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ABSTRACT 

Although the French epistolary novel is an important 

literary genre and was adopted in the eighteenth century by 

Montesquieu, Rousseau and Laclos, scant attention has been 

paid to its origins. This study traces the influence of 

letter writing manuals and heroic-gallant novels on its 

development and analyzes the first romans par lettres by 

d'Aubignac (Le Roman des lettres, 1667), Guilleragues 

(Lettres portugaises, 1669), Boursault (Lettres & Babet, 

1669), Prechac (La Valise ouverte, 1680), and Fontenelle 

(.Lettres galantes, 1683-1687) . 

Manuals on letter writing contributed lessons for 

would-be epistolary novelists on how letters should be 

written. They started the move away from rhetoric and 

toward natural expression in letters; their quest for a 

conversational style was acclaimed by the early epistolary 

novelists who followed the basic guidelines for writing good 

letters. In some instances, like the compilers of manuals, 

they presented to their readers types of letters that could 

be copied. 

The form, characterization, and style of the 

heroic-gallant novels caused the early epistolary novelists 

to join with writers of the nouvelle in rebellion against 

the baroque rules of fiction. They gave contemporary 

viii 
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settings to their stories, made them short and less episodic 

and substituted the honndte homme for the exasperatingly 

perfect heroic-gallant character. The epistolary novelists 

must have recognized from the extensive use of letters in 

the romans epiques the possibility of conveying a story 

through letters. Love is the subject par excellence of 

seventeenth-century novels, but the writers of the roman par 

lettres were concerned with the depiction of realistic love 

as opposed to ideal love in the heroic-gallant novels. 

While the background circumstances for the possi

bility of how "real" letters came to be found and conse

quently published are generally poor in early romans par 

lettres, the explanations of the letters' origins are good. 

Every letter that the characters supposedly wrote had a 

reason and was composed in logical circumstances. 

Fontenelle contributed more to the development of 

the epistolary novel than any other early writer, including 

Guilleragues whose Lettres portugaises is almost accidentally 

a roman par lettres. Guilleragues wanted it accepted for 

what it was not—authentic letters of a cloistered nun. In 

trying to trick the public into believing that the letters 

were real he was so successful that it was not until 

recently that his deception was discovered. The other three 

epistolary novelists put too much effort into exterior signs 

of vraisemblance at the expense of character development. 

In insisting that their letters were real and plausibly 
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composed they took too much to heart the desire of the 

public to have "real" stories. However, Fontenelle had the 

true spirit of invention. He used his imagination to create 

excellent subjects for discussion and vignettes that could 

easily have been further developed into whole novels. That 

he did not is entirely due to his desire to depict many 

varied situations for the purpose of illustrating his 

morale. How to be agreeable and pleasing and moral in a 

society that is not virtuous is what the Chevalier d'Her*** 

exemplifies with charm. Fontenelle had an important purpose 

in writing his roman par lettres and in order to put his 

views across to society he invented techniques of surprise, 

organization, suspense, and amusement which laid the ground

work for his successors in the epistolary novel. The 

Lettres galantes stands forth as a major achievement in the 

development of this genre. 



CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

Fontenelle epitomizes the homme rationnel. He was 

endowed with a superior intelligence, but there is something 

disquieting to his critics about what Niderst calls "sa 

prudence, ses reserves, son d^tachement, sa perpetuelle 

mobility."''' Consequently, he has only been grudgingly 

granted the importance due to him as one of the main pre

cursors of the French Enlightenment. He remained an enigma 

to his contemporaries throughout his long life because he 

seemed to have a brain where his heart belonged and because 

he was discreet and prudent on issues which his successors, 

the philosophes, would have unhesitantly brought to the 

fore. He had learned early the necessity of keeping quiet 

under Louis XIV's absolute reign. To understand the impact 

of Fontenelle, one must not only probe between the lines of 

his written word and make the necessary links between his 

matter-of-fact statements scattered throughout his works, 

1. Alain Niderst, Fontenelle a la recherche de 
lui-m&me, 1657-1702 (Paris: Nizet, 1972), p. 617. 

1 
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but also realize, like Havens, that "what Fontenelle did not 

2 say counted as well as what he said." 

It has been pointed out that Fontenelle's greatest 

masterpiece was his life. He achieved fame before he was 

thirty years old, and his prestige continued to grow to the 

end of his centenarian days. All his literary works were 

composed before 17 00. When he became the secretaire 

perpgtuel of the AcadSmie des Sciences, he set aside the 

pen that La Bruy&re so mocked in his portrait of Cydias. 

Voltaire's resentment and jealousy of Fontenelle, who was 

regarded by his contemporaries as the outstanding figure of 

his times, led him to criticize unjustly Fontenelle's 

literary accomplishments. Voltaire's remarks are well 

remembered, rendering the task of rehabilitation difficult 

for later critics, Sainte-Beuve suggested that there were 

two Fontenelles: the "bel esprit" and the "esprit pur," the 

first reflected in the author of the Lettres galantes, the 

3 
second reflected in the scholarly historian of science, 

Faguet and Maigron continued to pursue the same thought, and 

no one will argue that the greater of the two Fontenelles 

lies in the history of ideas and not in the history of 

2. George Havens, The Age of Ideas: From Reaction 
to Revolution in Eighteenths-century France (New York: 
Collier Books, 1962), p. 88. 

3. Sainte-Beuve, "Fontenelle," in Causeries du 
lundi (15 vols., 6th ed., revue et corrig^e; Paris: Garnier 
Frferes, 1924-28), III, 314-344. 
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literature. However, the two are not so disparate. Carr6 

was the first to reconcile the two Fontenelles and he showed 

that Fontenelle's literary achievements are well worth 

serious consideration. Yet the traditional view of 

Fontenelle simply as the greatest popularizer of seventeenth-

century science still prevails. 

Since old myths die hard, Niderst, in his exhaustive 

recent study on Fontenelle, has emphasized that Fontenelle 

was probing for the answers to his questions on the nature 

of man during the first twenty years of his career: 

A travers les hasards disparates, la continuity 
de 1'ambition, les interrogations successives d'un 
esprit inquiet et tenace, les lectures et les 
pol&niques, Fontenelle s'est cherch§ pendant une 
vingtaine d'annees. Une fois qu'il s'est "trouv<2," 
il s'est tu--ou presque. L'intellectuel qui avait 
donnS une solution plausible k tous les probl&mes 
qu'il s'^tait pos^s, n'avait plus de raisons de se 
confier. Les obligations officielles, qui 
n'^taient ni inutiles, ni parfaitement satisfaisantes, 
suffirent a l'occuper. 

The fact that Fontenelle "s'est tu" afterwards increases the 

need for students of French literature to reassess his early 

works. Students will see in Fontenelle's writings "ruses 

5 perpgtuelles," which he had to use in order to put across 

his critical views at this time in France. As soon as one 

is willing to follow Fontenelle along his necessarily 

twisted path, his message becomes apparent. It is a plea 

4. Niderst, p. 617. 

5. Niderst, p. 617. 



to man to ask questions or, as Niderst interprets it, to 

cultivate the probing, analytical quality which was to 

become so important to his successors: 

L'essentiel demeure l'esprit critique. En face de 
tous les dogmatismes, de tous les orgueils, c'est 
un conseil de m^fiance indSfiniment r^p§t§ que cet 
homme nous adresse. II nous dit de ne jamais nous 
arrSter, mais d'oser "penser jusqu'au bout."^ 

Of all Fontenelle's literary works, the most 

maligned is his Lettres galantes, which, as Sainte-Beuve 

declared, "semblaient faites expres pour donner gain de 

7 cause a ses ennemis." Fontenelle's first enemies were not 

of the seventeenth century. The first publication of the 

Lettres galantes was acclaimed, and there appeared four 

successive editions, three French and one Dutch during the 

next fifteen years. It was in the eighteenth century that 

Fontenelle's reputation began to suffer. Antoine Adam 

recognized the reason when, in 1957, for the double 

centennial of Fontenelle's birth and death, he wrote: 

Une France nouvelle naissait, II [Fontenelle] avait 
pr§conis§ une prudente sagesse. Des hommes nouveaux, 
Diderot, Rousseau, rehabilitaient l'hgroisme, 
1'enthousiasme, les vertus antiques. II avait 
enseign§ une morale sans effort ni sacrifice. lis 
reclamaient de 1'homme qu'il acceptat de se perdre 
pour assurer la grandeur de la Cite. II ne 
croyait qu'a la galanterie. lis n'avaient de 
respect que pour la passion. II avait foi en la 
culture. lis croyaient qu'elle gStait, dans 1'homme, 
les richesses que la Nature y a dSpos^es. Lorsque 

6. Niderst, p. 618. 

7. Sainte-Beuve, III, 318. 
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la gloire de Fontenelle s'Steignit, c'^taient les 
valeurs classiques qui perdaient leur rayonnement. 
C'Stait l'&ge du Romantisme qui commengait.® 

Because the philosophes disliked Fontenelle for his supposed 

cowardice, they often accused him of preciosity. They found 

the Lettres galantes a prime target for their criticisms of 

Fontenelle. 

Laborde-MilaS. attempted to rehabilitate the Lettres 

galantes, and Carr£ "s'est laiss£ guider par une sympathie 

9 aussi p^nStrante." In agreement with Laborde-Mila^'s and 

Carry's remarks on the Lettres galantes, Daniel Delafarge 

made available to students of French literature a modern 

edition of the work in 1961. The need for revaluation of 

the Lettres galantes is stressed by Delafarge in this 

passage which illustrates the efficacy of examining litera

ture in relation to its ability to please contemporary 

audiences: 

Ne vaut-il pas mieux, en effet, se rallier a 
1'opinion des journalistes franpais du XVIIe siecle 
que d'adopter celle des ^crivains du XVIIIe et des 
critiques de l'Scole classique du XIXe? Les 
premiers s'§taient tout naturellement places au 
point de vue qu'ont repris, avec plus d'efforts, 
quelques-uns de nos contemporains. lis n'exigeaient 
pas de l'auteur cette utilite visible que l'ipoque 
des Encyclopedistes cherchait dans toute oeuvre 
littSraire, mSme amusante, ni non plus cette 

8. Antoine Adam, "Fontenelle, Homme de lettres," 
Revue de synthase, 21 (Janvier-Mars, 1961), p. 42. 

9. Daniel Delafarge, Introduction to Bernard le 
Bovier de Fontenelle, Lettres galantes, ed, Daniel 
Delafarge (Paris: Editions "Belles Lettres," 1961), p. 34. 
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consistance classique que r^clamaient Bruneti&re 
et, avant lui, Nisard. JEls accueillaient une 
ironie et une sagesse sans profondeur, mais 
aimables, et fondles sur 1'experience exacte du 
raonde. lis retrouvaient avec plaisir le ton des 
salons, relevg d'une malice personnelle, et qui 
ne d£gSn£rait presque jamais ni en affectation 
pr^cieuse, ni en burlesque caricature.-'-® 

Fontenelle emerges from the Lettres galantes as a 

moraliste mondain. His views, like those of La Bruy&re, 

are as valid today as they were in the seventeenth century, 

but there is no bitterness in his work, Fontenelle sought 

to point out man's follies in an amusing manner, strictly 

adhering to the principle, plaire et instruire. What 

Fontenelle has to say about the society of his time and the 

pictures he depicts of problems confronting the haute 

bourgeoisie and the lesser nobility are invaluable. 

In answer to the need for further consideration of 

Fontenelle's literary works, this study will assess 

Fontenelle's contributions in the Lettres galantes to the 

development of the epistolary novel. Since Fontenelle was 

the first author to use the roman par lettres for the 

purpose of a moraliste he foreshadows the accomplishments 

in this genre by Montesquieu, Rousseau and even Laclos. The 

influence of manuals of letter writing and heroic-gallant 

novels on the development of the roman par lettres is 

examined here as well as other literary and social aspects. 

10. Delafarge, p. 34. 



7 

The characteristics of the epistolary novel are detailed. 

The analyses of four epistolary novels, Le Roman des 

Lettres, Lettres portugaises, Lettres £ Babet, and La 

Valise ouverte are a major part of this study in order for 

Fontenelle's contributions to be understood in perspective. 

Although the student of French literature is likely 

to make a careful study of Montesquieu's Lettres persanes, 

Rousseau's Nouvelle Heloise and Laclos' Liaisons dangereuses, 

he is not likely to know about the origins of the most 

popular novelistic form of eighteenth-century France. His 

belief may well be that Montesquieu created the epistolary 

novel, especially if he has read that author's "Quelques 

Reflexions sur les Lettres persanes." In speaking of the 

qualities of the roman par lettres, Montesquieu emphasizes 

their ability "qui fait plus sentir les passions que tous 

les recits qu'on en pourrait faire. His following 

sentence is the misleading one: "Et c'est une des causes 

du succfes de quelques ouvrages charmants qui ont paru 

12 
depuis les Lettres persanes." By the second half of the 

eighteenth century, the epistolary novel had become so well 

accepted that many authors adopted it whether or not it was 

the best means of unfolding their story. 

11. Montesquieu, "Reflexions sur les Lettres 
persanes," in Lettres persanes (Paris: Garnier Frdres, 
1960), p. 3. 

12. Montesquieu, p. 3. 
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While the Lettres galantes is not one of the great 

masterpieces of French literature, Fontenelle's use of the 

epistolary novel genre was innovative and pointed the way 

for his successors. To understand how valuable his work was 

to the development of the roman par lettres one must know 

the limitations and accomplishments of earlier authors. 

There were only four known predecessors in this genre. How 

they came to choose this manner to write their stories can 

only be glimpsed when one makes the effort to know the back

ground to this period. 

Although the roman par lettres is an extremely 

important novelistic genre, there is little available to 

the student who would like to study its origins. General 

histories of literature that glide effortlessly from one 

masterpiece to another do not help solve the problem. For 

most of his information the student must turn either to 

critics of English literature who have in recent years 

published several systematic histories of the epistolary 

13 novel in England including translations from French 

(these are much more helpful than one might first guess 

since translations both stimulated and controlled to a great 

extent early English letter fiction) or to even broader 

13. See Robert Adams Day, Told in Letters: 
Epistolary Fiction before Richardson (Ann Arbor: University 
of Michigan Press, 1966); Natascha Wurzbach, The Novel in 
Letters: Epistolary Fiction in the early English Novel, 
1678-1740 (London: K. Paul, 1969). 
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14 studies of the genre by Charles Kany and Frank Singer. 

Although Kany's study is excellent on the whole, he was not 

able in the space he allowed himself to go into sufficient 

detail regarding particular novels. He tends to group 

several works together in a discussion; as a result, on 

Fontenelle's Lettres galantes, for example, he includes only 

15 two sentences. The only known work which attempts specif

ically to define links between the roman par lettres genre 

and another, earlier form of literature is Bernard Bray's 

L'Art de la lettre amoureuse; des manuels aux romans, 

1550-17 00. Following up the clues given here and in the 

above mentioned works and in studies on the structure of 

novels, one will find that manuals on letter writing and 

heroic-gallant novels are the most frequently mentioned 

probable origins of the roman par lettres in France. In 

order to ascertain how far-reaching the influence of the 

letter writing manual and the heroic-gallant novel was on 

14. Charles E. Kany, The Beginnings of the 
Epistolary Novel in France, Italy and Spain (Berkeley: 
University of California Press, 1937); and Godfrey Frank 
Singer, The Epistolary Novel: Its Origin, Development, 
Decline, and Residuary Influence (Philadelphia: University 
of Pennsylvania Press, 1933). The latter work has been 
discredited by Rousset: "Le travail de G.F. Singer ... n'est 
qu'un inventaire assez superficiel, d'ailleurs incomplet et 
parfois fautif" (Jean Rousset, "Une Forme littSraire: le 
roman par lettres," in Forme et signification, Essais sur 
les structures litt^raires de Corneille £ Claudel [Paris: 
Librairie Jos§ Corti, 1962] , pi 66, note 1) . 

15, Kany, p. 103. 
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this new genre of the seventeenth century, their charac

teristics are studied in the following chapter. 

In spite of the number and extraordinary popularity 

of the heroic-gallant novels, their vogue did not last long. 

Authors and the reading public became aware of the dis

advantages and limitations of the strict rules they imposed 

upon this genre. A reaction set in, which led to the 

development of the nouvelle. The characteristics of the 

nouvelle were to have a positive influence on the first 

epistolary novelists who imitated them. The roman comique 

(the third prose fiction form of the seventeenth century) 

exerted, on the other hand, no discernible influence on the 

development of the roman par lettres. In the first part of 

the third chapter of this study, the discussion of the 

reaction against the heroic-gallant novel will explain 

certain aspects of the development of the roman par lettres. 

Literature, like everything else, is relative to 

its circumstances. The conscientious reader will try to 

situate the book he reads in its past and recreate for 

himself its social milieu. Paul B^nichou explains why: 

On ne se passe pas de juger les id^es, parce qu'on 
pretend se soucier d'en d^crire le sens, et la 
source. Pareil souci peut ne pas proc^der seulement 
de 1'amour du concret, du dSsir de consid^rer les 
id£es comme des faits, ce qu'elles sont incontes-
tablement par un certain cdtS; il s'agit aussi, en 
£clairant les conditions variables ou sont n£s tels 
jugements sur l'homme ou telles id^es du bien, de 
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permettre une appreciation mieux fondle de ces 
jugements ou de ces id£es.^ 

Both literary and social aspects of the development of the 

roman par lettres are therefore important to understanding 

the Lettres galantes in their full context. 

Unlike the literature of more recent periods whose 

authors by choice or need were often, isolated or exiled, 

French classicists were at one with their public. They 

addressed a relatively small number of connoisseurs who 

shared their same preoccupations and interests which in 

turn gave to French classicism a certain unity. These 

authors, as Henri Peyre states, had "un commun d^sir de 

s'adapter a la partie la plus gclair^e de leur public, 

d'etre le plus eux-memes en s'identifiant le plus 

17 intelligemment possible avec leur milieu," 

The connoisseurs who formed the public were not 

only those with a "discernement supgrieur," they included 

also "des pr^cieuses et des femmes savantes, des petits 

marquis fats et des pedants solennels et mesquins, des 

abb^s Trissotin et des duchesses de Bouillon, des faiseurs 

de sonnets comme Oronote, de plats courtisans comme Dangeau, 

des aristocrates entichgs d'Etiquette comme Saint-Simon, et 

16, Paul B^nichou, Morales du grand si&cle (Paris: 
Gallimard, 1948), p. 7, 

17, Henri Peyre, Le Classicisme frangais (New York: 
Editions de la Maison Frangaise, 1942), p. 41. 

« 
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quelques exemples de l'honn^te honune par trop cavalier comme 

X8 M£r6." Nonetheless, they remained an elite in Paris and 

Versailles which numbered only a few thousand. They were 

respected by the classic author who did not think he was 

being condescending when he adapted himself to his audience: 

"II ne mutilait point sa personnalit§ et ne souillait point 

son int§grit£ parce qu1il gpousait les preoccupations et 

les goQts de ses contemporains. Aussi se donnait-il comme 

19 rfegle supreme de plaire." The art of pleasing one's 

audience remained the prime concern of early epistolary 

novelists. 

The second part of the third chapter discusses the 

importance of the arts and sciences to the lives of the 

particular public to whom authors of the second half of the 

century addressed their works. The role of salons in 

educating and enlightening this public forms the third part 

of the same chapter. In salons the art of conversation 

became one of the chief delights of connoisseurs, and it was 

natural that letter writing, as a substitute for conversa

tion reached an apogee. The development of the roman par 

lettres was closely related to salons and to a certain 

extent resulted from the impact of salons on the lives of 

these people. 

18. Peyre, p. 37, 

19. Peyre, pp. 41-42, 
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The morphology of the roman par lettres is the 

subject of the fourth chapter, while the fifth includes 

analyses of four such novels published before Fontenelle's 

Lettres galantes. The purpose of the analyses is to show 

the contributions made by the various authors to the 

structure of the roman par lettres. The sixth chapter 

discusses the structure of Fontenelle's work in comparison 

to the other romans par lettres and Fontenelle's use of 

this genre as a moraliste. 

It was Fontenelle who first used the dialogue as a 

literary form in French literature when he wrote his 

Dialogues des morts. The dialogue, like the roman par 

lettres, flourished after him. The study of the literary 

and social origins and development of the roman par lettres 

will, I believe, help students of French literature 

appreciate Fontenelle's innovations and contributions to 

this genre. 



CHAPTER 2 

THE ORIGINS OF THE ROMAN PAR LETTRES 

The Letter Writing Manuals 

The recent research of Bernard Bray has brought to 

the attention of scholars the importance of letter writing 

manuals and recueils of correspondence to the development of 

the roman par lettres. In L'Art de la lettre amoureuse, 

des manuels aux romans, 1550-1700, Bray points out that the 

earliest manuals in France were those written by secretaries 

employed by noblemen during the second half of the sixteenth 

century. The authors addressed themselves to a growing 

public interested in courtly etiquette and the refinements of 

language. With all of Europe turning an admiring eye to 

2 Italian social courtesy, it was natural that Italian 

letter collections should be translated into French as 

models of gallant expression. Emphasis was placed on the 

relationship between the writer and addressee, for this 

determined the tone and which opening and closing saluta^ 

tions to be used, but remarks on technical problems such as 

1. Bernard Bray, L'Art de la lettre amoureuse, des 
manuels aux romans, 1550-1700 (Paris: Mouton, 1967), 

2. Kany attributes this especially to the popu
larity of Castiglione's II Cortegiano (Kany, pp. 60 and . 
129) . 

14 
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the shaping and mending of pens and how to obtain the 

correct thickness of ink were often included. 

