Chidlons essay was

a 'Mémoire sur le moyen de faire du cidre’ .3

Clicquot de Blervache, who came from a family with important
commercial interests in Reims, worked in the family business there and in
Nancy before being named in 1760 procureur syndic for the town of Reims,
charged with representing the interests of the municipality before the
Crown and acting as conduit of information and instruction from central
government to Reims. Already in the 1750s he had won three prizes from the
Academy of Amiens for essays on commerce, manufacturing and the guilds and
for a dissertation on the effect of interest rates on agriculture and
manufacturing. Impressed by these essays and the Remois’s effectiveness
in government service, the minister Trudaine, on the recommendation of
Rouillé d’Orfeuil, in 1765 appointed Clicquot de Blervache as Inspecteur
Général de Commerce et de Manufacture, one of five to hold this post for
all of France. The prize-winning essays he wrote for the Chdlons Academy
(on fiscal and administrative reform, on the plight of the rural poor, and
on improving the quality of wood produced in Champagne) were but one more
manifestation of this senior civil servant’s personal and professional
commitment to promote agriculture, manufacturing and trade and to reduce
the fiscal burdens being born by these sectors of the economy. See Jules
Devroil, Notice sur Clicquot-Blervache: Economiste du XVITI® siacle
(Paris, Librairie de Guillaumin et Cie, 1870) and Weulersse, Le Mouvement
physiocratique, I, 28, 59, 195, 251, 260, 263, 269, 393, 398.

35 0on Le Creulx who was i nie en ¢ des ponts et ¢ 8 for
Lorraine and who won the Chdlons Academy’s prize for his memoir on the
corvée see Roche, Le Siécle des lumiéres, I, 246. On Lebrun: P.J. Grosley,
Mémoires des Troyens célébres, II, 57-73 and Emile Socard, Biographie des

personnages du Troyes et du département de 1°'Aube (Troyes, L. Lacrois,
1820), p. 252. On Noel: Charles Rémy, ’'Les Médecins et les chirurgiens

rémois’, manach—annuaire histori e la rne, 1859 and Quérard,
VI, 430. It is amazing that Noel found the time to write his Chidlons essay
at all; he left for America to serve as chirurgien—-majeur in December 1776
-- the winter he wrote his Chalons essay —-—- where, after a mission to
France with Franklin, he became director of French hospitals 1in
Philadelphia during the American Revolutionary War. On Grosjean: Richard,
Annuaire des Vosges, 1841. Delisle Demoncel was in correspondence with the
Nancy Academy. His works are listed in the Catalogue général des livres
imprimés de la Bibliothéque Nationale, (1909), XXXVII, 994 and Quérard, II,
455-56. Morize won a prize from the Academy of Rouen for his cider essay
in 1781 and an honourable mention from the Chilons Academy in 1786 for his
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The remainder of the Chidlons contestants who are known to have
produced some other written text -— almost a third of the 62 —-- never saw
their works reach printed form. The titles of their writings conjure up
images of the Sunday-afternoon amateur scientist -- men like the Norman
hobereau Godefroy de Boisjugon, whose only other known work besides his
Chédlons memoir was an essay on bee-—-keeping; or, the more energetic Louis
de Payan de Moulin, who was accepted neither into an academy nor into print
but who nevertheless spent what leisure was left to him -- after performing
his duties as doctor in a tiny town in the Ardéche -- encouraging and
improving viticulture in the region, writing essays on the cultivation of

dwarf mulberry and silkworms, and inventing a ’bateau sous-marin’, 3

What makes the material generated by the contests of the Chdlons Academy
remarkable is not, however, the catalogue and calibre of those who had

written or won the prizes of other academies or who had or would publish

essay on how to prevent the scarcity of wood. That same year he also won
a prize from the Academy of Amiens. Morize was an associate member of the
agricultural society in his hometown of Evreux and of the agricultural
society at Auch as well. See Léon-Noel Berthe, Dictionnaire des
correspondants de 1’Académie d’'Arras au temps de Robespierre (Arras, chez
1’auteur, 1969), pp. 160-61.

