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When Madame de Pompadour became the mistress of Louis XV, no one expected her to retain
his affections for long. A member of the bourgeoisie rather than an aristocrat, she was physically
too cold for the carnal Bourbon king, and had so many enemies that she could not travel publicly
without risking a pelting of mud and stones. History has loved her little better. Nancy Mitford’s
delightfully candid biography re-creates the spirit of eighteenth-century Versailles with its love of
pleasure and treachery. We learn that the Queen was a “bore,” the Dauphin a “prig,” and see
France increasingly overcome with class conflict. With a fiction writer’s felicity, Mitford restores
the royal mistress and celebrates her as a survivor, unsurpassed in “the art of living,” who
reigned as the most powerful woman in France for nearly twenty years.
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NANCY MITFORD (1904–1973) was born into the British aristocracy and, by her own account,
brought up without an education, except in riding and French. She managed a London bookshop
during the Second World War, then moved to Paris, where she began to write her celebrated
and successful novels, among them The Pursuit of Love and Love in a Cold Climate, about the
foibles of the English upper class. Nancy Mitford was also the author of four biographies:
Madame de Pompadour, Voltaire in Love, The Sun King, and Frederick the Great.AMANDA
FOREMAN was born in London in 1968 and educated at Sarah Lawrence College, Columbia
University, and Oxford University, where she received a Ph.D. in history. She is the author of
Georgiana, Duchess of Devonshire.MADAME DE POMPADOURNancy MitfordIntroduction
byAMANDA FOREMANNEW YORK REVIEW BOOKSNew YorkCONTENTSBiographical
NotesTitle PageIntroductionMADAME DE POMPADOURDedicationEpigraph1 Versailles and
Louis2 Paris and Madame d’Etioles3 The Ball of the Clipped Yew Trees4 Fontenoy5
Presentation at Court6 Mourning7 The Staircase8 Pleasure9 Royal Family and Poisson
Family10 Power11 Friends and Table Talk12 Tastes and Interests13 From Love to Friendship14
The Affaire Choiseul-Romanet15 Politics at Home16 Politics Abroad17 Damiens18 The Seven
Years’ War19 Choiseul20 The End of a DreamBibliographyIndexCopyright and More
InformationINTRODUCTIONBORN IN 1904, Nancy Mitford was a British aristocrat par
excellence: eccentric, proud, and clannish. Yet she delighted in poking fun at the upper classes.
Her three best-known novels, The Pursuit of Love (1945), Love in a Cold Climate (1949), and
Don’t Tell Alfred (1960), are based on the antics of her friends and family. The misanthropic
character Uncle Matthew in these novels was none other than her father, Lord Redesdale. In real
life he was even more peculiar. He thought that teaching girls was a waste of time (he had six),
and denied his daughters a formal education. Consequently, Nancy and her sisters taught
themselves out of what they found in the old library at the family country seat, Swinbrook. Nancy
was only half-joking when she claimed that the one novel she had read in her life was White
Fang.The Mitford sisters’ individual forays into the world of learning may explain the
extraordinary and wildly different lives they were to lead. One became an ardent Communist,
another fell in love with Hitler; one married the leader of the British fascist party, another married
a duke. Nancy broke ranks by becoming a journalist and novelist. She achieved instant fame
with her essay “The English Aristocracy,” a witty analysis of class-based habits of speech, in
which she coined the terms U and non-U, meaning “upper-class” and “the rest.” Yet she always
remained insecure about her lack of education. The façade of wit and flippant prejudice that she
constructed over the years was not only a pose to attract attention but a barrier to stop
questions.Few people recognized her vulnerable side, or her genuine love of learning. Most
were too busy dodging her cruel tongue. She spared no one, even her closest friends. All her life,
Nancy made up her own rules, not caring for their consequences. Although a self-declared snob
and racist, she mocked other snobs and racists. She had an aristocrat’s horror of manual labor,



yet she toiled in a refugee camp for the Republican side during the Spanish Civil War. During
World War II, Nancy devoted herself to the cause of the defeated French, campaigning on behalf
of Charles de Gaulle. There was nothing predictable about her, not even her contrariness.After
the war, Nancy moved to France and lived in a charming house in Versailles. There she could be
near the object of her unrequited love, Colonel Gaston Palewski, a senior aide to de Gaulle. But
the tragedy of Nancy Mitford was that while she could not bear to be alone, she shied away from
intimacy. “To fall in love,” she once wrote, “you have to be in the state of mind for it to take, like a
disease.” The bourgeois, conjugal variety of love all but offended her sensibilities. She felt more
at ease with the upper-class scandals and affairs that she wrote about. To her they were the
delicious fruits of high society, to be plucked, peeled, and relished.Nancy decided to write a
biography of Mme. de Pompadour in 1952, at the suggestion of her friend Lady Pamela Berry. At
first she was daunted by the amount of research involved. “I do more or less grasp the functions
of the parlements,” she told the novelist Evelyn Waugh, “but not how they are constituted.” Nor
was she sure whether to aim the book at the general public or the educated reader. But the idea
appealed to her twin loves of insider gossip and eighteenth-century French culture. She also
viewed the project as an opportunity for attacking the feminist lobby. Nancy loathed the idea of
female politicians and originally regarded Mme. de Pompadour as a good and cautionary
illustration of why women are unsuited to the role.However, during the course of writing the book
she became seduced by her subject’s charms. “I have lost the poor Marquise,” she wrote at its
finish. “I miss her fearfully, my constant companion for nearly year.” Her view of Mme. de
Pompadour had changed from that of affable condescension to deep affection and respect.
During the 1950s it was fashionable for historians to argue that the Marquise never had any
influence on Louis XV’s opinions. Nancy came to realize that her contribution to politics was far
more substantial; and, although not always successful or right, Mme. de Pompadour had been
no worse than the men around her.In Mme. de Pompadour, Nancy discovered a heroine who
was everything and nothing she admired. Although the leader of aristocratic society, the
Marquise always remained true to her bourgeois origins. Unlike her aristocratic biographer, she
despised the petty feuds and malicious gossiping which dictated court life. She truly loved Louis
XV, much to Nancy’s surprise, and her sole ambition throughout their relationship was to make
the King happy.Mme. de Pompadour was born Jeanne-Antoinette Poisson. Her father left the
family in 1725, when she was four, to escape his creditors. Even though Jeanne-Antoinette grew
up to be an accomplished beauty—well read, musical, artistic, intelligent, and exceptionally
graceful—her moderate birth and family history repelled suitors. Finally, her stepfather bribed
one of his own nephews to propose, using a generous marriage settlement as bait.Undaunted,
the twenty-year-old Jeanne-Antoinette set about establishing herself in Parisian society. It was
not always a dignified struggle, but the young woman was single-minded in her determination to
gain admission to the court. Obsessed by a gypsy’s prophecy, she was already convinced of her
love for the King. Moreover, she was certain that the reserved father of ten would fall in love with
her too. In 1744, the happy coincidence of a royal ball in Paris and Louis XV finding himself in



between mistresses gave Jeanne-Antoinette her long-awaited opportunity. Within hours, the
post of Royal Mistress had been filled.Real power, meaning access to the King, lay not with the
Queen but with the mistress du jour. “Royal Mistress” was less a term than a job description. The
position entailed a code of behavior as well as a set of clearly defined duties. Every waking hour
had a purpose. When she was not amusing the King, there were requests to fill, plans to
execute, and scores to be settled. The whole of Versailles and its one thousand inhabitants
buzzed around the Royal Mistress like bees in a hive. She was the focus of attention, constantly
flattered, constantly importuned, and constantly in danger.Versailles had remained unchanged
since Louis XV’s great-grandfather, the Sun King, had reduced the French aristocracy to the
level of serfs in silk. Every noble family in France, unless in exile or desperately poor, lived there
under the King’s watchful eye. All paths of ambition led to him. Although it seemed to the
outsider that life at court was lived solely for pleasure, the inhabitants knew better. They were
prisoners as much as they were participants. Behind the mask of enjoyment was a desperate
competition for financial spoils, political influence, and social power. The aristocracy had to stay
and play the game if they did not want their families to be outcasts.The rules governing
Versailles were too arcane for Jeanne-Antoinette to master over night. Like all closed societies, it
thrived on nuances which are second nature to the initiated and hidden traps for the unwary. It
was important for her to know how to behave in general, and also how to treat each inhabitant
appropriately, and though she had conducted herself with aplomb the first time the King showed
her off to the court, the risk of ridicule was great. Every member of the court was ready to
pounce on some unintentional solecism. To remove the stain of her parentage, Louis XV created
Jeanne-Antoinette the Marquise de Pompadour. To eradicate her bourgeois manners required
more comprehensive measures. The King sent her to the country for several months to be
trained by two of his closest friends. The Marquise was an enthusiastic pupil and very quickly
learned the complex customs and language of her new world.Once assigned her own
apartments, with a secret staircase that led to those of the King, the Marquise never ceased to
be vigilant against potential rivals. A physically cold woman, she had to find other ways of
maintaining the King’s interest. During her twenty-year tenure she transformed Versailles into a
cultural paradise, a veritable showcase of France’s greatest dramatists, composers, architects,
craftsmen, and artists. Louis XV shared her passion for art and architecture. Together they
supervised the building of some of France’s finest palaces, including the Petit Trianon at
Versailles and the Château de Bellevue.The only area where the Marquise and the King differed
was in their intellectual tastes. She had always admired the French philosophes. Long before
she had met the King, her friendships had extended to Voltaire as well the authors of the great
Encyclopédie. When Louis XV banned its publication she persuaded him to allow private
subscribers to receive their copies. However, he refused to read it. The Marquise had to be
content with furthering the interests of the philosophes on her own. Even Voltaire, who did
nothing but complain, recognized her pure intentions. “She had righteousness in her soul,” he
wrote, “and justice in her heart; all this is not to be met with every day.”Unfortunately, a good



heart did not make the Marquise successful in foreign affairs. Historians still debate the extent of
her influence on the King during the disastrous Seven Years’ War (1756–1763). Nancy Mitford
argues that it was considerable. This costly war resulted in the loss of most of France’s overseas
territories, including Canada. At the very least, the Marquise was a powerful voice among those
who convinced the King to shift France’s alliance from Prussia to Austria, which precipitated the
conflict.The Marquise felt each defeat very keenly, and the war no doubt hastened her death in
1764. “Après nous le déluge,” she is alleged to have remarked sadly to the King. She was
unpopular with the people and her death went largely unlamented. However, compared to her
successor, Mme. du Barry, who died under the guillotine, the Marquise enjoyed a quiet and
dignified end, supported by the King and surrounded by her friends. Childless after the early
death of her daughter, Mme. de Pompadour’s legacy to France was the great flowering of art
during her time.The critical reaction to Nancy’s biography was mixed. She had initially dreaded
its publication. “For one thing I now believe it to be very bad and badly written,” she wrote during
one of her bouts of insecurity. Her novelistic style certainly outraged more orthodox historians.
A.J.P. Taylor, in the Manchester Guardian, was vitriolic: “All those who admired The Pursuit of
Love will be delighted to hear that its characters have appeared again, this time in fancy dress.
They now claim to be leading figures in French history.” The Observer declared it delightful, but
not history. Yet the great French historian Alfred Cobban congratulated her on writing such an
enjoyable book. The public agreed with Cobban and, encouraged by her success, Nancy wrote
two more books about the Court of Versailles in a similar mode.Madame de Pompadour has
endured as a classic precisely because of its witty and anecdotal style. It captures the essence
of eighteenth-century court life far more expertly than any monograph on the period. Nancy
Mitford rescued a genre of history writing, first made popular by the seventeenth-century
historian John Aubrey, that had all but disappeared under a pile of academic minutiae, ideology,
and statistics. Almost in spite of herself, she championed the humanity of the past against the
forces of vanity and cynicism.—AMANDA FOREMANMADAME DE POMPADOURTo Dolly
Princess RadziwillHigh rouged, unfortunate female of whom it is not proper to speak without
necessity.—THOMAS CARLYLESincère et tendre Pompadour.—VOLTAIRE1 VERSAILLES
AND LOUIS XVAFTER THE DEATH of the great King, beautiful Versailles, fatal for France, lay
empty seven years while fresh air blew through its golden rooms, blowing away the sorcery and
bigotry which hung about the walls like a miasma, blowing away the old century and blowing in
the new. Louis XIV died in 1715. He had outlived his son, his grandson, and his eldest great-
grandson, had reigned seventy-two years, too long for the good of his country. Even then he was
so strong that he could not die until half eaten away with gangrene, for which Dr. Fagon, killer of
princes, prescribed asses’ milk. At last the Duc de Bouillon, wearing a black feather, went out
onto the balcony and announced to a waiting crowd, curious but not sad, “Le Roi est mort.” He
retired into the palace, put on a white feather, came back, and announced, “Vive le Roi.”The
reign of Louis XV had begun; like his great-grandfather he was five years old when he
succeeded to the throne of France. He had neither father, mother, brothers, nor sisters; all had



been killed by the wretched Fagon. He himself would no doubt have followed them to the grave
had not his nurse, the Duchesse de Ventadour, hidden him away during that terrible fortnight
when the rest of his family was dying of measles, bleedings, purges, and emetics. His father’s
brother was still alive, but useless as an uncle for a little boy; he was the King of Spain,
imprisoned in the etiquette of his own palaces and by now far more Spanish than French. They
never saw each other. Louis XV was brought up without the natural family love which should
surround a child, without hugs and kisses, and without slaps. “First of all he must live,” Madame
de Ventadour used to say and she never allowed him to be crossed. At the age of seven he was
taken, crying dreadfully, away from her and handed over to a governor. He then retired into a
world of his own, concealing all his thoughts and feelings from those around him, and nobody
ever knew much about them for the rest of his life. He was an intensely secret man.The Regent
of France, Philippe, Duc d’Orléans, was the next heir to the throne, because the Duc d’Anjou had
formally renounced his rights to it on becoming King of Spain. People were not wanting who said
that the Duc d’Orléans had poisoned the heirs of Louis XIV; if so his conduct towards the one
that survived was very notable. As soon as his uncle had breathed his last he took the little boy,
who stood between him and the throne, away from Versailles and established him in the Tuileries
Palace, across the road from his own Palais-Royal. For the rest of his life he faithfully served this
child. France was at peace; the religious quarrels of the last century had lost their venom; her
frontiers were established and no enemy was attempting to cross them; the claim of her king to
his throne was unquestionable; the air was full of new ideas. An even greater century than the
Grand Siècle might now have been inaugurated, if the Regent had only had the energy to
enforce certain changes in the constitution.As a young man the Duc d’Orléans had been
intelligent and ambitious; it was one of Louis XIV’s grave mistakes that he had allowed him to
take so little part in public life. Determined as he was to make the nobles politically impotent, he
kept the Princes of the Blood even more strictly in their place. He was too much blinded by his
theories to see what a loyal and honorable man his nephew was and how useful he could have
been to France. So the Duc d’Orléans turned his attention to the pleasures of this life, and a
more perfect rake has seldom existed. When, at the age of forty-one, he found himself ruler of
France, he was still intelligent, but energy and ambition had been sapped by years of wenching
and the cruder forms of dissipation. He did envisage fundamental constitutional changes; he
tried to bring back the great nobles into the government of France and to rule by councils instead
of bureaucratic secretaries of state. But these lords had lost the habit of being useful; Louis XIV
had trained them so well that they had even lost the habit of being a nuisance. The councils fell
into the hands of officials and the last serious attempt to bring back aristocratic government in
France collapsed. The Regent then settled down to govern as the old King had governed and to
bring up the new King to be as much like his ancestor as possible. It was noticed that he even
had the same manner towards him, the same deep respect, tinged, however, with love and
humor instead of with hatred and fear. He loved the child far more than his own dreary son. He
explained every political step to him, saying, “You are the master, I am only here to tell you what



is happening, to make suggestions, to carry out your orders.” The little boy was charmed; he
attended the council meetings, clasping in his arms a pet cat which the ministers called his
colleague; he was too proud and too shy ever to say a word. This pride and this shyness were to
remain with him throughout his life. His only attempt at a protest was when the Regent
announced his betrothal to a little Spanish first cousin, a baby Infanta of two. The King cried
throughout the whole council, but without making any observation.When Louis XIV decided,
after the civil war known as the Fronde, to keep the great nobles under his eye and to rob them
of power, he had cunningly played upon the French love of fashion and fun; all fashion and all fun
were gathered together at Versailles. Parisian society, though very middle-class, hummed with
life and could be enjoyed from time to time as a change from the Court; the provinces were
unthinkable. The heaviest blow that could befall a man was banishment to his estates; this did
not only mean loss of place and influence; the exile, condemned to live in the country, became
ridiculous in the eyes of his friends. Let him embellish his house and garden, let him give
expensive parties and make a social and intellectual center for the whole neighborhood, the
poor man was a dowdy provincial; he counted for nothing any more. The memoirs of the time
dramatize to the full these banishments, disgraces, as they were called. “On hearing of his
disgrace the Duke, who is religious, behaved with Christian submission; when they went to tell
the Duchess she thought, from their faces, that her son must have died.” Living in their beautiful
houses in the beautiful French countryside, with the administration of huge estates to interest
them, these exiled nobles were considered, and considered themselves, as dead. In fact, they
generally became either very fat or very thin, and departed life rather quickly.This policy, by
which the greater nobles had become a noblesse de cour and were cooped up in a perpetual
house party at Versailles, divorced from public opinion in their native provinces, as well as from
the sources of their wealth, was disastrous to French economy. While the Ile de France was like
an enormous park or garden, containing thousands of glorious houses, rural France was a
desert. [1] The road between Paris and Versailles was a perpetual double file of carriages being
driven at full speed—English visitors then, as now, remarking that French noblemen like to drive
very fast—that between Paris and Orléans was empty but for an occasional post chaise.
Agriculture was fearfully neglected; even those landlords who did sometimes visit their estates,
in the intervals of duty at Court, took no interest in it whatsoever; their only outdoor pursuits were
hunting and gardening. Game was carefully preserved, poaching was still punishable by death,
and as a result the land was overrun with stags, wild boars, wolves, and the hunt itself. Louis XV,
when out hunting, was always most careful not to ride over the crops and was furious with
anybody who did so, but many sportsmen of the day were quite unscrupulous in this matter. It
would never have occurred to a landlord to invite one of his farmers to hunt with him, and indeed
it would have been against the law—none but the nobles were allowed to hunt or fish. Most of
the great nobles were total absentees from their estates who revolved round the Court, with a
town house in Paris, a country villa within easy reach of Versailles, and, if they were lucky, a flat
in the palace itself. About one thousand nobles lived, or had a pied à terre there, at the time of