Etienne du Tronchet, in the service of Catherine de 

M^dicis, was one of the first to introduce Frenchmen to 

adaptations of letters from Bembo, Parabosco, Pasquaglio, 

and other great Italian writers of the Renaissance. His 

1569 work, Lettres missives et familieres, went through 

thirty editions in less than fifty years, and Bray con

siders him to be the most important link between the 

Italian manner of expression and "la sensibility 

3 frangaise.11 

In the seventeenth century, letter writing manuals 

proliferated. Their titles were less explicit (Le 

Secretaire a la Mode as compared to Le Miroir de vertu et 

chemin de bien vivre, contenant plusiers belles histoires 

par quatrains et distiques moraux, le tout par alphabet, 

avec le style de composer toutes sortes de lettres missives, 

quittances et promesses, la ponctuation et accents de la 

langue frangaise, 1'instruction et secrets de l'art 

d'gcriture in 157 5), but their objectives remained the 

same, that is to teach their readers "un art de se conduire, 

par §crit, vis-a-vis leurs semblables."^ The compilers of 

the manuals envisaged certain occasions when letters would 

3. B. Bray, pp. 7-10, 

4, B, Bray, p. 11. 
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be required from the socially adept and they arranged their 

letters accordingly. There would be, for example, lettres 

d'affaires, including missives giving advice both to those 

who requested it and to those who had not, recommendations, 

orders, reproaches, and excuses. Another major category was 

lettres de compliment, and here one found model letters of 

congratulation, consolation and gratitude. These model 

letters were often borrowed from the published works of 

Malherbe, Boisrobert, and later Guez de Balzac and Voiture, 

just as the first manuals borrowed from the Italians. When 

authentic letters were lacking on a given subject, the 

compiler as often as not supplied his own fabrications. 

In order to appreciate the direct link between 

manuals and letter novels and to test Bray's hypothesis that 

the difference between the two lies only in presentation and 

organization of the work as a whole and not in structure or 

tone of the letters themselves, it is necessary to study a 

manual. Let us take the best known manual on epistolary 

art, that of Jean Puget de La Serre, Le Secretaire a la 

mode, which Bray says did indeed stay in fashion for forty 

years. 

This work is divided into four parts; the first 

gives instructions for writing letters followed by examples; 

the second is a collection of complete letters of various 

types; the third is a collection of moral letters written by 

celebrated Frenchmen; and the fourth part contains oral 
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requests and exemplary conversations. I have at my disposal 

a contemporary anonymous English translation of this rare 

book in which La Serre opens with these words: 

Nothing is so common as writing of Letters, but 
to set them forth well, is not so common. The 
necessity of conversing one with another so long as 
we live, causes every one to meddle with it. For 
ignorant men as well as Literate, have frequent 
occasion to communicate by Letter, with their 
absent friends; but for the most part, Learned 
men only can perform it handsomely,^ 

Thus letters are considered simply as a substitute for con

versation when one is absent from a friend. Everyone has 

need from time to time to express his ideas or feelings by 

means of writing. Since only learned men usually produce 

good letters, it is to be inferred that he who writes good 

letters shows a certain superiority. This is of course a 

psychological inducement to the reader to mark well the 

advice given on letter writing. The instructions are 

divided into comments on the matter and the form. We learn 

that "the matter of Letters is any thing that can be dis

coursed of, without exceptions"; however, "every body knows 

that it is not always fitting to trust a secret to a Paper 

which may be lost, and fall into a stranger's hands." 

Letters are classified as Letters of Business, Letters of 

5. Jean Puget de La Serre, The Secretary in Fashion, 
or an Elegant and compendious way of Writing all manner of 
Letters (London: Peter Parker, 1673). All quotations will 
be taken from this edition. Since each part of the book is 
separately paginated, the parts will be referred to by 
Roman numerals and the pages by Arabic numbers. The pages 
of instruction at the beginning are not numbered. 
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Advice, Letters of Counsel, Letters of Remonstrance, Letters 

of Command ("We write Letters of Command to such only, over 

whom we have some power, as Children, Servants, and the 

like"), Letters of Intreaty, Letters of Recommendation, 

Letters of Proffer of Assistance, Letters of Complaint or 

Reproof, Letters of Excuse, Letters of Visit, Letters of 

Consolation, Letters of Thanks, Letters of Merriment, and 

Letters of Answer. 

There is no rule for the order of discourse: we 

speak of things "as they chance to fall under our Pen, not 

caring much or standing upon any connection." Style "ought 

to favour carelessness, not much differing from our ordinary 

manner of speaking." We are reminded that "rhetorical 

figures, especially Exclamations, Apostrophes, Prosopopaeias, 

and the like are no ways fitting." Nonetheless, in some of 

the exemplary letters such can be found. 

We are constantly reminded that seemliness must be 

observed. One does not write to a superior in the same 

manner as to an equal, nor to a soldier as one would to a 

scholar or lady. "Wisdom should therefore guide us in our 

writing without which we shall make ourselves ridiculous,M 

Brevity is commendable: "As for long Letters consisting of 

diverse sheets of Paper, wherein is treating [sic] of some 

point of doctrine, they may better be term'd Books than 

Letters." 
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One must take care that what he writes will be 

understood by the person to whom the matter is addressed 

for some people may experience more difficulty than others 

in comprehending letters. One must also observe certain 

social niceties. La Serre gives rules for superscriptions 

(on the outside of the letter and at the beginning, 

inside). It is amusing to note that on the outside the 

first line must read "to my Lord" with a "great distance" 

between the following lines (such as The Lord, N./ 

Chancellour of France, etc.) "because the further they are 

distant, the greater the respect they signify." Inside, 

after the salutation, "Sir," a like distance should be left 

before the matter of the letter begins, unless no respect 

need be shown, when the form is simply "Sir, I have under

stood . . . ." The subscription is generally brief: "Your 

most obedient and most obliged servant," or perhaps only 

"Your servant." 

La Serre limits his discussion on technical matters 

to two points. The first deals with the appearance of 

letters: "Your letters must be written fair without any 

blots, upon fine perfumed guilded Paper (if you please) 

and with large Margins"; the other deals with the question 

of sealing, which should be done with silk and wax, The 

colors of these "ought to be of colour befitting the Writer, 

black if he mourn." La Serre's guidelines cover everything 

of importance in letter writing, and the reader is now 
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prepared to learn how to approach the subject that he wishes 

to discuss in a letter. 

The first examples of letters given are indeed 

useful. There is a series of short model letters of what 

would perhaps be considered the simplest type, letters of 

compliment in which the writer protests his desire to be of 

service in any way to his friend. Following six of these 

are six possible answers to them. This type of organization 

is handy for the user of the manual but of course precludes 

any possibility of a story. Other types of letters are 

given in the same order: thank-you notes, answers to letters 

of thanks; letters of entreaty, replies. The letters do not 

always include statements of what it is for which the 

writer is thanking his correspondent or what precisely he 

wants. Supposedly, someone using these models would fill 

that in for himself. When a reason for the letter is given, 

it is usually one which would be common, as in the following 

example: 

If you complain of my Importunity, accuse your 
own freeness; for if thou had been less Generous, 
I had been less bold. But being I know by experi
ence in what a high degree civility and courtesie 
predominate in you, I am constrain'd to think, 
that my intreaty will not be unacceptable, which 
is, that you would be pleased to mollifie with 
your Eloquence, that harsh concept that Master N. 
has of me. In this encounter you will oblige us 
both together, since giving him to understand my 
Innocence, he will easily give place to reason. 
This favour in particular I hope from your 
Goodness, as you on the contrary may expect all 
sorts of Service from my duty (I, 18). 
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A letter such as this might begin the thread of a story if 

there were following it an answer in which the receiver 

replied that, yes, he had sought to change Master N1s 

opinion. Yet in this part of La Serre's manual we do not 

find such direct links between one letter and the next. 

Instructions are included for every different type 

of letter. The longest is only twenty-two lines, and the 

average is about twelve. One would not read these letters 

simply for enjoyment but only with the purpose of looking 

for something that might be of help in composing letters. 

The subject matter is too general and none of the letters is 

individualized. 

The collection of complete letters in the second 

part of La Serre's manual is much more interesting. Here we 

find longer model letters which are, except for a separate 

section at the end, all what we would call today letters of 

sympathy, written to those who have lost a relative, such 

as to a father whose son very suddenly died, to a son whose 

father recently died and a letter to a widow. Various 

possible answers are also included. The letters are 

eloquently penned, formal, but some are not very different 

from what we might find today: 

I know not in what Tearms to begin to comfort 
you, your loss appearing to me so great, by reason 
of the excess of your Affliction, and my Resent
ment, that I am far more disposed to accompany 
your tears, than able any way to solace your 
Misery . . . (I, 59). 
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For a model letter there seems to be a stronger note of 

sincerity than we might expect. 

La Serre knew well that he who browsed through a 

manual would be disappointed not to find at least a few 

love letters, not so much because he might want to cast his 

own feelings in the given mold, but because he was genuinely 
g 

interested in how people in love would write to each other. 

We are given nine different types of love letters, each of 

which is followed by suggested answers. This is only a 

short section, but we do find that the organization could 

be called chronological in the development of a love affair 

in that the first letter is a "Presentation of Service," 

in which the suitor presents himself to a lady and tells 

her that he holds her in great esteem. After a group of 

possible answers comes a series of various letters on the 

absence of one's mistress, letters protesting love and 

fidelity, letters complaining of inconstancy, and finally 

letters demanding favors, such as a picture or a strand of 

hair from the beloved. However, these letters are followed 

by several different kinds of answers to each request (some 

obliging, others modestly refusing) so that even here there 

is no way of constructing a story from a series of letters. 

6. For a discussion of contemporary interest in the 
rhetoric of love letters, see J. Chupeau, "Remarques sur la 
genfese des Lettres portugaises," Revue d'histoire litt^raire 
de la France, 69e ann§e, nos, 3-4 (Mai-Aotit, 1969) , pp. 506-
524. 
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A typical letter in this section does not have any special 

merit, although a few do show a clever turn, like the one 

below, in answer to a lover's complaint upon the absence of 

his mistress: 

Love's diseases are so easie to cure, that I 
never spend my charity upon such persons. If you 
be surprised with that kind of Malady, my absence 
(whereof you complain) will soon afford you a 
remedy; but if that should not prove as I expect, 
then (to your own advantage) the truth of your 
affection will appear by the continuance of your 
constancy, which shall render me, as far as 
liberty permits, 

Sir, 
Your most humble servant (II, 77). 

The Moral letters of the third part form a collec

tion La Serre made of twenty-six missives written by 

contemporary Frenchmen. As in the preceding part, emphasis 

is placed on letters of sympathy, which are probably the 

most difficult to compose. Eleven are written to console 

titled or other important people on the death of a close 

relative. These are edifying letters, assuring the 

recipient that his wife or son is in Heaven and advising 

him to accept the loss with equanimity. It is common to 

find a statement or two suggesting that time will help 

console the loss, as for example: "His proceeding is slow, 

but the effect is infallible" (III, 16). Two of the letters 

tell the afflicted that the death concerned was timely. 

Malherbe to the Princesse de Conti, whose brother was 

"killed by the breaking of a canon he shot off," lists 

several ways of dying that would have been much worse, 



24 

including that her brother could have fallen into the hands 

of the Turks and been left to languish in the Tower of the 

Black Sea "out of which all the gold in the world could not 

have ransomed him," while as it was he had "gotten the good 

will of the whole Province" and he never had to know the 

distress of old age (III, 46-60). 

The next four letters in the collection console 

people who are sick, in prison or in disgrace. They are 

long letters but do not merit special attention. The last 

eleven are on diverse subjects, as Monsieur Du Perron's 

thank-you to the King for procuring for him the Cardinal's 

hat and Boisrobert's attempt to clear himself from a false 

accusation, 

Two of the letters are on subjects that we will find 

again in Fontenelle, and their similarity to the Lettres 

galantes upholds Bray's contention that there is no differ

ence in structure or tone between a manual letter and a 

letter from an epistolary novel. The first, "To a Gentle

man, his intimate friend, to persuade him to surcease his 

Suit," is an example of frankness: 

You love a woman that laughs at you.... I 
find no fault with your being in love; you ought 
to be so, or to renounce Whatsoever is pleasant 
in this world. But you must love such an one 
upon whom you may not lose your time and labour. 
, . , She whom you affect is very good, exceding 
beautiful, wondrous handsome, and of Noble birth. 
All this I must confess she hath; yet the best is 
wanting; she does not love you; and without this 
quality all the rest is nothing. . . . when a woman 
refuses what is desired of her, it is not because 
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she condemns the thing that is required, but because 
she doth not like him that desires it . . . (Ill, 
8 6 - 8 8 ) .  

The second letter is addressed to Isidora and is an attempt 

by Monsieur de Plassac to dissuade her from a marriage. 

Isidora's beauty, condition and reputation are equally 

praised, and the reason given for trying to persuade her to 

refuse the match is that it is disadvantageous. The suitor 

is referred to as an "impudent fellow" who "should be 

punished as if he had robbed Altars and commited all crimes 

as can be imagined" (III, 91). To heighten the writer's 

desire to show his displeasure he suggests: "Believe your 

friends, Isidora, and send this monster into the deserts of 

Africk, to woo Apes and Baboons" (III, 92). 

At the end of Part III, a "Discourse between a 

Gentleman and a Gentlewoman" is presented (III, 98-110). 

Gallant proposals are here met with witty replies on the 

part of the lady, and it is suggested that the reader may 

wish to adopt some of these lines when the occasion arises. 

Such a model discourse as well as the fourth part of the 

book, "Complements of the French Tongue" (sample conversa

tions on such ordinary events as "when one casually meets a 

friend on the street," "presents a gift to a friend," or 

"invites a friend to Dinner" are what we would expect to 

find in a manual of courtesy or savoir-vivre (IV, 1-54). 

In summary, Le Secretaire a la Mode explains how to 

write letters, gives example's that can be copied directly 
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for various occasions, and presents to the reader a selec

tion of what La Serre considers to be the best letters of 

the day. The first letters are not specific in order to 

allow a greater degree of adaptability, but it must be 

stressed that because of this characteristic these letters 

are definitely what we would not find in a roman par 

lettres. Only the later model letters in the Secretaire are 

similar to letters in a fictional work. 

It is probable that the epistolary novelists drew 

from manuals the rules laid down by La Serre and his peers 

and at times were influenced by both the construction and 

subject matter of letters in manuals. Unlike the case of 

Richardson's Pamela, we do not have information that any of 

the authors of the French romans par lettres developed their 

works from what they originally intended as manuals, but 

publishers and compilers showed no hesitancy in using 

literary pieces for their manuals' models. At least once 

the Lettres portugaises were published in entirety in a 

manual for the purpose of teaching the reader how to write 

passionate love letters. The borrowing between manuals and 

romans par lettres, therefore, was not one-sided, and the 

two kinds of books were indeed similar in many instances. 

Yet for a roman par lettres to be properly a novel, there 

had to be more unity in the letters and more detail on the 

situation and feelings of the correspondents than in a 

manual. 
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Mademoiselle de Scud£ry attempted to teach the rules 

of letter writing in a manner different from the ordinary 

7 manual. She composed a polite and amusing conversation 

among friends on the subject of letters, and the reader can 

pick up hints on how to speak well at the same time he 

learns how to write a good letter. He finds the two differ

ent aspects of civility (which were distinctly divided in 

La Serre's work) cleverly combined and he furthermore has 

the enjoyment of reading a "story" in that the reason for 

the conversation is given in a background introduction and 

that the effect of the conversation on a particular charac

ter provides the ending. 

An outline of Mademoiselle de Scud^ry's work will 

show her innovations. Before going to the country, Aminte 

asked her friends to send her books to amuse her while 

there, Cleante decides to send her only recueils of letters 

in a gallant reproach to her for not writing letters. She 

had, however, warned her friends beforehand that they would 

have to wait for her return to be thanked for their courtesy 

because "elle gcrivoit plus mal qu'elle ne parloit, ajotftant 

modestement qu'elle ne vouloit pas que ses Lettres lui 

nuisissent dans 1'esprit de ses amis pendant son absence" 

7. Madeleine de Scud^ry, "Conversation de la 
manifere d'§crire des lettres," in Conversations nouvelles 
sur divers sujets (2 vols.; The Hague: chez Abraham 
Arondeus, 1685), I, 25-48. All quotations will be taken 
from this edition. 



(p. 25), but not wanting to appear impolite she sends 

Cleante in return for the letters of Malherbe, Balzac and 

Voiture a madrigal: 

A Cleante 

Non, je ne m'en sgaurois d^dire; 
Et plus je lis, & plus j'admire, 
Et plus je veux n'Scrire rien; 
Car on ne doit jamais ^crire, 
Que quand on dcrit toiijours bien (p. 26) . 

Cleante is pleased with this display of wit and shows the 

madrigal to Berise, whereupon it is decided that they should 

visit Aminte. Aminte graciously receives her guests, of 

course, and when praised for the madrigal she replies: 

"Selon moy une Dame peut faire de mediocres vers sans honte, 

mais non pas une m^chante Lettre en prose" (p. 28). No one 

disagrees with that. This remark also serves to open a 

discussion on whether women write fewer good letters than 

men do. After all, recueils rarely contain letters by 

women, although that may be, according to one character 

(undoubtedly the mouthpiece of the author), because "le 

respect qu'on doit aux Dames ne permet pas qu'on imprime 

leurs Lettres sans qu'elles y consentent, & elles le font 

rarement par pure modestie" (p. 30). A woman's ability to 

write letters was, nevertheless, considered inferior to a 

man's. This may be because women's education was generally 

poorer. However, when women did write well, their letters 

were often superior for the reasons that Gustave Lanson 

gives: 
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C'est ... peut-£tre parce que les femmes ont 
naturellement le d§sir de plaire, qu'elles rSussissent 
plus g^nSralement que les hommes a £crire des lettres 
agr^ables. Les hommes ont souvent une espece 
d'orgueil brutal, sous lequel se cache souvent 
beaucoup de gaucheries ou de paresse: lis veulent 
qu'on les prenne comme ils sont; ils veulent qu'on 
les estime ou qu'on les aime sans se donner aucun 
mal pour cela. Le m^rite qu'ils se croient leur fait 
didaigner les manieres qui le rendent aimable. Les 
femmes, auxquelles les habitudes sociales ne per-
mettent guere d'aspirer aux m^rites que nous traitons 
de solides, sont reduites & la coquetterie de leur 
figure ou de leur esprit: si elles ont de 1'imagina
tion, de la sensibility, quelque chose de ce qui 
fait les poetes, les artistes ou les philosophies, 
elles ne peuvent guere 1'employer qu'a plaire, a 
moins de sortir de leur sexe: elles le rgpandent dans 
leur conversation et dans leurs lettres, de la m§me 
fa<jon que ce qu'elles ont de beaute dans le corps et 
d'agr^ment dans le visage est comme la matiere et le 
soutien de leur toilette. Les hommes qui ont Scrit 
les lettres les plus charmantes, CicSron, F^nelon, 
Voltaire, sont ceux precisement qui ont eu des nerfs 
et une coqueterrie de femmes: c'est le besoin d'etre 
aim§, admir§, adul§, servi, qui a revetu dans leurs 
correspondances leurs qualit^s et meime leurs d^fauts 
d'une grllce inaccoutumge et souveraine. 

Attributes considered at the time to be "feminine" did 

enhance letters, and it is a pity that we have so few 

collections by women in the seventeenth century. 

Upon learning that the reason for her friends' visit 

is to try to encourage her to write letters herself, Aminte 

tries to put them off by saying that she is still convinced 

that she should not try to do so after reading all the 

recueils sent to her by Cleante: 

8. Gustave Lanson, "Sur 'la litterature gpistolaire," 
in Essais de m^thode du critique et d'histoire litt£raire, 
rassemblgs et pr§sent§s par Henry Peyre (Paris: Hachette, 
1965), p. 263. 
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Je me confirme dans la resolution de n'£crire que 
pour la necessity absolue, & tant de styles 
differents, que j'ay remarquez dans tous ces 
recueils de Lettres, je n'en ay point trouvS dont 
je fusse capable, ni qui me convienne, ni que je 
puisse imiter. J'y ay sans doute veii mille belles 
choses; mais except^ les Lettres de Voiture, toutes 
les autres ont est£ gcrites au public, & Balzac & 
Costar, & tous les autres pensoient plus a la 
posterity qu1 a ceux a qui ils ecrivoient. La 
pluspart des Lettres d'amour de ces excellens 
hommes, ajoQta-t1elle, ne sont pas trop propres a 
l'inspirer, & Voiture lui mesme a este mille fois 
plus admirable en Lettres galantes qu'en veritables 
Lettres d1 amour (pp. 2 7-28). 

Aminte's criticism might well be echoed by many of her 

contemporaries, and it puts the compiler of a recueil in a 

dilemma: the very best letters that he can present as 

models are showpieces and as such do not necessarily easily 

demonstrate how one should write with sincerity to a 

particular individual, while personal letters (especially 

love letters) are in comparison much less admirable. 

How then does one learn to compose letters to 

friends? Cleante, Berise and another character will explain 

how they do it and also discuss the qualities they prefer in 

certain letters. Thus Mademoiselle de Scud^ry sets before 

her the same purpose as the manual writer but is going to 

try to make her lessons more practicable. 