% Dpe Payan, who added 'du Moulin’ to his name because of the
seigniorial mill his family owned, wrote numerous unpublished essays on
political economy, military organization, taxes, etc, The essay he wrote
on penal reform for the Chdlons Academy received an honourable mention.
Information concerning the unpublished manuscripts of de Payan was supplied
through the research of M F. Vernet of the Ardeche départemental archives.
The information on Godefroy de Boisjugon is taken from Théodore Lebreton,
Biographie normande, I. Jacques LeBrigant is another example of the
essayists who fall into the group of minor authors and professional men.
However, even though he signed his Chdlons essay ’avocat a Tréguier en
Bretagne'’, Le Brigant did not practise law but lived from his rentes and,
in the leisure left him after fathering twenty-two children, was devoted
to the study of Celtic languages. Unlike most of the other amateur-
scientist essayists, Le Brigant published eight works on his avocation
during his lifetime, in addition to fashionably encyclopedic works like his
’Notions générales encyclopédiques’. Pierre Levot, Biographie bretonne
(Vannes, Cauderan, 1857), II, 203-07.
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their views elsewhere. What gives the manuscripts submitted for the
contests of this academy their singular significance for historians of pre-
revolutionary literate opinion is that more than three quarters of those
who had been identified as having written for this academy appear to have
left no other known evidence indicating that they produced any other
literary text except the essays they wrote for the Chdlons contests nor,
apart from their Chdlons essays, have they left any other known record of
correspondence or manuscripts destined for another learned body,
agricultural or academic society. Their Chdlons essays thus grant us
unique access to the views of a new cross—section of literate opinion about
openly reformist questions. Whatever acquaintance these unpracticed
authors had with the more broadly based Republic of Letters seems to have
been a passing one, presumably gained through what they read in the books
available to them or in digest form in journals, almanacs or other

7

eriodicals.?3 In most cases, however, they make no reference in their
> bl

37 Elizabeth Eisenstein’'s Grub Street Abroad provides instructive
insight into the influence of the French language periodic press on those
without immediate access to learned societies or books. Of particular
interest for the present study is her second chapter, °'News from the
Republic of Letters’, pp. 36-65. She offers helpful comment on the

contrast between the ’extensive’ reading practices of those with easy
access to recently published books and the ’intensive’ reading of those
less privileged. On the role of reviews and journals she writes: °’They
certainly made it easier to get a glancing acquaintance with many books by
way of abridgements, abstracts and summaries. Encounters with diverse
journals in reading rooms [...] meant encountering divergent views of the
same books and this may have helped to sharpen the critical faculties of
some cognoscenti. At the same time the journals also served readers with
limited access to books as little portable libraries that were read and
reread -- read “intensively® that is, to the point where their contents
were completely absorbed.’ On the hourly, daily or weekly basis by which
relatively impecunious members of the reading public in France's second"
city might for a rental fee get limited access to books and periodicals
they could not afford to buy see Paul Benhamou, ’'The Reading Trade in
Lyons: Cellier’s cabinet de lecture’, Studies on Voltaire and the
Eighteenth Century, 308 (1993), 305-21. For a summary account of recent
studies devoted to analysis of the categories and contents of book reviews
in the periodic press available to French readers from both within and

outside French borders see Roger Chartier, The Cultural Qrigins of the

French Revolution, transl. by Lydia G. Cochrane (Durham - London, Duke
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essays to contemporary publications beyond telling the Academy where they
‘had read the notice of its contest question. When they wrote their Chdlons
essays, the vast majority (83% of all the essayists whose ages have been
determined) were already beyond the average age for entry into a provincial
academy and, having no previous record of publication, few seem to have
believed that their Chilons essays would earn them a place among its

associate members. 38

Nevertheless, two—-thirds of the essayists whose
birth dates are known were under fifty and still in their professional and
social prime of life when they submitted their views to the academy for its
judgment.