Louis XV. One result of this curious system is that it is hardly possible to study eighteenth-
century French domestic architecture except in, and around, Paris. Nearly all the country houses
in the provinces are old fortified castles with perhaps a few redecorated rooms, or were built in
the nineteenth century. Some rich provincial towns have fine public buildings and bourgeois
houses, but there is extraordinarily little of the first importance further from Versailles than a
comfortable day’s drive.Versailles was the heart of France, and here the King lived, like a man in
a glass house, visible to, and within reach of, all his subjects. In those days the palace was even
more open to the public than it is now; people wandered in and out at all hours and were allowed
into the state rooms as well as into the gardens. When, at the beginning of the Revolution, a
furious mob was known to be approaching, the guards tried to shut the gates in vain, a hundred
years of rust having soldered them to their hinges. Louis XIV had practically lived in public, but
Louis XV, more highly strung than his great-grandfather, arranged a suite of rooms for himself
where he could be away from the crowd. This suite, though it consisted of fifty rooms and seven
bathrooms, and was in itself like a country house, was known as the petits appartements; even
the courtiers could only go there if they had the privilege of the grandes entrées or by invitation.
As time went on, the King arranged other, more private apartments, where he could be entirely
undisturbed; and at last the north wing of the palace became a perfect network of secret
passages, hidden staircases, and tiny rooms looking onto interior courtyards. “Rats’ nests,” said
the son of Robert de Cotte, thinking with regret of the noble monuments built by his father and
Mansard. Louis XV was fond of little things, exquisite in quality, and these rats’ nests were
embellished with some of the finest decoration ever seen, much of which still exists today. But
although Louis XV hated public appearances, he never shirked what he believed to be his duty.
He got up, dined, prayed, had his hunting boots pulled off, and went to bed in public. The lever
and the coucher were formal ceremonies; he never slept in his state bedroom. Everybody knew
quite well that he had often been up and working for hours before the lever—lighting his own fire
sometimes so as not to wake the servants—and often went to amuse himself in Paris, or the
town of Versailles, after his coucher. If he omitted to say his prayers, it was a sign that he was not
going to bed in order to sleep. The fireplace in the state bedroom always smoked, so that in cold
weather the lever and the coucher were very uncomfortable affairs.As for the courtiers, they lived
and prayed and hunted and danced and ate to iron rules, and a timetable which made the days
slip by and gave them the illusion of being always busy. The functions which they were obliged to
attend were so near together in time, and so far distant in space, that they spent much of their
lives running from one end of the palace to the other. They were like a huge family whose head
was the King. They could do nothing, not even go to Paris for the day, or be inoculated against
smallpox, certainly not arrange marriages for their children, without his express permission.
Their privileges were enormous, and their power non-existent.French historians have always
been inclined to explain the trend of events in the eighteenth century by dwelling on the
characters of their princes. Much ink is expended on the various heirs to the throne killed off by
Fagon and his successors. The father and the son of Louis XV are regretted. Perhaps if the Duc



de Bourgogne, eldest son of the Dauphin of Louis XV, had lived to reign instead of Louis XVI,
things would have been different. He seems to have been superior to the three sad kings, his
brothers. But he died at the age of ten. To an English reader all this is rather surprising since we
are inclined to think that unless a monarch has genius, or is mad or wicked, his personality is of
small account. In those days any dull German could make as good a King of England as the
bonniest of native princes. But in France the situation was quite different. There the King was
Lord High everything; all was directed by him and he alone could provide the inspiration which
made the wheels of government go round. The French loved their kings as the English never
have, with an unreasoning love which was later to turn to an unreasoning hatred. The personality
of the King of France was therefore of great importance.Now Louis XV was by very far the most
considerable of Louis XIV’s descendants. As a child he was full of promise, religious, pretty,
clever, brave, and shy, with a shyness that had nothing gauche about it and on the contrary
engendered a regal formality of manner, thought quite perfect by all who saw him. He grew up to
be a charming man and an intelligent ruler with a high sense of duty, loving and, for many years,
loved by his people. But the machinery by which he was expected to govern was long since worn
out, and neither he nor his counselors had the genius to devise anything better. He knew that
something was wrong somewhere, but he was for ever caught in the terrible web spun by his
terrible ancestor.Perhaps the fate of the French monarchy was sealed when, in 1722, the Regent
took the Court back to Versailles. Kings always live in a cage, but if the cage is in the capital city
some echo of public opinion may penetrate its bars. No king has ever been more cut off from his
people than Louis XV. Cardinal Dubois, the Regent’s adviser, insisted on the step, hoping
thereby to prolong the life of his master, and thinking that he might be induced to live more
temperately away from the Palais-Royal. The move seems to have been effected with no trouble
or fuss; everybody fell back into the little miseries of etiquette as if they had never been away. A
few months later Cardinal Dubois died. The King came of age officially the following year—he
was thirteen—and the Regent continued to govern. But the excesses of that strange man had
undermined his health. One day, in a mood of black depression, he sent for the little Duchesse
de Falaris to gossip with him, before he went upstairs to work with the King. Sitting in front of the
fire, he asked her whether she believed in a future life; she replied that she did, and he said in
that case he found her conduct on this earth incomprehensible. “Well now,” he said, after a
silence, “tell the news.” As she opened her pretty little mouth to recount the latest piece of
scandal, Philippe d’Orléans rolled to the floor and died.The King, stunned, shaken, and
intensely sad, raised no objection when the Duc de Bourbon came to him and proposed taking
over the government of France. He nodded his head without a word. “M. le Duc,” an appellation
reserved at Court for the head of the Bourbon Condé family, was not very brilliant, no match for
Cardinal Fleury, the King’s tutor; Fleury was determined himself to rule the country and
immediately set on foot a series of intrigues to that end. In three years’ time he stepped into the
shoes of M. le Duc, who found himself exiled to his estates at Chantilly. Nobody regretted this
most unattractive individual, though his mistress, Madame de Prie, had been rather nice and



pretty. She, poor woman, killed herself when she realized the full horror of life in the country.
Their rule had not been without results. Before he went, M. le Duc had taught the King to love
hunting—the Condés were men of the forest, enormous hunters—and was responsible for his
marriage.At fifteen the King was a big strong boy, forward for his age. His fiancée, who lived in
the palace, was still only five; a golden-haired darling, she appeared with him at all the state
functions, trotted round after him like a little pet, and was considered absolutely sweet. But boys
of fifteen loathe sweet little girls and he felt humiliated at having such a small fiancée. He sulked
whenever he saw her. The marriage was to be consummated in ten years’ time, and meanwhile
what? The King was obviously quite ready to consummate something at once; the sooner this
last descendant of a royal line, this “conjugation of the blood of Henry IV,” five of whose children
were his ancestors, was given a chance to breed, the better. M. le Duc was very much of this
opinion because the next heir to the throne was the Duc d’Orléans, and the Orléans and Condé
branches of the Bourbon family were at daggers drawn. (The feud between them was fanned by
the Dowager Duchesses who were sisters, daughters of Louis XIV and Madame de
Montespan.) Furthermore, if the King were not married soon, one of two things could be
expected to happen. Either he would take a mistress, who, at his age, would certainly acquire a
dangerous influence over him, or he would turn to the boys. Pederasty was by no means
unknown in the Bourbon family; Louis XIII had certainly preferred men to women, while many of
the courtiers could remember the egregious Monsieur, with his bracelets, and high-heeled
shoes, and high-pitched squabbles. Through his daughter, by Henrietta of England, he was a
direct ancestor of Louis XV. There had recently been a homosexual scandal among young
dukes, attached to the King and very little older than him. The Regent had taken measures at
once, and they had received the heavy punishment of exile to their estates, accompanied by
wives who had quickly been found for them. When the King asked what they had done he was
told that they had torn up railings in the park; he made no comment, but he must have known
that they would not have been sent away for that. Thereafter they were always called “les
arracheurs de palissades.” The First Gentleman of the Bedchamber, the Duc de la Trémoïlle,
agreeable, polite, and amusing, was seen to have the tastes of a young lady; he spent his time
eating sweets and doing embroidery. He, too, was married off and sent home, so furious that for
seven years he turned his back on his unlucky wife. After a great deal of hesitation, pushed to it
finally by a serious illness of the King, M. le Duc made up his mind that the Infanta must return to
Spain and the King be married to somebody of an age to have children; the risk of offending the
Spaniards was less grave than that of waiting any longer.In fact, Philippe V was exceedingly
angry. “Ah! the traitor!” he cried, and the courtiers in his ante-room were filled with a terrified
curiosity to know who the traitor might be. However the Queen, Elizabeth Farnese, who ruled the
King, remained calm and merely said: “We must send at once to meet the Infanta.” [2]The hurdle
of the Infanta’s return having been cleared without mishap, M. le Duc began to study lists of
princesses to take her place. There were nearly forty in all, but they boiled down to very few
suitable ones. French and Lorrainer princesses were ruled out at once because they all had



Orléans or Bourbon Condé blood and neither family would consent to such an elevation of the
other. Princess Anne of England was a Lutheran and the English would not allow her to change
her religion; the daughter of Peter the Great, the future Czarina Elizabeth, was too parvenue and
was also said to show signs of incipient madness, as did the King of Portugal, who had an
otherwise eligible daughter. The Princess of Hesse Rhinevelt would have done very well if her
mother had not been in the habit of giving birth alternately to daughters and hares; M. le Duc,
thinking, perhaps, that there was room for any amount of hares at Chantilly, finally married her
himself.Enormous bets were placed on these various ladies, odds lengthening and shortening
according to the day’s rumors; the Court seemed to be living on the eve of some important race.
At last the choice fell upon a very dark horse indeed, Marie Leczinska, daughter of the
penniless, exiled Stanislas Leczinski, King of Poland. A princess who knew no cosmetics but
water and snow and who spent her time embroidering alter cloths was not at first sight a very
suitable person to reign at Versailles. No doubt M. le Duc and Madame de Prie thought that,
since she would owe everything to them, she would help them to keep their position. In fact, the
marriage, regarded as a final proof of their incompetence, greatly facilitated Fleury’s efforts to
get rid of them. Indeed it was a poor marriage for the King of France, this lady, “dont le nom est
en ski,” being endowed with neither worldly goods, nor powerful family connections, nor beauty,
nor even youth, since she was seven years older than the King. But she had a sweet nature and
regal manner, as even the most disagreeable of her subjects were obliged to admit, when they
knew her; above all she was very healthy.When Stanislas received a letter asking for her hand
he could not believe his luck. He rushed to his daughter’s room crying: “Kneel, kneel and give
thanks to God Almighty!”“What has happened—are you going back, as King, to Poland?”“Far
better than that, you are going, as Queen, to France.”As soon as she arrived at Versailles the
King fell in love with her and fell into bed with her; on their wedding night he gave her proof of his
love seven times. The courtiers were delighted, and Maréchal de Villars said that none of his
cadets at St. Cyr could have done better. Nine months later she produced twin daughters,
Madame Première and Madame Henriette; by the time the King was twenty-seven they had ten
children, of which six daughters and a son reached maturity. He thought, and continually said,
that his wife was the most beautiful woman at Versailles, and for years this marriage went very
well. They might have been happy ever after, that is to say, Marie Leczinska might have played
the part of mistress as well as that of wife, if she had had more character. Louis XV was a man of
habit, a faithful man at heart, so shy, too, that he found it very difficult to make advances to any
woman; he disliked new faces, and beautiful faces intimidated him. His little love affairs with girls
of easy virtue, found for him by his valets, meant nothing at all to him, and his family meant a
great deal. Unfortunately the Queen, though an exceedingly nice woman, was dowdy and a
bore; she was incapable of forming a society that would attract a gay young husband, and she
surrounded herself with the dullest, stuffiest element at the Court. After the birth of her children
she settled comfortably, and rather selfishly, into middle age; she made no effort to remain
attractive to her young husband, to share his interests or to entertain his friends; fashion and fun



meant nothing to her. She had no temperament at all, complaining that she was for ever “in bed,
or pregnant, or brought to bed,” and any excuse was good enough to keep the King out of her
bed. As she was extremely pious, he had never been allowed there on the days of the major
saints. By degrees the saints for whom he was excluded became more numerous and less
important; finally, he was kept out by one so utterly unknown that he flew into a temper. He told
Lebel, the palace concierge, to bring him a woman. Lebel went off and found a pretty
housemaid, and the result was “Dorigny le Dauphin,” who became an art dealer of some
distinction.Nobody quite knows when the liaison between Louis XV and the Comtesse de Mailly
began, but the King himself cannot have thought it very serious until 1739. That year he refused
to go to his Easter duties. Asked by the Bishop whether he would touch for the King’s Evil as
usual on Easter Day, he said no, since this ceremony could only take place after communion and
he did not intend to communicate. His Jesuit confessor, Père de Lignières, wishing to avoid a
scandal, suggested that Cardinal de Rohan might say a Low Mass in the King’s cabinet, after
which nobody would know for certain whether he had or had not confessed. The King absolutely
refused to lend himself to such a fraud. He was living in adultery and had no intention, for the
present, of mending his ways; but at the same time he was not going to make a mockery of his
religion.Madame de Mailly was a daughter of the Marquis de Nesle. Their family name was
Mailly; she had married her first cousin. Madame de Nesle, her mother, was a lady-in- waiting to
the Queen, and the King had always known the Mailly sisters. She was not a beauty, or in any
way very romantic, but a jolly, downright, sporting woman with whom he felt at ease. She never
asked for anything, neither for power nor for money; she loved him. But in 1740 he fell in love
with her sister, whom she had unwisely invited to all her suppers and parties; the Marquise de
Vintimille was even less of a beauty and much less nice than Madame de Mailly, and behaved
with the greatest unkindness to her. The affair did not last very long; Madame de Vintimille died
giving birth to the King’s baby, the Comte du Luc. The King was heartbroken; he went back to
Madame de Mailly and she adopted the baby, who was exactly like him to look at, and always
known as le demi-Louis. But this lady’s troubles were not yet over. Very soon the King fell
desperately in love, much more than he had been with Madame de Vintimille, with yet another
sister, the Duchesse de Châteauroux.Madame de Châteauroux was a beauty, even nastier than
Madame de Vintimille, rapacious, implacable, and very ambitious. She made the King work
harder with his ministers than he had ever done before. Seeing that he was still rather fond of her
sister she made him exile her from the Court; poor Madame de Mailly went off in floods of tears
and was thereafter known as The Widow. The King missed her, and corresponded with her
surreptitiously; but Madame de Châteauroux soon found out and put a stop to that. “Madame,
you are killing me,” he would say as she insisted that he should give his attention more and more
to the dull details of public affairs. “So much the better, Sire, a King should continually die and be
resuscitated.” She was odious to the poor Queen and made a breach between her and the King
which was never repaired; husband and wife never felt easy in each other’s company
again.Madame de Châteauroux was the central figure in the famous “Metz incident,” which



made a deep impression on the King; to the end of his days he could not speak of the scenes of
Metz without horror. Fond of campaigning, as he was fond of hunting, he went, in 1744, to join
his army on the eastern frontier and took with him an enormous train, including Madame de
Châteauroux and yet another Mailly sister, the Duchesse de Lauraguais. At Metz he fell
seriously ill, with pains in the head and a high fever; the usual bleedings and purges had no
effect and the doctor announced that his life was in danger. Immediately there was talk of the
Last Sacrament, which would, of course, entail confession and the departure of the mistress.
She, meanwhile, mounted guard over him, with her great friend the Duc de Richelieu, First
Gentleman of the Bedchamber. Nobody else was allowed to see him alone and they pretended
to him that his illness was nothing at all. It could not be kept up. He knew that he was very ill
indeed, and getting worse all the time; at last he kissed her and said: “Princess [his pet name for
her], I think we shall have to part.” He gave orders that she and Madame de Lauraguais should
go at once, and that the Queen should be sent for; then he confessed.The Bishops of Metz and
Soissons, about to bring the Holy Sacrament from the cathedral to the King’s bedside, heard
that Madame de Châteauroux and her sister were still in Richelieu’s house in the town; they sent
a message to the effect that Our Lord was awaiting the departure of the Duchesses, who then
had no choice but to leave for Paris. Before communicating, the King was induced by the
Bishops to make a public statement of repentance; all those who were in his ante-room, that is to
say the officers of state and the high bourgeoisie of Metz, were brought in to his bedside to hear
him do so. He was very weak and hardly spoke as if he wanted to recover; he said that perhaps
it was God’s will to give his people a better King. When the Queen arrived, he received her
affectionately and begged her pardon. He was very civil to the Dauphin, never a pleasant
apparition to a possibly dying young King, and seemed in fact to be in a repentant state of mind
and to have every intention, should he live, of changing his ways.But the French clergy, who had
taken the affair in hand, made blunder after blunder. To an intensely shy, reserved and proud
man, the thought of his public confession was humiliating enough as he came back to his normal
state of health; now it was printed and distributed to every parish in France so that each priest
could make a sermon on it, embellished with his own views on the sin of adultery. This
proceeding shocked many sensible and God-fearing citizens, who felt that the King should have
been allowed to repent in private, and that all the women of the Court should have been sent
away together, so that the affair with Madame de Châteauroux could have ended without
publicity. As soon as the King was better, a lady-in-waiting, prompted by his confessor, put a
second pillow into the Queen’s bed. Rumor had it that the Queen had taken to rouge again. At
the most frivolous Court in the world, where everything was treated as a joke, all this provoked
gales of laughter, and M. de Richelieu, who held a watching brief for Madame de Châteauroux,
certainly did not shelter the King from these gales. The country, however, felt very differently
about the whole matter. The handsome young King was enormously popular and the French had
worked themselves up to a state of despair when they believed him to be dying. The reaction to
better news caused a mafficking such as has rarely been seen in Paris—people embracing each



other in the streets and embracing the horses which had brought the messengers. It was at this
time that Louis XV received the name of Well Beloved. But in their transports of joy his subjects
did not omit to underline their detestation of his mistress; and, whenever she appeared in public,
she was booed, hissed, pelted with eggs, and almost lynched. She retired to bed with a
complete breakdown.With his courtiers giggling in his ante-room and his clergy and people
moralizing to his face, the King forgot all his good resolutions. He had but one idea, to show that
he was not going to be bullied into a new life, to show who was the master; besides he longed
very much for Madame de Châteauroux. As soon as he got home to Versailles he sent for her.
She was in her house in the rue du Bac, feverish and furious. When the King’s message came,
not wishing to delay their reunion, she got up, had a bath, and prepared to leave. The effort was
too much for her; she collapsed and died of pneumonia.The King was now thirty-four years
old.1. Many thousands of noble families did live in the provinces, on their estates, because they
had not the entrée at Court, but they were nearly all wretchedly poor and all without any sort of
political influence. They can in no way be compared to the landed gentry in England at that
date.2. This Infanta eventually became Queen of Portugal.2 PARIS AND MADAME
D’ETOILESVERY LITTLE OF Paris as we know it today existed in the 1720’s; no Place de la
Concorde, Madeleine, or rue de Rivoli, the Louvre half its present size, no Ecole Militaire or
Panthéon, no bridge between the Pont Royal and the Pont de Sèvres, no big thoroughfares or
boulevards. The lay-out was that of an overgrown village; narrow streets surrounded the houses
of rich merchants and of the ennobled lawyers known as the noblesse de robe, very much
despised by the noblesse d’épée, the old feudal families. The streets were noisier, with even
more terrible traffic blocks, than today. They were filthy dirty and it was impossible to walk in
them when there had been rain without getting mud up to the knees. On the outskirts of this
town, rich nobles and merchants were building a garden city, the faubourgs, whose wide streets
led out to the country. Each house, of a pale honey color, weather and soot not yet having done
their horrid work, stood in its own big garden, full, in summer, of orange trees and oleanders.
Every house of any size had an orangery. The quays did not exist; gardens went down to the
river where the boats and barges of their owners were moored. Many of these houses are still in
existence, but, too often, squashed between nineteenth- or twentieth-century blocks of flats,
they would be unrecognizable to their former owners. A few Hôtels, Matignon, Biron, and the
Elysée, for instance, have kept their gardens, and from them we can judge how the others must
have looked. The forest was at their door; La Muette, in the Bois de Boulogne, was still one of
the King’s favorite hunts.Jeanne-Antoinette Poisson, the future Marquise de Pompadour, was
not born in one of these splendid new mansions, but in the rue de Cléry, then, as now, situated in
the heart of the town. Her mother was a beauty, so she has been accorded various fathers by
various biographers, but it is probable that her mother’s husband, M. Poisson, was the real one.
He certainly thought so. Poisson was a jolly bourgeois, steward to the Pâris brothers, who ran
the economy of France. The Pâris brothers were nearly as important in the life of Mlle Poisson as
her own family—indeed Pâris-Duverney is one of the possible fathers—and they were deeply



attached to her. Pâris-Monmartel, the little girl’s godfather, was Court banker; Pâris-Duverney
supplied the army; their power was almost unlimited. They could support or starve out the
generals at the front, make or ruin politicians; the King himself was dependent on them when he
wanted to realize large sums of money for any reason and he used them in all his financial
transactions. They were responsible to no government department and always refused the
various ministries which were offered them. Their own riches were said to be fabulous, but when
Pâris-Duverney died, he left so little money that, in the nineteenth century, his coffin was opened
to see if he had not, by any chance, been buried in gold. Of course they have been called rogues
and worse, but on the whole the verdict of their contemporaries was favorable. Maréchal de
Saxe thought the world of them, and said that they were entirely public spirited; they always
supported him up to the hilt; partly, no doubt, because they saw he was worth supporting. But
whether these mysterious brothers—there were four of them, but only two come into this story—
were good or bad or, like most people, a mixture of both, it was clearly a wrong principle for the
country’s finances to be in the hands of one family concern. In private life they were patrons of
art, great collectors, and frequented the cultivated society of other rich bourgeois; their clever,
reassuring, genial faces, above a broad expanse of embroidered waistcoat, look out from
several canvases of the day; they must have been delightful fellow guests.François Poisson was
doing well. He had moved from the rue de Cléry to a big house in the rue de Richelieu, with
boiseries and modern comfort, sumptuous, up to date. But in 1725, when his little girl was four
years old, there broke some sort of black market scandal to do with corn supplied to the
population by the Pâris brothers. Owing to a succession of cold, wet summers, there was a
famine in the capital, tempers were running high, and Poisson seems to have been made a
scapegoat. He got over the German frontier only just in time to avoid arrest, leaving Madame
Poisson to cope with his affairs, and saying, rather sadly perhaps, that as she was so very pretty
she would surely fall on her feet. He was quite right, she did; but not before she had suffered
trials and humiliations, the house in the rue de Richelieu, with all its contents, being seized and
sold over her head. She was rescued from her misfortunes by M. Le Normant de Tournehem,
one-time Ambassador to Sweden, now a director of the Compagnie des Indes, and a fermier
général, or collector of indirect taxes. The fermiers généraux were always respected bourgeois
of the financial world; and he was a great friend of the Pâris. (Tournehem is often credited with
the paternity of Mlle Poisson, but this does not seem very likely. Had he already been Madame
Poisson’s lover, he would hardly have left her for months in horrid embarrassment after the flight
of her husband.)This very nice, rich fellow cherished Madame Poisson and took charge of the
whole family. He saw to the education of the children, Jeanne-Antoinette and her younger
brother Abel; and finally made it possible for François Poisson to come back to Paris, after an
exile of eight years. Soon he was completely cleared of the charges against him and was given
an important job to do with army supplies. From now on, Tournehem and the Poissons all lived
cheerfully together.Little is known of Jeanne-Antoinette’s childhood; the lives of children were
not carefully documented in those days. At the age of nine she went to a fortune-teller who told