First of all, the prolific Berise insists that there 

is no inherent difficulty in writing letters: 

II ne faut simplement dire que ce que 1'on 
pense, & le dire bien: de sorte que quand on 
a de 1'Esprit & du jugement, on pense & peu pr§s 
sur chaque chose ce qu'il est S. propos de penser, 
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& l'on £crit par consequent ce qu'il est b. propos 
d'£crire (p. 31). 

In other words, the honndte homme only has to be himself. 

There is a natural distinction between him and others which 

is "un certain caractere de civilitS" (p. 32), and this is 

apparent. For example, in a lettre d'affaire one is precise 

and concentrates more on "bon sens" than eloquence: "on en 

doit bannir toutes les paroles superflues, se contenter des 

necessaires, & tascher principalement a faire qu'il y ait 

de l'ordre & de la clart§" (p. 32). The straightforwardness 

of this type of letter makes its composition easy, but 

Cleante argues that something more is needed when it comes 

to writing a letter of consolation. Berise replies: "Je ne 

puis souffrir ces grandes Lettres de consolation qui n'ont 

jamais nul effet, & qui ne consolent personne. ... Et puis El 

vous dire la veriti, combien veut on consoler de personnes 

qui ne sont point afflig^es; c'est pourquoy je trouve que le 

mieux qu'on puisse faire en ces occasions, est de faire les 

Lettres de consolation fort courtes ..." (pp. 33-34). Some

times one also had to cope with the problem of writing what 

one does not feel in letters of recommendation. Away from 

Paris, Cleante is "accabl§" with requests from people asking 

him to give them letters of introduction to those who might 

be able to help them with some sort of business. These 

letters are left unsealed when given to the person; there

fore it is difficult for the writer: "il faut faire 
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connaistre h. ceux k qui on §crit, si l'on veut qu'ils 

fassent exacteraent ce qu'on leur dit, ou si l'on ne s'en 

soucie guere" (p. 35). Berise has a ready solution. When 

she has to recommend a matter for someone she does not 

especially like, she makes the letter short and "seche," 

still "il y a pourtant de la civilitS, & le mot de prierre 

s'y trouve, mais il s'y trouve sans estre appuy£ de rien" 

(p. 35). On the other hand, if she really does care, "je 

dis premierement que la priere que je fais est juste, je dis 

du bien de la personne pour qui je sollicite, ... je me 

charge de l'obligation qu'elle aura si on la protege, 

j'engage mesme par un sentiment de gloire la personne ^ qui 

j'£cris a luy rendre office, & pour plus grande surety je 

luy §cris par une autre voye pour luy dire que j'avoue tout 

ce que j'ay d£ja gcrit" (pp. 35-36). 

Another kind of letter that one often writes is the 

friendly, newsy letter. For this, it is even more necessary 

for the news to be news than it is for a young girl to be 

beautiful (pp. 37-38). Some people prefer news that is 

truly important, such as a battle that has been either lost 

or won while others prefer "les nouvelles du Cabinet, qui ne 

se disent qu'a l'oreille, & qui ne sont bien sqeues que par 

des personnes du monde bien instruites, qui ont le jugement 

exquis & le goust delicat" (p. 38). One must know the 

"humeur" and interests of those to whom one writes. 
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Berise professes to be an expert on "lettres 

galantes." Her recommendations on these have the most value 

to us because of their predominance in romans par lettres. 

The gallant letter gives free rein to the imagination. 

Berise likes to find "agreables folies parmy des choses plus 

serieuses" (p. 40). Organization of thought and control is 

not all important, but the style of such letters is. She 

describes how it should be: "II faut done que le style en 

soit ais§, naturel & noble tout ensemble" (p. 40). Berise 

offers suggestions as to contents for these letters: 

On y peut railler ingenieusement; les louanges 
& les flateries y trouvent agreablement leur place; 
on y parle quelquefois de l'amitie, comme si on 
parloit de 1'amour; on y cherche la nouveautg; on y 
peut mesme dire d'innocens mensonges; on fait des 
nouvelles, quand on n'en sgait pas; on passe d'une 
chose & une autre sans aucune contrainte (p. 40). 

In an admirable way Berise encourages one to want to write 

such letters. She concludes her remarks with perfect under

standing of her society: "tout peut servir a un esprit 

adroit, pourveu que l'air du monde regne par tout" (p. 40). 

One must always keep within the norm of social acceptance. 

The love letter, however, is not to be written in 

the same vein, and we are also reminded that while one can 

show a "lettre galante" to his friend, one can never show 

the other without shame. It is not to be found surprising 

that there are fewer good love letters around than "lettres 

galantes" since there are many more people "qui ont infini-

ment de l'esprit" and very few "qui ayent infiniment de 11 amour 
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(p. 42). Love letters do not need "ce feu d'esprit qui doit 

briller dans les Lettres galantes" and in its place should 

be "l'ardeur de la passion" (p. 42). The expressions in 

love letters must be "tendres" and "touchantes"; further

more, "il y faut toujours dire des choses qui aillent au 

coeur, parmy celles qui divertissent l'esprit" (p. 43). 

There is a little of the psychologist in Berise when she 

suggests: "II faut mesme, si je ne me trompe, qu'il y ait 

souvent un peu d'inquietude; car les lettres de felicity 

ne sont nullement bien en amour. Ce n'est pas qu1 on n'y 

puisse avoir de la joye; mais apres tout il ne faut jamais 

que ce soit une joie tranquille" (p. 43). The admirer must 

never appear too sure of himself. 

The narrator assures us that conversation continued 

in a manner "fort enjou§ & fort agreable" (p, 47), although 

the friends did not succeed in persuading Aminte to write to 

them after they went back to Paris. However, on her return 

"elle leur dit mille choses agreables pour le justifier, ou 

pour l'excuser, qui leur firent bien connoistre qu'elle 

n'avoit qu'h £crire ce qu'elle pensoit, pour £crire 

parfaitement bien" (p. 48). So ends "La Conversation de la 

mani^re d'^crire des lettres." 

Mademoiselle de Scud^ry has admirably achieved her 

purpose in this conversation and by ending on a note of 

encouragement for the would-be correspondent she emphasizes 
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once again that he who is clever and amusing needs only to 

put on paper the same words that he ordinarily speaks. 

Later, we will see how closely authors of romans par lettres 

follow the precepts laid down for them by La Serre and 

Mademoiselle de Scud^ry. Fontenelle's Chevalier d'Her***' 

in particular will take up the more intricate problems that 

Mademoiselle de Scudery brought up in her Conversation and 

show how they can be handled with wit. 

The Heroic-Gallant Novels 

The term heroic-gallant covers the range of differ

ent types of seventeenth century novels that are in opposi

tion to the roman comique, or satirical novel, such as the 

works of Charles Sorel and Scarron. "Idealistic" might also 

be used to describe them for the heroines are all paragons 

of beauty and perfection, and it is indeed love alone that 

makes their world go around, but if we do think of them as 

idealistic we must not forget that intentional anachronism 

of presenting in these novels a view of contemporary French 

cultured society in faraway places or even in an antique 

setting. 

When we stop to think of those who read the heroic-

gallant novels—Madame de Lafayette, La Rochefoucauld, 

Madame de S£vign£, La Fontaine, and even Boileau when he was 

young--"nous devons nous convaincre que toute cette £poque 

est nourrie de la lecture des romans, qu'elle est 
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fonci&rement romanesque, qu'elle trouve dans les oeuvres de 

la plus foile imagination 1'incarnation de ses mythes et la 

9 traduction de ses r£ves." Yet today we scarcely skim the 

five thousand plus pages of one of the first and greatest 

of these works, L'Astrge, and we are only vaguely aware that 

ancient Rome was the setting for Mademoiselle de Scud^ry's 

Cl£lie while only a few of us can even name La Calprenede's 

works. Antoine Adam suggested that this is because "nous 

sommes trop habitues a ramener toute la litt^rature de cette 

gpoque h quelques oeuvres prestigieuses, & la r<§duire aux 

noms de Corneille et de Racine, de Pascal et de Bossuet, de 

La Fontaine et de Moli^re, d'un tout petit nombre d'autres, 

dignes d'etre joints h ceux des plus grands.""^ 

Moses Ratner helps to assuage any guilt we may feel 

about our ignorance of the heroic-gallant novel by describ

ing the attitude and position of the writers themselves. 

They did not take their art seriously and often left their 

stories uncompleted. When published, the novels usually did 

not carry the name of the author. They were simply a form 

of entertainment. Any debate on these novels was 

9. Antoine Adam, L'Age classique, 1624-1660 
(Paris: Arthaud [Collection Littirature frangaise], 1968), 
p. 148. 

10. Antoine Adam, "Le Roman franqais au XVIIe 
si&cle," in Romanciers du XVIIe si^cle (Paris: Gallimard 
[Biblioth&que de la PISiade], 1958), p. 8. 
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consequently based on questions of morality and utility 

rather than on aesthetic grounds. However, it seems that 

the most likely reason for our lack of interest in the 

heroic-gallant novel lies in the simple fact that most of 

these works are "illisibles"; the adjective was suggested 

by Maurice Magendie in 1932 after he undertook a major study 

12 of the novels written between 1620 and 1650, and used 

again by Henri Coulet in his more recent study of the French 

13 novel before the Revolution. Nonetheless, as Magendie 

himself points out, these works "nous aident h p§n£trer 

davantage dans les sentiments de nos pferes, elles mettent 

en lumi&re un c6t§ de l'ime frangaise.Whether these 

novels shed new light or whether they only corroborate what 

we already know about this period, "les romans nous 

15 permettent de dScouvrir ou de completer la v§rit§." 

Magendie believes that "c'est assez pour justifier lfeffort 

16 que coClte leur lecture." Most critics would not want to 

11. Moses Ratner, Theory and Criticism of the Novel 
in France from L'Astr^e to 17 50 (New York: De Palma, 1938), 
p. 7. 

12. Maurice Magendie, Le Roman franqais au XVIIe 
sifecle de l'Astrge au Grand Cyrus (Paris: Librairie E. 
Droz, 1932), p. 455. 

13. Henri Coulet, Le Roman jusqu'^ la Revolution (2 
vols.; Paris: Armand Colin [Collection UJ, 1967), I, 139, 

14. Magendie, p. 8. 

15. Magendie, p, 8. 

16. Magendie, p. 8. 
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read these novels, but Magendie's study has certainly 

answered many questions about this field. 

Just as other forms of seventeenth century litera

ture, the gallant novel was bound to the tenets "plaire" and 

"instruire," and it was didactic in its reflections of the 

virtues that the honnete homme was expected to make his own: 

"Le roman est didactique au sens le plus large du mot et 

pretend aussi bien & former les moeurs qu'a meubler les 

17 esprits des honn^tes gens." In its role as educator the 

novel taught the refinements of manners, just as manuals of 

civility did, and we can learn a great deal about contempo

rary mores from the various works. Underneath the guise of 

Druid Gaul in the fifth century, on the borders of the 

Euphrates, or in the America of the Incas (these are the 

settings for 11Astr§e [d'Urf^j, Cassandre [La Calprenfede], 

L'Exil de Polexandre [Gomberville], respectively), "les 

h§ros cultivent '1'honnete amiti^' et donnent le module 

18 de la parfaite civility." The "docte" and "pr^cieux" 

Jean Chapelain, who was well able to distinguish the 

19 qualities of "ce qui plait et ... ce qui doit plaire," 

laid this down as a cardinal rule for novelists in 1647: 

17. Magendie, p. 13. 

18. Pierre Sage, Le Prgclassicisme d'apres Raoul 
Morgay (Paris: Del Duca, 1962), p. 211. 

19. Roger Fayolle, La Critique litt^raire, Paris: 
Armand Colin [Collection U] , 1964) , p~. 25^ 
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"Tout £crivain qui invente une fable dont les actions 

humaines font le sujet ne doit repr^senter ses personnages 

ni les faire agir que conform^ment aux moeurs et a la 

20 cr^ance de son si^cle." Even in 1'Astree Lanson notes 

"un premier pas vers le roman vrai ... dans ce melange je 

reconnais l'effet du m§me instinct qui va soumettre toute la 

litt^rature au vraisemblable et cr^er le rSalisme 

21 classique." Both vraisemblance and respect for the 

biens^ances led the long romances to give a picture of 

contemporary society life, its mobiles, its prejudices and 

beliefs and its aspirations. The interest in the present 

allowed Jean-Pierre Camus, "le plus fgcond des romanciers 

22 
de l'Spoque," to place his romanesque adventures in a 

23 "cadre de moeurs frangaises et modernes" and Mademoiselle 

de ScudSry, in contemplating another novel, "was wavering 

24 between a modern and an antique background in 1660-63." 

The early romans par lettres are placed in the present and 

20. Jean Chapelain, "De la lecture des vieux 
romans" (written in the seventeenth century but not pub
lished until 1870), quoted in Sage, p. 211, 

21. Gustave Lanson, Histoire de la literature 
franqaise, remani^e et compl^tee pour la pSriode 1850-1950 
par Paul Tuffrau (Paris: Hachette, 1952), p. 374. 

22. Adam, L'Age classique, p. 151. 

23. Antoine Adam, Histoire de la littgrature 
frangaise au XVIIe sifecle (5 vols,; Paris: Editions Domat, 
1956), I, 405, 

24. Ratner, p. 106. 



the care taken to be realistic in certain aspects can indeed 

be traced back to heroic-gallant novels. Yet so far criti

cal reflection on the role of the heroic-gallant novel in 

the development of the roman par lettres has been limited 

to simply a study of the use of letters in them. Kany, for 

example, shows that the number of letters in heroic-gallant 

novels increases as the century advances, from Gomberville1s 

sparing use, to La Calprenede's allowing them a role in the 

development of the action, and finally to Mademoiselle de 

Scudclry. Kany1 s diligent study of the Grand Cyrus proved 

that "the thread of the story can be intelligently followed 

by a perusal of the successive letters," but he does not 

treat their contents in respect to the development of the 

roman par lettres as any more than "lyric and emotional 

25 elements." I believe that if we look at some of the 

characteristics of the heroic-gallant novel we will find 

that it had a considerable influence on the attitudes taken 

by the authors of the romans par lettres toward charac

terization, psychology and morality. In order to determine 

the extent of the influence we must first reconstruct the 

basis of the heroic-gallant novel, and by drawing from the 

critical studies by Antoine Adam, Gustave Reynier and 

Maurice Mageridie we can learn the general tendencies of 

25. Kany, pp. 90-91. 
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this very popular type of fiction and also categorize some 

of its various manifestations. 

At the turn of the century reading novels was 

already an established pastime of the upper class in 

2 6 France. More than sixty new novels were produced during 

the first decade, but most of these are quite similar and 

belong to the group called the roman sentimental, such as 

Les Douces Affections de Lydamant et Callimante, Les Amours 

de Cl^andre et Pomiphile, par lesquelles se remarque la 

perfection de la vertu de chastetg and Les Tragiques et 

27 Infortunees Amours d'Amphion et de Philomelie. The 

authors were not professional writers but gentilshommes 

hailing from the provinces as well as from Paris. They were 

writing more for their own pleasure than for profit. They 

were definitely amateurs, and perhaps it was at least 

partially their lack of erudition which made them insist on 

a national cadre for the setting of their stories (which 

for the most part were very simple in construction: one 

love, confronted by an obstacle which, if surmounted, led to 

marriage, if not, to death of the hero and/or heroine). 

"Amours frangois et non estrangers" is the cry of one 

26. See Ralph C. Williams, Bibliography of the 
Seventeenth Century Novel in France (New York: The Century 
Co. for the Modern Language Association of America, 1931). 

27. Gustave Reynier, Le Roman sentimental avant 
1'Astr6e (Paris: Armand Colin, 1908). 
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2 8 anonymous author. Opposition to Spanish and Italian 

models was ardent. Nor was admiration for the Ancients 

allowed to go too far: "Qu'est-il besoing de mendier chez 

les anciens les tesmoignages des effets de 1'Amour, puisque 

nostre siecle les faict naistre. Ne croyons nous plustost 

29 
& nos yeux qu'a nos oreilles?" Borrowing from the Greeks 

was limited to improvisations of sweet-sounding names: 

Lirisis, Filandre, Polyphile, Mellonimphe and Pallinoe. 

The authors did not want just anyone to read their novels: 

"ils n1entendent s'adresser qu'aux 'belles Ernes' et aux 

3 0 
'beaux courages," and their characters were drawn 

exclusively from the aristocracy, although royal families 

were only rarely involved. As for the actions of the 

aristocratic characters, "on les repr^sente dans leurs 

ordinaires faqjons, dans le train normal de leur existence 

31 dans le dScor opulent de leur vie oisive." The authors 

tried to make their stories pass as true happenings. Some 

went so far as to declare themselves witnesses of the 

incidents they described, assuring their readers that only 

the names of the people had been changed while others tried 

28. Lydamas et Myrtille (1594), quoted in Reynier, 
Roman, p. 269. 

29. Du Souhait, Les Amours de Poliphile et de 
Mellonimphe (1599), quoted in Reynier, Roman, p. 271. 

30. Reynier, Roman, p. 268. 

31. Reynier, Roman, p„ 269. 



43 

to make believe it was their own life that they were 

unfolding. When an author chose a particular corner of 

France for his setting, it would be one that he knew well. 

The Wars of Religion profoundly marked the second half of 

the sixteenth century and there was scarcely an author who 

did not mention at what point during them or afterwards the 

action of his story took place. Furthermore, "par la ces 

romans sentimentaux prennent quelque valeur historique. 

Quelques-uns m£me se sont §lev£s a une certaine originality 

pour avoir parlS avec emotion des souffrances subies ou 

32 exprimS avec sincerity des passions mal §teintes." 

Often the separation of the lovers came about on account of 

one being Catholic and the other Protestant. These senti

mental romances only touched on one important social 

question: the advisability of parents forcing their children 

into marriages they did not wish or into religious voca

tions. The abuse of paternal authority is almost a tradi

tional theme. The custom of sacrificing love to "con

siderations de naissance, de bien ou de credit" has been 

derided by moralists of all times, but the question of money 

has rarely been "plus pressante que sous le r&gne de Henri 

IV, au moment 0C1, au lendemain des guerres, tant de grandes 

33 maisons avaient & rtstablir leur fortune £branl£e," To 

32. Reynier, Roman, p. 277, 

33, Reynier, Roman, pp. 288-289, 
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escape dreaded marriages abductions occur regularly in 

these stories, as in real life among the nobility under 

Richelieu, but the authors always made a point of pre

serving their heroine's virtue in such cases. It is a love 

that must always be chaste and above all reproach which 

forms the subject matter of the roman sentimental and on 

which Adam lays the blame for the weakness of the genre: 

Enferm§ dans d'^troites limites par les 
conventions qui dominent le genre, il [the 
author] ne peut ^tudier, ni l'adultere, ni des 
amours coupables. Le seul amour qu'il connaisse 
s'interdit le d^sir et la faute, les perfidies 
et les trahisons. II est constamment d^sesper^ment 
vertueux. La psychologie des personnages est done 
d'avance fix£e, et 1'observation de la vie n'y joue 
aucun role. Les jeunes gens sont toujours chastes, 
et les peres toujours tyranniques. Puisque la 
vertu exige que la passion se sacrifie, ces 
vertueux amants ont renoncel 3. passer pardessus 
1'obstacle. lis sont d'avance vaincus. II ne 
leur reste qu'a beaucoup pleurer, beaucoup parler, 
et & £crire d1innombrables billets pleins de 
tendresse et de douleur.^4 

It may be that Adam overemphasizes the problems of this type 

of love. He seems to neglect the one redeeming feature of 

it, which Reynier discusses in detail, the fact that in 

spite of all its idealistic qualities it is a love which 

develops between characters placed in everyday situations. 

What happens to them could, supposedly, happen to the 

readers since "l'on demandait au roman d'etre en quelque 

3 5 sorte une gcole de vie mondaine." Love of this type is 

34. 

35. 

Adam, Histoire, I, 103. 

Reynier, Roman, p. 303, 
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seen to consume a man instantly, but a woman's love is very 

slow in growing and it can only do so "dans la tiede 

atmosphere des hommages discrets et des conversations 

courtoises,11 and those conversations, in which the mastery 

of the art of "bien dire" is shown, usually make up more 

than half the book."^ 

In 1607 the first part of 1'Astr^e appeared. The 

publication of its various volumes continued to 1627, and 

the work was immediately recognized as a masterpiece of its 

kind. However, the very exquisiteness of 1'Astrge con

tributed to the ruin of the roman pastoral since the 

authors who followed in that vein could only produce pale 

copies lacking in the rich psychologie for which d'Urfe 

continued to be admired long after 1660. Magendie tells us 

that discussions on a theme of love are rare after 1'Astree 

until le Grand Cyrus, and the characteristics that were 

carried over into later novels are really only simple 

matters: banishment of the lover by his mistress, parents 

of the couple in love divided by hate, voyages for the lover 

imposed on him by a father to try to get the love out of his 

mind (always unsuccessful), and "contestations de 

g<2nerosit(§" which amounted to trials to see which lover 

would do the most for the other. The most important 

element to be copied was the conception of the difference 

36, Reynier, Roman, p. 313, 
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between lovers, "l'amant fid&le, docile, soumis, la femme 

37 exigente, capricieuse, susceptible." There was still 

another reason for the decline of the pastoral novel after 

1'Astrge: "Sous ses deux formes possibles, le roman pastoral 

§tait en disaccord avec les gouts du temps. Poli et tradi-

tionnel, il choquait la vraisemblance; r^el et veritable, 

m£me expurg£ des grossiereteas oil s'attardait Sorel, il pr£-

tendait attacher l1attention a des bassesses, £ des 

3 8 mesquineries indignes d'un courtisan." 