All but excluded from formal entrance into the Old Regime’s cultural
corporate bodies, these competitors were none the less actively involved
in positions of minor influence in their towns or villages and seem to have
regarded the public essay competitions of the Chédlons Academy as an
unparalleled opportunity to get a wider public hearing for their privately
held convictions. As Daniel Roche has noted, ’dans une certaine mesure
pour les quarante années qui précédent la Révolution, 1la participation au
concours académique est la seule forme d’engagement intellectuel accessible
a l’ensemble de la classe culturelle’. For those who were educated but
excluded from the recognized cultural bodies, the academies’ public essay
contests clearly attracted a public otherwise ’placé aux confins de la

culture savante’,3S

University Press, 1991), pp. 157-59.

3% Daniel Roche has determined that the average age for entrance into
a Parisian academy was 44, for a provincial academy 34. Le Siecle des
lumiéres, I, 197. I have been able to determine the age of eighty-eight
or nearly a third of the Chidlons essayists. The average age of those
submitting their first essay for judgment by the Chidlons Academy was forty-—
three years. It is slightly higher, forty-six, for the essayists writing
for the begging and the labouring poor competitions.

39 Roche, Le Siécle des lumiéres, I, 316,
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The essays written for the Chidlons Academy’s public essay contests
were an appeal by their authors to be heard by those beyond their own
limited sphere of .influence in villages and towns throughout provincial
France. Time and time again we find appended to the essays notes like the
following, from the country lawyer Millot of the tiny (46 feux) village of
Fulvy. Millot entreated the Academy to be indulgent with his memoir,
assuring his judges that he was not so presumptuous as to believe that his
essay was good enough to compete for the Academy’s ﬁrize; however, he added
that he hoped his essay would be useful to them ’simplement comme fragment
a4 consulter pour coopérer a la bonne oeuvre dont il est question’. Uttered
in isolation in Fulvy, Millot knew that his views would go unheard;
however, with the Academy’s cooperation, they might reach the King and thus
contribute to the movement for reform, which was all the reward that Millot
wanted.

Je ne demande d’autre récompense, MM, si vous jugés mes petites

idées dignes de votre attention, que vous voulez bien les adopter et

les faire valoir car sans votre appui elles ne peuvent pas sortir de

leur obscurité.*?
Millot’s unpretentiousness was common among the Chdlons essayists. The
lowly prétre vicaire Frangois Boillet from Val de la Haye near Rouen
admitted that his close acquaintance with the suffering of his parishioners
and his determined desire to remedy it —— if he were ever in a position to
do so -- motivated him more than the Academy’s pfize, which he knew that
he could never win.

Ne croyez pas, Messieurs, que je prétende aux prix en me mettant

parmi la foule des prétendants. Un vicaire de campagne sans cesse

occupé des malheureux n’a pas tant d’ambition. Ma recompense est

dans mon coeur: tout mon but est de soumettre A& votre examen un
plan que, depuis longtems, j’ai resolu d’établir dans ma paroisse

40 AD Marne I J 49 No. 9.
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(avec 1’agrément de mes propriétaires) si la providence me fait
2 41
curé,

In the view of these provincials, the Academy’s contests were filling
a public need for self-expression in a society where the public expression
of one’s views was too often the prerogative of the corporate few.
*N’ayant n’'y appuy a la cour comme en province’, as one essayist put it,
these essayists were convinced that without the Academy’s public essay
forums their opinions would suffer ’'le sort de la perle de la Fable’' for,
according to another frustrated essayist,

tout ce qui est produit et mis au jour par un homme du commun quoique

grand dans le fond est toujours regardé comme un homme qui veut

sortir de ses bornes.
The Academy’s contests provided the opportunity for which this ’'ancien
soldat’ now 'laboureur d’un &ge avancé’ had waited so long: 'Puisque
1'Académie des sciences, arts et belles lettres de Chidlons demande [...]
et méme offre un prix’, he had ventured an essay, trusting that through the

Chidlons Academy his ideas might one day reach the king whom he had served

so long.“

41 AD Marne I J 40 No. 62. Four years later Boillet did, in fact,
become curé of St Cande le Vieux. AD de la Seine-Maritime G 6213. Again,
I have M. Georges Guerif to thank for this information.