her that she would reign over the heart of a king—in her accounts twenty years later, there is an
item of six hundred livres to this woman, “for having predicted, when I was nine, that I would be
the King’s mistress”—after this she was called Reinette by her family. By the wish of her father,
she spent a year in a convent at Poissy, where his two sisters were nuns. They wrote to him, in
Germany, saying that when he sent money he had better let them have it direct, and not through
Madame Poisson. Reinette was very delicate and spent much of her time there in bed, with
whooping cough and sore throats. Whatever else the good nuns may have taught the little girl,
they certainly failed to give her any understanding of the Roman Catholic religion. After leaving
the convent she was educated at home, under the eye of Tournehem and of her mother, and this
worldly education left nothing to be desired; a more accomplished woman has seldom lived.She
could act and dance and sing, having been taught by Jeliotte of the Comédie-Française; she
could recite whole plays by heart, her master of elocution was Crébillon, the dramatist; she
played the clavichord to perfection, a valuable gift in those days, when tunes could not be
summoned by turning a knob. She was an enthusiastic gardener and botanist, and knew all
about the wonderful shrubs which were pouring into France from every quarter of the globe; she
loved natural history, and collected rare and exotic birds. Her handwriting, curiously modern, was
both beautiful and legible. She painted, drew, and engraved precious stones. Last, but not least,
she was a superlative housekeeper. Abel, too, was taught everything considered necessary to a
rich young man of the day. What was even more important than lessons, the Poisson children
were brought up among people of excellent taste, who had knowledge of and a respect for art in
all its forms; honest bourgeois who, when they patronized an artist, paid for what they ordered.
Both the children profited in later life from this example which was not always followed by the
highest in the land.From the earliest days Reinette was a charmer. She charmed her “stepfather”
Tournehem; she charmed the nuns at the convent, who loved her tenderly, and took an interest
in her long after she had left them; her father, mother, and brother worshiped the ground she trod
on. She grew up endowed with every gift a woman could desire but one, her health was never
good. Without being a regular beauty, she was the very acme of prettiness, though her looks,
which depended on dazzle and expression rather than on the bony structure, were never
successfully recorded by painters. Her brother always said that not one of her many portraits
was really like her; they are certainly not very much like each other. We recognize the pose, the
elegance, but hardly the face. More informative are the descriptions by various contemporaries,
written in private journals and memoirs, which did not see the light for many years after her
death.Dufort de Cheverny, himself of bourgeois origin, always deeply jealous of her brother,
says:Not a man alive but would have had her for his mistress if he could. Tall, though not too tall;
beautiful figure; round face with regular features; wonderful complexion, hands and arms; eyes
not so very big, but the brightest, wittiest and most sparkling I ever saw. Everything about her
was rounded, including all her gestures.She absolutely extinguished all the other women at the
Court, although some were very beautiful.The Duc de Luynes, a dry old member of the Queen’s
set, rather fond of dwelling on the physical appearance of Court ladies in the most denigrating



terms—their cheeks too flat, their noses too fat, their figures almost deformed, and so on—is
obliged to admit that she is fort jolie.The Prince de Croÿ, who disapproved of her, says over and
over again that it would not be possible to be prettier.Président Hénault, the Queen’s greatest
friend, writes: “One of the prettiest women I ever saw.”An honest, rather unimaginative soldier,
the Marquis de Valfons, writes: “With her grace, the lightness of her figure, and the beauty of her
hair, she resembled a nymph.”Le Roy, a gamekeeper at Versailles, after praising all her features,
her figure, and her beautiful light brown hair, goes on: “Her eyes had a particular attraction,
perhaps owing to the fact that it was difficult to say exactly what color they were; they had neither
the hard sparkle of black eyes, nor the dreamy tenderness of blue, nor the special delicacy of
gray; their indeterminate color seemed to lend them to all forms of seduction and shades of
expression. Indeed her expression was always changing, though there was never any
discordance between her various features; they all unfolded the same thought, which
presupposes a good deal of self control, and this applied to her every movement. Her whole
person was half way between the last degree of elegance and the first of nobility.”Finally, the
Marquis d’Argenson, who hated her so terribly that his whole diary is really written with the aim
of destroying her in the eyes of posterity, finds nothing worse—at the beginning—to say than:
“She is snow white, without features, but graceful and talented. Tall, rather badly made.”By the
time she was of marriageable age, she was already spoken of in Paris society as fit for a king;
and she herself had lived in a dream of love for the King ever since her visit to the fortune-teller;
a dream which was most unlikely to come true, since it was impossible for a bourgeoise to be
presented to him, and he had a mistress already. Meanwhile her parents were not finding it easy
to marry her; the reputations of both left too much to be desired. Poisson was an amusing rough
diamond, but he had been mixed up in shady business, some said hanged in effigy by the public
hangman after his flight, and his origins were lower rather than middle class; he had never tried
to seem other than he was, or bothered the least bit about appearances, and many people
would not have cared to have him in the family. As for lovely Madame Poisson, she was clever
and cultivated but not, alas, virtuous; alas too, this jolly but doubtful couple was not even very
rich. However, M. de Tournehem, who was, now took the affair in hand. He suggested to his
nephew, M. Le Normant d’Etioles, that he should marry Reinette. D’Etioles did not like the idea,
but Tournehem offered such excellent terms—an enormous dowry, a guarantee that the young
couple should live with him for the rest of his life, all expenses, even the wages of their personal
servants, paid, and should inherit his fortune when he died—that d’Etioles gave way. They were
married in March, 1741.The young couple and M. and Madame Poisson lived with M. de
Tournehem in the Hôtel de Gesvres, rue Croix des Petits Champs, and at the Château d’Etioles
in the forest of Sénart. One of the most delicious of the many houses lived in and arranged by
Reinette, Etioles did not escape the bad luck with which they have nearly all been cursed. Its
owner pulled it down early in this century to avoid paying rates on it. Le Normant d’Etioles was
no sooner married than he fell passionately in love with his wife and she, for her part, often said
that she would never leave him—except, of course, for the King. This seems to have been a



family joke, but it was more than a joke to Madame d’Etioles.Her daughter, Alexandrine, was
born when the King was ill at Metz; somebody told her that his life was said to be in danger,
whereupon she had a relapse and nearly died. (Alexandrine was her second child; a little boy
had already died in infancy.) Yet if, like many women, she had dreams of a different life, her real
life was most agreeable. She was young, beautiful, and rich, surrounded by relations whom she
loved, and who regarded her as the pivot of their world. She did not have to express a wish
before it was granted. At Etioles a big theater was built, with proper stage machinery, for her to
act in; soon she was recognized as one of the very best amateur actresses in France. Her
horses and carriages were the envy of the countryside and so were her jewels and dresses; she
was of an extreme elegance, a more difficult achievement then than it is today, as the great
dressmakers did not exist, and each woman invented her own clothes.Madame d’Etioles was a
person of decided character who knew what she wanted in life, and generally got it. Now that
she was married and “out” in society she thought that she would like to have a salon and
entertain the intellectuals of her day. This was a career for which her talents and fortune
obviously fitted her. The intellectual life of Paris centered round those writers, known as the
philosophes, who were presently to compile a great encyclopedia of human knowledge; a
spectacular occupation and one that continually got them into trouble with the Church and the
Court. They lived in a blaze of publicity, with the eyes of the world upon them, partly because of
this encyclopedia and partly because Voltaire belonged to their group. He was one of those
people with a talent for attracting the attention of their fellow men. Their ideas produced the
moral climate in which the French Revolution finally took place; but had they lived to witness the
Revolution, it would have horrified them one and all. They were, for the most part, neither
atheists nor anarchists; Voltaire believed in God and loved kings. But they did want to prevent the
dead hand of the Church from producing, in France, the intellectual paralysis which we see
today in Spain. Where government was concerned they wanted more justice and less secrecy, a
few mild reforms. Unfortunately the system left by Louis XIV was impervious to mild reforms; it
had to be blown up by a bomb.These philosophes lived and worked in Paris, Voltaire not having,
as yet, cast its dust from his feet; and they frequented the houses of certain hostesses, where
they were able to exchange ideas in an atmosphere whose component parts, of exalted mutual
admiration and miserable little jealousies, proved intensely stimulating. The talk, always good in
France, has probably never reached such heights, before or since, as the conversations
between Voltaire, Vauvenargues, Montesquieu, Marivaux, Fontenelle, and Helvétius. The star, of
course, would be Voltaire, with his enormous stock of interesting information, his brilliant flashes
of fun, and his tender regard for the other star, Vauvenargues, who, in his turn had a deep
respect for Voltaire’s genius. The lesser lights, but not to be despised, were Marivaux, waiting
impatiently for the ball to come his way; Montesquieu waiting, too, but rather more calmly;
Fontenelle who, though over ninety, was always ready when it did come with some appropriate
story or remark that never took more than a minute; and Helvétius, fonder of listening than of
talking, storing it all up in his memory. This miraculous entertainment went on round the supper



tables of a few women, Mesdames Geoffrin, du Deffand, de Tencin, Madame Denis, the niece of
Voltaire, and one or two others. Madame d’Etioles, with her gifts and her fortune and the liking
she always had for clever men, seemed ideally suited to be such a hostess and it very soon
became her object in life. She probably thought she would beat the old ladies at their own game:
better educated than Madame Geoffrin, more cheerful than Madame du Deffand, less bossy
than Madame de Tencin, richer than Madame Denis, and prettier than any of them. Already the
potential guests were very well-disposed towards her; Crébillon, Montesquieu, and Fontenelle
went to her house, she had been painted by Nattier and Boucher, and Madame du Deffand had
written to the Président Hénault saying, “Don’t be unfaithful to all of us with Madame d’Etioles.”
Voltaire took an almost proprietary interest in her; “well brought up, amiable, good, charming,
and talented,” he says. “She was born sensible and kind hearted.”But Madame d’Etioles had
enough worldly wisdom to realize that it is never enough for a young woman to receive; she must
also be received. She knew, too, that writers like meeting society people; a salon only frequented
by the intellectual bourgeoisie lacks elegance. The Marquise de la Ferté-Imbault, daughter of
Madame Geoffrin, says that two difficulties stood in the way of Madame d’Etioles’ ambition at
this time. One was pretty Madame Poisson, who was received by certain hostesses, Madame de
Tencin, for instance, but was considered rather too disreputable by others, including Madame
Geoffrin. The Geoffrins lived only four doors from the Hôtel de Gesvres and one day, rather to
their horror, Madame Poisson and her daughter paid them a call.“The mother,” says Madame de
la Ferté-Imbault, “had such a bad reputation that we could not possibly have made friends with
her; the daughter, however, was quite another story. I had no wish to seem rude, and it was
difficult to see one without the other, but in the end I managed to return Madame d’Etioles’ call
and not Madame Poisson’s. Madame d’Etioles asked my mother if she could often go and see
her, to improve her knowledge of the world.... One New Year’s Day, she and her husband called
on me at my toilette, so polite to me that I scolded her in a laughing way; next New Year’s Day, at
her own toilette, she had the whole Court, and the Princes of the Blood, bowing to the earth. I
still laugh when I think of it.”The other difficulty was that his business as fermier général
compelled M. de Tournehem to receive a great many bores at the Hôtel de Gesvres, where his
niece acted as hostess. Amusing people like the Abbé de Bernis and the Duc de Nivernais,
whom she often met, and would have liked to entertain, would not fit in at all with Tournehem’s
financial friends.The first of these obstacles was soon removed in a very sad way; Madame
Poisson was laid low with a cancer. She was forced to give up society and prepare to face an
agonizing and lingering death. Madame d’Etioles, on her own, was a highly desirable guest, with
her looks and elegance, and possessing as she did that intense love of life, and interest in
human beings, which is perhaps the base of what we variously call charm, sex appeal, or
fascination. She was not only clever and amusing, but modern in her outlook, quite prepared to
“think philosophically” and never likely to be shocked even by the most outrageous sallies of the
philosophes.She was soon asked everywhere; her name began to be known at Versailles, where
the love of gossip extended to tales about people who would never be seen at Court. Curiously



enough it seems to have been the Widow Mailly who first spoke of her there, having met her at a
party, and been so carried away by her singing, and playing of the clavichord, that she gave her
an enthusiastic hug. The King soon knew her by name; he also knew her by sight; she was a
country neighbor. His favorite hunt was in the forest of Sénart where he had a hunting lodge
called Choisy, his own little house, altered for him by Gabriel, and which he loved more than any
of his palaces, some said more than any of his mistresses. He came here for privacy and fun,
bringing with him six ladies and various men friends, but no spoil-sport husbands; life was so
free and easy that the women were allowed to float about without panniers, an unheard-of
license in a gentleman’s house. A mechanical table came up from the kitchen with the food
already on it so that there need be no servants in the dining-room; after dinner the King made
the coffee himself. Let nobody think, however, that orgies took place; they were not at all to the
taste of Louis XV.Although the bourgeoisie was never allowed to ride with the King’s hunt, only
families noble since 1400 having that privilege, the rule was relaxed in favor of near neighbors,
who had permission to follow it in carriages. Madame d’Etioles took full advantage of this
opportunity. She drove her own phaeton, knew the forest like the palm of her hand, and was
always popping up in the path of the King. Dressed in pink, driving a blue phaeton, or in blue
driving a pink one, a vision of prettiness, a skillful, dashing driver, she could hardly have failed to
attract his attention. He was too shy to speak to a stranger, but he did sometimes send a present
of game to her house. Meanwhile somebody else had noticed her, and with no friendly eye. The
Duchesse de Chevreuse, who had known Madame d’Etioles from a child, happened to mention
her name in front of the King, whereupon Madame de Châteauroux stepped so hard on her foot
that she nearly fainted from the pain. Next day Madame de Châteauroux called on her to
apologize, saying: “You know they talk of giving that little d’Etioles to the King.” After this,
Madame d’Etioles was warned to keep away from the hunt, and had no choice but to do so; it
would have been madness to provoke the enmity of Madame de Châteauroux.Fate now took a
curious turn. Madame de Châteauroux died; the second of the Mailly sisters to be removed from
the King by death. As in the case of Madame de Vintimille he was heartbroken if not
inconsolable; this time, however, he did not return to Madame de Mailly. Naturally there was now
but one topic of conversation in society, both at Versailles and in Paris; who would be the next
mistress? At first it was taken more or less for granted that it would be the fourth Mailly sister,
Madame de Lauraguais. The King, sad and out of spirits, supped with her every night, but this
was really from habit; she had been the inseparable companion of Madame de Châteauroux.
The Duc de Richelieu was known to support her candidature; he also had one or two other
duchesses up his sleeve, and his influence with the King in these matters was great.Meanwhile
every pretty woman in the Ile de France nurtured a secret conviction that she would carry off the
prize. Such was the prestige of a monarch in those days, so nearly was he considered as a god,
that very little shame attached to the position of his mistress, while the material advantages to
her family were enormous. The monstrous fortunes of the Gramont, Mortemart, la Vallière; and
d’Estrées families were founded upon such relationships with various kings. The Queen having



settled into a dreary little life with her unfashionable friends, gaiety and amusement centered on
the King’s set and was led by his mistress. Besides all this, Louis XV was extremely attractive.
He was tall and handsome, he had a most caressing look, a curious husky voice which nobody
ever forgot who had once heard it, and a sexy moodiness of manner irresistible to women; the
haughty air, which came in reality from shyness, in no way detracted from his charm. The wives
of his subjects had no difficulty in falling in love with him, and Madame d’Etioles was not the only
one who had done so. It was put about in Paris that he was tired of aristocratic mistresses, with
their political ambitions and their grasping families; the bourgeoises were one and all
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Nancy Mitford was a British aristocrat par excellence: eccentric, proud, and clannish. Yet she
delighted in poking fun at the upper classes. Her three best-known novels, The Pursuit of Love
(1945), Love in a Cold Climate (1949), and Don’t Tell Alfred (1960), are based on the antics of
her friends and family. The misanthropic character Uncle Matthew in these novels was none
other than her father, Lord Redesdale. In real life he was even more peculiar. He thought that
teaching girls was a waste of time (he had six), and denied his daughters a formal education.
Consequently, Nancy and her sisters taught themselves out of what they found in the old library
at the family country seat, Swinbrook. Nancy was only half-joking when she claimed that the one
novel she had read in her life was White Fang.The Mitford sisters’ individual forays into the world
of learning may explain the extraordinary and wildly different lives they were to lead. One
became an ardent Communist, another fell in love with Hitler; one married the leader of the
British fascist party, another married a duke. Nancy broke ranks by becoming a journalist and
novelist. She achieved instant fame with her essay “The English Aristocracy,” a witty analysis of
class-based habits of speech, in which she coined the terms U and non-U, meaning “upper-
class” and “the rest.” Yet she always remained insecure about her lack of education. The façade
of wit and flippant prejudice that she constructed over the years was not only a pose to attract
attention but a barrier to stop questions.Few people recognized her vulnerable side, or her
genuine love of learning. Most were too busy dodging her cruel tongue. She spared no one,
even her closest friends. All her life, Nancy made up her own rules, not caring for their
consequences. Although a self-declared snob and racist, she mocked other snobs and racists.
She had an aristocrat’s horror of manual labor, yet she toiled in a refugee camp for the
Republican side during the Spanish Civil War. During World War II, Nancy devoted herself to the
cause of the defeated French, campaigning on behalf of Charles de Gaulle. There was nothing
predictable about her, not even her contrariness.After the war, Nancy moved to France and lived
in a charming house in Versailles. There she could be near the object of her unrequited love,
Colonel Gaston Palewski, a senior aide to de Gaulle. But the tragedy of Nancy Mitford was that
while she could not bear to be alone, she shied away from intimacy. “To fall in love,” she once
wrote, “you have to be in the state of mind for it to take, like a disease.” The bourgeois, conjugal
variety of love all but offended her sensibilities. She felt more at ease with the upper-class
scandals and affairs that she wrote about. To her they were the delicious fruits of high society, to
be plucked, peeled, and relished.Nancy decided to write a biography of Mme. de Pompadour in
1952, at the suggestion of her friend Lady Pamela Berry. At first she was daunted by the amount
of research involved. “I do more or less grasp the functions of the parlements,” she told the
novelist Evelyn Waugh, “but not how they are constituted.” Nor was she sure whether to aim the
book at the general public or the educated reader. But the idea appealed to her twin loves of
insider gossip and eighteenth-century French culture. She also viewed the project as an
opportunity for attacking the feminist lobby. Nancy loathed the idea of female politicians and



originally regarded Mme. de Pompadour as a good and cautionary illustration of why women are
unsuited to the role.However, during the course of writing the book she became seduced by her
subject’s charms. “I have lost the poor Marquise,” she wrote at its finish. “I miss her fearfully, my
constant companion for nearly year.” Her view of Mme. de Pompadour had changed from that of
affable condescension to deep affection and respect. During the 1950s it was fashionable for
historians to argue that the Marquise never had any influence on Louis XV’s opinions. Nancy
came to realize that her contribution to politics was far more substantial; and, although not
always successful or right, Mme. de Pompadour had been no worse than the men around her.In
Mme. de Pompadour, Nancy discovered a heroine who was everything and nothing she
admired. Although the leader of aristocratic society, the Marquise always remained true to her
bourgeois origins. Unlike her aristocratic biographer, she despised the petty feuds and malicious
gossiping which dictated court life. She truly loved Louis XV, much to Nancy’s surprise, and her
sole ambition throughout their relationship was to make the King happy.Mme. de Pompadour
was born Jeanne-Antoinette Poisson. Her father left the family in 1725, when she was four, to
escape his creditors. Even though Jeanne-Antoinette grew up to be an accomplished beauty—
well read, musical, artistic, intelligent, and exceptionally graceful—her moderate birth and family
history repelled suitors. Finally, her stepfather bribed one of his own nephews to propose, using
a generous marriage settlement as bait.Undaunted, the twenty-year-old Jeanne-Antoinette set
about establishing herself in Parisian society. It was not always a dignified struggle, but the
young woman was single-minded in her determination to gain admission to the court. Obsessed
by a gypsy’s prophecy, she was already convinced of her love for the King. Moreover, she was
certain that the reserved father of ten would fall in love with her too. In 1744, the happy
coincidence of a royal ball in Paris and Louis XV finding himself in between mistresses gave
Jeanne-Antoinette her long-awaited opportunity. Within hours, the post of Royal Mistress had
been filled.Real power, meaning access to the King, lay not with the Queen but with the mistress
du jour. “Royal Mistress” was less a term than a job description. The position entailed a code of
behavior as well as a set of clearly defined duties. Every waking hour had a purpose. When she
was not amusing the King, there were requests to fill, plans to execute, and scores to be settled.
The whole of Versailles and its one thousand inhabitants buzzed around the Royal Mistress like
bees in a hive. She was the focus of attention, constantly flattered, constantly importuned, and
constantly in danger.Versailles had remained unchanged since Louis XV’s great-grandfather, the
Sun King, had reduced the French aristocracy to the level of serfs in silk. Every noble family in
France, unless in exile or desperately poor, lived there under the King’s watchful eye. All paths of
ambition led to him. Although it seemed to the outsider that life at court was lived solely for
pleasure, the inhabitants knew better. They were prisoners as much as they were participants.
Behind the mask of enjoyment was a desperate competition for financial spoils, political
influence, and social power. The aristocracy had to stay and play the game if they did not want
their families to be outcasts.The rules governing Versailles were too arcane for Jeanne-
Antoinette to master over night. Like all closed societies, it thrived on nuances which are second