Another kind of heroic-gallant novel popular in the 

seventeenth century was the roman de chevalerie, whose 

origins can be traced back to the Middle Ages. The most 

important of this type was du Verdier's Roman des dames. In 

novels such as this, action and merveilleux elements 

thrilled "une soci^t^ a peine sortie de trente ans 

d'aventures et de guerres, et qui retrouvait dans ces 

pauvres livres le souvenir de ses prouesses guerri&res, de 

3 9 
ses aventures d1 amour et de mort." These were the stories 

of "grands exploits" and it was in them that the Spanish 

influence was most felt. Religious fervor had not yet been 

diminished by polemics, and these novels reflect the notion 

that "rien n'gtait impossible h Dieu, qui savait intervenir 

37, Magendie, p, 107. 

38, Magendie, p, 168, 

39, Adam, Histoire, I, 102, 
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ses adversaires, par des moyens impr^visibles, et hors de 

40 toute raison." The heroes themselves in the romans de 

chevalerie were superhuman and able to vanquish their 

enemies (usually infidels) at the rate of thirty-six in a 

quarter of an hour! They also had monsters to contend 

with—giants and "des animaux fantastiques, issus de 

quelque cauchemar sagement imaging," including dragons as 

big as two elephants with long teeth and skin that a sword 

41 would bounce off, and their cries would pierce the heart. 

Needless to say, the hero who was trying to free a princess 

imprisoned in such a dragon's chateau had to be well armed 

with magic charms. The imagination of the older generation 

reading about these exploits was also kindled with hope: in 

the roman de chevalerie could be found dwarfs who would 

42 rejuvenate old warriors with mysterious baths. The 

merveilleux was, however, too predictable and about the only 

value that the chivalric type novel had was its lessons on 

honor, courage and loyalty: 

Invraisemblance, absence d'intgrSt, pauvret§ 
de la psychologie, monotonie, ind^cence, trivi
ality du vocabulaire, le roman chevaleresque 
avait tout ce qu'il fallait pour d^plaire & 

40. 

41. 

42. 

Magendie, p. 17 0, 

Magendie, p. 175, 

Magendie, p. 17 6. 
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mesure que le sifecle avangait, el une g§n§ration qui 
allait attacher chaque jour plus de prix a la 
biens^ance des sentiments et du langage, a 11§tude 
delicate de l'Sme.4^ 

The search for vraisemblance would soon begin in earnest. 

At the time when the "Chambre bleue" of Madame de 

44 Rambouillet was flourishing under the tutorship of that 

45 "veritable professeur de galanterie," Voiture, the roman 

d1aventures began to develop. Thirty-five novels of this 

46 type appeared between 1620 and 1642. Critics had not yet 

deigned to bother themselves with the novel as a form of 

belle litt^rature,but the honn^tes gens, to whom the 

roman d'aventures was addressed, were ready for some 

realism in the heroic-gallant tradition. They wanted their 

•heroes and heroines to reflect the ideals of aristocratic 

43. Magendie, p. 180. 

44. "Une innovation non moins grande que la mise en 
contact des hommes de milieux les plus divers a l'H6tel de 
Rambouillet, fut la mise en presence des hommes et des 
femmes, partageant les mehnes distractions et les m^mes 
preoccupations intellectuelles. Cela contribua extresmement 
& d^velopper le goflt des conversations & la fois gracieuses 
et profondes et a cr^er 11 atmosphere de galanterie d§cente 
et d'intellectuality sans p^dantisme qui caract^risa la 
society de la marquise de Rambouillet, Jusqu'^ ce qu'elle 
fit pr^valoir la mode de ces receptions mixtes, les femmes 
et les hommes se r§unissaient chacun de leur c6t£" (Roger 
Picard, Les Salons litt^raires et la soci^tg franqaise, 
1610-1789 [New York: Brentano's, 1943J, p. 38. 

45. Georges Mongr^dien, La Vie de soci^te aux 
XVIIe et XVIIIe si&cles (Paris: Hachette, 1950) f p^ 31T, 

46. Adam, Histoire, I, 402. 

47. Adam, L'Age classique, p. 144. 
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society, and they were prepared to exchange a few of their 

giants, fairies and magic machines for the exoticism of 

foreign countries.^ 

The one author who dominated the genre "avec 

- 4 9 §clat" was Gomberville: 

Gomberville avait le genie du roman. On l'a 
compare a Alexandre Dumas pere et a Pierre Loti: 
mais auprfes de lui Dumas n'est qu'un feuilletonniste 
et Loti un arrangeur de "choses vues." Notre epoque 
prendrait mieux sa mesure en Svoquant ... les 
auteurs de westerns et de films £l grand spectacle. 
Le siecle du surrealisme et du cinema devrait le 
r^habiliter.^0 

What made Gomberville1s novels so popular with the reading 

public was the fact that he added to the traditional, 

imaginary hero of many adventures his considerable his

torical knowledge covering several different periods and 

his own fascination with the world of corsairs as well as 

facts gleaned from geographers. He lived for some time with 

a Marquis who had under his protection Saint-Amant, a great 

traveler for the times, whose accounts of a sailor's 

tribulations must have found an echo in Gomberville's 

51 realistically described tempests and sea battles. 

48. See M, C. Sorel, La Biblioth&que frangaise (2e 
§d., revue & augment^e; Paris: La Compagnie des libraires 
du Palais, 1667), pp. 177-179. 

49. Adam, L'Age classique, p, 14 5. 

50. Coulet, I, 165-166. 

51. Adam, Histoire, I, 416, note 9. 
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Gomberville made use of all kinds of exotic tidbits of 

information to help evoke in his readers a curiosity for the 

strange but real, mingling with it, however, the world of 

fantasy he inherited from Greek novels and the French vieux 

romans in such a way as to give his works an extravagance 

52 unlikely to be equaled. Scenes are set with competence in 

Mexico, Peru, Persia, Senegal, Denmark, as well as in Egypt, 

and one finds palaces of straw and princesses dressed in 

feathers, but also magic swans who guide rafts to otherwise 

inaccessible islands and monsters who overcome their 

53 adversaries with a thump of their tail. Characters are 

forever learning that their identities are not what they 

thought they were, and the incoherence resulting from 

unexplained contradictions has led more than one critic to 

stress the impossibility of summarizing Gomberville's 

stories. 

In the history of the heroic-gallant novel, 

Gomberville comes to the fore because of the transformation 

of the characters of his heroes and heroines from the 

chevalier and chatelaine into the honn^te homme and femme de 

54 la soci§t§ mondaine. Each has the perfect refinement of 

the society of Richelieu's time. Alcidiane, the heroine of 

52. See Adam, L'Age classique, pp. 144-145. 

53. Coulet, I, 168-169; Adam, Histoire, I, 413. 

54. Adam, L'Age classique, p, 146. 
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Gomberville's definitive version of Polexandre, surpasses 

Astree in being unapproachable, proud and grand. A great 

princess living on an enchanted isle, she is surrounded with 

all the luxury that could be imagined by a society pro

gressively enriching itself and now taking the lead in 

55 European fashion. Upholding the ideals of such a society, 

Alcidiane is the first pr^cieuse in the history of the 

French novel: 

L'Alcidiane de Gomberville est dechiree entre le 
sentiment de sa gloire et le tendre penchant qui la 
porte vers Polexandre. Elle se complait en ce 
conflit, au point de tenir son journal intime, et 
d'y noter ses inquietudes, ses depits et jusqu'a 
ses r§ves. Sans doute finit-elle par c£der h 1'amour. 
Mais elle gprouve devant lui une sorte d'apprehension 
qui est bien de ce siecle. L'amour lui apparait 
d'abord comme un asservissement de la femme.^ 

Alcidiane's conflict is explicable only when one appreciates 

the sudden crise de la conscience of many seventeenth-

century Frenchwomen toward marriage: 

Avec le d§veloppement de la vie mondaine, la femme 
du monde voit dans le mariage un esclavage, et dans 
1'amour tel qu'elle 1'observe, un principe 
d'asservissement. Alcidiane, vierge, et longtemps 
d^cid^e & refuser le joug de l'homme, a exprime 
l'id^al, les rSvoltes, les regrets et les r£ves des 
premieres Pr^cieuses. ~>7 

55. For further remarks on the luxury of France at 
this time, see Gustave Reynier, La Femme au XVIIe siecle, 
ses ennemis et ses dgfenseurs (Paris: J. Tallandier, 1929). 

56. Adam, L'Age classique, p. 14 6, 

57. Adam, Histoire, I, 415, 
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Because the problems of marriage were irreconcilable with 

ideals, the heroine was never a married woman. 

Novelists in the 1640's took their work more 

seriously and they put more effort into their composition 

than their predecessors since Honore d'Urfg. They wanted 

the heroic-gallant novel to attain the dignity of the grands 

genres, and the way to achieve this end, they reasoned, was 

to relate the novel to the classical epic poem. They 

ascribed the same rules to it: respect for the unities of 

time, place and action, which meant encompassing their story 

within the time limit of one year in one city and its en 

environs and having one principal action (usually culminat

ing in the marriage of the hero to the heroine) to which 

all other episodes would somehow be connected. Technically, 

the novel was to begin in medias res, at that point in the 

hero's life where some unexpected event changed his destiny. 

The reader would thus be immediately plunged into the 

excitement of the hero's adventures and his interest would 

be held from the first page, where undoubtedly he would find 

a description of a tempest at sea, a great fire or an 

earthquake; through various artifices, such as the re

appearance of a long lost friend of the hero, the 

antecedent action would be revealed in interminable 

"histoires." The stories were based on history insofar as 

the main characters were princes and princesses related to 

great historical personages: a daughter of Cleopatra, 



members of the court of Alexander, and even Vercingetorix. 

The latter principle was adhered to not only because it was 

generally the case in epic poetry, but also because the 

grandeur d'ame and the sensibilite desired for the heroes 

and heroines "could not plausibly be attributed to any but 

of the noblest blood; nor could it be expected that the 

aristocratic audience for which the novel was destined, 

58 would be interested in the fortunes of the lowly." In 

one respect, the novelists did not want to follow the rules 

of the epic poem; they believed that their subject should 

be love rather than war. 

The kind of love depicted in this new novel of the 

1640's, the roman gpique, was, if anything, more idealized 

than what we have already seen. It was a love whose 

manifestations were described in elaborate detail but from 

which all sensuality was expurgated. This love was a 

virtue, certainly not a weakness, for its purity was seen 

to uplift the souls of the characters and it was always 

under the control of reason. In short, "il r„. marque 

59 1'aboutissement supreme de l'id^alisme pr^cieux." Huet, 

one of the staunchest defenders of the novel and one of the 

first to write its history in France, was well aware of the 

58. Ratner, p. 17. 

59. Rents Jasinski, Histoire de la littgrature 
franqaise (nouvelle edition, revue et completee par Robert 
Bossuat, Renia Fromilhague, Ren<2 Pomeau et Jacques Robichez, 
2 vols.; Paris: Nizet, 1965), I, 231. 
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influence Frenchwomen had on this development which he saw 

as a result of the freedom that they enjoyed in society: 

En France, les Dames vivant sur leur bonne foy, et 
n'ayant point d'autres defenses que leur vertu et 
leur propre coeur, elles s1 en sont fait un rampart 
plus fort et plus sur que toutes les cl^s, que 
toutes les grilles, et & que toute la vigilance des 
du&gnes. Les hommes ont done ete obliges d'assieger 
ce rampart par les formes, et ont employ^ tant de 
soin et d'adresse pour le reduire qu'ils s'en sont 
fait un art presque inconnu aux autres peuples. 
C'est cet art qui distingue les Romans Frangois des 
autres Romans et qui en a rendu la lecture si 
delicieuse, qu'elle a fait negliger des lectures 
plus utiles. 

Among the most popular creators of the roman §pique 

were La Calprenede and Mademoiselle de ScudSry. The 

former's two best novels, Cassandre and Cl^op^tre are noted 

for their great length, 5,483 and 4,153 pages respectively. 

La Calprenede took pride in his ability to describe battles, 

and while love was of course the motivation for his heroes' 

prouesse on all occasions, the exactitude of his delineation 

of military manoeuvres held even the interest of the Grand 

Cond§, to whom Cl6op£tre was dedicated. La Calprenede's 

novels nourished the Frondeurs, perhaps including the Grande 

Mademoiselle who turned the cannons of the Bastille on Louis 

XIV in 1652. For herein women are exalted: 

Les femmes sont, trop souvent, capables de force 
et de vaillance, comme les hommes. ... II va sans 

60. Pierre-Daniel Huet, Lettre-trait§ sur l'origine 
des romans (1669) (Edition critique; Paris: Nizet, 1971), 
p. 139. 
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dire que les courses errantes, les intemp^ries, 
les fatigues de toutes sortes, le poids du 
casque et de la cuirasse, ne disforment pas le 
corps de ces vierges guerrieres, et n'enlevent 
rien a leur merveilleuse beaute; elles ont la 
merae taille, le m£me teint, la m£me chevelure, 
que si elles vivaient dans le luxe d'un palais. 
... Ces sublimes esprits sont inaccessibles aux 
faiblesses de l'humanite ordinaire. lis 
regardent avec d^dain ou mepris, tout ce que 
convoitent ou redoutent les simples mortels.^l 

Certainly, these novels provided delights for many, 

especially for those who were easily enthralled by the 

portrayal of a dream world in which they saw their own 

society idealized. 

In her inimitable style Madame de S^vignS tried to 

explain in a letter to her daughter her fascination with La 

Calpren&de: 

D'ou vient la folie que j'ai pour ces sottises-l&; 
j'ai peine a le comprendre. ... Le style de la 
Calprenfede est maud.it en mille endroits; de grandes 
p^riodes de roman, de mechants mots, je sens tout 
cela, J'escrivois 11 autre jour une lettre £l mon fils 
de ce style, qui Stoit fort plaisante. Je trouve 
done qu'il est detestable, et je ne laisse pas de 
m'y prendre comme a de la glu. La beauts des 
sentiments, la violence des passions, la grandeur 
des (2v<§nements, et le succes miraculeux de leur 
redoutable Sp§e, tout cela m'entraine comme une 
petite fille; j'entre dans leurs affaires; et si 
je n'avois M. de la Rochefoucauld et M. d1Hacqueville 
pour me consoler, je me pendrois de trouver encore 
en moi cette foiblesse.^ 

61. Magendie, pp. 240-241. 

62. Madame de Sevigng, Lettres (3 vols,; Paris: 
Gallimard [Biblioth^que de la Plgiade], 1953), A Madame de 
Grignan, 12 juillet, 1671, I, 332, 
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Madame de S§vign§'s delight is unreasonable but perhaps 

understandable. 

Mademoiselle de Scud§ry followed the same formula 

for the epic novels as La Calprenfede with the same kind of 

hero, "un prince ggn§reux, qui pardonne ^ ses ennemis, se 

rit des intrigues qui l'entourent, sert son roi avec 

fidSlitS et orgueil, paie de sa personne dans les combats, 

observe dans la lutte les vieilles lois de 1'homme f^odal 

6 3 et protege ses fid&les envers et contre tous," who pursues 

the heroine to the far corners of the world not daring to 

declare his love for her and not guessing that it is 

reciprocated. He travels frequently in disguise and is 

sometimes believed by the other protagonists to be dead. 

The events are the same as well, including duels, battles, 

natural calamities, abductions, imprisonments, and pirate 

raids. But Madeleine de Scudery gave added interest to all 

this, for at every stage she stopped to analyze feelings, 

hopes, fears, and desires so that readers could study the 

anatomie du coeur of each of the characters. 

She was not as interested in history as Gomberville 

and La Calprenfede were nor as she would have the readers of 

her critical writings believe. She only used the trappings 

and changed whatever she liked in order to present a picture 

of what intrigued her: the psychology of her own society, 

63, Adam, Histoire, II, 134. 



its gallantry, its surroundings (palaces, gardens, f§tes) 

and its expressions (conversations, letters and poetry). 

She was a highly intelligent woman "qui servit de guide et 

64 de professeur k toute la soci^tg mondaine." She under

stood the complexities of her society and among other things 

showed her readers how to categorize their acquaintances as 

"demi-Amis," "nouveaux Amis," "Amis d'habitude," "solides 

Amis," "Amis particuliers," and "tendres Amis." It is true 

that "c'est un des cas oil le roman apporte vraiment une 

instruction: il apprend aux lecteurs ^ discerner ce qui 

§tait confus, affine leur vie interieure et les aide a ne 

pas etre dupes de 1'Etiquette et des formalites qui reglent 

65 
les rapports mondains." Cleverly, she taught virtue by 

drawing moral portraits of her contemporaries in which they 

could recognize themselves. While most were flattering and 

depicted the praiseworthy aspects of the personality con

cerned (such as the well known portrait of Cl^omire, the 

marquise de Rambouillet), in others "souvent derri&re une 

phrase d'apparence b^nigne, on devine la reserve ou la 

critique.A dedicated teacher throughout her works, she 

heartily subscribed to the precept "plaire et instruire." 

To those who might think that her heroic novels were not for 

64, Mongrcldien, La Vie de soci6t£, p. 119. 

65, Coulet, I, 177. 

66, Adam,. Histoire, II, 136, 
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the eyes of young ladies because of the depiction of love, 

she retorted through her porte-parole, Herminus: 

Pour les Dames, je sotitiens mesme que la lecture 
d'un ouvrage tel que je 1'imagine les empescheroit 
pltftost d'avoir des Galants, que de les y porter. 
Car si elles vouloient bien faire comparaison de 
11 amour qu'on a pour elles & celle qu'elles 
verroient d^peinte dans un Livre de cette nature, 
elles y trouveroient tant de difference qu1elles 
ne s'en laisseroient pas toucher.^ 

For all this the heroic gallant novel even as under

stood by Mademoiselle de Scudery failed to attain the 

dignity of the grands genres because it still retained 

absurd conventions: "Le cadre est romain, ou persan, les 

personnages sont des guerriers ou des grandes dames, et 

tous ont en commun d'etre, par un merveilleux privilege, 

exempts des servitudes de la vie du corps. La v^rite 

morale et psychologique est obligee de se faire jour a 

travers une forme maladroite, dans une atmosphere d1une 

6 8 criante fausset6." The sad irony is that the best 

qualities in her novels "faisaient apparaltre sous une 

lumiere d'autant plus cruelle les artifices et 1'invraisem-

69 blance du roman heroxque." 

The major contribution of the heroic-gallant novel 

tradition to the development of the roman par lettres lay 

67. Madeleine de Scudery, Clelie (1661), quoted in 
Coulet, II, 57. 

68. Adam, Histoire, II, 141, 

69. Adam, L'Age classique, p. 14 9. 
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in establishing the use of letters for fictional purposes. 

Letters played a very important role particularly in the 

last stage of the heroic-gallant novel, the roman gpique. 

While epistolary novelists would react against most of the 

characteristics of the heroic-gallant genre, favoring 

instead the qualities of the nouvelle, they did copy types 

of letters found in Scudery's stories as well as those in 

manuals on letter writing. 

i 



CHAPTER 3 

THE DEVELOPMENT OF THE EARLY ROMANS PAR LETTRES: 
LITERARY AND SOCIAL ASPECTS 

The waning of the era of heroic-gallant novels came 

in the 1660's when the authors, the critics and the reading 

public, now grown to include those with "le bon sens 

bourgeois,""'" became weary of the deficiencies of "this 

2 unwieldy dinosaur of fiction" which proliferated 

invraisemblances in settings, action and in the character 

of the heroes themselves. Segrais was asking in 1657 how 

it could be that people portrayed in uncivilized lands where 

conversation was not a developed art were made to speak as 

3 well as Frenchmen in salons. Boileau had further criticism 

to make. He felt that La Calprenede and Scud^ry degraded 

the great names of the past by turning them into copies of 

d'Urf^'s bergers, "ayant, a leur exemple, fait comme une 

espfece de voeu de ne parler jamais et de n?entendre jamais 

1. Coulet, I, 182. 

2. Day, p. 23, 

3. Jean Regnault de Segrais, Les Nouvelles 
frangoises, ou les Divertissemens de la Princesse Aurelie 
(1657), quoted in Coulet, II, 75, 

60 
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4 parler que d'amour." The following paragraph, taken from 

his Discours, is valuable in exemplifying the change in 

attitude toward the heroic-gallant tradition: 

Comme j'etois fort jeune dans le temps que tous 
ces romans, tant ceux de Mile de Scuderi, que ceux 
de La Calprenede et de tous les autres, faisoient 
le plus d'§clat, je les lus, ainsi que les lisoit 
tout le monde, avec beaucoup d'admiration; et je 
les regardai comme des chefs-d'oeuvre de notre 
langue. Mais enfin mes annees etant accrues, et 
la raison m'ayant ouvert les yeux, je reconnus la 
puc2rilit<2 de ces ouvrages. Si bien que 1'esprit 
satirique commengant a dominer en moi, je ne me 
donnai point de repos que je n'eusse fait contre 
ces romans un dialogue a la maniere de Lucien, ou 
j'attaquois non-seulement leur peu de solidite, 
mais leur affeterie precieuse de langage, leurs 
conversations vagues et frivoles, les portraits 
avantageux faits & chaque bout de champ de 
personnes de tres-m§diocre beaute et quelquefois 
meme laides par exces, et tout ce long verbiage 
d'amour qui n'a point de fin. 

The reading public was ready for more realistic views of 

life in novels. 

In Boileau's Dialogue, Les H^ros de roman, Pluton 

calls before him in the underworld the heroes of the past. 