42 AD Marne I J 40 No. 100. The three hundred to six hundred livres
prize money for an academy contest represented a considerable sum in Ancien
regime society -- enough to feed, house and clothe a poor family for a
year. The 1790 Comité de Mendicité set the figure at 435 livres annually.
Frangois Furet, ’pour une definition des classes inférieures a 1’époque
moderne’, Annales: économies, sociétés, civilisations, 18 (1963), 462. For
a good many of those who wrote for the Chdlons contests the prize money
would have been a substantial boon to their own economies. To cite only
one example, consider the financial situation of the Ussel collége
professor who wrote an essay for the Academy’s first contest on the plight
of the beggar. Father Deval, whose memoir unfortunately failed to merit
the academy’s crown, would undoubtedly have welcomed the 300 livres prize
money which represented nearly three times the 105 livres salary he would
earn the year he submitted his Chdlons essay. René Fage, Le Colleég
d'Ussel (Paris, Alphonse Picard, 1909), p. 50.
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The curé Pauvert from Rochemenier in Anjou had more limited
aspirations, realistically settling for getting a hearing before
influential persons. Isolated by rank and geography from access to those
in power, he, like many of his fellow essayists, could hope to participate
in the discussion of political matters directly affecting their lives only
if they put their reformist opinions through an academy which could, as he
requested of the Chilons academy, ’'les faire valoir auprés des personnes
en place’. Among those otherwise excluded from public discourse, Pauvert
continued, thg reform questions being debated in the Chédlons contests had
obvious solutions -- 'moyens plausibles [...] si aisés a pénser! tant de

3 But they would go unheard without the intervention

monde les a pensés’.
of the Academy, multiplying and magnifying the isolated voices, forming
through their prize contests and publications a unified public outcry loud
enough to reach the ears of those operating in ignorance of the public
mood.

Pauvert’s hope was reiterated constantly by his fellow essayists.
The Academy’s projected publication of the winning essays and of the others
in résumé gave these Frenchmen hope that

peut—étre qu’un‘jour le gouvernement éclairé par ces réflexions se

déterminera a en adopter [...] et les fera exécuter au grand

avantage du citoyen et 1’état.

The Academy and its contests represented their one medium for
publicizing views born of their own experience and for those views, through
the Academy, to be broadcast outside their village or pari;h. The abbé Du

Verger, who was his whole life curé of Bezinghem in Artois, began his essay

by explaining his hopes and dreams and appealing to the Academy to listen

43 AD Marne I J 49 No. 17.

44 AD Marne I J 42, No. 11, letter dated 10 July 1777 written to the
academy by Tripier de Lozé, a noble from the Maine and amateur of
veterinary medicine.
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to the views of those whose lives reflected the experiences of ordinary
people:

En m’acquittant aujourd’huy du devoir de citoyen, je me suis dit a
moi-méme, les grands talents ne sont pas nécessaires dans la plupart
des choses utiles. [...] O vous Compagnie illustre! daignes écouter
la voix d’un citoyen qui par état connoit le malheur.*
By soliciting the views of educated but politically insignificant
Frenchmen, without demanding of them an eloquence that was beyond their
ken, the Chdlons Academy enabled them to be heard and thus to contribute
to ’l’utilité publique’.
Si 1’amour de ses semblables et le patriotisme exigeoient de
1’érudition et de 1’éloquence, je garderois un trés profond silence
et seroit réduit au triste sort pour un citoyen de jalouser en vous

1’art de bien écrire et de bien dire. Mais amateurs du bien, vous en
cherchez d'autres et vous en trouverez.46

45 AD Marne I J 39 No. 25. Duverger, who was born in Calais in 1734,
remained a priest until the year II when he renounced his duties as
minister of the Catholic faith. His father Jean Guingnier dit Duverget had
been a grenadier ay régiment de Beaujolois but was no longer in the service
when his son was born. Duverger’s mother could not sign her marriage
certificate. AD Pas-de-Calais, 1 G 9, £. 145. Details provided by M P.
Bougard, Directeur des Services d’Archives du Pas-de-Calais and based on
A. Deramecourt, Le Clergé du diocése d’'Arras, Boulogne et Sajnt-Omer

pendant la Révolution, 1792-1802 (Arras, 1885), III, p. 73, and AD du Pas-
de-Calais, MS 183, p. 49.