nature to the initiated and hidden traps for the unwary. It was important for her to know how to
behave in general, and also how to treat each inhabitant appropriately, and though she had
conducted herself with aplomb the first time the King showed her off to the court, the risk of
ridicule was great. Every member of the court was ready to pounce on some unintentional
solecism. To remove the stain of her parentage, Louis XV created Jeanne-Antoinette the
Marquise de Pompadour. To eradicate her bourgeois manners required more comprehensive
measures. The King sent her to the country for several months to be trained by two of his closest
friends. The Marquise was an enthusiastic pupil and very quickly learned the complex customs
and language of her new world.Once assigned her own apartments, with a secret staircase that
led to those of the King, the Marquise never ceased to be vigilant against potential rivals. A
physically cold woman, she had to find other ways of maintaining the King’s interest. During her
twenty-year tenure she transformed Versailles into a cultural paradise, a veritable showcase of
France’s greatest dramatists, composers, architects, craftsmen, and artists. Louis XV shared her
passion for art and architecture. Together they supervised the building of some of France’s finest
palaces, including the Petit Trianon at Versailles and the Château de Bellevue.The only area
where the Marquise and the King differed was in their intellectual tastes. She had always
admired the French philosophes. Long before she had met the King, her friendships had
extended to Voltaire as well the authors of the great Encyclopédie. When Louis XV banned its
publication she persuaded him to allow private subscribers to receive their copies. However, he
refused to read it. The Marquise had to be content with furthering the interests of the
philosophes on her own. Even Voltaire, who did nothing but complain, recognized her pure
intentions. “She had righteousness in her soul,” he wrote, “and justice in her heart; all this is not
to be met with every day.”Unfortunately, a good heart did not make the Marquise successful in
foreign affairs. Historians still debate the extent of her influence on the King during the disastrous
Seven Years’ War (1756–1763). Nancy Mitford argues that it was considerable. This costly war
resulted in the loss of most of France’s overseas territories, including Canada. At the very least,
the Marquise was a powerful voice among those who convinced the King to shift France’s
alliance from Prussia to Austria, which precipitated the conflict.The Marquise felt each defeat
very keenly, and the war no doubt hastened her death in 1764. “Après nous le déluge,” she is
alleged to have remarked sadly to the King. She was unpopular with the people and her death
went largely unlamented. However, compared to her successor, Mme. du Barry, who died under
the guillotine, the Marquise enjoyed a quiet and dignified end, supported by the King and
surrounded by her friends. Childless after the early death of her daughter, Mme. de Pompadour’s
legacy to France was the great flowering of art during her time.The critical reaction to Nancy’s
biography was mixed. She had initially dreaded its publication. “For one thing I now believe it to
be very bad and badly written,” she wrote during one of her bouts of insecurity. Her novelistic
style certainly outraged more orthodox historians. A.J.P. Taylor, in the Manchester Guardian, was
vitriolic: “All those who admired The Pursuit of Love will be delighted to hear that its characters
have appeared again, this time in fancy dress. They now claim to be leading figures in French



history.” The Observer declared it delightful, but not history. Yet the great French historian Alfred
Cobban congratulated her on writing such an enjoyable book. The public agreed with Cobban
and, encouraged by her success, Nancy wrote two more books about the Court of Versailles in a
similar mode.Madame de Pompadour has endured as a classic precisely because of its witty
and anecdotal style. It captures the essence of eighteenth-century court life far more expertly
than any monograph on the period. Nancy Mitford rescued a genre of history writing, first made
popular by the seventeenth-century historian John Aubrey, that had all but disappeared under a
pile of academic minutiae, ideology, and statistics. Almost in spite of herself, she championed
the humanity of the past against the forces of vanity and cynicism.—AMANDA
FOREMANINTRODUCTIONBORN IN 1904, Nancy Mitford was a British aristocrat par
excellence: eccentric, proud, and clannish. Yet she delighted in poking fun at the upper classes.
Her three best-known novels, The Pursuit of Love (1945), Love in a Cold Climate (1949), and
Don’t Tell Alfred (1960), are based on the antics of her friends and family. The misanthropic
character Uncle Matthew in these novels was none other than her father, Lord Redesdale. In real
life he was even more peculiar. He thought that teaching girls was a waste of time (he had six),
and denied his daughters a formal education. Consequently, Nancy and her sisters taught
themselves out of what they found in the old library at the family country seat, Swinbrook. Nancy
was only half-joking when she claimed that the one novel she had read in her life was White
Fang.The Mitford sisters’ individual forays into the world of learning may explain the
extraordinary and wildly different lives they were to lead. One became an ardent Communist,
another fell in love with Hitler; one married the leader of the British fascist party, another married
a duke. Nancy broke ranks by becoming a journalist and novelist. She achieved instant fame
with her essay “The English Aristocracy,” a witty analysis of class-based habits of speech, in
which she coined the terms U and non-U, meaning “upper-class” and “the rest.” Yet she always
remained insecure about her lack of education. The façade of wit and flippant prejudice that she
constructed over the years was not only a pose to attract attention but a barrier to stop
questions.Few people recognized her vulnerable side, or her genuine love of learning. Most
were too busy dodging her cruel tongue. She spared no one, even her closest friends. All her life,
Nancy made up her own rules, not caring for their consequences. Although a self-declared snob
and racist, she mocked other snobs and racists. She had an aristocrat’s horror of manual labor,
yet she toiled in a refugee camp for the Republican side during the Spanish Civil War. During
World War II, Nancy devoted herself to the cause of the defeated French, campaigning on behalf
of Charles de Gaulle. There was nothing predictable about her, not even her contrariness.After
the war, Nancy moved to France and lived in a charming house in Versailles. There she could be
near the object of her unrequited love, Colonel Gaston Palewski, a senior aide to de Gaulle. But
the tragedy of Nancy Mitford was that while she could not bear to be alone, she shied away from
intimacy. “To fall in love,” she once wrote, “you have to be in the state of mind for it to take, like a
disease.” The bourgeois, conjugal variety of love all but offended her sensibilities. She felt more
at ease with the upper-class scandals and affairs that she wrote about. To her they were the



delicious fruits of high society, to be plucked, peeled, and relished.Nancy decided to write a
biography of Mme. de Pompadour in 1952, at the suggestion of her friend Lady Pamela Berry. At
first she was daunted by the amount of research involved. “I do more or less grasp the functions
of the parlements,” she told the novelist Evelyn Waugh, “but not how they are constituted.” Nor
was she sure whether to aim the book at the general public or the educated reader. But the idea
appealed to her twin loves of insider gossip and eighteenth-century French culture. She also
viewed the project as an opportunity for attacking the feminist lobby. Nancy loathed the idea of
female politicians and originally regarded Mme. de Pompadour as a good and cautionary
illustration of why women are unsuited to the role.However, during the course of writing the book
she became seduced by her subject’s charms. “I have lost the poor Marquise,” she wrote at its
finish. “I miss her fearfully, my constant companion for nearly year.” Her view of Mme. de
Pompadour had changed from that of affable condescension to deep affection and respect.
During the 1950s it was fashionable for historians to argue that the Marquise never had any
influence on Louis XV’s opinions. Nancy came to realize that her contribution to politics was far
more substantial; and, although not always successful or right, Mme. de Pompadour had been
no worse than the men around her.In Mme. de Pompadour, Nancy discovered a heroine who
was everything and nothing she admired. Although the leader of aristocratic society, the
Marquise always remained true to her bourgeois origins. Unlike her aristocratic biographer, she
despised the petty feuds and malicious gossiping which dictated court life. She truly loved Louis
XV, much to Nancy’s surprise, and her sole ambition throughout their relationship was to make
the King happy.Mme. de Pompadour was born Jeanne-Antoinette Poisson. Her father left the
family in 1725, when she was four, to escape his creditors. Even though Jeanne-Antoinette grew
up to be an accomplished beauty—well read, musical, artistic, intelligent, and exceptionally
graceful—her moderate birth and family history repelled suitors. Finally, her stepfather bribed
one of his own nephews to propose, using a generous marriage settlement as bait.Undaunted,
the twenty-year-old Jeanne-Antoinette set about establishing herself in Parisian society. It was
not always a dignified struggle, but the young woman was single-minded in her determination to
gain admission to the court. Obsessed by a gypsy’s prophecy, she was already convinced of her
love for the King. Moreover, she was certain that the reserved father of ten would fall in love with
her too. In 1744, the happy coincidence of a royal ball in Paris and Louis XV finding himself in
between mistresses gave Jeanne-Antoinette her long-awaited opportunity. Within hours, the
post of Royal Mistress had been filled.Real power, meaning access to the King, lay not with the
Queen but with the mistress du jour. “Royal Mistress” was less a term than a job description. The
position entailed a code of behavior as well as a set of clearly defined duties. Every waking hour
had a purpose. When she was not amusing the King, there were requests to fill, plans to
execute, and scores to be settled. The whole of Versailles and its one thousand inhabitants
buzzed around the Royal Mistress like bees in a hive. She was the focus of attention, constantly
flattered, constantly importuned, and constantly in danger.Versailles had remained unchanged
since Louis XV’s great-grandfather, the Sun King, had reduced the French aristocracy to the



level of serfs in silk. Every noble family in France, unless in exile or desperately poor, lived there
under the King’s watchful eye. All paths of ambition led to him. Although it seemed to the
outsider that life at court was lived solely for pleasure, the inhabitants knew better. They were
prisoners as much as they were participants. Behind the mask of enjoyment was a desperate
competition for financial spoils, political influence, and social power. The aristocracy had to stay
and play the game if they did not want their families to be outcasts.The rules governing
Versailles were too arcane for Jeanne-Antoinette to master over night. Like all closed societies, it
thrived on nuances which are second nature to the initiated and hidden traps for the unwary. It
was important for her to know how to behave in general, and also how to treat each inhabitant
appropriately, and though she had conducted herself with aplomb the first time the King showed
her off to the court, the risk of ridicule was great. Every member of the court was ready to
pounce on some unintentional solecism. To remove the stain of her parentage, Louis XV created
Jeanne-Antoinette the Marquise de Pompadour. To eradicate her bourgeois manners required
more comprehensive measures. The King sent her to the country for several months to be
trained by two of his closest friends. The Marquise was an enthusiastic pupil and very quickly
learned the complex customs and language of her new world.Once assigned her own
apartments, with a secret staircase that led to those of the King, the Marquise never ceased to
be vigilant against potential rivals. A physically cold woman, she had to find other ways of
maintaining the King’s interest. During her twenty-year tenure she transformed Versailles into a
cultural paradise, a veritable showcase of France’s greatest dramatists, composers, architects,
craftsmen, and artists. Louis XV shared her passion for art and architecture. Together they
supervised the building of some of France’s finest palaces, including the Petit Trianon at
Versailles and the Château de Bellevue.The only area where the Marquise and the King differed
was in their intellectual tastes. She had always admired the French philosophes. Long before
she had met the King, her friendships had extended to Voltaire as well the authors of the great
Encyclopédie. When Louis XV banned its publication she persuaded him to allow private
subscribers to receive their copies. However, he refused to read it. The Marquise had to be
content with furthering the interests of the philosophes on her own. Even Voltaire, who did
nothing but complain, recognized her pure intentions. “She had righteousness in her soul,” he
wrote, “and justice in her heart; all this is not to be met with every day.”Unfortunately, a good
heart did not make the Marquise successful in foreign affairs. Historians still debate the extent of
her influence on the King during the disastrous Seven Years’ War (1756–1763). Nancy Mitford
argues that it was considerable. This costly war resulted in the loss of most of France’s overseas
territories, including Canada. At the very least, the Marquise was a powerful voice among those
who convinced the King to shift France’s alliance from Prussia to Austria, which precipitated the
conflict.The Marquise felt each defeat very keenly, and the war no doubt hastened her death in
1764. “Après nous le déluge,” she is alleged to have remarked sadly to the King. She was
unpopular with the people and her death went largely unlamented. However, compared to her
successor, Mme. du Barry, who died under the guillotine, the Marquise enjoyed a quiet and



dignified end, supported by the King and surrounded by her friends. Childless after the early
death of her daughter, Mme. de Pompadour’s legacy to France was the great flowering of art
during her time.The critical reaction to Nancy’s biography was mixed. She had initially dreaded
its publication. “For one thing I now believe it to be very bad and badly written,” she wrote during
one of her bouts of insecurity. Her novelistic style certainly outraged more orthodox historians.
A.J.P. Taylor, in the Manchester Guardian, was vitriolic: “All those who admired The Pursuit of
Love will be delighted to hear that its characters have appeared again, this time in fancy dress.
They now claim to be leading figures in French history.” The Observer declared it delightful, but
not history. Yet the great French historian Alfred Cobban congratulated her on writing such an
enjoyable book. The public agreed with Cobban and, encouraged by her success, Nancy wrote
two more books about the Court of Versailles in a similar mode.Madame de Pompadour has
endured as a classic precisely because of its witty and anecdotal style. It captures the essence
of eighteenth-century court life far more expertly than any monograph on the period. Nancy
Mitford rescued a genre of history writing, first made popular by the seventeenth-century
historian John Aubrey, that had all but disappeared under a pile of academic minutiae, ideology,
and statistics. Almost in spite of herself, she championed the humanity of the past against the
forces of vanity and cynicism.—AMANDA FOREMANMADAME DE POMPADOURMADAME DE
POMPADOURTo Dolly Princess RadziwillTo Dolly Princess RadziwillHigh rouged, unfortunate
female of whom it is not proper to speak without necessity.—THOMAS CARLYLESincère et
tendre Pompadour.—VOLTAIREHigh rouged, unfortunate female of whom it is not proper to
speak without necessity.—THOMAS CARLYLEHigh rouged, unfortunate female of whom it is not
proper to speak without necessity.—THOMAS CARLYLESincère et tendre Pompadour.—
VOLTAIRESincère et tendre Pompadour.—VOLTAIRE1 VERSAILLES AND LOUIS XVAFTER
THE DEATH of the great King, beautiful Versailles, fatal for France, lay empty seven years while
fresh air blew through its golden rooms, blowing away the sorcery and bigotry which hung about
the walls like a miasma, blowing away the old century and blowing in the new. Louis XIV died in
1715. He had outlived his son, his grandson, and his eldest great-grandson, had reigned
seventy-two years, too long for the good of his country. Even then he was so strong that he could
not die until half eaten away with gangrene, for which Dr. Fagon, killer of princes, prescribed
asses’ milk. At last the Duc de Bouillon, wearing a black feather, went out onto the balcony and
announced to a waiting crowd, curious but not sad, “Le Roi est mort.” He retired into the palace,
put on a white feather, came back, and announced, “Vive le Roi.”The reign of Louis XV had
begun; like his great-grandfather he was five years old when he succeeded to the throne of
France. He had neither father, mother, brothers, nor sisters; all had been killed by the wretched
Fagon. He himself would no doubt have followed them to the grave had not his nurse, the
Duchesse de Ventadour, hidden him away during that terrible fortnight when the rest of his family
was dying of measles, bleedings, purges, and emetics. His father’s brother was still alive, but
useless as an uncle for a little boy; he was the King of Spain, imprisoned in the etiquette of his
own palaces and by now far more Spanish than French. They never saw each other. Louis XV



was brought up without the natural family love which should surround a child, without hugs and
kisses, and without slaps. “First of all he must live,” Madame de Ventadour used to say and she
never allowed him to be crossed. At the age of seven he was taken, crying dreadfully, away from
her and handed over to a governor. He then retired into a world of his own, concealing all his
thoughts and feelings from those around him, and nobody ever knew much about them for the
rest of his life. He was an intensely secret man.The Regent of France, Philippe, Duc d’Orléans,
was the next heir to the throne, because the Duc d’Anjou had formally renounced his rights to it
on becoming King of Spain. People were not wanting who said that the Duc d’Orléans had
poisoned the heirs of Louis XIV; if so his conduct towards the one that survived was very
notable. As soon as his uncle had breathed his last he took the little boy, who stood between him
and the throne, away from Versailles and established him in the Tuileries Palace, across the road
from his own Palais-Royal. For the rest of his life he faithfully served this child. France was at
peace; the religious quarrels of the last century had lost their venom; her frontiers were
established and no enemy was attempting to cross them; the claim of her king to his throne was
unquestionable; the air was full of new ideas. An even greater century than the Grand Siècle
might now have been inaugurated, if the Regent had only had the energy to enforce certain
changes in the constitution.As a young man the Duc d’Orléans had been intelligent and
ambitious; it was one of Louis XIV’s grave mistakes that he had allowed him to take so little part
in public life. Determined as he was to make the nobles politically impotent, he kept the Princes
of the Blood even more strictly in their place. He was too much blinded by his theories to see
what a loyal and honorable man his nephew was and how useful he could have been to France.
So the Duc d’Orléans turned his attention to the pleasures of this life, and a more perfect rake
has seldom existed. When, at the age of forty-one, he found himself ruler of France, he was still
intelligent, but energy and ambition had been sapped by years of wenching and the cruder
forms of dissipation. He did envisage fundamental constitutional changes; he tried to bring back
the great nobles into the government of France and to rule by councils instead of bureaucratic
secretaries of state. But these lords had lost the habit of being useful; Louis XIV had trained
them so well that they had even lost the habit of being a nuisance. The councils fell into the
hands of officials and the last serious attempt to bring back aristocratic government in France
collapsed. The Regent then settled down to govern as the old King had governed and to bring
up the new King to be as much like his ancestor as possible. It was noticed that he even had the
same manner towards him, the same deep respect, tinged, however, with love and humor
instead of with hatred and fear. He loved the child far more than his own dreary son. He
explained every political step to him, saying, “You are the master, I am only here to tell you what
is happening, to make suggestions, to carry out your orders.” The little boy was charmed; he
attended the council meetings, clasping in his arms a pet cat which the ministers called his
colleague; he was too proud and too shy ever to say a word. This pride and this shyness were to
remain with him throughout his life. His only attempt at a protest was when the Regent
announced his betrothal to a little Spanish first cousin, a baby Infanta of two. The King cried



throughout the whole council, but without making any observation.When Louis XIV decided,
after the civil war known as the Fronde, to keep the great nobles under his eye and to rob them
of power, he had cunningly played upon the French love of fashion and fun; all fashion and all fun
were gathered together at Versailles. Parisian society, though very middle-class, hummed with
life and could be enjoyed from time to time as a change from the Court; the provinces were
unthinkable. The heaviest blow that could befall a man was banishment to his estates; this did
not only mean loss of place and influence; the exile, condemned to live in the country, became
ridiculous in the eyes of his friends. Let him embellish his house and garden, let him give
expensive parties and make a social and intellectual center for the whole neighborhood, the
poor man was a dowdy provincial; he counted for nothing any more. The memoirs of the time
dramatize to the full these banishments, disgraces, as they were called. “On hearing of his
disgrace the Duke, who is religious, behaved with Christian submission; when they went to tell
the Duchess she thought, from their faces, that her son must have died.” Living in their beautiful
houses in the beautiful French countryside, with the administration of huge estates to interest
them, these exiled nobles were considered, and considered themselves, as dead. In fact, they
generally became either very fat or very thin, and departed life rather quickly.This policy, by
which the greater nobles had become a noblesse de cour and were cooped up in a perpetual
house party at Versailles, divorced from public opinion in their native provinces, as well as from
the sources of their wealth, was disastrous to French economy. While the Ile de France was like
an enormous park or garden, containing thousands of glorious houses, rural France was a
desert. [1] The road between Paris and Versailles was a perpetual double file of carriages being
driven at full speed—English visitors then, as now, remarking that French noblemen like to drive
very fast—that between Paris and Orléans was empty but for an occasional post chaise.
Agriculture was fearfully neglected; even those landlords who did sometimes visit their estates,
in the intervals of duty at Court, took no interest in it whatsoever; their only outdoor pursuits were
hunting and gardening. Game was carefully preserved, poaching was still punishable by death,
and as a result the land was overrun with stags, wild boars, wolves, and the hunt itself. Louis XV,
when out hunting, was always most careful not to ride over the crops and was furious with
anybody who did so, but many sportsmen of the day were quite unscrupulous in this matter. It
would never have occurred to a landlord to invite one of his farmers to hunt with him, and indeed
it would have been against the law—none but the nobles were allowed to hunt or fish. Most of
the great nobles were total absentees from their estates who revolved round the Court, with a
town house in Paris, a country villa within easy reach of Versailles, and, if they were lucky, a flat
in the palace itself. About one thousand nobles lived, or had a pied à terre there, at the time of
Louis XV. One result of this curious system is that it is hardly possible to study eighteenth-
century French domestic architecture except in, and around, Paris. Nearly all the country houses
in the provinces are old fortified castles with perhaps a few redecorated rooms, or were built in
the nineteenth century. Some rich provincial towns have fine public buildings and bourgeois
houses, but there is extraordinarily little of the first importance further from Versailles than a



comfortable day’s drive.Versailles was the heart of France, and here the King lived, like a man in
a glass house, visible to, and within reach of, all his subjects. In those days the palace was even
more open to the public than it is now; people wandered in and out at all hours and were allowed
into the state rooms as well as into the gardens. When, at the beginning of the Revolution, a
furious mob was known to be approaching, the guards tried to shut the gates in vain, a hundred
years of rust having soldered them to their hinges. Louis XIV had practically lived in public, but
Louis XV, more highly strung than his great-grandfather, arranged a suite of rooms for himself
where he could be away from the crowd. This suite, though it consisted of fifty rooms and seven
bathrooms, and was in itself like a country house, was known as the petits appartements; even
the courtiers could only go there if they had the privilege of the grandes entrées or by invitation.
As time went on, the King arranged other, more private apartments, where he could be entirely
undisturbed; and at last the north wing of the palace became a perfect network of secret
passages, hidden staircases, and tiny rooms looking onto interior courtyards. “Rats’ nests,” said
the son of Robert de Cotte, thinking with regret of the noble monuments built by his father and
Mansard. Louis XV was fond of little things, exquisite in quality, and these rats’ nests were
embellished with some of the finest decoration ever seen, much of which still exists today. But
although Louis XV hated public appearances, he never shirked what he believed to be his duty.
He got up, dined, prayed, had his hunting boots pulled off, and went to bed in public. The lever
and the coucher were formal ceremonies; he never slept in his state bedroom. Everybody knew
quite well that he had often been up and working for hours before the lever—lighting his own fire
sometimes so as not to wake the servants—and often went to amuse himself in Paris, or the
town of Versailles, after his coucher. If he omitted to say his prayers, it was a sign that he was not
going to bed in order to sleep. The fireplace in the state bedroom always smoked, so that in cold
weather the lever and the coucher were very uncomfortable affairs.As for the courtiers, they lived
and prayed and hunted and danced and ate to iron rules, and a timetable which made the days
slip by and gave them the illusion of being always busy. The functions which they were obliged to
attend were so near together in time, and so far distant in space, that they spent much of their
lives running from one end of the palace to the other. They were like a huge family whose head
was the King. They could do nothing, not even go to Paris for the day, or be inoculated against
smallpox, certainly not arrange marriages for their children, without his express permission.
Their privileges were enormous, and their power non-existent.French historians have always
been inclined to explain the trend of events in the eighteenth century by dwelling on the
characters of their princes. Much ink is expended on the various heirs to the throne killed off by
Fagon and his successors. The father and the son of Louis XV are regretted. Perhaps if the Duc
de Bourgogne, eldest son of the Dauphin of Louis XV, had lived to reign instead of Louis XVI,
things would have been different. He seems to have been superior to the three sad kings, his
brothers. But he died at the age of ten. To an English reader all this is rather surprising since we
are inclined to think that unless a monarch has genius, or is mad or wicked, his personality is of
small account. In those days any dull German could make as good a King of England as the