He interviews them, one after another, looking for reflec

tions of their true glory. He is particularly looking 

forward to speaking with Cyrus, "ce grand roi qui transfgra 

1'empire des M&des aux Perses, qui a tant gagn£ de 

4. Boileau, "Discours sur le dialogue suivant," 
in Oeuvres de Boileau, ed. Georges Mongr^dien (Paris: 
Garnier Freres, 1961), p. 284. 

5. Boileau, "Discours," p. 285. \ 
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g 
batailles." But Diog&ne warns Pluton not to address this 

hero as Cyrus but Artamene. Pluton is annoyed and says he 

knows his Herodotus as well as anyone and he never read that 

Cyrus changed his name. Diogene persists and suggests that 

Pluton does not know the true story. In fact, says Diogene, 

Cyrus accomplished his great feats not because he was "un 

prince ambitieux" but because "il vouloit d^livrer sa 

7 princesse, qui avoit §t£ enlev^e." Pluton is baffled, and 

when Cyrus appears he wants to talk seriously with him, but 

Cyrus can do little other than cry: "Ah! injuste Mandane! 

... Aimons-la, toutefois, mais aimerons-nous une cruelle? 

servirons-nous une insensible? adorerons-nous une 

inexorable? Oui, Cyrus, il faut aimer une cruelle. Oui, 

Artamene, il faut servir une insensible. Oui, fils de 
g 

Cambyse, il faut adorer 1'inexorable fille de Cyaxare." 

All the heroes turn out to be similarly lovesick, and 

Pluton cannot make sense out of anything they say. Finally, 

as Mercure comes to his side, Pluton implores: 

... dites-moi, vous qui £tes le dieu de 1'Eloquence, 
comment vous avez souffert qu'il se soit glissea dans 
l'un et dans .1' autre monde une si impertinente 
manifere de parler que celle qui regne aujourd'hui, 
surtout en ces livres qu'on appelle romans: et 

6. Boileau, "Les Heros de romans," in Oeuvres, 
p. 290. 

7. Boileau, "Heros," pp. 290-291. 

8. Boileau, "Heros," p. 291. 



comment vous avez permis que les plus grands heros 
de 1'antiquitS parlassent ce langage.^ 

Mercure explains that these shades are not the real heroes, 

and that Pluton has been tricked: 

Vous sortirez d'erreur, quand je vous dirai 
que c'est une troupe de faquins, ou plutot de 
fantomes chim^riques, qui n'^tant que de fades 
copies de beaucoup de personnages modernes, ont 
eu pourtant l'audace de prendre le nom des plus 
grands h§ros de 1'antiquity, mais dont la vie a 
ete fort courte, et qui errent maintenant sur les 
bords du Cocyte et du Styx. Je m'etonne que vous 
y ayez et§ trompS. Ne voyez-vous pas que ces gens-
la n'ont nul caractere des heros? Tout ce qui les 
soutient aux yeux des homines, c'est un certain 
oripeau et un faux clinquant de paroles, dont les 
ont habill^s ceux qui ont §crit leur vie, et qu'il 
n'y a qu'a leur oter pour les faire paroitre tels 
qu'ils sont.^ 

One does not even pity these pale copies of heroes. 

Mercure has with him a French bourgeois who has 

recently come to the underworld and Mercure asks him in 

front of Pluton if he knows any of these people standing 

around Pluton, and the Frenchman replies, "Si je les 

connois? H§! ce sont tous la plupart des bourgeois de mon 

quartier. Bonjour, madame Lucrece. Bonjour, monsieur 

Brutus. Bonjour, mademoiselle Cl^lie. Bonjour, monsieur 

Horatius CoclfesThe characters are thus stripped of 

their masks. 

9. 

10. 

11, 

Boileau, "H§ros," p. 307. 

Boileau, "Hfsros," p, 308, 

Boileau, "HSros," p. 309. 
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Although Boileau refrained from publishing this 

12 Dialogue until after Mademoiselle de Scud^ry's death, he 

recited it in literary circles, much to the amusement of his 

listeners who saw in it an excellent parody of the language 

and sentiment of the heroic-gallant novels. Contrasting 

Pluton's remarks on the true heroes with the degeneracy of 

the characters as they appear in novels of the period, 

13 Boileau uses high burlesque, and the satire becomes a 

stinging condemnation. That the Heros de roman met with 

great success in the 1660's indicates how widespread was the 

disfavor into which the heroic-gallant tradition had fallen. 

Most importantly, what bothered the new generation, 

familiar with the Maximes of La Rochefoucauld, influenced 

as well by the Jansenist current of Port Royal, and trying 

to formulate new ideas of honn@tet§"*"^ while bearing in mind 

the weaknesses of human nature, was the exasperating per

fection of heroes undergoing crisis after crisis in these 

interminable novels. The men of letters were no longer 

corn^lien enthusiasts, conceiving their heroes with "nature 

plus grande que nature, ce type d'homme plus qu'homme, qui 

12. Ren6 Bray, Boileau: 1'homme et 1'oeuvre (Paris: 
Nizet, 1962), p. 35. 

13. David Worchester, The Art of Satire 
(Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1940), pp. 43-44. 

14. See Andre Leveque, "'L'Honnete I-Iomme' et 
'L'Homme de Bien' au XVIIe siecle," Publications of the 
Modern Language Association of America, LXXII (1957), pp. 
620-632. 
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fut le module id§al de 11aristocratie tant qu'elle demeura 

15 fidele a sa tradition." They were questioning the role of 

reason in man's actions and finding that his passions 

instead were more likely to exert control. Indeed, other 

genres were already reflecting this realization: "Mais la 

16 raison n'est pas ce qui r&gle l1amour," Alceste admitted 

to Philinte in Le Misanthrope. Adam describes the new 

atmosphere which led the great classics to probe the 

mysteries of the mobiles of mankind with understanding and 

beauty that have not since been surpassed: 

Si 1'atmosphere est moins hSroique, si les Smes 
sont plus molles, si les intelligences ne s'appuient 
plus avec la meme confiance sur les certitudes de 
la Raison, c'est d1abord que le Vieux Rationalisme 
stoicien cede la place & un syst&me nouveau de 
1'homme et des valeurs morales. On croit de moins 
en moins, on ne croit plus a cette psychologie trop 
simple et a cette morale toute dogmatique qui 
affirmaient une hi§rarchie des facult^s, qui 
exaltaient 1'intelligence claire et la volonte 
libre aux d^pens du sentiment et de la passion. 
Abandon d'une noble doctrine, sans doute, Mais 
aussi liberation et progres. Car 11homme est ainsi 
mis en t§te a tete avec lui-meme. Un systeme tout 
construit ne 1'emp^che plus de se voir tel qu'il 
est, II se d^couvre maintenant successif et divers, 
tel que Montaigne s'^tait connu jadis. II voit que 
sa raison ne le dirige pas, qu'elle n1 inspire ni ses 
amours, ni ses haines, qu'elle n'est m§me pas 
capable de faire la lumiere sur les mouvements 
profonds dont il decouvre en lui les remous,^ 

15, Bgnichou, p. 97. 

16. Moli&re, Le Misanthrope, in Vol. I of Theatre 
complet de Moliere, ed. Robert Jouanny (2 vols.; Paris: 
Gamier Fr6res, 1960), Act I, Scene i. 

17. Adam, Hlstoire, II, 401-402. 
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Searching for universal truths becomes the objective of 

most writers, including Guilleragues and Fontenelle in their 

romans par lettres. 

Political history as well seems to have played a 

role in the growing awareness of man's limitations described 

above by Adam. The two Frondes had failed? the young king 

was now firmly in control, and had become his own master 

upon the death of Mazarin, He had arrested Fouquet, and 

Colbert, his most important minister, was a bourgeois. The 

French nobility, in the process of being wooed and subdued 

into dutiful courtiers, were practically powerless. No 

wonder a certain pessimism reigned in the minds of the 

French aristocracy. "Sous le rfegne de Louis XIV, le 

surhomme aristocratique <§tait bien mal en point," says 

Paul B§nichou in a chapter entitled "La demolition du 

18 h^ros," He summarizes herein the change in the image of 

man at this time: 

Vu avec des yeux nouveaux, 1'homme devient la plus 
faible, la plus inconstante, la plus infidele des 
creatures. II Stait un moi au-dessus des choses, 
et il devient comme une chose parmi les autres; 
une nature brute, et non plus une volonte ou une 
raison. Volonte et raison le faisaient maitre de 
lui, dSpositaire d'un pouvoir unique au sein de 
l'univers, le soustrayaient au torrent des choses: 
le voila tout entier le jouet de puissances 
naturelles qui prennent sur lui, le traversent, lui 
dtent l'&tre. Ce sont d'abord les forces ext^rieures 
§crasantes qui font de lui, physiquement, le roseau 
le plus faible de la nature. C'est le jeu fortuit 

18. Benichou, p. 98. 
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des circonstances, le hasard, qui le conduit plus 
qu'il ne se conduit lui-meme. ... Ainsi 1'homme 
croit a tort trouver dans son moi 1'explication de 
son destin. Si elle est en lui, c'est plutSt dans 
la partie de son etre qui lui est imposge et sur 
laquelle il ne peut agir. " 

Undoubtedly, this was a period of profound change in moral 

20 attitude, and it was consciously recognized. 

The novel, constrained as it was by baroque rules in 

its heroic-gallant guise, could not satisfactorily respond 

to the needs of this new society. The heroic-gallant novel 

had, in fact, reached an impasse: its invraisemblances had 

steadily become more pronounced in the course of development 

from the roman d'aventures to the roman gpique under the 

influence of preciosity, out of respect for external 

biensgances and in the idealization of heroes. Rather than 

giving a semblance of authenticity, as it was meant to do, 

history in the epic novel seemed to heighten the extrava

gances of these stories. Stereotyped virtue was questionable 

in itself, but when linked to historical characters out of 

the remote past it became glaringly false. How can we 

possibly surmise the feelings and expressions of those 

individuals well enough to analyze them? Precisely, the 

19. B^nichou, p. 98. 

20. FrSdSric Deloffre, La Nouvelle en France a 
l'£ge classique (Paris: Didier, 1967), p, 33. 



heroic-gallant novel had come to be looked upon as a 

21 mensonge. 

Concurrently with the heroic-gallant novel stood two 

other prose fiction forms during the seventeenth century. 

One of these, the roman comique, continued the burlesque 

tradition of French literature whose esprit gaulois was 

anathema to those who held to the tenets of the formal 

heroic-gallant novel. Moreover, it was lacking as well in 

those "qualit§s que nous demandons a un observateur a la 

fois penetrant et fiddle des moeurs, la vraisemblance des 

§v£nements, la vie chez les personnages, et au total la 

22 v^rit<2 dans la peinture." The roman comique (exemplified 

by Fureti&re's Le Roman bourgeois, 1666) instead satirized 

society and presented caricatures which distorted truth, 

albeit entirely differently from the heroic-gallant novel. 

Realism did play some part in the roman comique, particu

larly in descriptions of lower life, but it was not this 

aspect which won appreciation in the 1660's. The time was 

not yet ripe for pictures of unadorned realism, and the 

genre did not offer the kind of solutions to the problems 

of vraisemblance that many people who were dissatisfied 

21. See Deloffre, Nouvelle, p, 37. 

22. L§o Claretie, Le Roman en France au d^but du 
XVIIIe siecle: Lesa'ge, romancier d'apres de nouveaux 
documents (Paris: Armand Colin, 1890), pT 118, 
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23 with the heroic-gallant novel were willing to accept. Nor 

did the roman comique play a part in the development of the 

early epistolary novel because it remained outside the 

'mainstream of literary tastes. 

The third prose fiction genre was the nouvelle. 

Although practically dormant during the heyday of the 

heroic-gallant romances, it was beginning to make a 

resurgence by the second half of the seventeenth century. 

In briefly tracing the position of the nouvelle in this 

period, we can draw a certain amount of information from 

the practitioners themselves. As in the case of the 

heroic-gallant novel, it was often the writers who performed 

the function as critics of the genre. We learn from Sorel 

that credit for the kind of nouvelle developed in 

seventeenth-century France must be given to the Spanish 

and, especially, to Cervantes whose Nouvelles exemplaires 

were almost immediately translated into French after their 

appearance in Spain in 1613. The earlier nouvelle in France 

had stock characters (the pretty, faithless wife, her 

cuckold husband and the resourceful lover) placed in a 

conventional situation in which interest mainly lay in the 

possibility of a logical but unexpected outcome—something 

23. Coulet, I, 214, 
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24 "almost mathematical." But the new nouvelle was dis

tinguished by vraisemblance. 

Cervantes' Nouvelles exemplaires had enjoyed wide 

popularity in the early part of the century, and the French 

initiator of the new form was Charles Sorel whose Nouvelles 

frangaises were first published in 1623. From then until 

Segrais' own Nouvelles frangaises appeared in 1656, "la 

nouvelle frangaise est un genre quasi £teint, comme si la 

maitrise des Espagnols avait d^courag^ d'Sventuels disciples 

25 frangais," Yet Segrais was soon followed by Madame de 

Villedieu and Madame de Lafayette, whose Princesse de 

Montpensier was published in 1662. The form was now 

established and it opened new possibilities for the pursuit 

of vraisemblance. This was the period of "la ruine du roman 

2 g 
et le triomphe des petits genres." 

Right from the beginning, the nouvelle was set in 

opposition to the heroic-gallant novel and was defined not 

so much in positive terms but in negative ones, stressing 

its differences from the former since "aux yeux des 

24. Janet M. Ferrier, Forerunners of the French 
Novel: An Essay on the Development of the Nouvelle in the 
late Middle Ages (Manchester: University Press, 1954), 
p. 31. 

25. Roland Mortier, "La Fonction des nouvelles dans 
le Roman comique," Cahiers de 1'Association Internationale 
des Etudes frangaises, No. 18 (Mars, 1966), p^ 43, 

26. Deloffre, Nouvelle, p. 33. 
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contemporains, elle est surtout une reaction contre le 

27 roman." With its goal to obtain vraisemblance, the extra

ordinary events that took place in heroic-gallant novels 

were condemned by authors of nouvelles, including Sorel 

and Segrais. Instead, the plot of the nouvelle was kept 

simple and evolved around a limited number of characters. 

In his Biblioth^que Franqoise, Sorel defined what 

the reading public wanted: "On voulait des Histoires feintes, 

qui repressentassent les humeurs des personnes comme elles 

sont, & qui fussent une naive peinture de leur condition & 

2 8 de leur naturel." The nouvelles could answer these needs 

because "on les pourroit comparer aux Histoires veritables 

29 de quelques accidens particuliers des homines. " The 

happenings of a nouvelle are more fully detailed and the 

subject matter is treated seriously and naturally. Sorel 

believed that "toutes celles qu'on raconte ne doivent estre 

3 0 que des choses arrivees depuis peu," and thus banished 

ancient history. Furthermore, "la nouveaut§ plaist 

tousiours en ces sortes de choses, mais elle plaist 

27. A. Kib^di Varga, "Pour une Definition de la 
nouvelle k l'gpoque classique," Cahiers de 1'Association 
Internationale des Etudes franqaises, No. 18 (.Mars, 1966) , 
p. 58. 

28. Sorel, p. 177. 

29. Sorel, p. 178. 

30. Sorel, p. 181. 
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davantage quand elle est accompagn^e d'agr§ables 

inventions. 

When he made his study of the attitude of the 

critic toward the seventeenth-century novel, Frederick 

Green quoted a significant remark of Segrais on the differ

ence between a nouvelle and a novel: 

II me semble que c'est la difference qu'il y 
a entre le roman et la nouvelle; que le roman 
gcrit les choses conraie la biens^ance le veut et 
h. la manifere du poete; raais que la nouvelle doit 
tenir un peu davantage de l'histoire et s'attacher 
plutdt donner les images des choses comme 
d'ordinaire nous les voyons arriver que comme 
notre imagination les figure.32 

The nouvelle should depict more ordinary events than those 

of heroic-gallant novels. 

Segrais appeared to favor a recent historical back

ground for the nouvelle, and he wanted to move away from the 

extravagances of the heroic-gallant novel in order to give 

priority to the personal conflicts of his characters. 

Although his Nouvelles frangaises lack genius, Segrais 

"traduit parfaitement ces moeurs du r&gne de Louis XIV h. 

31. Sorel, p. 180. 

32, Jean Regnault de Segrais, Les Nouvelles 
frangoises, ou les Divertissemens de la Princesse Aurelie, 
in Frederick C. Green, "The Critic of the Seventeenth 
Century and his Attitude toward the French Novel," Modern 
Philology, XXIV (1926-1927), p. 289. 
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ses debuts, en m&ne temps qu'il marque une date dans la 

33 
th^orie de la nouvelle." 

Coulet has admirably evoked the major differences 

between the heroic-gallant novel and the nouvelle. He 

contrasts the differences between heroes of the two types; 

the new one is not exalted, but he has "une grSce, une 

3 4 sensibilite que les mots ne peuvent preciser." In the 

nouvelle"l'histoire particuliere est Slev^e au niveau du 

3 5 symbole et le jeu des passions au niveau de la fatalite." 

Of the early romans par lettres, only Guilleragues1 Lettres 

portugaises fits exactly this description, but the change 

from idealistic heroes larger than life to individuals that 

readers could more easily appreciate and understand is 

reflected in all the romans par lettres. The style of the 

nouvelle is vastly improved: "le style est laconique, non 

pas sec, mais toujours en dega de la v£rite2, parfois brutale, 

3 6 des sentiments." Coulet furthermore notes that the 

nouvelle often reports conversation indirectly, and in the 

romans par lettres characters sometimes tell of conversa

tions in letters, relating the exchange of words in concise 

terms, indirectly as well. 

33. Deloffre, Nouvelle, p. 32, 

34. Coulet, I, 210, 

35. Coulet, I, 210, 

36. Coulet, I, 210, 
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The nouvelle accustomed the public not only to 

37 shorter stories but to more compact ones without many 

3 8 digressions from the main theme. Action, too, became 

more confined. In keeping to a chronological sequence of 

events, development of character could be studied and a 

freer rein given to psychological analysis. With fewer 

characters to handle, the author was more likely to define 

them by their actions rather than relying so heavily on 

lengthy descriptions. The use of familiar settings removed 

the dream-world atmosphere and reality became more immedi

ate. The heroes themselves evolved into actual honnetes 

hommes with human fallibility, not yet that which was 

reprehensible but the type which was more or less condoned 

3 9 by society, and this narrowed their distance from real 

people and in turn made them more interesting as indi

viduals. In reaction against the strictly disciplined love 

portrayed in heroic-gallant novels, the nouvelle permitted 

the disastrous consequences of love to be studied in married 

women. Also, gallantry enjoyed a greater role. 

All these characteristics facilitated the develop

ment of the roman par lettres, but undoubtedly the greatest 

37. R. Godenne, "L'Association nouvelle-petit roman 
entre 1650 et 1750," Cahiers de 11 Association Internationale 
des Etudes franqaises, No, 18 (Mars, 1966), p. 76. 

38. Ratner, pp. 44-45. 

39. Ratner, p. 71. 
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impetus that the nouvelle gave to fiction was that of 

freeing authors from baroque rules and opening the way to 

experimentation with new techniques in order to achieve 

naturalness. For in their search for vraisemblance authors 

had two approaches; one was, of course, in the subject 

matter and the kind of events used while the other was a 

matter of technique, the way that a story could be put 

together to give an illusion of truth. Sorel presented one 

of his nouvelles in the first person. In so doing it was 

the character's ov/n point of view that came across rather 

4 0 than the author's. This allowed the author to be self-

effacing, and, as authors suffered from bad consciences as a 

result of the indiscriminate use of imagination in the 

novels of the preceding period, it provided one answer to 

the "exigence anti-romanesque, 1'obligation de presenter non 

pas une fiction, mais des documents, des tSmoignages 

41 directs du reel," It also showed possibilities for a 

r^cit personnel to gain for fiction vividness and proba-

42 bility. From here it would be but a short step to the 

use of letters to tell a story. 

40. See Deloffre, Nouvelle, p. 27, 

41. Rousset, p. 75. 

42. Frederick C. Green, French Novelists, Manners 
and Ideas From the Renaissance to the Revolution (new 
edition, with some changes by the author; New York: 
Frederick Ungar Publishing Co., 1964), p. 63. 
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Series of letters had been put together in manuals 

and letters had been used in heroic-gallant novels. In 

novels such as the Grand Cyrus they conveyed the emotions 

and feelings of the characters, often more successfully than 

the narrative itself. They had furthermore played a part 

in the action, as other characters would intercept, lose or 

even forge them, causing a change in the course of events. 

The use of the letter in fiction was already established, 

and the popularity of authentic letter collections was 

unquestioned. It was not difficult to see that letters 

could be arranged in an order which would carry the narra

tive element. When authors began putting fictional letters 

together to form the basis of their story, the innovation 

43 was, therefore, less radical than it might seem. 

It was an ideal solution for the time. Readers 

wanted to believe that the stories they read actually did 

happen or at least could have happened. An illusion of 

truth could, however, only be maintained when the readers 

had complete faith in their author. But anyone telling a 

story in the third person embellishes it in some manner or 

another, and readers who were bored with heroic-gallant 

novels were particularly wary. Obviously, the author needed 

to make his characters convincing and his analysis of their 

43. See Dorothy Thelander, Laclos and the Epistolary 
Novel (Geneva: Librairie Droz, 1963), p. 11, 
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psychology in perfect accord with their actions. When the 

author realized that without intervention he could make a 

character present himself through his own letters, he found 

a means whereby characters told their own story in the 

absence of an omniscient narrator. He thereby gave an aura 

of authenticity to his story for the letters could be 

accepted as documents: "We all know from experience that a 

letter bears the imprint of the writer's personality. His 

style, his way of describing things, his manner of recording 

thoughts and emotions the moment they occur, reflect his 

qualities and idiosyncrasies. The letter-writer reveals 

44 himself indirectly, often without meaning to." The letter 

technique thus offered a splendid opportunity for psycho

logical analysis, and the presence of letters in the story 

could easily be accepted since in real life people did 

convey their own stories, or their situation at a given 

moment, by the written word in letters. 