46 AD Marne I J 38 No. 22. The contestant is Jean Louis de Louvemont,
curé of Minnecourt near Vitry-les-Frangois who, according to the Abbé
Kwanten (here thanked for his invaluable assistance in the Chilons
archives), was ’issu de la petite bourgeoisie rurale’. Louvement received
an honourable mention for the essay he submitted for the Academy’s
competition on the beggar and subsequently competed in its contests on the
corvée in 1779 and on commerce in 1783 and was eventually made associé
libre of the Academy. See Kwanten, ’La Pentapole’, Mémoires de la Société
d’Agriculture, Commerce, Sciences et Arts de la Marne, 99 (1974), 270-89.
Louvement refused to sign the Civil Constitution of the Clergy and for a
year even refused to give way to the constitutional priest present in
Minnecourt and organized resistance to his acceptance. He was eventually
forced to flee, when his name appeared on a district list of those to be
deported, and emigrated (disguised as a cheese merchant), with another non-
juring priest and one whom he had trained. He was eventually allowed to
return to Minnecourt but put under surveillance. In 1806 Louvement was
named a titular member of the reconstituted Academy, the Société
d’Agriculture.
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Although it has been impossible to reconstruct the intellectual
background of the majority of the essayists, readers of the Chilons
manuscripts —— whether of this century or the eighteenth -- are struck most
immediately by the absence of ’érudition’ in the majority of the contest
essays: the ’eloquence’ of these writers drew its power from another
source. Aware of the intellectual and reformist currents stirring their
society and of the social and economic problems affecting their lives or
those for whom they were responsible, these writers appear to be acutely
conscious of their own cultural isolation which, coupled with inferior
social or professional position, rendered them impotent to do more than
speak and act on a limited local level. Without the public essay contests
of the Chidlons Academy these competitors believed themselves barred from
any chance of contributing their views to the great swirl of ideas being
discussed by the cultural elite and being examined and essayed by those in
government with the authority to introduce reform.
And the frustration bred of cultural isolation and political impotence
was not confined to the Academy’s rural contestants: even when an essayist
had enjoyed a relatively privileged academic education and lived in or near

a large urban area —— like the gbbé Cauchois, a parish priest to a village

outside Rouen -- the social and cultural distance effectively separating
him from privileged access to other men of letters was too great to permit
any regular form of intellectual discourse. For essayists like Cauchois,
the opportunity for intellectual contact afforded by the Academy’s contests
seems to have been as important as was the Academy’s question in prompting
the essayist to submit his or her ideas for the Academy’s judgement. As
the abbé Cauchois explained, in a letter of entreaty he sent to the
Academy’s secretary,

Si je puis étre admis au concours, voudriez vous bien, Monsieur,
quelque soit 1'événement, me donner votre jugement sur ma maniere
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d’écrire. Je le recevral avec reconnoissance [...]. Je suis le plus
isolé du monde et privé d'un critique nécessaire -pour un
commencement.

Clearly, for this parish priest living on the outskirts of a regional
capital, the proximity of the Rouen Academy had little bearing on his own

cultural solitude.?’

A SOCIAL, PROFESSIONAL AND GEOGRAPHIC PROFILE

Again and again —-- especially in the essays submitted by priests but also
in those by country nobles, lawyers and doctors —— we discover the opinions
of a portion of the literate public whose views early in the reign of Louis