bonniest of native princes. But in France the situation was quite different. There the King was
Lord High everything; all was directed by him and he alone could provide the inspiration which
made the wheels of government go round. The French loved their kings as the English never
have, with an unreasoning love which was later to turn to an unreasoning hatred. The personality
of the King of France was therefore of great importance.Now Louis XV was by very far the most
considerable of Louis XIV’s descendants. As a child he was full of promise, religious, pretty,
clever, brave, and shy, with a shyness that had nothing gauche about it and on the contrary
engendered a regal formality of manner, thought quite perfect by all who saw him. He grew up to
be a charming man and an intelligent ruler with a high sense of duty, loving and, for many years,
loved by his people. But the machinery by which he was expected to govern was long since worn
out, and neither he nor his counselors had the genius to devise anything better. He knew that
something was wrong somewhere, but he was for ever caught in the terrible web spun by his
terrible ancestor.Perhaps the fate of the French monarchy was sealed when, in 1722, the Regent
took the Court back to Versailles. Kings always live in a cage, but if the cage is in the capital city
some echo of public opinion may penetrate its bars. No king has ever been more cut off from his
people than Louis XV. Cardinal Dubois, the Regent’s adviser, insisted on the step, hoping
thereby to prolong the life of his master, and thinking that he might be induced to live more
temperately away from the Palais-Royal. The move seems to have been effected with no trouble
or fuss; everybody fell back into the little miseries of etiquette as if they had never been away. A
few months later Cardinal Dubois died. The King came of age officially the following year—he
was thirteen—and the Regent continued to govern. But the excesses of that strange man had
undermined his health. One day, in a mood of black depression, he sent for the little Duchesse
de Falaris to gossip with him, before he went upstairs to work with the King. Sitting in front of the
fire, he asked her whether she believed in a future life; she replied that she did, and he said in
that case he found her conduct on this earth incomprehensible. “Well now,” he said, after a
silence, “tell the news.” As she opened her pretty little mouth to recount the latest piece of
scandal, Philippe d’Orléans rolled to the floor and died.The King, stunned, shaken, and
intensely sad, raised no objection when the Duc de Bourbon came to him and proposed taking
over the government of France. He nodded his head without a word. “M. le Duc,” an appellation
reserved at Court for the head of the Bourbon Condé family, was not very brilliant, no match for
Cardinal Fleury, the King’s tutor; Fleury was determined himself to rule the country and
immediately set on foot a series of intrigues to that end. In three years’ time he stepped into the
shoes of M. le Duc, who found himself exiled to his estates at Chantilly. Nobody regretted this
most unattractive individual, though his mistress, Madame de Prie, had been rather nice and
pretty. She, poor woman, killed herself when she realized the full horror of life in the country.
Their rule had not been without results. Before he went, M. le Duc had taught the King to love
hunting—the Condés were men of the forest, enormous hunters—and was responsible for his
marriage.At fifteen the King was a big strong boy, forward for his age. His fiancée, who lived in
the palace, was still only five; a golden-haired darling, she appeared with him at all the state



functions, trotted round after him like a little pet, and was considered absolutely sweet. But boys
of fifteen loathe sweet little girls and he felt humiliated at having such a small fiancée. He sulked
whenever he saw her. The marriage was to be consummated in ten years’ time, and meanwhile
what? The King was obviously quite ready to consummate something at once; the sooner this
last descendant of a royal line, this “conjugation of the blood of Henry IV,” five of whose children
were his ancestors, was given a chance to breed, the better. M. le Duc was very much of this
opinion because the next heir to the throne was the Duc d’Orléans, and the Orléans and Condé
branches of the Bourbon family were at daggers drawn. (The feud between them was fanned by
the Dowager Duchesses who were sisters, daughters of Louis XIV and Madame de
Montespan.) Furthermore, if the King were not married soon, one of two things could be
expected to happen. Either he would take a mistress, who, at his age, would certainly acquire a
dangerous influence over him, or he would turn to the boys. Pederasty was by no means
unknown in the Bourbon family; Louis XIII had certainly preferred men to women, while many of
the courtiers could remember the egregious Monsieur, with his bracelets, and high-heeled
shoes, and high-pitched squabbles. Through his daughter, by Henrietta of England, he was a
direct ancestor of Louis XV. There had recently been a homosexual scandal among young
dukes, attached to the King and very little older than him. The Regent had taken measures at
once, and they had received the heavy punishment of exile to their estates, accompanied by
wives who had quickly been found for them. When the King asked what they had done he was
told that they had torn up railings in the park; he made no comment, but he must have known
that they would not have been sent away for that. Thereafter they were always called “les
arracheurs de palissades.” The First Gentleman of the Bedchamber, the Duc de la Trémoïlle,
agreeable, polite, and amusing, was seen to have the tastes of a young lady; he spent his time
eating sweets and doing embroidery. He, too, was married off and sent home, so furious that for
seven years he turned his back on his unlucky wife. After a great deal of hesitation, pushed to it
finally by a serious illness of the King, M. le Duc made up his mind that the Infanta must return to
Spain and the King be married to somebody of an age to have children; the risk of offending the
Spaniards was less grave than that of waiting any longer.In fact, Philippe V was exceedingly
angry. “Ah! the traitor!” he cried, and the courtiers in his ante-room were filled with a terrified
curiosity to know who the traitor might be. However the Queen, Elizabeth Farnese, who ruled the
King, remained calm and merely said: “We must send at once to meet the Infanta.” [2]The hurdle
of the Infanta’s return having been cleared without mishap, M. le Duc began to study lists of
princesses to take her place. There were nearly forty in all, but they boiled down to very few
suitable ones. French and Lorrainer princesses were ruled out at once because they all had
Orléans or Bourbon Condé blood and neither family would consent to such an elevation of the
other. Princess Anne of England was a Lutheran and the English would not allow her to change
her religion; the daughter of Peter the Great, the future Czarina Elizabeth, was too parvenue and
was also said to show signs of incipient madness, as did the King of Portugal, who had an
otherwise eligible daughter. The Princess of Hesse Rhinevelt would have done very well if her



mother had not been in the habit of giving birth alternately to daughters and hares; M. le Duc,
thinking, perhaps, that there was room for any amount of hares at Chantilly, finally married her
himself.Enormous bets were placed on these various ladies, odds lengthening and shortening
according to the day’s rumors; the Court seemed to be living on the eve of some important race.
At last the choice fell upon a very dark horse indeed, Marie Leczinska, daughter of the
penniless, exiled Stanislas Leczinski, King of Poland. A princess who knew no cosmetics but
water and snow and who spent her time embroidering alter cloths was not at first sight a very
suitable person to reign at Versailles. No doubt M. le Duc and Madame de Prie thought that,
since she would owe everything to them, she would help them to keep their position. In fact, the
marriage, regarded as a final proof of their incompetence, greatly facilitated Fleury’s efforts to
get rid of them. Indeed it was a poor marriage for the King of France, this lady, “dont le nom est
en ski,” being endowed with neither worldly goods, nor powerful family connections, nor beauty,
nor even youth, since she was seven years older than the King. But she had a sweet nature and
regal manner, as even the most disagreeable of her subjects were obliged to admit, when they
knew her; above all she was very healthy.When Stanislas received a letter asking for her hand
he could not believe his luck. He rushed to his daughter’s room crying: “Kneel, kneel and give
thanks to God Almighty!”“What has happened—are you going back, as King, to Poland?”“Far
better than that, you are going, as Queen, to France.”As soon as she arrived at Versailles the
King fell in love with her and fell into bed with her; on their wedding night he gave her proof of his
love seven times. The courtiers were delighted, and Maréchal de Villars said that none of his
cadets at St. Cyr could have done better. Nine months later she produced twin daughters,
Madame Première and Madame Henriette; by the time the King was twenty-seven they had ten
children, of which six daughters and a son reached maturity. He thought, and continually said,
that his wife was the most beautiful woman at Versailles, and for years this marriage went very
well. They might have been happy ever after, that is to say, Marie Leczinska might have played
the part of mistress as well as that of wife, if she had had more character. Louis XV was a man of
habit, a faithful man at heart, so shy, too, that he found it very difficult to make advances to any
woman; he disliked new faces, and beautiful faces intimidated him. His little love affairs with girls
of easy virtue, found for him by his valets, meant nothing at all to him, and his family meant a
great deal. Unfortunately the Queen, though an exceedingly nice woman, was dowdy and a
bore; she was incapable of forming a society that would attract a gay young husband, and she
surrounded herself with the dullest, stuffiest element at the Court. After the birth of her children
she settled comfortably, and rather selfishly, into middle age; she made no effort to remain
attractive to her young husband, to share his interests or to entertain his friends; fashion and fun
meant nothing to her. She had no temperament at all, complaining that she was for ever “in bed,
or pregnant, or brought to bed,” and any excuse was good enough to keep the King out of her
bed. As she was extremely pious, he had never been allowed there on the days of the major
saints. By degrees the saints for whom he was excluded became more numerous and less
important; finally, he was kept out by one so utterly unknown that he flew into a temper. He told



Lebel, the palace concierge, to bring him a woman. Lebel went off and found a pretty
housemaid, and the result was “Dorigny le Dauphin,” who became an art dealer of some
distinction.Nobody quite knows when the liaison between Louis XV and the Comtesse de Mailly
began, but the King himself cannot have thought it very serious until 1739. That year he refused
to go to his Easter duties. Asked by the Bishop whether he would touch for the King’s Evil as
usual on Easter Day, he said no, since this ceremony could only take place after communion and
he did not intend to communicate. His Jesuit confessor, Père de Lignières, wishing to avoid a
scandal, suggested that Cardinal de Rohan might say a Low Mass in the King’s cabinet, after
which nobody would know for certain whether he had or had not confessed. The King absolutely
refused to lend himself to such a fraud. He was living in adultery and had no intention, for the
present, of mending his ways; but at the same time he was not going to make a mockery of his
religion.Madame de Mailly was a daughter of the Marquis de Nesle. Their family name was
Mailly; she had married her first cousin. Madame de Nesle, her mother, was a lady-in- waiting to
the Queen, and the King had always known the Mailly sisters. She was not a beauty, or in any
way very romantic, but a jolly, downright, sporting woman with whom he felt at ease. She never
asked for anything, neither for power nor for money; she loved him. But in 1740 he fell in love
with her sister, whom she had unwisely invited to all her suppers and parties; the Marquise de
Vintimille was even less of a beauty and much less nice than Madame de Mailly, and behaved
with the greatest unkindness to her. The affair did not last very long; Madame de Vintimille died
giving birth to the King’s baby, the Comte du Luc. The King was heartbroken; he went back to
Madame de Mailly and she adopted the baby, who was exactly like him to look at, and always
known as le demi-Louis. But this lady’s troubles were not yet over. Very soon the King fell
desperately in love, much more than he had been with Madame de Vintimille, with yet another
sister, the Duchesse de Châteauroux.Madame de Châteauroux was a beauty, even nastier than
Madame de Vintimille, rapacious, implacable, and very ambitious. She made the King work
harder with his ministers than he had ever done before. Seeing that he was still rather fond of her
sister she made him exile her from the Court; poor Madame de Mailly went off in floods of tears
and was thereafter known as The Widow. The King missed her, and corresponded with her
surreptitiously; but Madame de Châteauroux soon found out and put a stop to that. “Madame,
you are killing me,” he would say as she insisted that he should give his attention more and more
to the dull details of public affairs. “So much the better, Sire, a King should continually die and be
resuscitated.” She was odious to the poor Queen and made a breach between her and the King
which was never repaired; husband and wife never felt easy in each other’s company
again.Madame de Châteauroux was the central figure in the famous “Metz incident,” which
made a deep impression on the King; to the end of his days he could not speak of the scenes of
Metz without horror. Fond of campaigning, as he was fond of hunting, he went, in 1744, to join
his army on the eastern frontier and took with him an enormous train, including Madame de
Châteauroux and yet another Mailly sister, the Duchesse de Lauraguais. At Metz he fell
seriously ill, with pains in the head and a high fever; the usual bleedings and purges had no



effect and the doctor announced that his life was in danger. Immediately there was talk of the
Last Sacrament, which would, of course, entail confession and the departure of the mistress.
She, meanwhile, mounted guard over him, with her great friend the Duc de Richelieu, First
Gentleman of the Bedchamber. Nobody else was allowed to see him alone and they pretended
to him that his illness was nothing at all. It could not be kept up. He knew that he was very ill
indeed, and getting worse all the time; at last he kissed her and said: “Princess [his pet name for
her], I think we shall have to part.” He gave orders that she and Madame de Lauraguais should
go at once, and that the Queen should be sent for; then he confessed.The Bishops of Metz and
Soissons, about to bring the Holy Sacrament from the cathedral to the King’s bedside, heard
that Madame de Châteauroux and her sister were still in Richelieu’s house in the town; they sent
a message to the effect that Our Lord was awaiting the departure of the Duchesses, who then
had no choice but to leave for Paris. Before communicating, the King was induced by the
Bishops to make a public statement of repentance; all those who were in his ante-room, that is to
say the officers of state and the high bourgeoisie of Metz, were brought in to his bedside to hear
him do so. He was very weak and hardly spoke as if he wanted to recover; he said that perhaps
it was God’s will to give his people a better King. When the Queen arrived, he received her
affectionately and begged her pardon. He was very civil to the Dauphin, never a pleasant
apparition to a possibly dying young King, and seemed in fact to be in a repentant state of mind
and to have every intention, should he live, of changing his ways.But the French clergy, who had
taken the affair in hand, made blunder after blunder. To an intensely shy, reserved and proud
man, the thought of his public confession was humiliating enough as he came back to his normal
state of health; now it was printed and distributed to every parish in France so that each priest
could make a sermon on it, embellished with his own views on the sin of adultery. This
proceeding shocked many sensible and God-fearing citizens, who felt that the King should have
been allowed to repent in private, and that all the women of the Court should have been sent
away together, so that the affair with Madame de Châteauroux could have ended without
publicity. As soon as the King was better, a lady-in-waiting, prompted by his confessor, put a
second pillow into the Queen’s bed. Rumor had it that the Queen had taken to rouge again. At
the most frivolous Court in the world, where everything was treated as a joke, all this provoked
gales of laughter, and M. de Richelieu, who held a watching brief for Madame de Châteauroux,
certainly did not shelter the King from these gales. The country, however, felt very differently
about the whole matter. The handsome young King was enormously popular and the French had
worked themselves up to a state of despair when they believed him to be dying. The reaction to
better news caused a mafficking such as has rarely been seen in Paris—people embracing each
other in the streets and embracing the horses which had brought the messengers. It was at this
time that Louis XV received the name of Well Beloved. But in their transports of joy his subjects
did not omit to underline their detestation of his mistress; and, whenever she appeared in public,
she was booed, hissed, pelted with eggs, and almost lynched. She retired to bed with a
complete breakdown.With his courtiers giggling in his ante-room and his clergy and people



moralizing to his face, the King forgot all his good resolutions. He had but one idea, to show that
he was not going to be bullied into a new life, to show who was the master; besides he longed
very much for Madame de Châteauroux. As soon as he got home to Versailles he sent for her.
She was in her house in the rue du Bac, feverish and furious. When the King’s message came,
not wishing to delay their reunion, she got up, had a bath, and prepared to leave. The effort was
too much for her; she collapsed and died of pneumonia.The King was now thirty-four years
old.1. Many thousands of noble families did live in the provinces, on their estates, because they
had not the entrée at Court, but they were nearly all wretchedly poor and all without any sort of
political influence. They can in no way be compared to the landed gentry in England at that
date.2. This Infanta eventually became Queen of Portugal.1 VERSAILLES AND LOUIS
XVAFTER THE DEATH of the great King, beautiful Versailles, fatal for France, lay empty seven
years while fresh air blew through its golden rooms, blowing away the sorcery and bigotry which
hung about the walls like a miasma, blowing away the old century and blowing in the new. Louis
XIV died in 1715. He had outlived his son, his grandson, and his eldest great-grandson, had
reigned seventy-two years, too long for the good of his country. Even then he was so strong that
he could not die until half eaten away with gangrene, for which Dr. Fagon, killer of princes,
prescribed asses’ milk. At last the Duc de Bouillon, wearing a black feather, went out onto the
balcony and announced to a waiting crowd, curious but not sad, “Le Roi est mort.” He retired into
the palace, put on a white feather, came back, and announced, “Vive le Roi.”The reign of Louis
XV had begun; like his great-grandfather he was five years old when he succeeded to the throne
of France. He had neither father, mother, brothers, nor sisters; all had been killed by the
wretched Fagon. He himself would no doubt have followed them to the grave had not his nurse,
the Duchesse de Ventadour, hidden him away during that terrible fortnight when the rest of his
family was dying of measles, bleedings, purges, and emetics. His father’s brother was still alive,
but useless as an uncle for a little boy; he was the King of Spain, imprisoned in the etiquette of
his own palaces and by now far more Spanish than French. They never saw each other. Louis
XV was brought up without the natural family love which should surround a child, without hugs
and kisses, and without slaps. “First of all he must live,” Madame de Ventadour used to say and
she never allowed him to be crossed. At the age of seven he was taken, crying dreadfully, away
from her and handed over to a governor. He then retired into a world of his own, concealing all
his thoughts and feelings from those around him, and nobody ever knew much about them for
the rest of his life. He was an intensely secret man.The Regent of France, Philippe, Duc
d’Orléans, was the next heir to the throne, because the Duc d’Anjou had formally renounced his
rights to it on becoming King of Spain. People were not wanting who said that the Duc d’Orléans
had poisoned the heirs of Louis XIV; if so his conduct towards the one that survived was very
notable. As soon as his uncle had breathed his last he took the little boy, who stood between him
and the throne, away from Versailles and established him in the Tuileries Palace, across the road
from his own Palais-Royal. For the rest of his life he faithfully served this child. France was at
peace; the religious quarrels of the last century had lost their venom; her frontiers were



established and no enemy was attempting to cross them; the claim of her king to his throne was
unquestionable; the air was full of new ideas. An even greater century than the Grand Siècle
might now have been inaugurated, if the Regent had only had the energy to enforce certain
changes in the constitution.As a young man the Duc d’Orléans had been intelligent and
ambitious; it was one of Louis XIV’s grave mistakes that he had allowed him to take so little part
in public life. Determined as he was to make the nobles politically impotent, he kept the Princes
of the Blood even more strictly in their place. He was too much blinded by his theories to see
what a loyal and honorable man his nephew was and how useful he could have been to France.
So the Duc d’Orléans turned his attention to the pleasures of this life, and a more perfect rake
has seldom existed. When, at the age of forty-one, he found himself ruler of France, he was still
intelligent, but energy and ambition had been sapped by years of wenching and the cruder
forms of dissipation. He did envisage fundamental constitutional changes; he tried to bring back
the great nobles into the government of France and to rule by councils instead of bureaucratic
secretaries of state. But these lords had lost the habit of being useful; Louis XIV had trained
them so well that they had even lost the habit of being a nuisance. The councils fell into the
hands of officials and the last serious attempt to bring back aristocratic government in France
collapsed. The Regent then settled down to govern as the old King had governed and to bring
up the new King to be as much like his ancestor as possible. It was noticed that he even had the
same manner towards him, the same deep respect, tinged, however, with love and humor
instead of with hatred and fear. He loved the child far more than his own dreary son. He
explained every political step to him, saying, “You are the master, I am only here to tell you what
is happening, to make suggestions, to carry out your orders.” The little boy was charmed; he
attended the council meetings, clasping in his arms a pet cat which the ministers called his
colleague; he was too proud and too shy ever to say a word. This pride and this shyness were to
remain with him throughout his life. His only attempt at a protest was when the Regent
announced his betrothal to a little Spanish first cousin, a baby Infanta of two. The King cried
throughout the whole council, but without making any observation.When Louis XIV decided,
after the civil war known as the Fronde, to keep the great nobles under his eye and to rob them
of power, he had cunningly played upon the French love of fashion and fun; all fashion and all fun
were gathered together at Versailles. Parisian society, though very middle-class, hummed with
life and could be enjoyed from time to time as a change from the Court; the provinces were
unthinkable. The heaviest blow that could befall a man was banishment to his estates; this did
not only mean loss of place and influence; the exile, condemned to live in the country, became
ridiculous in the eyes of his friends. Let him embellish his house and garden, let him give
expensive parties and make a social and intellectual center for the whole neighborhood, the
poor man was a dowdy provincial; he counted for nothing any more. The memoirs of the time
dramatize to the full these banishments, disgraces, as they were called. “On hearing of his
disgrace the Duke, who is religious, behaved with Christian submission; when they went to tell
the Duchess she thought, from their faces, that her son must have died.” Living in their beautiful