Parallel to the literary sources for the development 

of the roman par lettres studied in the first part of this 

chapter stand the social impulses. Undoubtedly, certain 

social factors were of paramount importance to the emergence 

of this literary genre, and we cannot form a proper perspec

tive of the period without constant reference to them. 

Being separated by a gulf of some three hundred years, we 

44. Wiirzbach, p, xxvii. 
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must be aware of habits of thought and modes of action which 

are no longer prevalent today. 

Although in the 1660's the honn^te homme recognized 

his limitations and knew that the ideal was unobtainable, he 

was fascinated by new discoveries and achievements taking 

place in the first twelve glorious years of Louis' personal 

reign. The ever-growing prestige of women as a result of 

the gains they had made since the days of the "Chambre 

bleue" led to the popularizing of the achievements of this 

period in their salons, now decorated by great artists and 

overlooking gardens inspired by Le N6tre. Manage and 

Chapelain, among others, gave impetus to the classic tone 

of language used by habitues of the salons. Preciosity had 

become passe and the femme savante reigned. Having opened 

their doors to writers in the past generation, the 

aristocracy was now attending scientific lectures 'and 

visited the Observatory. Intellectual pursuits reached new 

heights among the educated, and it is amazing to recall the 

excellence of so many minds at a time when the literacy 

rate was staggeringly low: three-quarters of the men and 

45 nine out of ten women in France were illiterate. It was 

an era when man was aware of the value of his pursuits, when 

scientists knew they had made a real beginning toward under

standing their universe and when optimism was almost without 

45. Georges Mongriadien, La Vie quotidienne sous 
Louis XIV (Paris: Hachette, 1948), p. 167. 



bounds: "les esprits cultiv^s, confiants dans le bon sens 

et dans la discipline intellectuelle, n'imaginaient pas de 

domaines qui leur fussent fermes s'ils voulaient se donner 

la peine'd'y pen^trer, en consideraient comme leur affaire 

toutes les grandes questions que se poserent leurs 

46 contemporains." Thus in the salons the pleasure of 

conversing knowledgeably on what was happening around them 

was unequaled. Because of salons people read more than 

ever, and members of the aristocracy more frequently became 

writers themselves. There were, in fact, seventy-one 

booksellers in the rue Saint-Jacques and one hundred in the 

47 Palais de Justice. The jeux litteraires of the earlier 

days gave way to serious discussions "dont on retire un 

48 profit qui dure," These are the conditions of which we 

must be aware in order to trace the development of the 

roman par lettres for their part is just as great as that of 

the contemporary literary conventions. 

The contrasts that one finds in the "Grand Si&cle" 

render difficult the task of defining the era, Pierre 

Gaxotte evokes some of these almost contradictory charac

teristics: 

46, Jean-Claude Tournand, Introduction a la vie 
litteraire du XVIIe si^cle (Paris: Bordas, 1970), p, 178. 

47, David Maland, Culture and Society in 
Seventeenth-Century France (London: B. T. Batsford, 1970), 
p. 290, 

48, Reynier, Femme, p, 104. 
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Le si&cle est si riche qu'il d^borde les defini
tions. Qu'on dise: ordre, mesure, discipline, 
politesse, on ne se trompera pas. Qu'on dise: 
force, vie, rusticity, grandeur, on aura raison 
encore. Et peut-£tre d'avantage. Le secret de 
sa prodigieuse fortune git dans les grandes et 
multiples differences qu'il combine en soi.^9 

It is "grandeur" which stands at the fore from the 1660's 

to the 1680's, and it is often a grandeur with a vibrant, 

youthful vitality resulting from the Monarch's pursuit of 

gloire; 

De sa vingt-troisieme a sa trente-cinqui&me ann§e, 
Louis ne rencontre, dans sa poursuite de la gloire, 
aucun obstacle qu'il ne puisse vaincre, tourner, ou 
ignorer. Le d^but d'un grand regne se deroule 
majestueusement devant le royaume et 1'Europe saisis. 
Cette phase ascendante et juvenile veut £tre, et 
arrive souvent a £tre, celle de la Splendeur, de 
11Ob^issance, de la Victoire et peut-£tre de la 
Richesse. 

France was wealthy. The King's revenue actually doubled 

51 between 1661 and 1671, and there were visible signs of 

financial security, particularly in Paris where new build

ings sprang up, one after another, along great boulevards. 

There were the churches Val-de-Grace, Saint-Suplice, Saint-

Nicolas and the college Mazarin. The central point of the 

city became the gardens of the Tuileries: 

49. Pierre Gaxotte, La France de Louis XIV (Paris: 
Hachette, 1968), p, 153. 

50. Pierre Goubert, Louis XIV et vingt millions de 
Frangais (Paris: Fayard, 1966), p. 59. 

51. Nancy Mitford, The Sun King (London: Sphere 
Books, 1966), p. 23. 
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Ce raagnifique d^cor donne h. Paris son aspect 
definitif. Par l'ampleur des proportions, par 
l'unit§ sym§trique du dessin, il commande 
l1admiration du spectateur, en m£me temps qu'il 
s'impose a son souvenir, alors m£me qu'il perdrait 
de vue les merveilles contemplSes par ailleurs. 
On pourra multiplier les vastes avenues, 
construire des quartiers neufs, on ne changera 
plus la belle ordonnance que le Paris central 
tient du genie de Louis XIV et qui donne h Paris 
tout entier un caract^re ineffagable.^2 

There were also two new gates to Paris, Saint-Denis and 

Saint-Martin; the Invalides and the Salp^triere were built, 

and the magnificent square of Louis-le-Grand, now called 

53 Place Venddme, would soon be laid out by Hardouin-Mansart. 

A leisured age was born again after the Frondes, and 

with Colbert's grand design to make France manufacture the 

54 best luxury items, the nobility and wealthy bourgeois 

began to have linen, lace and silk clothing superior to any 

55 in Europe as well as excellent glassware and tapestries. 

Their jewelry was also exquisite and their furniture 

magnificent. The bourgeois who wished to vivre noblement 

imitated Richelieu, Mazarin, Cond£, and Fouquet in patroniz-

5 6 ing the arts. This gave them special satisfaction for 

52. P. de Crousaz-CrStet, Paris sous Louis XIV 
(nouvelle Edition; Paris: Librairie Plon, 1922), pp. T9-20, 

53. See Gaxotte, France, p. 134. 

54. Vincent Cronin, Louis XIV (London: Collins, 
1964), pp. 158-167. 

55. Mitford, p. 22. 

56. Maland, pp. 157-162. 
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their investments were financially rewarding. Of course, 

their patronage helped the arts to flourish as never before 

in France. 

The first example of grandeur in this period was not 

found chez le Roi but chez Fouquet on the night of August 

17, 1661, when Vaux-le-Vicomte was the setting for a great 

f&te. Eighteen thousand men had been employed for the 

construction of this splendid chateau, supervised by three 

artists: Le N6tre for the gardens, Le Vau for the archi-

57 tecture, Lebrun for the interior decoration. The King and 

his court were invited; diamond tiaras and saddle horses 

were presented to honored guests.At dinner there were 

gold and silver plates for Vatel's culinary delights and 

twenty-four violins to play Lully's music. Afterwards, 

Moli&re presented in the garden a new play, Les Facheux. At 

the end of the fete, a huge mechanical whale blew forth fire 

and smoke from the grand canal and fireworks traced inter-

59 lacing L's in the sky. 

While the trappings of luxury awed France's 

neighbors, all over Europe science was making great strides 

57. Joseph Barry, Versailles: The Passions and 
Politics of an Era (London: Victor Gollancz, 1972), pp. 58-
59. 

58. Mitford, p. 10. 

59. Barry, p. 61. 



6 0 forward. The compass, telescope, microscope, barometer, 

clock, and scales were becoming precision instruments which 

allowed for accurate research.^ Here too, France was 

6 2 ahead of most nations and Louis, being an intensely 

practical monarch at the beginning of his personal reign, 

was quick to perceive possible practical applications of 

science. He therefore granted facilities for the pursuit 

of research and the spreading of knowledge. In 1666, the 

Academie des Sciences was given official recognition and 

housed in the Bibliotheque Royale; the twenty members not 

only were salaried, they also received funds for expenses. 

The Observatory was built in 1667 and was not only open 

to astronomers, "il abritait aussi des laboratoires; 

on y fit des experiences de physique, de chimie et meme de 

6 3 11anatomie." The Journal des Savants was begun in 1665 

under Denis de Sallo, a conseiller of the Parlement of 

Paris, whose purpose was to catalogue the principal works 

printed in Europ.e with explanations of their subject matter 

60. An excellent and detailed study of the history 
and development of science in seventeenth-century France is 
found in Jacques Roger, Les Sciences de la vie dans la 
pensde frangaise du XVIIIe siecle (2e <§d. , completee; Paris: 
Armand Colin, 1971). 

61. Ragnhild Hatton, Europe in the Age of Louis XIV 
(London: Thames and Hudson, 1969), pp. 170-172. 

62. Reynier, Femme, p. 121. 

63. Pierre Gaxotte, Histolre des Franqais (Paris: 
Flammarion, 1957), p. 452, 
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64 and suggestions on how they could be useful. The publica

tion of scientific articles in French, rather than in Latin, 

started with Pascal and Descartes and was continued even by 

foreigners. Indeed, French became the international 

language for science,^ 

With so much of the activity taking place practically 

on the doorsteps of Parisian h8tels, "il est naturel qu'il 

ait SveillS chez nous de vives curiosit^s, m§me chez des 

gens assez peu capables de se rendre un compte trfes exact 

des progres qui se faisaient."^ Long before Fontenelle's 

popularizing of scientific theories, the mondains cultivated 

science in their circles. The duchesse d'Aiguillon charmed 

her guests in 1652 with Pascal who, at twenty-nine years 

61 old, brought his adding machine to her salon. A few years 

later, at Henri-Louis Habert de Montmort's h6tel in the 

Marais, scientists visiting Paris were made welcome and 

urged to comment upon their discoveries. Claude Tardy came 

to expound the theory of blood circulation: 

II entretenait les membres de ce petit groupe du 
probleme de la circulation du sang, dScouverte par 

64. Mongredien, La Vie Quotidienne, p. 17 0. 

65. Jean Daujat, "Science et litt^rature," in 
Dictionnaire des lettres franga.ises: le dix-septieme si£cle, 
ed. Cardinal Georges Grente (Paris: Fayard, 1954), pp. 935-
937, 

66. Reynier, Femme, p. 121. 

67. Reynier, Femme, p. 128. 
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le mgdecin anglais Harvey. I.es salons parisiens, 
ceux des "Femmes savantes," se passionnaient a ce 
sujet. Tout le monde avait son opinion, sans 
aucune raison d'ailleurs. On Stait "circulateur" 
ou "anticirculateur," par principe.68 

It was mainly amateurs who carried on much of the 

scientific activity in France, rather than people associated 

with the totalitarian universities which were still closed 

69 to women. Colbert did, of course, bring people from 

abroad, such as Domenico Cassini and Christian Huygens, to 

work in Paris, but the former was put in charge of the 

Observatory and the latter became one of the first members 

of the official Acadesmie des Sciences. Discoveries were 

made public, and anyone who so wished could follow develop

ments. Voltaire describes the types of sciences, contrast

ing them with the imaginative quests of the previous era: 

Voir une chimie dans laquelle on ne cherchait ni 
le grand-oeuvre, ni l'art de prolonger la vie au-
dell des bornes de la nature; une astronomie qui 
ne prSdisait pas les gvenements du monde; une 
m^decine ind^pendante des phases de la l u n e . ^ O  

Commercial and industrial needs seemed to govern the 

progress in science, and, to be sure, because discoveries 

and inventions were utilitarian they held interest for the 

layman. Huygens' pendulum clock which did not even lose a 

68. Jacques Wilhelm, La Vie quotidienne au Marais 
au XVIIe sifecle (Paris: Hachette, 1966), p, 195, 

69. Gaxotte, Histoire, p. 451. 

70. Voltaire, Le Siecle de Louis XIV (2 vols,; 
Paris: Garnier-Flammarion, 1966), p. 41. 
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71 minute in four months' testing period was fascinating, 

while the praises of cinchona, the forerunner of quinine for 

the treatment of malaria (which killed many of the workmen 

at Versailles) were even sung by La Fontaine. Jean Picard 

measured the earth's diameter around the equator, and, with 

even more accuracy, determined the length of a degree of 

longitude, which was to make sea travel much less risky. 

Many of the discoveries would later portend complicated 

issues, but at this point in scientific history, much was 

accessible to the public. 

The desire to learn, even when tinged with 

preciosity, contributed immensely to the progress of educa-

72 tion as well as encouraged the savants to leave "leurs 

73 cabinets poussi^reux pour hanter les cercles mondains." 

Many of the mondains were aware of severe lacunae in their 

basic education which had to be filled before they could 

become familiar with the new sciences, and one of the most 

enjoyable ways to do this was to attend public conferences. 

These became quite voguish, due mainly to the efforts of 

the indefatigable Th^ophraste Renaudot (1586^-1653) whose 

bureau d'adresse which served as a health center for the 

poor and a labor exchange also offered lectures to the 

71, Hatton, p, 17 2, 

72, Picard, p. 71. 

73, Mongr^dien, La Vie quotidienne, p. 176, 
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74 public on varied subjects announced in advance. One could 

read up on the chosen topic and exchange views in the 

supervised discussions afterwards. In the 1660's, others, 

inspired by Renaudot's success, followed in his footsteps 

and offered more courses to select groups. Louis de 

Lesclache taught philosophy for thirty-five years. While 

"sa longue experience lui avait enseigng les moyens de 

7 5 fixer de graves id^es en des t§tes un peu l§gferes," he was 

nonetheless highly esteemed by some of the severest critics. 

In his sixties, he unfortunately fell in love with one of 

his brightest pupils and married her. He then lost all of 

his money, for the young girl had absolutely no idea how to 

7 6 manage a household. Jean de Soudier, sieur de Richesource, 

gave lessons on composition and style in the mornings and 

picked a special subject for afternoon lectures. He was 

less intelligent than Renaudot, but he understood his public 

well and was content to offer "un petit bagage d'idees 

g§nSrales et de lieux communs, avec les moyens d'en tirer 

77 le meilleur parti." He publicized the great names of 

74. W. H. Lewis, The Splendid Century: Life in the 
France of Louis XIV (New York: Doubleday Anchor Books, 
1957), pp. 182-183; and Reynier, Feme, pp. 142-149. 

75. Reynier, Femme, pp. 159-160. 

76. Reynier, Femme, pp. 160-161. 

77. Reynier, Femme, p. 155. 
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those who studied under him and even attracted the King's 

7 8 attention. 

For the intellectual elite there were more advanced 

teachers in small, private academies. These are the ones to 

which Fontenelle refers in his "Eloge de Monsieur Lemery": 

... II y avoit encore alors des Conferences ches 
divers Particuliers; ceux qui avoient le gout des 
viritables Sciences s1assembloient par petites 
troupes comme des especes de Rebelles, qui 
conspiroient contre 1'ignorance, & les prejugis 
dominans. Telles itoient les Assemblies de M. 
l'Abbi Bourdelot Medecin de M. le Prince, le Grand 
Condi, & celles de M. Justel. M. Lemery parut a 
toutes, & y brilla. II se lia avec M. Martin 
Apoticaire de M. le Prince, & profitant du 
Laboratoire qu'avoit son Ami a 11H6tel de Condi, 
il y fit un Cours de Chimie, qui lui valut bien-
tdt l'honneur d'etre connu & fort estime du 
Prince, chis qui il travailloit. II fut souvent 
mandi Chantilli, ou le Heros entoure de Gens 
d1esprit & de Sgavans, vivoit comme auroit fait 
Cisar oisif.79 

Monsieur Limery's lectures on chemistry became 

extremely popular: "Les noms les plus fameux entrent dans la 

liste de ses Auditeurs, les Rohaut, les Bernier, les Auzout, 

les Regis, les Tournefort, Les Dames memes entrainees par 

la mode avoient l'audace de venir se montrer a des Assemblies 

8 0 si sqavantes." Monsieur Lemery soon had his own 

78. Reynier, Femme, pp. 156-157, 

79. Bernard le Bovier de Fontenelle, "Eloge de 
Monsieur Limery," in Oeuvres de Monsieur de Fontenelle, des 
Acadimies, Frangoise, des Sciences, & des Belles-Lettres, & 
de la Sociite Royale de Londres (6 vols., nouvelle edition 
augmentie; Paris: chez Michel Brunet, 1742), V, 391-392. 

80, Fontenelle, "Lemery," V, 392. 
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laboratory, and Fontenelle's description of it has often 

been quoted in various studies: "Son Laboratoire etoit 

moins une Chambre qu'une Cave, & presque un Antre Magique, 

81 £clair§ de la seule lueur des fourneaux•" 

While chemistry unfolded some of its mysteries 

thanks to L^mery, anatomy became another topic of interest. 

Fontenelle reminisces about seeing fashionable ladies 

carrying home dried bones from Du Verney's lectures "pour 

8 2 avoir le plaisir de les montrer dans les compagnies." 

Du Verney came to Paris in 16 67, having studied medicine in 

Avignon. He was very young and "d'une figure asses 

83 agr^able"; undoubtedly, such physical assets as his helped 

to attract many admirers, but it was primarily his eloquence 

which won for him large audiences at gatherings presided 

over by the Abb§ Bourdelot: 

Outre ses connoissances deja grandes & rares par 
rapport a son age, ce qui contribua beaucoup a le 
mettre promtement en vogue, ce fut 1'Eloquence avec 
laquelle il parloit sur ces matieres. Cette 
Eloquence n'^toit pas seulement de la clart^, de 
la justesse, de l'ordre, toutes les perfections 
froides que demandent les sujets dogmatiques, 
C'^toit un feu dans les expressions, dans les 
tours, & jusque dans sa prononciation, qui auroit 
presque suffi S. un Orateur. II n'etit pas pfl 
annoncer indiffgremment la decouverte d'un 

81. Fontenelle, "Lemery," V, 3 92. 

82. Fontenelle, "Eloge de Monsieur du Verney," in 
Oeuvres, VI, 450, 

83. Fontenelle, "Du Verney," in Oeuvres, VI, 449. 
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Vaisseau, ou un nouvel usage d'une partie, ses yeux 
en brilloient de joye, & toute sa personne 
s1animoit.^4 

We can imagine that Fontenelle's eyes sparkled also when he 

contemplated the influence that L^mery and Du Verney had on 

the development of a truly intellectual climate in aristo

cratic and bourgeois circles. 

The teaching techniques of such lecturers eliminated 

many pitfalls for those who had seldom before had their 

attention held by scientific and philosophic considerations. 

How much simpler to listen with one's friends to famous 

scientists describing comets, eclipses, blood circulation, 

chemical properties, etc., than to try to delve through a 

dry manual of facts and figures. For many, the patient 

explanations of these maitres opened new doorways to a world 

hitherto ignored. We now find women espousing Descartes' 

philosophy (Madame de Grignon), translating Homer (Mademoi

selle de Rochechouart), discussing Greek syntax (Mademoi

selle Le Ffevre), studying Euclid (Madame de Galland). They 

were, to be sure, exceptional, but they did show what women 

could do when given the opportunity to use their minds: 

Elles avaient commence S. prendre conscience de ce 
qu'elles valaient, de ce qu'elles pouvaient, de ce 
qui leur Stait d£l. En concentrant sur le droit el la 
science 1'interminable Querelle des Femmes, oti elles 
n'avaient encore rien gagng, en s'instruisant brave-
ment en depit des resistances, pour prouver qu'elles 

84. Fontenelle, "Du Verney," in Oeuvres, VI, 449, 
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Staient capables de s'instruire, elles avaient fait 
reconnaitre a la fin, au moins en principe, 
11 Emancipation intellectuelle de leur sexe: 
premier avantage rgel, premier pas vers le but 
lointain, consid^re longtemps comme inaccessible 
et qui mekie aujourd'hui n'est pas tout a fait 
atteint. 

From here on women would become an intellectual force with 

which to be reckoned. 

It is by understanding the circumstances which were 

favorable to learning at this time that we can appreciate 

the differences between the early salons of the seventeenth 

century and those of the second half to which so much of the 

classical literature was addressed. Not only were the 

interests of the frequenters of salons catered to by the 

writers of the time but also the salons themselves to some 

extent gave rise to the roman par lettres. Given the 

importance of letters to salon society, it is well worth 

while to consider the roles of Madame de Sable and Madame 

de la Sablifere, 

Madame de Sabl£ was a born hostess and educated 

herself in the fine arts of entertaining while very young 

at no less than Madame de Rambouillet's salon. Her 

marriage at fifteen was an unhappy event, but she was soon 

8 6 left a widow and opened her own salon in the 1650's. By 

1660, it had developed into one of Paris' star attractions. 