XVI have for the most part eluded historians. These heretofore unknown

Frenchmen -- no matter what their ’estate’ —- were isolated by geography
and, like the curé Cassan, living ’'dans les campagnes désertes [...] sans
48

secours de gens de golt et de littérature moderne’. The comments of
these essayists wunderline the weakness inherent in any social
classification of eighteenth-century Frenchmen which fails to take into

consideration proximity, or at least access, to urban areas and their

cultural contacts. The chagrin of the noble but geographically and

47 AD Marne I J 49, letter dated 30 July 1782. The curé as solitary
intellectual deserves study. As the following statement, made on the eve
of the Revolution, by a rural curé to intellectually privileged canons
reveals, the isolation and anger of a Meslier is surely not limited to the
rural priests of the Ardennes of Louis XIV’s reign: ’'Croyez-vous donc,
Messieurs, qu’'il n’en colite pas beaucoup d’éfforts, de dégolts et de
sacrifices & un prétre élevé comme vous dans la société, qui y a regu une
education semblable & la vétre et qui ordinairement a passé ses premiéres
années de ministére dans la ville, de se voir confiné pour toute sa vie
dans une campagne ol il ne trouve aucun société et ou il est au moins
renfermé pendant un long hiver?’. Cited from the journal Ecclésiastique

Citoven in Bernard Plongeron, La Vie quotidienne du clergé francaise au
XVIII® siécle (Paris, Hachette, 1974), p. 145.

48 AD Marne I J 41, No. 93. Cassan was curé at Reilhaquet en Quercy
in the present Lot département. Although it has not been possible to find
a figure for the population of Reilhaquet in the eighteenth century, its
present population is 228.
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culturally isolated Jourda de Vaux de Foletier from Monistrol en Velay (516
feux) who complained that he lived in a ’petit coin d’un province ou 1l'on
ne trouve pas méme de bon papilier pour écrire décemment’ illustrates in
perhaps a new way the cultural differences between the town and country
which the Revolution made clear on a political scale.??

Anyone who seriously attempts to impose a coherent system of social
classification upon a geographically and socially disparate group of
eighteenth-century Frenchmen must likewise consider the social implications
of rural as opposed to urban living. Reading the correspondence and essays
of those competing in the Chidlons Academy’s public essay contests one
discovers that the majority of the contest competitors habitually lived
beyond the cultural confines of urban elite society and that this fact
seems to have been at least as important in the formulation of their social
vision —- most particularly of their attitudes towards society’s rich and
its poor —-- than was the ’'ordre’ history has tried to force upon them.
Only as historians have freed themselves and their late eighteenth-century
sources from a preemptive classification according to ’ordres’ -- what
Goubert twenty years ago called a ’Loyseau rebouilli’ or the 'Marx torturé’
of a premature division of society into ‘classes’®® -- has it been
possible to discover that the information that 24% of the identified

Chédlons essayists were from the First Order, 14% from the Second and the

remainder from the Third may tell us much less about the social -- and

49 AD Marne I J 49, letter dated 18 March 1782 from Jourda de Vaux de
Foletier to the Academy. For political divisions between town and country
see Alfred Cobban, ’Country against Town’, in The Social Interpretation of
the French Revolution (Cambridge University Press, 1971), pp. 91-106, and
Charles Tilly, ’'Local Conflicts in the Vendée before the Rebellion of

1793’ , French Historical Studies (Fall, 1961), pp. 209-31.

0 pierre Goubert, L’Ancien régime 2: Les pouvoirs (Paris, Armand
Colin, 1973), p. 204.
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economic ——- situation of the essayists than we had once imagined it could.

Gone are many of the old certainties that might have come from knowing
that 57 of the identified Chdlons essayists were clerics. Of these, for
example, only one can be clearly classified as belonging to the upper
clergy51 while the majority lived as vicars and curates on portions
congrues which placed them much nearer the people than to the bishops of

their own order.32

As we shall see, the members of the lower clergy
writing for the Academy emerge in their Chdlons memoirs as an anticipatory
'advance guard of the attack on privilege’ which would not take on its full
political significance for the common people until 1789, 93

Any illusions one might harbour about a noble esprit de corps are
likewise dispelled by a reading of the Chdlons sources, which illustrate
repetitibusly the social and geographic distance separating the noblesse
de cour from the provincial nobles who wrote for the Chdlons contests.

Only a few of them identify themselves first as men of the Second Estate

and when they do, their sympathies more frequently lie with the °’pauvres

51 The rector of the Paris hospital La Salpétriére and former grand-
vicar of Chdlons David de Malbosc, who wrote an essay for the Academy’s
question on begging, AD Marne I J 41, No. 77.