houses in the beautiful French countryside, with the administration of huge estates to interest
them, these exiled nobles were considered, and considered themselves, as dead. In fact, they
generally became either very fat or very thin, and departed life rather quickly.This policy, by
which the greater nobles had become a noblesse de cour and were cooped up in a perpetual
house party at Versailles, divorced from public opinion in their native provinces, as well as from
the sources of their wealth, was disastrous to French economy. While the Ile de France was like
an enormous park or garden, containing thousands of glorious houses, rural France was a
desert. [1] The road between Paris and Versailles was a perpetual double file of carriages being
driven at full speed—English visitors then, as now, remarking that French noblemen like to drive
very fast—that between Paris and Orléans was empty but for an occasional post chaise.
Agriculture was fearfully neglected; even those landlords who did sometimes visit their estates,
in the intervals of duty at Court, took no interest in it whatsoever; their only outdoor pursuits were
hunting and gardening. Game was carefully preserved, poaching was still punishable by death,
and as a result the land was overrun with stags, wild boars, wolves, and the hunt itself. Louis XV,
when out hunting, was always most careful not to ride over the crops and was furious with
anybody who did so, but many sportsmen of the day were quite unscrupulous in this matter. It
would never have occurred to a landlord to invite one of his farmers to hunt with him, and indeed
it would have been against the law—none but the nobles were allowed to hunt or fish. Most of
the great nobles were total absentees from their estates who revolved round the Court, with a
town house in Paris, a country villa within easy reach of Versailles, and, if they were lucky, a flat
in the palace itself. About one thousand nobles lived, or had a pied à terre there, at the time of
Louis XV. One result of this curious system is that it is hardly possible to study eighteenth-
century French domestic architecture except in, and around, Paris. Nearly all the country houses
in the provinces are old fortified castles with perhaps a few redecorated rooms, or were built in
the nineteenth century. Some rich provincial towns have fine public buildings and bourgeois
houses, but there is extraordinarily little of the first importance further from Versailles than a
comfortable day’s drive.Versailles was the heart of France, and here the King lived, like a man in
a glass house, visible to, and within reach of, all his subjects. In those days the palace was even
more open to the public than it is now; people wandered in and out at all hours and were allowed
into the state rooms as well as into the gardens. When, at the beginning of the Revolution, a
furious mob was known to be approaching, the guards tried to shut the gates in vain, a hundred
years of rust having soldered them to their hinges. Louis XIV had practically lived in public, but
Louis XV, more highly strung than his great-grandfather, arranged a suite of rooms for himself
where he could be away from the crowd. This suite, though it consisted of fifty rooms and seven
bathrooms, and was in itself like a country house, was known as the petits appartements; even
the courtiers could only go there if they had the privilege of the grandes entrées or by invitation.
As time went on, the King arranged other, more private apartments, where he could be entirely
undisturbed; and at last the north wing of the palace became a perfect network of secret
passages, hidden staircases, and tiny rooms looking onto interior courtyards. “Rats’ nests,” said



the son of Robert de Cotte, thinking with regret of the noble monuments built by his father and
Mansard. Louis XV was fond of little things, exquisite in quality, and these rats’ nests were
embellished with some of the finest decoration ever seen, much of which still exists today. But
although Louis XV hated public appearances, he never shirked what he believed to be his duty.
He got up, dined, prayed, had his hunting boots pulled off, and went to bed in public. The lever
and the coucher were formal ceremonies; he never slept in his state bedroom. Everybody knew
quite well that he had often been up and working for hours before the lever—lighting his own fire
sometimes so as not to wake the servants—and often went to amuse himself in Paris, or the
town of Versailles, after his coucher. If he omitted to say his prayers, it was a sign that he was not
going to bed in order to sleep. The fireplace in the state bedroom always smoked, so that in cold
weather the lever and the coucher were very uncomfortable affairs.As for the courtiers, they lived
and prayed and hunted and danced and ate to iron rules, and a timetable which made the days
slip by and gave them the illusion of being always busy. The functions which they were obliged to
attend were so near together in time, and so far distant in space, that they spent much of their
lives running from one end of the palace to the other. They were like a huge family whose head
was the King. They could do nothing, not even go to Paris for the day, or be inoculated against
smallpox, certainly not arrange marriages for their children, without his express permission.
Their privileges were enormous, and their power non-existent.French historians have always
been inclined to explain the trend of events in the eighteenth century by dwelling on the
characters of their princes. Much ink is expended on the various heirs to the throne killed off by
Fagon and his successors. The father and the son of Louis XV are regretted. Perhaps if the Duc
de Bourgogne, eldest son of the Dauphin of Louis XV, had lived to reign instead of Louis XVI,
things would have been different. He seems to have been superior to the three sad kings, his
brothers. But he died at the age of ten. To an English reader all this is rather surprising since we
are inclined to think that unless a monarch has genius, or is mad or wicked, his personality is of
small account. In those days any dull German could make as good a King of England as the
bonniest of native princes. But in France the situation was quite different. There the King was
Lord High everything; all was directed by him and he alone could provide the inspiration which
made the wheels of government go round. The French loved their kings as the English never
have, with an unreasoning love which was later to turn to an unreasoning hatred. The personality
of the King of France was therefore of great importance.Now Louis XV was by very far the most
considerable of Louis XIV’s descendants. As a child he was full of promise, religious, pretty,
clever, brave, and shy, with a shyness that had nothing gauche about it and on the contrary
engendered a regal formality of manner, thought quite perfect by all who saw him. He grew up to
be a charming man and an intelligent ruler with a high sense of duty, loving and, for many years,
loved by his people. But the machinery by which he was expected to govern was long since worn
out, and neither he nor his counselors had the genius to devise anything better. He knew that
something was wrong somewhere, but he was for ever caught in the terrible web spun by his
terrible ancestor.Perhaps the fate of the French monarchy was sealed when, in 1722, the Regent



took the Court back to Versailles. Kings always live in a cage, but if the cage is in the capital city
some echo of public opinion may penetrate its bars. No king has ever been more cut off from his
people than Louis XV. Cardinal Dubois, the Regent’s adviser, insisted on the step, hoping
thereby to prolong the life of his master, and thinking that he might be induced to live more
temperately away from the Palais-Royal. The move seems to have been effected with no trouble
or fuss; everybody fell back into the little miseries of etiquette as if they had never been away. A
few months later Cardinal Dubois died. The King came of age officially the following year—he
was thirteen—and the Regent continued to govern. But the excesses of that strange man had
undermined his health. One day, in a mood of black depression, he sent for the little Duchesse
de Falaris to gossip with him, before he went upstairs to work with the King. Sitting in front of the
fire, he asked her whether she believed in a future life; she replied that she did, and he said in
that case he found her conduct on this earth incomprehensible. “Well now,” he said, after a
silence, “tell the news.” As she opened her pretty little mouth to recount the latest piece of
scandal, Philippe d’Orléans rolled to the floor and died.The King, stunned, shaken, and
intensely sad, raised no objection when the Duc de Bourbon came to him and proposed taking
over the government of France. He nodded his head without a word. “M. le Duc,” an appellation
reserved at Court for the head of the Bourbon Condé family, was not very brilliant, no match for
Cardinal Fleury, the King’s tutor; Fleury was determined himself to rule the country and
immediately set on foot a series of intrigues to that end. In three years’ time he stepped into the
shoes of M. le Duc, who found himself exiled to his estates at Chantilly. Nobody regretted this
most unattractive individual, though his mistress, Madame de Prie, had been rather nice and
pretty. She, poor woman, killed herself when she realized the full horror of life in the country.
Their rule had not been without results. Before he went, M. le Duc had taught the King to love
hunting—the Condés were men of the forest, enormous hunters—and was responsible for his
marriage.At fifteen the King was a big strong boy, forward for his age. His fiancée, who lived in
the palace, was still only five; a golden-haired darling, she appeared with him at all the state
functions, trotted round after him like a little pet, and was considered absolutely sweet. But boys
of fifteen loathe sweet little girls and he felt humiliated at having such a small fiancée. He sulked
whenever he saw her. The marriage was to be consummated in ten years’ time, and meanwhile
what? The King was obviously quite ready to consummate something at once; the sooner this
last descendant of a royal line, this “conjugation of the blood of Henry IV,” five of whose children
were his ancestors, was given a chance to breed, the better. M. le Duc was very much of this
opinion because the next heir to the throne was the Duc d’Orléans, and the Orléans and Condé
branches of the Bourbon family were at daggers drawn. (The feud between them was fanned by
the Dowager Duchesses who were sisters, daughters of Louis XIV and Madame de
Montespan.) Furthermore, if the King were not married soon, one of two things could be
expected to happen. Either he would take a mistress, who, at his age, would certainly acquire a
dangerous influence over him, or he would turn to the boys. Pederasty was by no means
unknown in the Bourbon family; Louis XIII had certainly preferred men to women, while many of



the courtiers could remember the egregious Monsieur, with his bracelets, and high-heeled
shoes, and high-pitched squabbles. Through his daughter, by Henrietta of England, he was a
direct ancestor of Louis XV. There had recently been a homosexual scandal among young
dukes, attached to the King and very little older than him. The Regent had taken measures at
once, and they had received the heavy punishment of exile to their estates, accompanied by
wives who had quickly been found for them. When the King asked what they had done he was
told that they had torn up railings in the park; he made no comment, but he must have known
that they would not have been sent away for that. Thereafter they were always called “les
arracheurs de palissades.” The First Gentleman of the Bedchamber, the Duc de la Trémoïlle,
agreeable, polite, and amusing, was seen to have the tastes of a young lady; he spent his time
eating sweets and doing embroidery. He, too, was married off and sent home, so furious that for
seven years he turned his back on his unlucky wife. After a great deal of hesitation, pushed to it
finally by a serious illness of the King, M. le Duc made up his mind that the Infanta must return to
Spain and the King be married to somebody of an age to have children; the risk of offending the
Spaniards was less grave than that of waiting any longer.In fact, Philippe V was exceedingly
angry. “Ah! the traitor!” he cried, and the courtiers in his ante-room were filled with a terrified
curiosity to know who the traitor might be. However the Queen, Elizabeth Farnese, who ruled the
King, remained calm and merely said: “We must send at once to meet the Infanta.” [2]The hurdle
of the Infanta’s return having been cleared without mishap, M. le Duc began to study lists of
princesses to take her place. There were nearly forty in all, but they boiled down to very few
suitable ones. French and Lorrainer princesses were ruled out at once because they all had
Orléans or Bourbon Condé blood and neither family would consent to such an elevation of the
other. Princess Anne of England was a Lutheran and the English would not allow her to change
her religion; the daughter of Peter the Great, the future Czarina Elizabeth, was too parvenue and
was also said to show signs of incipient madness, as did the King of Portugal, who had an
otherwise eligible daughter. The Princess of Hesse Rhinevelt would have done very well if her
mother had not been in the habit of giving birth alternately to daughters and hares; M. le Duc,
thinking, perhaps, that there was room for any amount of hares at Chantilly, finally married her
himself.Enormous bets were placed on these various ladies, odds lengthening and shortening
according to the day’s rumors; the Court seemed to be living on the eve of some important race.
At last the choice fell upon a very dark horse indeed, Marie Leczinska, daughter of the
penniless, exiled Stanislas Leczinski, King of Poland. A princess who knew no cosmetics but
water and snow and who spent her time embroidering alter cloths was not at first sight a very
suitable person to reign at Versailles. No doubt M. le Duc and Madame de Prie thought that,
since she would owe everything to them, she would help them to keep their position. In fact, the
marriage, regarded as a final proof of their incompetence, greatly facilitated Fleury’s efforts to
get rid of them. Indeed it was a poor marriage for the King of France, this lady, “dont le nom est
en ski,” being endowed with neither worldly goods, nor powerful family connections, nor beauty,
nor even youth, since she was seven years older than the King. But she had a sweet nature and



regal manner, as even the most disagreeable of her subjects were obliged to admit, when they
knew her; above all she was very healthy.When Stanislas received a letter asking for her hand
he could not believe his luck. He rushed to his daughter’s room crying: “Kneel, kneel and give
thanks to God Almighty!”“What has happened—are you going back, as King, to Poland?”“Far
better than that, you are going, as Queen, to France.”As soon as she arrived at Versailles the
King fell in love with her and fell into bed with her; on their wedding night he gave her proof of his
love seven times. The courtiers were delighted, and Maréchal de Villars said that none of his
cadets at St. Cyr could have done better. Nine months later she produced twin daughters,
Madame Première and Madame Henriette; by the time the King was twenty-seven they had ten
children, of which six daughters and a son reached maturity. He thought, and continually said,
that his wife was the most beautiful woman at Versailles, and for years this marriage went very
well. They might have been happy ever after, that is to say, Marie Leczinska might have played
the part of mistress as well as that of wife, if she had had more character. Louis XV was a man of
habit, a faithful man at heart, so shy, too, that he found it very difficult to make advances to any
woman; he disliked new faces, and beautiful faces intimidated him. His little love affairs with girls
of easy virtue, found for him by his valets, meant nothing at all to him, and his family meant a
great deal. Unfortunately the Queen, though an exceedingly nice woman, was dowdy and a
bore; she was incapable of forming a society that would attract a gay young husband, and she
surrounded herself with the dullest, stuffiest element at the Court. After the birth of her children
she settled comfortably, and rather selfishly, into middle age; she made no effort to remain
attractive to her young husband, to share his interests or to entertain his friends; fashion and fun
meant nothing to her. She had no temperament at all, complaining that she was for ever “in bed,
or pregnant, or brought to bed,” and any excuse was good enough to keep the King out of her
bed. As she was extremely pious, he had never been allowed there on the days of the major
saints. By degrees the saints for whom he was excluded became more numerous and less
important; finally, he was kept out by one so utterly unknown that he flew into a temper. He told
Lebel, the palace concierge, to bring him a woman. Lebel went off and found a pretty
housemaid, and the result was “Dorigny le Dauphin,” who became an art dealer of some
distinction.Nobody quite knows when the liaison between Louis XV and the Comtesse de Mailly
began, but the King himself cannot have thought it very serious until 1739. That year he refused
to go to his Easter duties. Asked by the Bishop whether he would touch for the King’s Evil as
usual on Easter Day, he said no, since this ceremony could only take place after communion and
he did not intend to communicate. His Jesuit confessor, Père de Lignières, wishing to avoid a
scandal, suggested that Cardinal de Rohan might say a Low Mass in the King’s cabinet, after
which nobody would know for certain whether he had or had not confessed. The King absolutely
refused to lend himself to such a fraud. He was living in adultery and had no intention, for the
present, of mending his ways; but at the same time he was not going to make a mockery of his
religion.Madame de Mailly was a daughter of the Marquis de Nesle. Their family name was
Mailly; she had married her first cousin. Madame de Nesle, her mother, was a lady-in- waiting to



the Queen, and the King had always known the Mailly sisters. She was not a beauty, or in any
way very romantic, but a jolly, downright, sporting woman with whom he felt at ease. She never
asked for anything, neither for power nor for money; she loved him. But in 1740 he fell in love
with her sister, whom she had unwisely invited to all her suppers and parties; the Marquise de
Vintimille was even less of a beauty and much less nice than Madame de Mailly, and behaved
with the greatest unkindness to her. The affair did not last very long; Madame de Vintimille died
giving birth to the King’s baby, the Comte du Luc. The King was heartbroken; he went back to
Madame de Mailly and she adopted the baby, who was exactly like him to look at, and always
known as le demi-Louis. But this lady’s troubles were not yet over. Very soon the King fell
desperately in love, much more than he had been with Madame de Vintimille, with yet another
sister, the Duchesse de Châteauroux.Madame de Châteauroux was a beauty, even nastier than
Madame de Vintimille, rapacious, implacable, and very ambitious. She made the King work
harder with his ministers than he had ever done before. Seeing that he was still rather fond of her
sister she made him exile her from the Court; poor Madame de Mailly went off in floods of tears
and was thereafter known as The Widow. The King missed her, and corresponded with her
surreptitiously; but Madame de Châteauroux soon found out and put a stop to that. “Madame,
you are killing me,” he would say as she insisted that he should give his attention more and more
to the dull details of public affairs. “So much the better, Sire, a King should continually die and be
resuscitated.” She was odious to the poor Queen and made a breach between her and the King
which was never repaired; husband and wife never felt easy in each other’s company
again.Madame de Châteauroux was the central figure in the famous “Metz incident,” which
made a deep impression on the King; to the end of his days he could not speak of the scenes of
Metz without horror. Fond of campaigning, as he was fond of hunting, he went, in 1744, to join
his army on the eastern frontier and took with him an enormous train, including Madame de
Châteauroux and yet another Mailly sister, the Duchesse de Lauraguais. At Metz he fell
seriously ill, with pains in the head and a high fever; the usual bleedings and purges had no
effect and the doctor announced that his life was in danger. Immediately there was talk of the
Last Sacrament, which would, of course, entail confession and the departure of the mistress.
She, meanwhile, mounted guard over him, with her great friend the Duc de Richelieu, First
Gentleman of the Bedchamber. Nobody else was allowed to see him alone and they pretended
to him that his illness was nothing at all. It could not be kept up. He knew that he was very ill
indeed, and getting worse all the time; at last he kissed her and said: “Princess [his pet name for
her], I think we shall have to part.” He gave orders that she and Madame de Lauraguais should
go at once, and that the Queen should be sent for; then he confessed.The Bishops of Metz and
Soissons, about to bring the Holy Sacrament from the cathedral to the King’s bedside, heard
that Madame de Châteauroux and her sister were still in Richelieu’s house in the town; they sent
a message to the effect that Our Lord was awaiting the departure of the Duchesses, who then
had no choice but to leave for Paris. Before communicating, the King was induced by the
Bishops to make a public statement of repentance; all those who were in his ante-room, that is to



say the officers of state and the high bourgeoisie of Metz, were brought in to his bedside to hear
him do so. He was very weak and hardly spoke as if he wanted to recover; he said that perhaps
it was God’s will to give his people a better King. When the Queen arrived, he received her
affectionately and begged her pardon. He was very civil to the Dauphin, never a pleasant
apparition to a possibly dying young King, and seemed in fact to be in a repentant state of mind
and to have every intention, should he live, of changing his ways.But the French clergy, who had
taken the affair in hand, made blunder after blunder. To an intensely shy, reserved and proud
man, the thought of his public confession was humiliating enough as he came back to his normal
state of health; now it was printed and distributed to every parish in France so that each priest
could make a sermon on it, embellished with his own views on the sin of adultery. This
proceeding shocked many sensible and God-fearing citizens, who felt that the King should have
been allowed to repent in private, and that all the women of the Court should have been sent
away together, so that the affair with Madame de Châteauroux could have ended without
publicity. As soon as the King was better, a lady-in-waiting, prompted by his confessor, put a
second pillow into the Queen’s bed. Rumor had it that the Queen had taken to rouge again. At
the most frivolous Court in the world, where everything was treated as a joke, all this provoked
gales of laughter, and M. de Richelieu, who held a watching brief for Madame de Châteauroux,
certainly did not shelter the King from these gales. The country, however, felt very differently
about the whole matter. The handsome young King was enormously popular and the French had
worked themselves up to a state of despair when they believed him to be dying. The reaction to
better news caused a mafficking such as has rarely been seen in Paris—people embracing each
other in the streets and embracing the horses which had brought the messengers. It was at this
time that Louis XV received the name of Well Beloved. But in their transports of joy his subjects
did not omit to underline their detestation of his mistress; and, whenever she appeared in public,
she was booed, hissed, pelted with eggs, and almost lynched. She retired to bed with a
complete breakdown.With his courtiers giggling in his ante-room and his clergy and people
moralizing to his face, the King forgot all his good resolutions. He had but one idea, to show that
he was not going to be bullied into a new life, to show who was the master; besides he longed
very much for Madame de Châteauroux. As soon as he got home to Versailles he sent for her.
She was in her house in the rue du Bac, feverish and furious. When the King’s message came,
not wishing to delay their reunion, she got up, had a bath, and prepared to leave. The effort was
too much for her; she collapsed and died of pneumonia.The King was now thirty-four years
old.1. Many thousands of noble families did live in the provinces, on their estates, because they
had not the entrée at Court, but they were nearly all wretchedly poor and all without any sort of
political influence. They can in no way be compared to the landed gentry in England at that
date.2. This Infanta eventually became Queen of Portugal.2 PARIS AND MADAME
D’ETOILESVERY LITTLE OF Paris as we know it today existed in the 1720’s; no Place de la
Concorde, Madeleine, or rue de Rivoli, the Louvre half its present size, no Ecole Militaire or
Panthéon, no bridge between the Pont Royal and the Pont de Sèvres, no big thoroughfares or



boulevards. The lay-out was that of an overgrown village; narrow streets surrounded the houses
of rich merchants and of the ennobled lawyers known as the noblesse de robe, very much
despised by the noblesse d’épée, the old feudal families. The streets were noisier, with even
more terrible traffic blocks, than today. They were filthy dirty and it was impossible to walk in
them when there had been rain without getting mud up to the knees. On the outskirts of this
town, rich nobles and merchants were building a garden city, the faubourgs, whose wide streets
led out to the country. Each house, of a pale honey color, weather and soot not yet having done
their horrid work, stood in its own big garden, full, in summer, of orange trees and oleanders.
Every house of any size had an orangery. The quays did not exist; gardens went down to the
river where the boats and barges of their owners were moored. Many of these houses are still in
existence, but, too often, squashed between nineteenth- or twentieth-century blocks of flats,
they would be unrecognizable to their former owners. A few Hôtels, Matignon, Biron, and the
Elysée, for instance, have kept their gardens, and from them we can judge how the others must
have looked. The forest was at their door; La Muette, in the Bois de Boulogne, was still one of
the King’s favorite hunts.Jeanne-Antoinette Poisson, the future Marquise de Pompadour, was
not born in one of these splendid new mansions, but in the rue de Cléry, then, as now, situated in
the heart of the town. Her mother was a beauty, so she has been accorded various fathers by
various biographers, but it is probable that her mother’s husband, M. Poisson, was the real one.
He certainly thought so. Poisson was a jolly bourgeois, steward to the Pâris brothers, who ran
the economy of France. The Pâris brothers were nearly as important in the life of Mlle Poisson as
her own family—indeed Pâris-Duverney is one of the possible fathers—and they were deeply
attached to her. Pâris-Monmartel, the little girl’s godfather, was Court banker; Pâris-Duverney
supplied the army; their power was almost unlimited. They could support or starve out the
generals at the front, make or ruin politicians; the King himself was dependent on them when he
wanted to realize large sums of money for any reason and he used them in all his financial
transactions. They were responsible to no government department and always refused the
various ministries which were offered them. Their own riches were said to be fabulous, but when
Pâris-Duverney died, he left so little money that, in the nineteenth century, his coffin was opened
to see if he had not, by any chance, been buried in gold. Of course they have been called rogues
and worse, but on the whole the verdict of their contemporaries was favorable. Maréchal de
Saxe thought the world of them, and said that they were entirely public spirited; they always
supported him up to the hilt; partly, no doubt, because they saw he was worth supporting. But
whether these mysterious brothers—there were four of them, but only two come into this story—
were good or bad or, like most people, a mixture of both, it was clearly a wrong principle for the
country’s finances to be in the hands of one family concern. In private life they were patrons of
art, great collectors, and frequented the cultivated society of other rich bourgeois; their clever,
reassuring, genial faces, above a broad expanse of embroidered waistcoat, look out from
several canvases of the day; they must have been delightful fellow guests.François Poisson was
doing well. He had moved from the rue de Cléry to a big house in the rue de Richelieu, with