85. Reynier, Femme, p, 271. 

86, Picard, p. 108; Adam, Histoire, I, 273, 
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She had then moved to a private house on the grounds of Port 

Royal in the faubourg Saint-Jacques. Madame de Sabl£ was a 

very attractive woman (according to contemporary accounts, 

but possibly subject to question when one sees the portrait 

of her by Du Moustier in the Louvre) and had the additional 

asset of being a natural blond, which was greatly prized in 

8 7 seventeenth-century society. Her agreeable manner and 

desire to give others a chance to shine by introducing their 

favorite topics helped to make her salon one of the most 

brilliant in Paris. A passage in La Bruyere's Caract^res 

makes one think immediately of her for herein is expressed 

an idea with which she most certainly would have agreed: 

L'esprit de la conversation consiste bien moins 
& en montrer beaucoup qu' en faire trouvet aux 
autres: celui qui sort de votre entretien content de 
soi et de son esprit, 1'est de vous parfaitement. 
Les hommes n'aiment point a vous admirer, ils 
veulent plaire; ils cherchent moins a etre instruits, 
et meme r^jouis, qu'a etre gout^s et applaudis; et 
le plaisir le plus d^licat est de faire celui 
d'autrui.88 

Pascal may even have composed some of his Pens^es at 

89 
her early gatherings, but Madame de Sabl§ is best 

remembered today for having cultivated La Rochefoucauld's 

gloire. He was particularly attracted to her salon because 

87. Mongr^dien, La Vie de soci^te, p. 76. 

88. La Bruy&re, "De la soci§t£" (16), in Les 
Caractferes, ed. Robert Garapon (Paris: Garnier Freres, 
1962), p. 159. 

89. Picard, p. 112. 



of the serious side of her discussions and probably also 

because, unlike most of her contemporaries, she was 

personally a very fine cook. Her dinners became memorable 

feasts. She took special pleasure in making pastries, jams 

and preserves and gave away delectable recipes for potages. 

Conversation was often on points of morality and psychology, 

familiar fare in the salons of the time, but distinguished 

by Madame de Sable's habit of summarizing the essential 

points from long, drawn-out discussions in concise and 

piquant phrases. In fact, it was chez Madame de Sabl§ that 

90 the art of making maximes was born. Under her direction 

La Rochefoucauld began composing his own and polished many 

91 of them in her presence. Possibly, too, he was thinking 

of her when he wrote the following on women: "Quand elles 

ont 1'esprit bien fait, j'aime mieux leur conversation que 

celle des homines: on y trouve une certaine douceur qui ne 

se rencontre point parmi nous et il me semble, outre cela, 

qu'elles s'expliquent avec plus de nettetS et qu1elles 

92 donnent un tour plus agreable aux choses qu'elles disent." 

Madame de SablS, realizing that La Rochefoucauld intended to 

publish his sentences, as he called them, sent copies to her 

90. Picard, p. 111. 

91. Mongredien, La Vie de socigtg, pp. 81-82. 

92. La Rochefoucauld, "Portrait du Due de La 
Rochefoucauld fait par lui-mSme," in Reflexions ou sentences 
et maximes morales (Paris: Garnier Freres^ 19 61), pp, v-viT 
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friends, asking for their opinions. Typically, the men 

93 liked them but the women did not. A year later, La 

Rochefoucauld had his Maximes printed. 

Madame de Sable was both Cartesian and Jansenist. 

Because of her fine psychologie, delving into the secrets of 

the heart and finding less than noble motives for man's 

actions, a certain amount of pessimism emerged in her 

circle. This, of course, is reflected in La Rochefoucauld's 

work but it does not seem to have always dominated her 

ruelle. We find that scientific research also intrigued the 

marquise, and physics and medicine were frequent topics of 

discussion. An incurable hypochondriac, Madame de Sable 

always kept a doctor at her side. She vehemently condemned 

purges and bleedings, though she concocted all sorts of 

elixirs and ointments for her friends—even using "poudre 

94 
de vipere." 

Madame de Sable lived to be over eighty and had for 

many years held intellectual sway over the minds of her 

guests: "Ses qualit^s dfesprit et de caract&re lui permirent 

d'exercer sur cette soci^tS une veritable influence 

intellectuelle et de donner & son salon un caractfere 

9 5 original, fait a la fois de s^rieux et de grSce." She 

93. Picard, p, 113, 

94. Mongr^dien, La Vie de soci(lt£, p. 81, 

95. Picard, pp, 110-111, 



95 

remains a curious character in the gallery of femmes 

savantes, but as Mongr§dien rhetorically asks, what other 

woman can lay claim to having nurtured a salon where the 

96 Maximes and maybe a part of the Pensees came to light. 

A very different personality was that of Madame de 

la Sabli&re. This lady's salon exemplifies best la science 

mondaine. In awe of the wide interests expressed in her 

gatherings, Reynier writes about the men who were present: 

... Rien ne nous parait plus int^ressant que de 
rencontrer, trente ans apr£s le moment le plus 
glorieux de 1'hotel de Rambouillet, une reunion 
si diff^rente, ou se fait un echange incessant de 
connaissances et d'idges, ou toutes les theories 
s'affrontent, ou des gens de grande valeur 
expliquent leurs travaux et leurs d^couvertes sur 
la terre oti dans le ciel, oii un homme comme 
Bernier peut aussi bien renseigner 1'assistance 
sur la religion et les moeurs de l'Egypte, de la 
Syrie ou de 1'empire du Grand Mogol que sur les 
parties les plus subtiles du systeme de Gassendi, 
ou l'on decouvre tous les jours quelques aspects 
du vaste monde.^? 

Indeed, Madame de la Sabliere's circle was one of the most 

open to new ideas and pursuits. 

Madame de la Sabli&re was born in Paris in 1640, the 

daughter of a very wealthy Protestant financier and married 

at fourteen to Antoine de Rambouillet de la Sabli&re, with 

the same background but completely different interests. He 

wrote madrigals glorifying his liaisons with many other 

96. Mongr^dien, La Vie de soci^tg, p, 84. 

97, Reynier, p, 173, 



women—there was none of the austere Huguenot atmosphere in 

either Monsieur or Madame de la Sablifere's life, but he 

carried debauchery to grave excesses, and fourteen years 

98 
after her marriage she obtained a legal separation. 

Bernier wrote an eight-volume abrggg of Gassendi's 

99 
thoughts for Madame de la Sabli^re, and it was Gassendiism 

rather than Cartesian philosophy which governed her salon 

where world travelers, Jesuit priests, mathematicians, 

astronomers, poets, diplomats, Madame de La Fayette, Madame 

de S§vign6, and Madame Scarron rubbed shoulders. The 

young Fontenelle, who would later hold "le sceptre de la 

conversation,"'^''' was an occasional visitor as well. Con

versation ranged from Sauveur's algebraic equations and 

calculus of probabilities on the chances of winning at la 

102 
bassette, the favorite card game at the time, to 

Chaulieu's descriptions of the Poles' long beards and 

enormous sabres, having himself returned from that country 

"comblg d'honneurs et rempli d'histoires propres a divertir 

98, Andr§ Hallays, "Le Salon de Madame de la 
Sabliere," in Les Grands Salons litteraires (XVIIe & XVIIIe 
siecles), Conferences du MusSe Carnavalet (Paris: Payot, 
1928), p. 52. 

99, Hallays, p. 64, 

100, Hallays, pp. 60-65. 

101, CI. Hippeau, "Fontenelle et 1'esprit de la 
conversation au XVIIIe sifecle," Revue des Cours litteraires 
de la France et de 1'(stranger, II (1864-1865) , pT 829 , 

102, Hallays, p. 64. 



les Parisiennes sur les beuveries et les bombances des 

103 Polonais," interspersed with Monsieur Gache's recita

tions of La Fontaine's Fables and Contes, while the fifty-

year-old poet himself was dreamily ensconced in a large 

fauteuil. Madame de la Sabliere had offered him her 

hospitality and he lived in her houses for twenty years 

(until her death), free from financial worry or constraint, 

n 104 enjoying always her amitie, 

Madame de la Sabliere1s real passion was science. 

She had once teased Boileau when he made a mistake about the 

105 
use of an astrolabe and put parallaxe in the masculine. 

He felt insulted, and in the year when she was dying he 

included her in his satire on women: 

Qui s'offrira d'abord? Bon, c'est cette savante 
Qu'estime Roberval, et que Sauveur fr^quente. 
D'ou vient qu'elle a l'oeil trouble et le teint si 
terni? 

C'est que sur le calcul, dit-on, de Cassini, 
Un astrolabe en main, elle a, dans sa gouttiere, 
A suivre Jupiter passe la nuit entiere. 
Gardons de la troubler. Sa science, je croi, 
Aura pour s'occuper ce jour plus d'un emploi: 
D'un nouveau microscope on doit en sa presence, 
Tantot chez Dalanc^ faire 1'experience; 
Puis d'une femme morte avec son embryon 
II faut chez Du Verney voir la dissection, 
Rien n'echappe aux regards de notre curieuse. 

103. Hallays, p. 62. 

104, Hallays, pp. 65-66, 

105. Picard, p. 107. 

106, Boileau, "Satire X," in Oeuvres, p, 80, 
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We cannot accept Boileau's malicious satire, for undoubtedly 

Madame de la Sabli&re's role in salon life anticipated some 

of the great salons of the eighteenth century. Her impact 

on literature, while limited in that she did not write 

herself, nonetheless is considerable. It was only after 

becoming a member of her household that La Fontaine wrote 

the last six books of his Fables, and it is said that 

Molifere read his unfinished Malade imaginaire at one of her 

gatherings whereupon the witty people present improvised 

with him the famous third Interm&de wherein the pompousness 

of the Faculty of Medicine is hilariously caricatured in 

• r 4-" 107 
macaronic Latin. 

The salons of the two women briefly described above 

typify the trends in salon life during the second half of 

the seventeenth century. Conversation has now become an art 

in itself and an instrument of culture. From different 

realms of life people gathered together to listen to new 

ideas and to form philosophies, The pleasure of playing 

trifling games and writing indifferent verse was now second 

to the desire to discuss, with wit certainly, but with 

serious overtones, too, the interests of the day, and the 

intellectual climate of the salons was to be reckoned with: 

reputations of the great were made and, sometimes, lost 

within the four walls of a ruelle, where always, without 

107. Picard, p. 106. 
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exception, it was a woman who ruled, perhaps with only a 

certain kind of glance. The arts, philosophy, science were 

all within the domains of these salons, only politics 

remained to be added in the eighteenth century. 

The habitues of the salons of this period were still 

mainly aristocratic, but those of bourgeois origin who 

penetrated into them also had ample leisure to devote them

selves wholeheartedly to the activities and interests of 

those of superior social standing. It was only natural 

then, when one had to be away from the salons one usually 

frequented, one would make every effort to stay in touch: 

letters were written, read and commented upon in conse

quence, Sometimes, one thought of some aspect of a subject 

discussed in such a gathering and would want to write a 

letter amplifying his ideas or questioning another's opinion. 

Lanson well recognized the importance of the link between 

salons and letters to literature: 

Pendant deux sifecles, la pensSe de la France habita 
les salons ou tendit par tous les efforts et par 
tous les sacrifices a s'y faire recevoir. Si la 
litt^rature y perdit parfois du s^rieux et de la 
profondeur, si trop souvent elle prefera 1'6l6gance 
h. la severe beauts, elle y gagna en revanche 
certaines qualit^s qui multiplient la force 
d'expansion et de seduction d'id^es, mais surtout 
elle y gagne 1'incomparable richesse, I'^clat sans 
rival des correspondences, ... tout le monde, apres 
le plaisir de causer, n'en connait pas de plus 
grand que le plaisir d'^crire.^^^ 

108, Lanson, "Sur la LittSrature Spistolaire," 
pp. 274-275, 
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Here lies our understanding of the value of letters in the 

lives of the educated people of the seventeenth century. 

The pleasure of writing and receiving letters was truly 

second only to that of conversation. We can also see how 

enjoyable the habit of writing letters became when we 

realize that even between friends living in Paris and seeing 

each other regularly letters were exchanged. 

A letter became a substitute for conversation. 

Being free from any rules, save that of naturalness, it was 

capable of embracing any topic, and indeed one wrote as one 

spoke. From the letters, both real and imaginary, that have 

been saved from those days, we catch glimpses of a life 

style different from our own, but one which will forever 

intrigue us. 

Mongr^dien reflected in his Introduction to La Vie 

de Societe aux XVIIe et XVIIIe sifecles upon the ephemeral 

qualities of the salons: 

L'histoire des salons est assez d^cevante a 
entreprendre pour l'historien; les documents qu'il 
a pu amasser au cours de ses lectures ne lui donnent 
qu'un reflet de la v§rit£ qu'il cherche. Telle la 
couleur impalpable qui fait chatoyer les ailes 
velout^es des papillons et qui n'est plus que 
poussifere sous les doigts de 1'entomologiste, le 
charme exquis de tant de brillants causeurs, £vanoui 
avec eux, reste inaccessible. II eilt fallu les 
entendre eux-m&nes pour les bien connaitre et 
appr^cier leur delicatesse ou leur virtuosity. Rien 
ne nous rendra leur presence.-*-®^ 

109, Mongr^dien, La Vie de socigtg, pp. 10-11. 
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Thanks to the existence of letters, this is not quite true. 

The esprit and charm of salon conversation were captured in 

letters. The history of salons is considerably easier to 

undertake when one reads contemporary letters just as the 

appreciation of literature of the seventeenth century, 

particularly that of the roman par lettres, is greater when 

one knows about the society which helped to create it. 



CHAPTER 4 

THE MORPHOLOGY OF EARLY ROMANS PAR LETTRES 

The main reason to study the emergence of a new 

genre of literature is in order to understand how a great 

writer would later be able to exploit traits and suggestions 

from his predecessors' experiments for his own masterpiece. 

When one attempts a literary history of a new genre, and 

certainly the roman par lettres only came into its own in 

the seventeenth century (although Kany and Singer have shown 

that it had been tentatively used by the Ancients and 

medieval writers), there are many different factors which 

must be borne in mind before one can explain how it came to 

Jje an accepted literary form. We have seen in the previous 

chapters both literary and extraliterary sources for its 

development. It remains to define the roman par lettres, to 

study its basic characteristics, types, technical problems, 

credibility, and its advantages and achievements. 

While the ramifications are very diverse indeed, 

basically, it is easy to define a roman par lettres. It is 

a novel whose story is related through the use of a series 

of letters. There is no essential difference between a 

"letter-story" and an epistolary novel; however, Day uses 

these two terms to differentiate between a simple.and 

102 
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complex novel of this type."'" As with all novels, its 

essential quality is "the illusion of reality . . . 

plausibility in its turn depends upon the portrayal of 

character. No matter how believable the action may be in 

itself it does not win the reader's full credibility unless 

it is performed by distinct individuals who are recognizable 

2 in terms of our experience." In the case of a roman par 

lettres, this means that the individuals must be ones who 

would be likely to write letters. We know that the reason 

for the emergence of the roman par lettres was the desire, 

on the authors' part, to give a semblance of authenticity to 

their stories, and certain rules had to be kept in order to 

achieve this. In particular, the circumstances under which 

the characters wrote their letters had to be realistic: 

Something is needed to produce an epistolary novel 
besides the idea that a letter can narrate and 
that it can be faked. Unless that novel is to be 
nothing more than a first-person narrative in long 
installments, the writer must be able to mirror 
a society in which people can and do communicate 
with each other by means of letters with some 
degree of e a s e . ^  

"Mirroring" their society was indeed one of the major 

achievements of early epistolary novelists. 

1. Day, p, 45, 

2. Lionel Stevenson, The English Novel; A Panorama 
(Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 1960), pp. 7-8. 

3. Thelander, p. 16. 
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To understand the particular advantages of a 

literary genre, one must compare it with others of similar 

nature. We have seen that the difference between a manual 

for writing letters and a roman par lettres lies in presen

tation and organization of the work rather than in structure 

or tone of the individual letters, but a few more remarks 

are in order here. Because memoirs and drama also share 

with the epistolary novel some of the same characteristics, 

an explanation of their subtle differences enables the 

uniqueness of the roman par lettres to stand forth more 

clearly. 

Manuals first contained individual model letters. 

Later, a manual included sample replies to such letters. 

A variety of people and situations would be presented, yet 

there would be no unity because the impressions made upon 

the reader by the one situation would be lost when the next 

sample incident was introduced. Although elements of 

fiction might well be present, such as when the predicament 

which caused a certain type of letter to be written was 

mentioned and elaborated upon, the manual still remained a 

manual until the personal feelings and the situation 

developed and became the dominant interest. As preoccupa

tion with the "how" to write a letter diminished, interest 

in content was gained. It was in order to make a manual 

more attractive that writers began to introduce a plot. 

When they did so, there was little to distinguish their 
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finished product from a story told in letters. Thus the 

question that Kany had to ask himself when trying to decide 

which books were really epistolary novels and not just 

manuals which "represent a high stage in the development 

4 of letter-writers." 

When the memoirist writes, he is addressing himself 

to himself and perhaps, indirectly, to members of his family 

or friends who will later read what he has had to say. But 

a letter is addressed immediately and specifically to some 

other person, and this person emerges in a roman par lettres 

as a character himself, whether or not his replies are 

included in the book. Also, the person who writes a letter 

is looking at matters much more closely than the memoirist, 

who, by virtue of writing after events have taken place, 

knows the outcome. He does not include as many specific 

details, for they are not so important as a result of his 

knowledge of what actually did finally happen. Wiirzbach's 

explanation of the time differential for the person writing 

a letter is good: 

The letter-writer ... is involved; he usually 
reports what happened yesterday or the day before, 
or even a few minutes before he sat down to write 
the letter. He does not know how things will 
develop, and his letters reflect the changing 
moods called forth by various events he relates; 
moreover, his absorption in these events of the 
moment leads to that minute psychological analysis 

4, Kany, p. 103. 
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so characteristic of the epistolary novel, and of 
many genuine letters as well.-* 

The letter writer's immediate involvement in the action is 

also responsible for his myopic views. 

There is little difference between the past and the 

present for the character who writes a letter. He vividly 

recalls what has just taken place while he writes his letter, 

and his reflections are still closely linked to the event 

as opposed to the memoirist's, who is removed in time from 

the action that took place and who also knows the end result 

of the action when he writes. Unlike the memoir, the roman 

par lettres puts the reader into the action as it takes 

place, and the writer is just as ignorant of the final 

outcome of a given situation as is the reader. The similar

ity between the memoir and the roman par lettres is there

fore basically limited to the type of narrative used. Both 

employ the first-person narrative, in which the individual 

gives account of himself, personally. 

The study of links between the roman par lettres and 

the theatre has fascinated many critics: Giraudoux, Mylne, 

Day, Wiirzbach, Rousset, and F. C. Green. The latter 

believed that the change in the relationship between the 

story-teller and his public, due to the invention of 

5. Wiirzbach, p. xv. 

6. Jean Giraudoux, Litt§rature (Paris: Grasset, 
1941). 
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printing, presented a serious problem because the reader 

could break the spell of the story simply by setting down 

the book. Green attributes the technical achievements of 

seventeenth and eighteenth-century novelists to their 

willingness to experiment with ways which could give back 

the illusion of reality lost by the absence of a real 

person conveying by gestures and expressions as well as by 

words his story: 

So long as his fictions were orally communicated to 
an audience of listener-spectators, the novelist 
benefited to a large extent from the technique of 
the theatre where the dramatist's creations acquire 
a startling air of reality precisely because they 
are interpreted by living persons. . . . With no 
other medium than the printed word how could the 
novelist induce in his reader that state of semi-
hypnosis or hallucination formerly aroused in the 
listener-spectator by the compelling personality 
of the storyteller 

Green saw the novelist compelled by the necessity to find 

new ways to tell his lies convincingly. In adopting the 

rgcit personnel, he made "the reader forget the novelist's 

existence by creating the illusion that he was listening to 

g 
a real person relating his own life-story." The technique 

worked best when the character had another character to whom 

he confided directly rather than just the reader, similarly 

7. Frederick C. Green, "Some Observations on Tech
nique and Form in the French Seventeenth and Eighteenth 
Century Novel," Stil-und Formprobleme in der Literatur, Acta 
of the Vllth Congress of the International Federation for 
Modern Languages and Literature (Heidelberg: Carl Winter, 
1959), pp. 208-209. 

8, Green, "Some Observations," p. 210. 
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to the theatre where it is more interesting to see the 

effect of what a character says to another instead of 

listening to him addressing the audience. The "liveness" 

of the theatre and the story-teller who relates his tale 

out loud both have a direct contact with the listener. 

Green believes: "the epistolary narrative-form represented 

an attempt to close this gap between the novel and the 

9 drama." One may not entirely agree with this thesis since 

we do not really know whether novelists at the time 

theorized on the problem of the loss of the illusion of 

reality due to the printed page, but the popularity of the 

theatre at the time would not rule out the possibility of an 

attempt to give the novel a sounder basis. Perhaps it was 

the success of the theatre which provided an impetus for 

increasing the use of the dramatic in place of the simple 

narrative technique in a novel. Certainly, authors were 

aware of the dramatic possibilities of the roman par lettres 

and made use of letters in place of dialogue in a play. In 

both a letter and a dialogue there are two options: one can 

either report on past events or one can arrange exchanges 

which in themselves provide the action. The latter is, of 

course, the most developed form of both theatre and the 

roman par lettres. 

9. Green, "Some Observations," p, 213, 

10. See Georges Mongredien, La Vie quotidienne, 
pp. 118-126. 
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Some of the technical problems of a play are also 

encountered in an epistolary novel. On stage, the charac

ters must come together under plausible circumstances. In 

the novel, the characters have to be removed from one 

another in order for them to have a reason for writing 

letters. Solving the problem of who is what to whom and 

where we are once the action begins is imperative. Neither 

in the theatre nor in the roman par lettres is there a 

narrator. In bad plays, the characters explain to each 

other what they already know for the audience's benefit."'""'' 