52 By mid-century the average income of a bishop was 37,500 livres
while a portion congrue was still at 300 livres. ’Chaque congruiste
disposait donc de moins du centiéme du revenu moyen des évéques, un vicaire

de moins de 0.4%.’ Roland Mousnier, Les Institutions de la France sous la
monarchie absolue. (Paris, PUF, 1974), I, 264.

53 professor McManners illustrates this point with the following
passage, quoted in English, from an early revolutionary pamphlet, Le
Tableau moral du clergé: 'It is a mistake to attribute a united esprit de
corps to the clergy ... Why talk of three orders of citizens? Two suffice;
two alone are justified by experience; everyone is enlisted under one of
two banners —— nobility and commons ... [These] are the only rallying cries
dividing Frenchmen. Like the country itself, the clergy is divided ... The
curé is a man of the people’. Quoted by John McManners in The French
Revolution and the Church, Harper Torchbooks (New York - Evanston, Harper
& Row, 1969), p. 18.
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malheureux’® round about them in the country (to whom, in one noble
essayist’s words, ’nous avons tant d’obligations puisque ce sont eux qui
nous mettent le pain journellement par leurs travaux indéfatigables’) than
with ’la noblesse riche qui habite Paris, les grandes villes ou la

3%  The few provincial nobles who wrote for the Chdlons Academy and

cour’.
who lacked active professional occupation also lacked the financial
resources either to ’'valeter a la cour’ or take their place in ’'la bonne
société’; they were however —-— at least on paper and by the fact of
responding to the Chdlons Academy’s contest questions -- able to consider
and even suggest radical social change that would involve the elimination

of social privileges enjoyed by their order. %?

% This essayist, the Comte de Saint Belin at Clermont en Beauvoisis,
wrote the Academy: ’'Ma fortune trés médiocre m'a engagé & demeurer la plus
grande partie de ma vie a la campagne [...]. Je vis avec une médiocre
pension que j'ay obtenue sous le régne de Louis Quinze et c’'est presque
toute ma ressource.’ Unlike the ’branche ainée’ of his family, he
continued, his *branche [...] est [...] peu avantagée de la fortune et nous
sommes dix enfans’., AD Marne I J 49, letter dated 12 July 1782 from Saint
Belin to Sabbathier.

53 AD Marne I J 49 No. 41, the comte de Saint Belin. Whereas
Professor Forster characterized the provincial noble as 'an active, shrewd
and prosperous landlord’, the Chidlons noble essayists who were ’vivant
noblement’ often characterized themselves as ’'condemned to poverty and
idleness in [...] crumbling provincial chateau[x]’'-- the very picture of
the 'stereotype’ which Forster argues against. Their remarks perhaps serve
to explain why French historians may not have erred nor merely ’been
hypnotized by the stereotype’ of the poor rural nobility when they
sometimes failed to encounter Forster’s thrifty, disciplined and shrewd
manager-nobles of Toulouse, Bordeaux and Rennes when (re)searching in the
back country of provincial France. See Robert Forster, ’'The Provincial
Noble: A Reappraisal’, American Historical Review, 68 (1963), 681-91. The
quotations are taken from pp. 683 and 681 of that article.

The miserable social and financial straits of another Chédlons
essayist, Louis Hervé de Godefroy, seigneur de Boisjugan, were
'immortalized’ in verse by one of his twelve sons, the Caen curé Glaude-
Louis de Godefroy. Godefroy’s personal fortune did not permit him to
'caser honorablement cette nombreuse progéniture’ (Yves Nedelac, Directeur
des Services d’Archives de la Manche). In fact, his own situation was so
precarious that three years after he wrote his essay on the rural poor for
the Chdlons Academy he decided to solicit personally the aid of the king
on behalf of his hobereau sons. The interview with Louis XVI actually took
place in Bayeux in 1785. According to his son’s doggerel, Godefroy
announced the calamitous state of their fortunes to his assembled sons who







































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