boiseries and modern comfort, sumptuous, up to date. But in 1725, when his little girl was four
years old, there broke some sort of black market scandal to do with corn supplied to the
population by the Pâris brothers. Owing to a succession of cold, wet summers, there was a
famine in the capital, tempers were running high, and Poisson seems to have been made a
scapegoat. He got over the German frontier only just in time to avoid arrest, leaving Madame
Poisson to cope with his affairs, and saying, rather sadly perhaps, that as she was so very pretty
she would surely fall on her feet. He was quite right, she did; but not before she had suffered
trials and humiliations, the house in the rue de Richelieu, with all its contents, being seized and
sold over her head. She was rescued from her misfortunes by M. Le Normant de Tournehem,
one-time Ambassador to Sweden, now a director of the Compagnie des Indes, and a fermier
général, or collector of indirect taxes. The fermiers généraux were always respected bourgeois
of the financial world; and he was a great friend of the Pâris. (Tournehem is often credited with
the paternity of Mlle Poisson, but this does not seem very likely. Had he already been Madame
Poisson’s lover, he would hardly have left her for months in horrid embarrassment after the flight
of her husband.)This very nice, rich fellow cherished Madame Poisson and took charge of the
whole family. He saw to the education of the children, Jeanne-Antoinette and her younger
brother Abel; and finally made it possible for François Poisson to come back to Paris, after an
exile of eight years. Soon he was completely cleared of the charges against him and was given
an important job to do with army supplies. From now on, Tournehem and the Poissons all lived
cheerfully together.Little is known of Jeanne-Antoinette’s childhood; the lives of children were
not carefully documented in those days. At the age of nine she went to a fortune-teller who told
her that she would reign over the heart of a king—in her accounts twenty years later, there is an
item of six hundred livres to this woman, “for having predicted, when I was nine, that I would be
the King’s mistress”—after this she was called Reinette by her family. By the wish of her father,
she spent a year in a convent at Poissy, where his two sisters were nuns. They wrote to him, in
Germany, saying that when he sent money he had better let them have it direct, and not through
Madame Poisson. Reinette was very delicate and spent much of her time there in bed, with
whooping cough and sore throats. Whatever else the good nuns may have taught the little girl,
they certainly failed to give her any understanding of the Roman Catholic religion. After leaving
the convent she was educated at home, under the eye of Tournehem and of her mother, and this
worldly education left nothing to be desired; a more accomplished woman has seldom lived.She
could act and dance and sing, having been taught by Jeliotte of the Comédie-Française; she
could recite whole plays by heart, her master of elocution was Crébillon, the dramatist; she
played the clavichord to perfection, a valuable gift in those days, when tunes could not be
summoned by turning a knob. She was an enthusiastic gardener and botanist, and knew all
about the wonderful shrubs which were pouring into France from every quarter of the globe; she
loved natural history, and collected rare and exotic birds. Her handwriting, curiously modern, was
both beautiful and legible. She painted, drew, and engraved precious stones. Last, but not least,
she was a superlative housekeeper. Abel, too, was taught everything considered necessary to a



rich young man of the day. What was even more important than lessons, the Poisson children
were brought up among people of excellent taste, who had knowledge of and a respect for art in
all its forms; honest bourgeois who, when they patronized an artist, paid for what they ordered.
Both the children profited in later life from this example which was not always followed by the
highest in the land.From the earliest days Reinette was a charmer. She charmed her “stepfather”
Tournehem; she charmed the nuns at the convent, who loved her tenderly, and took an interest
in her long after she had left them; her father, mother, and brother worshiped the ground she trod
on. She grew up endowed with every gift a woman could desire but one, her health was never
good. Without being a regular beauty, she was the very acme of prettiness, though her looks,
which depended on dazzle and expression rather than on the bony structure, were never
successfully recorded by painters. Her brother always said that not one of her many portraits
was really like her; they are certainly not very much like each other. We recognize the pose, the
elegance, but hardly the face. More informative are the descriptions by various contemporaries,
written in private journals and memoirs, which did not see the light for many years after her
death.Dufort de Cheverny, himself of bourgeois origin, always deeply jealous of her brother,
says:Not a man alive but would have had her for his mistress if he could. Tall, though not too tall;
beautiful figure; round face with regular features; wonderful complexion, hands and arms; eyes
not so very big, but the brightest, wittiest and most sparkling I ever saw. Everything about her
was rounded, including all her gestures.She absolutely extinguished all the other women at the
Court, although some were very beautiful.The Duc de Luynes, a dry old member of the Queen’s
set, rather fond of dwelling on the physical appearance of Court ladies in the most denigrating
terms—their cheeks too flat, their noses too fat, their figures almost deformed, and so on—is
obliged to admit that she is fort jolie.The Prince de Croÿ, who disapproved of her, says over and
over again that it would not be possible to be prettier.Président Hénault, the Queen’s greatest
friend, writes: “One of the prettiest women I ever saw.”An honest, rather unimaginative soldier,
the Marquis de Valfons, writes: “With her grace, the lightness of her figure, and the beauty of her
hair, she resembled a nymph.”Le Roy, a gamekeeper at Versailles, after praising all her features,
her figure, and her beautiful light brown hair, goes on: “Her eyes had a particular attraction,
perhaps owing to the fact that it was difficult to say exactly what color they were; they had neither
the hard sparkle of black eyes, nor the dreamy tenderness of blue, nor the special delicacy of
gray; their indeterminate color seemed to lend them to all forms of seduction and shades of
expression. Indeed her expression was always changing, though there was never any
discordance between her various features; they all unfolded the same thought, which
presupposes a good deal of self control, and this applied to her every movement. Her whole
person was half way between the last degree of elegance and the first of nobility.”Finally, the
Marquis d’Argenson, who hated her so terribly that his whole diary is really written with the aim
of destroying her in the eyes of posterity, finds nothing worse—at the beginning—to say than:
“She is snow white, without features, but graceful and talented. Tall, rather badly made.”By the
time she was of marriageable age, she was already spoken of in Paris society as fit for a king;



and she herself had lived in a dream of love for the King ever since her visit to the fortune-teller;
a dream which was most unlikely to come true, since it was impossible for a bourgeoise to be
presented to him, and he had a mistress already. Meanwhile her parents were not finding it easy
to marry her; the reputations of both left too much to be desired. Poisson was an amusing rough
diamond, but he had been mixed up in shady business, some said hanged in effigy by the public
hangman after his flight, and his origins were lower rather than middle class; he had never tried
to seem other than he was, or bothered the least bit about appearances, and many people
would not have cared to have him in the family. As for lovely Madame Poisson, she was clever
and cultivated but not, alas, virtuous; alas too, this jolly but doubtful couple was not even very
rich. However, M. de Tournehem, who was, now took the affair in hand. He suggested to his
nephew, M. Le Normant d’Etioles, that he should marry Reinette. D’Etioles did not like the idea,
but Tournehem offered such excellent terms—an enormous dowry, a guarantee that the young
couple should live with him for the rest of his life, all expenses, even the wages of their personal
servants, paid, and should inherit his fortune when he died—that d’Etioles gave way. They were
married in March, 1741.The young couple and M. and Madame Poisson lived with M. de
Tournehem in the Hôtel de Gesvres, rue Croix des Petits Champs, and at the Château d’Etioles
in the forest of Sénart. One of the most delicious of the many houses lived in and arranged by
Reinette, Etioles did not escape the bad luck with which they have nearly all been cursed. Its
owner pulled it down early in this century to avoid paying rates on it. Le Normant d’Etioles was
no sooner married than he fell passionately in love with his wife and she, for her part, often said
that she would never leave him—except, of course, for the King. This seems to have been a
family joke, but it was more than a joke to Madame d’Etioles.Her daughter, Alexandrine, was
born when the King was ill at Metz; somebody told her that his life was said to be in danger,
whereupon she had a relapse and nearly died. (Alexandrine was her second child; a little boy
had already died in infancy.) Yet if, like many women, she had dreams of a different life, her real
life was most agreeable. She was young, beautiful, and rich, surrounded by relations whom she
loved, and who regarded her as the pivot of their world. She did not have to express a wish
before it was granted. At Etioles a big theater was built, with proper stage machinery, for her to
act in; soon she was recognized as one of the very best amateur actresses in France. Her
horses and carriages were the envy of the countryside and so were her jewels and dresses; she
was of an extreme elegance, a more difficult achievement then than it is today, as the great
dressmakers did not exist, and each woman invented her own clothes.Madame d’Etioles was a
person of decided character who knew what she wanted in life, and generally got it. Now that
she was married and “out” in society she thought that she would like to have a salon and
entertain the intellectuals of her day. This was a career for which her talents and fortune
obviously fitted her. The intellectual life of Paris centered round those writers, known as the
philosophes, who were presently to compile a great encyclopedia of human knowledge; a
spectacular occupation and one that continually got them into trouble with the Church and the
Court. They lived in a blaze of publicity, with the eyes of the world upon them, partly because of



this encyclopedia and partly because Voltaire belonged to their group. He was one of those
people with a talent for attracting the attention of their fellow men. Their ideas produced the
moral climate in which the French Revolution finally took place; but had they lived to witness the
Revolution, it would have horrified them one and all. They were, for the most part, neither
atheists nor anarchists; Voltaire believed in God and loved kings. But they did want to prevent the
dead hand of the Church from producing, in France, the intellectual paralysis which we see
today in Spain. Where government was concerned they wanted more justice and less secrecy, a
few mild reforms. Unfortunately the system left by Louis XIV was impervious to mild reforms; it
had to be blown up by a bomb.These philosophes lived and worked in Paris, Voltaire not having,
as yet, cast its dust from his feet; and they frequented the houses of certain hostesses, where
they were able to exchange ideas in an atmosphere whose component parts, of exalted mutual
admiration and miserable little jealousies, proved intensely stimulating. The talk, always good in
France, has probably never reached such heights, before or since, as the conversations
between Voltaire, Vauvenargues, Montesquieu, Marivaux, Fontenelle, and Helvétius. The star, of
course, would be Voltaire, with his enormous stock of interesting information, his brilliant flashes
of fun, and his tender regard for the other star, Vauvenargues, who, in his turn had a deep
respect for Voltaire’s genius. The lesser lights, but not to be despised, were Marivaux, waiting
impatiently for the ball to come his way; Montesquieu waiting, too, but rather more calmly;
Fontenelle who, though over ninety, was always ready when it did come with some appropriate
story or remark that never took more than a minute; and Helvétius, fonder of listening than of
talking, storing it all up in his memory. This miraculous entertainment went on round the supper
tables of a few women, Mesdames Geoffrin, du Deffand, de Tencin, Madame Denis, the niece of
Voltaire, and one or two others. Madame d’Etioles, with her gifts and her fortune and the liking
she always had for clever men, seemed ideally suited to be such a hostess and it very soon
became her object in life. She probably thought she would beat the old ladies at their own game:
better educated than Madame Geoffrin, more cheerful than Madame du Deffand, less bossy
than Madame de Tencin, richer than Madame Denis, and prettier than any of them. Already the
potential guests were very well-disposed towards her; Crébillon, Montesquieu, and Fontenelle
went to her house, she had been painted by Nattier and Boucher, and Madame du Deffand had
written to the Président Hénault saying, “Don’t be unfaithful to all of us with Madame d’Etioles.”
Voltaire took an almost proprietary interest in her; “well brought up, amiable, good, charming,
and talented,” he says. “She was born sensible and kind hearted.”But Madame d’Etioles had
enough worldly wisdom to realize that it is never enough for a young woman to receive; she must
also be received. She knew, too, that writers like meeting society people; a salon only frequented
by the intellectual bourgeoisie lacks elegance. The Marquise de la Ferté-Imbault, daughter of
Madame Geoffrin, says that two difficulties stood in the way of Madame d’Etioles’ ambition at
this time. One was pretty Madame Poisson, who was received by certain hostesses, Madame de
Tencin, for instance, but was considered rather too disreputable by others, including Madame
Geoffrin. The Geoffrins lived only four doors from the Hôtel de Gesvres and one day, rather to



their horror, Madame Poisson and her daughter paid them a call.“The mother,” says Madame de
la Ferté-Imbault, “had such a bad reputation that we could not possibly have made friends with
her; the daughter, however, was quite another story. I had no wish to seem rude, and it was
difficult to see one without the other, but in the end I managed to return Madame d’Etioles’ call
and not Madame Poisson’s. Madame d’Etioles asked my mother if she could often go and see
her, to improve her knowledge of the world.... One New Year’s Day, she and her husband called
on me at my toilette, so polite to me that I scolded her in a laughing way; next New Year’s Day, at
her own toilette, she had the whole Court, and the Princes of the Blood, bowing to the earth. I
still laugh when I think of it.”The other difficulty was that his business as fermier général
compelled M. de Tournehem to receive a great many bores at the Hôtel de Gesvres, where his
niece acted as hostess. Amusing people like the Abbé de Bernis and the Duc de Nivernais,
whom she often met, and would have liked to entertain, would not fit in at all with Tournehem’s
financial friends.The first of these obstacles was soon removed in a very sad way; Madame
Poisson was laid low with a cancer. She was forced to give up society and prepare to face an
agonizing and lingering death. Madame d’Etioles, on her own, was a highly desirable guest, with
her looks and elegance, and possessing as she did that intense love of life, and interest in
human beings, which is perhaps the base of what we variously call charm, sex appeal, or
fascination. She was not only clever and amusing, but modern in her outlook, quite prepared to
“think philosophically” and never likely to be shocked even by the most outrageous sallies of the
philosophes.She was soon asked everywhere; her name began to be known at Versailles, where
the love of gossip extended to tales about people who would never be seen at Court. Curiously
enough it seems to have been the Widow Mailly who first spoke of her there, having met her at a
party, and been so carried away by her singing, and playing of the clavichord, that she gave her
an enthusiastic hug. The King soon knew her by name; he also knew her by sight; she was a
country neighbor. His favorite hunt was in the forest of Sénart where he had a hunting lodge
called Choisy, his own little house, altered for him by Gabriel, and which he loved more than any
of his palaces, some said more than any of his mistresses. He came here for privacy and fun,
bringing with him six ladies and various men friends, but no spoil-sport husbands; life was so
free and easy that the women were allowed to float about without panniers, an unheard-of
license in a gentleman’s house. A mechanical table came up from the kitchen with the food
already on it so that there need be no servants in the dining-room; after dinner the King made
the coffee himself. Let nobody think, however, that orgies took place; they were not at all to the
taste of Louis XV.Although the bourgeoisie was never allowed to ride with the King’s hunt, only
families noble since 1400 having that privilege, the rule was relaxed in favor of near neighbors,
who had permission to follow it in carriages. Madame d’Etioles took full advantage of this
opportunity. She drove her own phaeton, knew the forest like the palm of her hand, and was
always popping up in the path of the King. Dressed in pink, driving a blue phaeton, or in blue
driving a pink one, a vision of prettiness, a skillful, dashing driver, she could hardly have failed to
attract his attention. He was too shy to speak to a stranger, but he did sometimes send a present



of game to her house. Meanwhile somebody else had noticed her, and with no friendly eye. The
Duchesse de Chevreuse, who had known Madame d’Etioles from a child, happened to mention
her name in front of the King, whereupon Madame de Châteauroux stepped so hard on her foot
that she nearly fainted from the pain. Next day Madame de Châteauroux called on her to
apologize, saying: “You know they talk of giving that little d’Etioles to the King.” After this,
Madame d’Etioles was warned to keep away from the hunt, and had no choice but to do so; it
would have been madness to provoke the enmity of Madame de Châteauroux.Fate now took a
curious turn. Madame de Châteauroux died; the second of the Mailly sisters to be removed from
the King by death. As in the case of Madame de Vintimille he was heartbroken if not
inconsolable; this time, however, he did not return to Madame de Mailly. Naturally there was now
but one topic of conversation in society, both at Versailles and in Paris; who would be the next
mistress? At first it was taken more or less for granted that it would be the fourth Mailly sister,
Madame de Lauraguais. The King, sad and out of spirits, supped with her every night, but this
was really from habit; she had been the inseparable companion of Madame de Châteauroux.
The Duc de Richelieu was known to support her candidature; he also had one or two other
duchesses up his sleeve, and his influence with the King in these matters was great.Meanwhile
every pretty woman in the Ile de France nurtured a secret conviction that she would carry off the
prize. Such was the prestige of a monarch in those days, so nearly was he considered as a god,
that very little shame attached to the position of his mistress, while the material advantages to
her family were enormous. The monstrous fortunes of the Gramont, Mortemart, la Vallière; and
d’Estrées families were founded upon such relationships with various kings. The Queen having
settled into a dreary little life with her unfashionable friends, gaiety and amusement centered on
the King’s set and was led by his mistress. Besides all this, Louis XV was extremely attractive.
He was tall and handsome, he had a most caressing look, a curious husky voice which nobody
ever forgot who had once heard it, and a sexy moodiness of manner irresistible to women; the
haughty air, which came in reality from shyness, in no way detracted from his charm. The wives
of his subjects had no difficulty in falling in love with him, and Madame d’Etioles was not the only
one who had done so. It was put about in Paris that he was tired of aristocratic mistresses, with
their political ambitions and their grasping families; the bourgeoises were one and all agog.2
PARIS AND MADAME D’ETOILESVERY LITTLE OF Paris as we know it today existed in the
1720’s; no Place de la Concorde, Madeleine, or rue de Rivoli, the Louvre half its present size, no
Ecole Militaire or Panthéon, no bridge between the Pont Royal and the Pont de Sèvres, no big
thoroughfares or boulevards. The lay-out was that of an overgrown village; narrow streets
surrounded the houses of rich merchants and of the ennobled lawyers known as the noblesse
de robe, very much despised by the noblesse d’épée, the old feudal families. The streets were
noisier, with even more terrible traffic blocks, than today. They were filthy dirty and it was
impossible to walk in them when there had been rain without getting mud up to the knees. On
the outskirts of this town, rich nobles and merchants were building a garden city, the faubourgs,
whose wide streets led out to the country. Each house, of a pale honey color, weather and soot



not yet having done their horrid work, stood in its own big garden, full, in summer, of orange
trees and oleanders. Every house of any size had an orangery. The quays did not exist; gardens
went down to the river where the boats and barges of their owners were moored. Many of these
houses are still in existence, but, too often, squashed between nineteenth- or twentieth-century
blocks of flats, they would be unrecognizable to their former owners. A few Hôtels, Matignon,
Biron, and the Elysée, for instance, have kept their gardens, and from them we can judge how
the others must have looked. The forest was at their door; La Muette, in the Bois de Boulogne,
was still one of the King’s favorite hunts.Jeanne-Antoinette Poisson, the future Marquise de
Pompadour, was not born in one of these splendid new mansions, but in the rue de Cléry, then,
as now, situated in the heart of the town. Her mother was a beauty, so she has been accorded
various fathers by various biographers, but it is probable that her mother’s husband, M. Poisson,
was the real one. He certainly thought so. Poisson was a jolly bourgeois, steward to the Pâris
brothers, who ran the economy of France. The Pâris brothers were nearly as important in the life
of Mlle Poisson as her own family—indeed Pâris-Duverney is one of the possible fathers—and
they were deeply attached to her. Pâris-Monmartel, the little girl’s godfather, was Court banker;
Pâris-Duverney supplied the army; their power was almost unlimited. They could support or
starve out the generals at the front, make or ruin politicians; the King himself was dependent on
them when he wanted to realize large sums of money for any reason and he used them in all his
financial transactions. They were responsible to no government department and always refused
the various ministries which were offered them. Their own riches were said to be fabulous, but
when Pâris-Duverney died, he left so little money that, in the nineteenth century, his coffin was
opened to see if he had not, by any chance, been buried in gold. Of course they have been
called rogues and worse, but on the whole the verdict of their contemporaries was favorable.
Maréchal de Saxe thought the world of them, and said that they were entirely public spirited;
they always supported him up to the hilt; partly, no doubt, because they saw he was worth
supporting. But whether these mysterious brothers—there were four of them, but only two come
into this story—were good or bad or, like most people, a mixture of both, it was clearly a wrong
principle for the country’s finances to be in the hands of one family concern. In private life they
were patrons of art, great collectors, and frequented the cultivated society of other rich
bourgeois; their clever, reassuring, genial faces, above a broad expanse of embroidered
waistcoat, look out from several canvases of the day; they must have been delightful fellow
guests.François Poisson was doing well. He had moved from the rue de Cléry to a big house in
the rue de Richelieu, with boiseries and modern comfort, sumptuous, up to date. But in 1725,
when his little girl was four years old, there broke some sort of black market scandal to do with
corn supplied to the population by the Pâris brothers. Owing to a succession of cold, wet
summers, there was a famine in the capital, tempers were running high, and Poisson seems to
have been made a scapegoat. He got over the German frontier only just in time to avoid arrest,
leaving Madame Poisson to cope with his affairs, and saying, rather sadly perhaps, that as she
was so very pretty she would surely fall on her feet. He was quite right, she did; but not before



she had suffered trials and humiliations, the house in the rue de Richelieu, with all its contents,
being seized and sold over her head. She was rescued from her misfortunes by M. Le Normant
de Tournehem, one-time Ambassador to Sweden, now a director of the Compagnie des Indes,
and a fermier général, or collector of indirect taxes. The fermiers généraux were always
respected bourgeois of the financial world; and he was a great friend of the Pâris. (Tournehem is
often credited with the paternity of Mlle Poisson, but this does not seem very likely. Had he
already been Madame Poisson’s lover, he would hardly have left her for months in horrid
embarrassment after the flight of her husband.)This very nice, rich fellow cherished Madame
Poisson and took charge of the whole family. He saw to the education of the children, Jeanne-
Antoinette and her younger brother Abel; and finally made it possible for François Poisson to
come back to Paris, after an exile of eight years. Soon he was completely cleared of the charges
against him and was given an important job to do with army supplies. From now on, Tournehem
and the Poissons all lived cheerfully together.Little is known of Jeanne-Antoinette’s childhood;
the lives of children were not carefully documented in those days. At the age of nine she went to
a fortune-teller who told her that she would reign over the heart of a king—in her accounts
twenty years later, there is an item of six hundred livres to this woman, “for having predicted,
when I was nine, that I would be the King’s mistress”—after this she was called Reinette by her
family. By the wish of her father, she spent a year in a convent at Poissy, where his two sisters
were nuns. They wrote to him, in Germany, saying that when he sent money he had better let
them have it direct, and not through Madame Poisson. Reinette was very delicate and spent
much of her time there in bed, with whooping cough and sore throats. Whatever else the good
nuns may have taught the little girl, they certainly failed to give her any understanding of the
Roman Catholic religion. After leaving the convent she was educated at home, under the eye of
Tournehem and of her mother, and this worldly education left nothing to be desired; a more
accomplished woman has seldom lived.She could act and dance and sing, having been taught
by Jeliotte of the Comédie-Française; she could recite whole plays by heart, her master of
elocution was Crébillon, the dramatist; she played the clavichord to perfection, a valuable gift in
those days, when tunes could not be summoned by turning a knob. She was an enthusiastic
gardener and botanist, and knew all about the wonderful shrubs which were pouring into France
from every quarter of the globe; she loved natural history, and collected rare and exotic birds.
Her handwriting, curiously modern, was both beautiful and legible. She painted, drew, and
engraved precious stones. Last, but not least, she was a superlative housekeeper. Abel, too,
was taught everything considered necessary to a rich young man of the day. What was even
more important than lessons, the Poisson children were brought up among people of excellent
taste, who had knowledge of and a respect for art in all its forms; honest bourgeois who, when
they patronized an artist, paid for what they ordered. Both the children profited in later life from
this example which was not always followed by the highest in the land.From the earliest days
Reinette was a charmer. She charmed her “stepfather” Tournehem; she charmed the nuns at the
convent, who loved her tenderly, and took an interest in her long after she had left them; her



father, mother, and brother worshiped the ground she trod on. She grew up endowed with every
gift a woman could desire but one, her health was never good. Without being a regular beauty,
she was the very acme of prettiness, though her looks, which depended on dazzle and
expression rather than on the bony structure, were never successfully recorded by painters. Her
brother always said that not one of her many portraits was really like her; they are certainly not
very much like each other. We recognize the pose, the elegance, but hardly the face. More
informative are the descriptions by various contemporaries, written in private journals and
memoirs, which did not see the light for many years after her death.Dufort de Cheverny, himself
of bourgeois origin, always deeply jealous of her brother, says:Not a man alive but would have
had her for his mistress if he could. Tall, though not too tall; beautiful figure; round face with
regular features; wonderful complexion, hands and arms; eyes not so very big, but the brightest,
wittiest and most sparkling I ever saw. Everything about her was rounded, including all her
gestures.She absolutely extinguished all the other women at the Court, although some were
very beautiful.The Duc de Luynes, a dry old member of the Queen’s set, rather fond of dwelling
on the physical appearance of Court ladies in the most denigrating terms—their cheeks too flat,
their noses too fat, their figures almost deformed, and so on—is obliged to admit that she is fort
jolie.The Prince de Croÿ, who disapproved of her, says over and over again that it would not be
possible to be prettier.Président Hénault, the Queen’s greatest friend, writes: “One of the
prettiest women I ever saw.”An honest, rather unimaginative soldier, the Marquis de Valfons,
writes: “With her grace, the lightness of her figure, and the beauty of her hair, she resembled a
nymph.”Le Roy, a gamekeeper at Versailles, after praising all her features, her figure, and her
beautiful light brown hair, goes on: “Her eyes had a particular attraction, perhaps owing to the
fact that it was difficult to say exactly what color they were; they had neither the hard sparkle of
black eyes, nor the dreamy tenderness of blue, nor the special delicacy of gray; their
indeterminate color seemed to lend them to all forms of seduction and shades of expression.
Indeed her expression was always changing, though there was never any discordance between
her various features; they all unfolded the same thought, which presupposes a good deal of self
control, and this applied to her every movement. Her whole person was half way between the
last degree of elegance and the first of nobility.”Finally, the Marquis d’Argenson, who hated her
so terribly that his whole diary is really written with the aim of destroying her in the eyes of
posterity, finds nothing worse—at the beginning—to say than: “She is snow white, without
features, but graceful and talented. Tall, rather badly made.”By the time she was of marriageable
age, she was already spoken of in Paris society as fit for a king; and she herself had lived in a
dream of love for the King ever since her visit to the fortune-teller; a dream which was most
unlikely to come true, since it was impossible for a bourgeoise to be presented to him, and he
had a mistress already. Meanwhile her parents were not finding it easy to marry her; the
reputations of both left too much to be desired. Poisson was an amusing rough diamond, but he
had been mixed up in shady business, some said hanged in effigy by the public hangman after
his flight, and his origins were lower rather than middle class; he had never tried to seem other



than he was, or bothered the least bit about appearances, and many people would not have
cared to have him in the family. As for lovely Madame Poisson, she was clever and cultivated but
not, alas, virtuous; alas too, this jolly but doubtful couple was not even very rich. However, M. de
Tournehem, who was, now took the affair in hand. He suggested to his nephew, M. Le Normant
d’Etioles, that he should marry Reinette. D’Etioles did not like the idea, but Tournehem offered
such excellent terms—an enormous dowry, a guarantee that the young couple should live with
him for the rest of his life, all expenses, even the wages of their personal servants, paid, and
should inherit his fortune when he died—that d’Etioles gave way. They were married in March,
1741.The young couple and M. and Madame Poisson lived with M. de Tournehem in the Hôtel
de Gesvres, rue Croix des Petits Champs, and at the Château d’Etioles in the forest of Sénart.
One of the most delicious of the many houses lived in and arranged by Reinette, Etioles did not
escape the bad luck with which they have nearly all been cursed. Its owner pulled it down early
in this century to avoid paying rates on it. Le Normant d’Etioles was no sooner married than he
fell passionately in love with his wife and she, for her part, often said that she would never leave
him—except, of course, for the King. This seems to have been a family joke, but it was more
than a joke to Madame d’Etioles.Her daughter, Alexandrine, was born when the King was ill at
Metz; somebody told her that his life was said to be in danger, whereupon she had a relapse and
nearly died. (Alexandrine was her second child; a little boy had already died in infancy.) Yet if, like
many women, she had dreams of a different life, her real life was most agreeable. She was
young, beautiful, and rich, surrounded by relations whom she loved, and who regarded her as
the pivot of their world. She did not have to express a wish before it was granted. At Etioles a big
theater was built, with proper stage machinery, for her to act in; soon she was recognized as one
of the very best amateur actresses in France. Her horses and carriages were the envy of the
countryside and so were her jewels and dresses; she was of an extreme elegance, a more
difficult achievement then than it is today, as the great dressmakers did not exist, and each
woman invented her own clothes.Madame d’Etioles was a person of decided character who
knew what she wanted in life, and generally got it. Now that she was married and “out” in society
she thought that she would like to have a salon and entertain the intellectuals of her day. This
was a career for which her talents and fortune obviously fitted her. The intellectual life of Paris
centered round those writers, known as the philosophes, who were presently to compile a great
encyclopedia of human knowledge; a spectacular occupation and one that continually got them
into trouble with the Church and the Court. They lived in a blaze of publicity, with the eyes of the
world upon them, partly because of this encyclopedia and partly because Voltaire belonged to
their group. He was one of those people with a talent for attracting the attention of their fellow
men. Their ideas produced the moral climate in which the French Revolution finally took place;
but had they lived to witness the Revolution, it would have horrified them one and all. They were,
for the most part, neither atheists nor anarchists; Voltaire believed in God and loved kings. But
they did want to prevent the dead hand of the Church from producing, in France, the intellectual
paralysis which we see today in Spain. Where government was concerned they wanted more



justice and less secrecy, a few mild reforms. Unfortunately the system left by Louis XIV was
impervious to mild reforms; it had to be blown up by a bomb.These philosophes lived and
worked in Paris, Voltaire not having, as yet, cast its dust from his feet; and they frequented the
houses of certain hostesses, where they were able to exchange ideas in an atmosphere whose
component parts, of exalted mutual admiration and miserable little jealousies, proved intensely
stimulating. The talk, always good in France, has probably never reached such heights, before or
since, as the conversations between Voltaire, Vauvenargues, Montesquieu, Marivaux,
Fontenelle, and Helvétius. The star, of course, would be Voltaire, with his enormous stock of
interesting information, his brilliant flashes of fun, and his tender regard for the other star,
Vauvenargues, who, in his turn had a deep respect for Voltaire’s genius. The lesser lights, but not
to be despised, were Marivaux, waiting impatiently for the ball to come his way; Montesquieu
waiting, too, but rather more calmly; Fontenelle who, though over ninety, was always ready when
it did come with some appropriate story or remark that never took more than a minute; and
Helvétius, fonder of listening than of talking, storing it all up in his memory. This miraculous
entertainment went on round the supper tables of a few women, Mesdames Geoffrin, du
Deffand, de Tencin, Madame Denis, the niece of Voltaire, and one or two others. Madame
d’Etioles, with her gifts and her fortune and the liking she always had for clever men, seemed
ideally suited to be such a hostess and it very soon became her object in life. She probably
thought she would beat the old ladies at their own game: better educated than Madame
Geoffrin, more cheerful than Madame du Deffand, less bossy than Madame de Tencin, richer
than Madame Denis, and prettier than any of them. Already the potential guests were very well-
disposed towards her; Crébillon, Montesquieu, and Fontenelle went to her house, she had been
painted by Nattier and Boucher, and Madame du Deffand had written to the Président Hénault
saying, “Don’t be unfaithful to all of us with Madame d’Etioles.” Voltaire took an almost
proprietary interest in her; “well brought up, amiable, good, charming, and talented,” he says.
“She was born sensible and kind hearted.”But Madame d’Etioles had enough worldly wisdom to
realize that it is never enough for a young woman to receive; she must also be received. She
knew, too, that writers like meeting society people; a salon only frequented by the intellectual
bourgeoisie lacks elegance. The Marquise de la Ferté-Imbault, daughter of Madame Geoffrin,
says that two difficulties stood in the way of Madame d’Etioles’ ambition at this time. One was
pretty Madame Poisson, who was received by certain hostesses, Madame de Tencin, for
instance, but was considered rather too disreputable by others, including Madame Geoffrin. The
Geoffrins lived only four doors from the Hôtel de Gesvres and one day, rather to their horror,
Madame Poisson and her daughter paid them a call.“The mother,” says Madame de la Ferté-
Imbault, “had such a bad reputation that we could not possibly have made friends with her; the
daughter, however, was quite another story. I had no wish to seem rude, and it was difficult to
see one without the other, but in the end I managed to return Madame d’Etioles’ call and not
Madame Poisson’s. Madame d’Etioles asked my mother if she could often go and see her, to
improve her knowledge of the world.... One New Year’s Day, she and her husband called on me



at my toilette, so polite to me that I scolded her in a laughing way; next New Year’s Day, at her
own toilette, she had the whole Court, and the Princes of the Blood, bowing to the earth. I still
laugh when I think of it.”The other difficulty was that his business as fermier général compelled
M. de Tournehem to receive a great many bores at the Hôtel de Gesvres, where his niece acted
as hostess. Amusing people like the Abbé de Bernis and the Duc de Nivernais, whom she often
met, and would have liked to entertain, would not fit in at all with Tournehem’s financial
friends.The first of these obstacles was soon removed in a very sad way; Madame Poisson was
laid low with a cancer. She was forced to give up society and prepare to face an agonizing and
lingering death. Madame d’Etioles, on her own, was a highly desirable guest, with her looks and
elegance, and possessing as she did that intense love of life, and interest in human beings,
which is perhaps the base of what we variously call charm, sex appeal, or fascination. She was
not only clever and amusing, but modern in her outlook, quite prepared to “think philosophically”
and never likely to be shocked even by the most outrageous sallies of the philosophes.She was
soon asked everywhere; her name began to be known at Versailles, where the love of gossip
extended to tales about people who would never be seen at Court. Curiously enough it seems to
have been the Widow Mailly who first spoke of her there, having met her at a party, and been so
carried away by her singing, and playing of the clavichord, that she gave her an enthusiastic hug.
The King soon knew her by name; he also knew her by sight; she was a country neighbor. His
favorite hunt was in the forest of Sénart where he had a hunting lodge called Choisy, his own
little house, altered for him by Gabriel, and which he loved more than any of his palaces, some
said more than any of his mistresses. He came here for privacy and fun, bringing with him six
ladies and various men friends, but no spoil-sport husbands; life was so free and easy that the
women were allowed to float about without panniers, an unheard-of license in a gentleman’s
house. A mechanical table came up from the kitchen with the food already on it so that there
need be no servants in the dining-room; after dinner the King made the coffee himself. Let
nobody think, however, that orgies took place; they were not at all to the taste of Louis
XV.Although the bourgeoisie was never allowed to ride with the King’s hunt, only families noble
since 1400 having that privilege, the rule was relaxed in favor of near neighbors, who had
permission to follow it in carriages. Madame d’Etioles took full advantage of this opportunity. She
drove her own phaeton, knew the forest like the palm of her hand, and was always popping up in
the path of the King. Dressed in pink, driving a blue phaeton, or in blue driving a pink one, a
vision of prettiness, a skillful, dashing driver, she could hardly have failed to attract his attention.
He was too shy to speak to a stranger, but he did sometimes send a present of game to her
house. Meanwhile somebody else had noticed her, and with no friendly eye. The Duchesse de
Chevreuse, who had known Madame d’Etioles from a child, happened to mention her name in
front of the King, whereupon Madame de Châteauroux stepped so hard on her foot that she
nearly fainted from the pain. Next day Madame de Châteauroux called on her to apologize,
saying: “You know they talk of giving that little d’Etioles to the King.” After this, Madame d’Etioles
was warned to keep away from the hunt, and had no choice but to do so; it would have been



madness to provoke the enmity of Madame de Châteauroux.Fate now took a curious turn.
Madame de Châteauroux died; the second of the Mailly sisters to be removed from the King by
death. As in the case of Madame de Vintimille he was heartbroken if not inconsolable; this time,
however, he did not return to Madame de Mailly. Naturally there was now but one topic of
conversation in society, both at Versailles and in Paris; who would be the next mistress? At first it
was taken more or less for granted that it would be the fourth Mailly sister, Madame de
Lauraguais. The King, sad and out of spirits, supped with her every night, but this was really from
habit; she had been the inseparable companion of Madame de Châteauroux. The Duc de
Richelieu was known to support her candidature; he also had one or two other duchesses up his
sleeve, and his influence with the King in these matters was great.Meanwhile every pretty
woman in the Ile de France nurtured a secret conviction that she would carry off the prize. Such
was the prestige of a monarch in those days, so nearly was he considered as a god, that very
little shame attached to the position of his mistress, while the material advantages to her family
were enormous. The monstrous fortunes of the Gramont, Mortemart, la Vallière; and d’Estrées
families were founded upon such relationships with various kings. The Queen having settled into
a dreary little life with her unfashionable friends, gaiety and amusement centered on the King’s
set and was led by his mistress. Besides all this, Louis XV was extremely attractive. He was tall
and handsome, he had a most caressing look, a curious husky voice which nobody ever forgot
who had once heard it, and a sexy moodiness of manner irresistible to women; the haughty air,
which came in reality from shyness, in no way detracted from his charm. The wives of his
subjects had no difficulty in falling in love with him, and Madame d’Etioles was not the only one
who had done so. It was put about in Paris that he was tired of aristocratic mistresses, with their
political ambitions and their grasping families; the bourgeoises were one and all agog.
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Butterscotch, “Interesting, but.... I have mixed feelings about this book. I think the subject is
interesting but I personally felt that the writer, who was apart of aristocracy herself, perhaps
underplayed the role that the French nobility played in the Revolution and the degradation of
French society at the time which ultimately led to the demise of the ruling class. At times, she
completely glazed over the terrible conditions most were living in and made a big brouhaha
about the decadence of the court as though it was like us going for a quick shop at Costco, even
though people were literally starving to death while laying in their own filth while others were
enjoying a life of blissful, extravagant ignorance behind golden gates. At other times, her attitude
towards the poor was...lacking, to put it nicely. I don't know how else to describe it other than
being incredibly condescending. From a 21st century perspective, in 2022, this sort of classism
can be pretty jarring no matter how much you tell yourself that's just how things were back then.
My French is not perfect but I understood enough of what was written to not need a translation
except for some archaic forms of verbs that are no longer in use; however, trying to keep up with
all the different names and titles of the same people drove me bonkers! She would frequently
swap titles in the middle of paragraphs and I would realize with frustration and much grumbling
after reading about half a chapter or so, that M. de Such and Such had suddenly become le
Vicomte of This and That and I hadn't even noticed because of the overall fast pace of Mitford's
writing. This is why footnotes and editors are important, and highlighters. Also I found the
punctation quite odd and it seems it's a little quirk of her's that has been kept in. I realized what I
was getting into when I bought this book, though - no serious academic would touch this with a
10 foot pole and I've heard much grumbling about "that Mitford book!" in certain circles over the
years. However, I am not that snobby. It's fun, frothy, and gossipy, and I can see how this has
inspired a myriad of tv shows glamorizing this period of the empire. And I believe that its flaws
could offer some serious reflection to the deeper thinkers amongst us, since there are so many
parallels to our days. Basically, history repeats itself!”

eledavf Vivian, “A woman vindicated for everything but a disastrous war.. This biography reads
well on the whole but with some deficiencies. It often does not translate French phrases into
English; and the various personages, with their titles, are sometimes hard to keep clear in one's
mind. A few words of clarification, even if now and then repeated, would be helpful, especially
since a person's titles were sometimes changed and augmented as his career advanced. The
French royal family, moreover, used various designations for its members so one must
remember those as well as the specific personal names.Still, this book is interesting in setting
forth Madame de Pompadour's true nature, so different from the malign version created by
jealous adversaries and by the King's enemies, both while she lived and years later during the
Revolution.She loved her relatives but did not enrich them unduly at the expense of the French
people. She sincerely loved King Louis the Fifteenth, even after their relationship settled down



into enduring trust and friendship. It was genuinely touching to read how the king stood on a
balcony at Versailles in the bitter wind of a winter day to watch her cortège pass on its way to
Paris for her interment. In her final hours she had sent him away as was required for her to be
able to confess and receive the last rites from a priest.Her major blunder was her fatal direction
of French foreign affairs leading to the outbreak and loss of the war against Frederick the Great
and England. It was moreover this abrupt turning of French foreign policy toward an alliance with
Austria, an old enemy of France, that alienated her irrevocably from the people. That same
enmity later destroyed any chance for Marie Antoinette, a scion of Austria, to be welcomed and
loved by the French public.This book is a useful clarification of this famous woman's role in
history. I also recommend it because it gives a fascinating insight into the customs and rivalries
of the inhabitants of the palace of Versailles, a world of its own though only a few miles from
Paris.”

William H. Milne, “Biography of Madame De Pompadour. A most able treatment of the life of
Madame De Pompadour by a well known author. She has done her research thoroughly and
produced a highly readable book. I was mainly interested to read what she had to write about
the mysterious Comte De St. Germain. She takes the view that he was a charlatan. She may be
at fault here for not considering the other point of view that he was genuine. William H. Milne”

Max Markham, “Madame de Pompadour by Nancy Mitford. Nancy Mitford's biography of
Madame de Pompadour, Louis XV's brilliant mistress, is a Mitford tour de force. Although Nancy
Mitford sometimes intrudes her own personality into the narrative - her admiration and sympathy
for Pompadour are plain - this is no bad thing, given her formidable knowledge of France and
French history. She gives some fascinating insights: for example into Pompadour's role in setting
up the royal Sevres porcelain factory, which is still going strong, an account of her various
residences, which include the Elysee, and her influence on French taste, which is still
discernible today. Nancy Mirford does not however disguise Pompadour's many failings: her
disastrous interference in matters of State; her ventures into war and politics; her lack of
comprehension of religion, which was an important force at that time.”

The book by Nancy Mitford has a rating of  5 out of 4.3. 119 people have provided feedback.
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