What should be done is for the characters to reveal them

selves while the action is going ahead. While the problem 

of presenting material remains basically the same for the 

dramatist as for the author of an epistolary novel, the 

novelist can give freer rein to his characters' narration 

of events since, as Wurzbach points out, in an epistolary 

novel, "the dialogue partners, because they correspond 

rather than converse, behave more like narrators, even like 

12 
self-conscious narrators than people on a stage." What is 

meant here is simply that more often than not in a roman par 

lettres, the characters are writing about what has just 

happened to them rather than carrying forth the action in 

the letters themselves. Yet, when the letters themselves do 

11. See Vivienne Mylne, The Eighteenth-Century 
French Novel, Techniques of Illusion (Manchester: University 
Press, 1965). 

12, Wurzbach, p. xxiv. 
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form the action by acting upon the characters, the roman par 

lettres achieves its highest technical advantages, as in 

Les Liaisons dangereuses. In both the theatre and in the 

epistolary novel, our interest is best held when the 

characters tell their life as they live it, involving the 

listener/reader in the action itself. 

The roman par lettres is admirably suited for minute 

psychological analysis because it can be an intimate 

revelation, and the confidentiality of a letter allows also 

for confessions. The characters, when writing to one 

another, recount their adventures and in so doing they cannot 

be interrupted by questions (unlike in conversation) and must 

clearly and fully relate the happenings for the recipient to 

be able to understand all the various aspects entailed. The 

letter writer also has time to think over the matter and 

will frequently stop to analyze his own feelings at the time 

and reflect upon his present situation, sometimes giving in 

to his emotions. In this process, it is not always the event 

itself which emerges as all important, but rather the 

character's reaction to it which dominates and creates a 

certain mood. The words he uses, and the manner in which he 

writes them and how they are interpreted by the recipient 

are of major interest in a good roman par lettres, The 

point of view of the writer comes across naturally in the 

letter, but also that of the recipient emerges in the way in 

which the writer will address him as well as how the 
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recipient replies. Therefore, in a roman par lettres, 

understanding of an event is reached by a combination of 

different viewpoints and that which develops from the 

series of letters as an entirety. The psychological 

analysis is carried out by the characters themselves, 

individually and retrospectively, and by their correspond

ents who reply, rather than by the narrator in a third-

person novel. So often a roman par lettres becomes a novel 

of character instead of action because it "thrives upon the 

expression of self and upon the confidence of intimate 

feelings which gives immediacy to the narration of events 

13 
or makes plausible the moment of passion." The action 

may be nothing more than the state of mind of the charac

ters. Character delineation is carried out by the charac

ters themselves in their choice of expressions in their 

letters and in their own analysis of their situation. The 

real author remains in the background, so to speak, allowing 

his characters to describe and comment in the place of the 

omniscient narrator. As a result, in a roman par lettres, 

descriptions of the setting and background material are kept 

minimal, while authorial digressions have no role at all. 

It is the letters themselves which carry the story entirely, 

with perhaps a simple explanation on the author's part at 

the beginning on how the letters came to be in his 

13. Kany, p. 127. 



possession—more often than not in an epistolary novel the 

author will pretend to be an "editor" and try to put across 

to the readers belief in the authenticity of the letters. 

This worked very well in the early romans par lettres 

because the authors made every effort to see that their 

characters wrote their letters under plausible circum

stances. Mylne insists strongly that the novel had no 

14 
explicit rules, but it seems instead that the authors of 

the first epistolary novels set rather rigid ones for 

themselves to follow in their attempt to give vraisemblance 

in both subject and technique to their work. The novel was 

still not an accepted genre, and these considerations 

greatly helped its development and recognition in the 

eighteenth century. 

In looking at possible various types of romans par 

lettres, we can determine how fully the early French authors 

of epistolary novels exploited the genre. Kany saw three 

basic divisions of the epistolary novel arise on the 

continent in the eighteenth century, satirical, frivolous 

15 and psychological. All of these have their roots in the 

seventeenth century. In England, it appears that there were 

basically four kinds of epistolary fiction, the "rifled" 

post bag, letters of travel, friendly correspondence, and 

14, Mylne, pp. 20-21. 

15. Kany, pp. 127-129. 
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lovers' correspondence. Day believes that the early 

English epistolary novel neither had prestige nor served any 

16 useful purpose. It was looked upon, technically, as an 

easy way to tell a story. He also states that the early 

17 examples were intended mainly for women to read. 

MacCarthy has noted that it was also mainly women who wrote 

18 the first epistolary novels in England. Of the first 

French romans par lettres, written before Fontenelle's 

Lettres galantes, I have found none authored by women. 

Generally, the French authors of this type of novel were 

sociable individuals from the bourgeoisie and aristocracy 

who seem to have been frequenters of various salons. Their 

reading public probably included members of their own 

classes, the young and the fashionable and probably excluded 

the extreme divots and doctes. The French at first also 

definitely accomplished more with the epistolary novel than 

the English. Of the five hundred editions of letter fiction 

in England between 1660 and 1740, almost one-third were 

19 translated works, mainly from the French. The appeal of 

an epistolary novel may lie in the fact that people enjoy 

16. Day, p, 83. 

17. Day, p. 75. 

18. B. G. MacCarthy, Women Writers: Their Contribu
tion to the English Novel, 1621-1744 (Cork: Cork University 
Press, 1944). 

19. Day, p. 29. 



114 

reading other people's letters: even Louis XIV himself 

2 0  desired to do so. Its success depended, primarily, on 

the extent to which the letters imitated real life and 

21 displayed realistic emotion and feeling. In some cases, 

the actual content of the letters was not very interesting 

in itself; it was the way in which they were written and 

their modishness which entertained. 

Structurally, there are three different possibilities 

for a roman par lettres. There may be just one correspond

ent who writes to one other individual or to several differ

ent people. There may be two correspondents whose letters 

to each other form a duo. The third possibility, that of 

multiple correspondents, is technically the most advanced, 

though, of course, the roman par lettres did not develop 

chronologically from the simple to the complex: all three 

structural forms are found in the earliest epistolary novels 

as well as on into the eighteenth century. 

In the first structural form with one letter-writer 

(the category wnto which the Lettres galantes falls), the 

replies are not present. However, the recipient may answer 

and we learn of his response to the writer through the 

writer's successive letters. The recipient becomes, there

fore, a presence in the novel. As mentioned earlier, the 

20. Lanson, "Sur la litterature epistolaire," 
p. 276. 

21, See Thelander, p. 17. 
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letter-writer, by definition, is addressing himself to 

someone, somewhere, and the answers, or lack of answers, 

have bearing on the writer's situation which will be 

reflected in the following letters. Rousset has also 

pointed out that "on assiste done bien £i un echange, jnais 

a un ^change dont un seul partenaire se manifeste, & un duo 

dont on n'entend qu'une voix. II en r^sulte un curieux 

22 effet de reality voil§e; le texte est incomplet." It is 

not unlike hearing a one-sided conversation from someone 

speaking to another person on the telephone: something is 

missing and we have to draw our conclusions from what we 

know is not an entirety. We, the readers, must figure out 

the position of the recipient in the action without any help 

from him or from an omniscient narrator; we have to depend 

mainly on the single correspondent's views and these may not 

be entirely correct. This type of roman par lettres is 

demanding of the reader's complete attention, much more so 

in effect than that of the dual structure. 

It is a burden for one character to carry the entire 

narrative through his letters and not to overdominate the 

23 other characters and events of the story. He must be 

attractive and interesting in himself. The continual 

22. Rousset, pp. 78-79. 

23. See Kenneth Graham, English Criticism of the 
Novel: 1865-1900 (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1965), p. 129. 



self-exposition of a single character may make the book 

egotistical, but still the narration is more dramatic than 

that of a third-person novel. Because he is writing to 

someone, there is a dialogue rather than a monologue, 

whether or not we know much about the nature of the replies, 

and the fact that the character is writing to someone 

affects the way he presents himself to that recipient. It 

is important that motivation for writing the letters in a 

single-person roman par lettres be totally credible. The 

structure will not work when the individual does not have a 

definite reason for corresponding. In the other two forms, 

the duo and the multiple, when a letter is composed under 

somewhat implausible circumstances, it will not be realistic 

but may be tolerable. The author of a single-correspondent 

roman par lettres runs the risk that such a fault would make 

his story ludicrous. 

As soon as there are two or more correspondents in a 

roman par lettres, the novel changes in that there will be 

different points of view to be considered and that the 

reader will have to draw his conclusions about what actually 

takes place by comparing and contrasting the letter-writers' 

separate reactions to the events. The complexities of 

different points of view may arise when we are subjected to 

choosing which view or combination of views we wish to 

accept. In an epistolary novel with two correspondents, it 

is the give-and-take between the two characters which 
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dominates: the effect of a letter on the recipient and this 

effect back on the sender when he writes his next letter. 

When there are but two correspondents, there must be some

thing to link the two together which by its nature excludes 

the necessity of other correspondents. The two-correspondent 

structure is therefore ideal for a love-story. Rousset 

notes that "une correspondance amoureuse est un Episode de 

24 la guerre des sexes," and herein lies its interest for the 

reader. The technical problem of separating the letter-

writers in a love story is usually simply solved: a letter 

becomes a necessity when social factors or the families keep 

the two lovers apart. 

With several correspondents in an epistolary novel, 

there is much more variety in style for each letter-writer 

must have his own feelings, imagery, way of presenting his 

ideas, and his own tone, which are all different from those 

of the other characters. And, he must mirror an event in a 

manner opposing that of the others. It is the combination 

of different viewpoints on an event which leads Rousset to 

call the roman par lettres with multiple correspondents "une 

25 
oeuvre symphonique." The reader here needs to be intel

ligent in order to choose between opposing viewpoints to 

discover the real situation. The letters will vary not only 

24. Rousset, p. 80. 

25. Rousset, p. 83. 
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according to who writes them but also according to who 

receives them. Each character's situation will differ, too, 

depending on how he fits into the group and on his place in 

the action at the time he writes or receives a letter. The 

possibilities for a roman par lettres with multiple voices 

are almost unlimited, and Laclos, for example, was expert 

in using a great many of them. This kind of structure for 

an epistolary novel gives the reader the opportunity to see 

plans being made in one letter and how they work in another 

with respect to all the different personalities involved. 

The action may still be very limited, but its repercussions 

are as many and as varied as there are characters. From one 

happening there will also be several versions from the 

characters who describe it in their letters. No one 

character's letter will be able to give all the details and 

the effects, and so it will be the whole of the correspond

ence which will have to be taken into consideration. There 

is a certain amount of suspense for the reader who has to 

study each letter carefully, individually and according to 

its position in the novel before discovering the full 

meaning of the situation. The reader's evidence is gained 

only by deciphering different and sometimes opposing view

points of the various characters. These viewpoints may 

further be distinguished by the particular character's 

social status and personality. Again, it must be empha

sized, as it was with the single-correspondent roman par 
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lettres, that the reader must do some work on his own: 

If the author of an epistolary novel has been 
successful in his creation of illusion, the reader, 
at least for the moment, accepts the letters as 
documents. From the multiple views, he must 
create his own version of the truth and must 
correct it as he goes along with the new informa
tion he receives. While in a sense the reader may 
be said to recreate any novel for himself, he does 
so with minimal guidance from the author in this 
genre, much as he is forced in daily life to probe 
not only what is said or written or done by several 
people, but what is omitted.2^ 

The reader must be able to decide what he should accept as 

truth from the combination of letters as a whole and what he 

should reject from individual letters as incomplete or mis

leading . 

The reader's involvement and the author's detachment 

in epistolary novels is an intriguing phenomenon which had 

particular appeal. While the development of the nouvelle 

shows that authors were determined to give vraisemblance to 

their works, the roman par lettres gave authors the chance 

to pretend that their work was actually true—the letters, 

when accepted as real documents of real people, could please 

and instruct more than imaginative stories. The author of 

a roman par lettres is self-effacing: It is the characters 

themselves who relate the story through their letters, and, 

therefore, the reality of the story has a directness greater 

than that of other novels. The author achieves not only 

verisimilitude in a roman par lettres but also the illusion 

26. Thelander, p. 15. 
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of actuality when he claims in his preface that the letters 

are real. Seylaz states that in so doing, "les auteurs 

ob§issaient a un besoin profond de romancier: au d§sir de 

faire oublier qu'ils etaient des 'fabulateurs,1 que leurs 

27 oeuvres etaient des fictions." Thelander thinks that 

there is another reason for the authors' penchant for the 

epistolary novel technique: "The growth of the scientific 

spirit, the developing interest in man related to his 

environment throughout the eighteenth century meant an 

increasing importance for factual evidence. From Biblical 

examples onwards, letters are documents, the exhibits which 

2 8 the lawyer produces to prove his case." Yet we have seen 

that the sciences were already playing an important role in 

seventeenth-century society—within the salons even—and I 

believe that interest in the scientific method and desire 

for discovering ways to tell the truth may have stimulated 

authors to give "factual evidence" by the use of letters 

earlier than Thelander suggests. The only reason for the 

use of the epistolary technique in the eighteenth century 

which does not hold true for the first epistolary novels in 

the seventeenth century is its appropriateness for an author 

who does not want to be held responsible for the immorality 

27. Jean-Luc Seylaz, Les Liaisons Dangereuses et la 
creation romanesque chez Laclos (Geneva: Librairie E. Droz, 
1958), p. 16. 

28. Thelander, p. 16. 
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of his work. It is a technique which permits an author to 

present characters who do not conform to accepted ethical 

standards while pretending to be removed from those 

characters himself, since they are the ones presenting the 

story. The early epistolary novel was not used for 

licentious purposes. 

Some technical problems of the roman par lettres 

have already emerged in the comparison between this type of 

novel and related literary genres. There are, of course, 

other technical problems inherent particularly in the roman 

par lettres, and a discussion of these will be helpful in 

appreciating the solutions that early epistolary novelists 

found. 

First of all, the author of an epistolary novel 

needs to explain how the letters came about. He can do this 

in a preface or an introduction. He generally pretends that 

the letters are genuine, so how did he happen to have them 

in his possession and why is he publishing them? These are 

the questions he must answer for the reader. Some authors 

seem to have let their imagination run wild here: Tompkins, 

in his study on how authors began their epistolary novels in 

England, tells of one instance when an author claimed to 

have entered a cottage to escape from the rain and found the 

29 letters wrapped around the butter on the table. One of 

29. J. M. S. Tompkins, The Popular Novel in England: 
1770-1800 (London: Constable and Co., Ltd., 1932). 
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the epistolary novels to be studied in the latter part of 

this chapter contains just about as implausible a circum

stance, too. Such elaborate explanations were used to try 

to stimulate interest from prospective readers, but usually 

the explanations were kept simple enough. 

There must also be a reason for each of every 

character's letters. Why the character writes is usually 

made apparent in the letter concerned. But if the author 

of the novel expects the letters to be accepted truly as 

documents, he must also put his characters into suitable 

situations for writing. The action of early epistolary 

novels took place in contemporary settings, and as 

seventeenth-century society was leisurely, upper-class 

characters placed therein could realistically be expected 

to write letters, Furthermore, for the letters to appeal 

they had to have some relevance to the lives that the 

characters led. A character cannot interrupt the course of 

an adventure to sit down and compose a letter about it. 

Therefore, epistolary novels -were not suitable for stories 

about busy people involved in very active lives. On the 

other hand, the epistolary novel was perfectly suited for a 

story primarily concerned with sentiment and psychology of 

emotion. The action of an epistolary novel should lend 

itself to analysis of the characters' feelings and motiva

tions in order for the letters to be of value in themselves, 

and the action must not take place so swiftly that the 



123 

characters do not have time to write letters about it. 

Preferably, the characters' letters should influence the 

outcome of the events. The letters are best when they have 

a role in the actual plot of the story because then they 

have direct impact on the situation. Also, as elements 

themselves for the movement of dramatic action, they hold 

greater interest for the reader. When a character receives 

a certain letter which causes him to do or not to do some

thing which in turn impinges on the development of the 

story, the letter becomes part of the intrigue; it is no 

longer a simple narration of what happened but a vehicle 

in itself for the action. One need only think of the 

effects of the letters on the characters of Les Liaisons 

dangereuses to see how great a scope there is for letters 

to become involved in the action of an epistolary novel. 

The author of an epistolary novel is an "editor" in 

that he must arrange his characters' letters in such a way 

as to convey the thread of the story through their 

chronology, and he must decide which letters to include and 

how to achieve temporary suspense. His story will become 

repetitive if he includes letters which tell the same thing 

the same way. He can avoid this by pretending that some of 

the letters are lost and by inserting only the replies to 

3 0 
certain letters. There is also a time-lapse problem with 

30. See Seylaz, p. 17. 
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which the author must contend. To indicate a passage of 

time he can simply give dates to his letters or he can 

insert other letters to or from other people involved in a 

different action to give the illusion of distance of time 

31 between events, as Thelander has pointed out. This latter 

possibility is the one that Fontenelle uses. 

Looking back from our own perspective, there is a 

problem which seems much more difficult to solve than it 

perhaps was for the authors of early romans par lettres. 

That is the question of how to report a conversation in a 

letter. We may think that it would be difficult for the 

author of an epistolary novel to have a character relate a 

verbal exchange he had with someone else to his addressee. 

However, conversation in the seventeenth-century heroic-

gallant novels and nouvelles had often been indirectly-

reported, and the authors were generally more adept at 

handling conversation between characters in an indirect 

manner than in writing realistic dialogue. As long as a 

character who writes a letter telling about a conversation 

he had with someone else keeps the exchange short and does 

not include every spoken word, the recitation of a conversa

tion is acceptable in a letter. 

With no narrator to tell the reader of a roman par 

lettres the gestures and facial expressions used when a 

31. Thelander, p, 14, 
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thought is conveyed, the thought of a letter must be put 

across to the reader of the novel and to the character-

recipient in such a manner as to convey subtleties that 

would be apparent in a visual, spoken intercourse. In 

order to do this, the author must find ways with words to 

produce similarities to the gestures and facial expressions 

that would be used in conversation and reported by an 

omniscient narrator. The letters of an epistolary novel 

have an even more basic function to fulfill: the delinea

tion of a character through his own written word. There is 

no one to describe the character for us; everything we are 

to learn about him comes to us through his letters and 

those that are addressed to him. Only in a multiple-

correspondent epistolary novel are there instances of 

letters being written about one character to another. 

Therefore, the reader will examine everything about the 

character's letters in order to draw a mental picture of 

him. The character's style of writing will influence that 

picture, just as much as what he says will. The author of 

a roman par lettres is more compelled to find varied tech

niques to help individualize his characters' letters than an 

ordinary novelist who can depend more on the use of physical 

descriptions when he reports a character's conversation. 

Because authors of early epistolary novels concen

trated on the letters themselves and not just the story-line, 

the first examples of this genre were more credible than 



126 

some of the later ones written by greater novelists. An 

epistolary novel would, at first, only be successful if the 

illusion could be held that the letters may have been real. 

Credibility in an epistolary novel was easier to achieve in 

the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries than it is now 

because people did keep the letters they received and some

times made copies of the ones they sent. A collection of 

letters could likely be found and published. This is simply 

due to the fact that a letter was considered "both a more 

32 durable document and more of a social institution" than 

it is now, A letter held more value to an individual with

out recourse to the telephone, newspapers, the radio, the 

television, and without present-day advantages for travel. 

Studying the morphology of the roman par lettres 

makes obvious many possibilities for its use. In the 

following analyses of early romans par lettres, we will see 

how the authors took advantage of some of these possi

bilities and how well they achieved their goal of 

yraiserablance which, was, of course, the raison d'etre for 

the development of this literary genre. 

32. Mylne, p. 146. 



CHAPTER 5 

ANALYSES OF EARLY ROMANS PAR LETTRES 

Le Roman des Lettres 

The abb§ d'Aubignac, born Frangois Hedelin in Paris, 

1604, wrote what appears to be the first roman par lettres 

in French literature."1" As a child, d'Aubignac was preco-

2 cious and the only one of the twelve children of Claude 

Hedelin and Catherine Parg to have literary pretensions. 

When he was eleven, he had already learned enough Latin to 

3 read Horace. At the age of fourteen, he claimed to have 

disdain for his teachers and studied on his own, with his 

father's consent. He knew some Greek, spoke Italian and 

taught himself rhetoric, poetry, geography, history, law, 

and theology. In Nemours, as an aspiring poet, he gathered 

around other young scholars who were talented and hopeful 

of making names for themselves. To encourage his efforts, 

his father had published a poem of some six hundred lines 

which he had written. However, the young Frangois, 

1. See Rousset, p. 106. 

2. L. Beck, "Aubignac," in Dictionnaire des lettres 
frangaises, p. 109. 

3. Ch.-L. Livet, Pr^cieux et pr^cieuses: caract&res 
et moeurs litteraires du XVIIe si^cle (4th edition; Paris; 
H. Welter, 1895), p. 152. 

127 
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realizing the meagre financial benefits in pursuing a 

4 literary career, "donna momentanSment conge aux Muses," and 

went into law. Soon, he attracted Richelieu's attention 

and, while still only twenty-seven, was appointed precepteur 

of the Cardinal's nephew, the due de Fronsac. About this 

time also, he was ordained and obtained a small abbey in 

Bourges from which he took the name d'Aubignac. He seemed 

to enjoy his role as precepteur and thought highly of his 

twelve-year-old charge. When the latter grew up, d'Aubignac 

became a noted predicateur and could be found sermonizing 

far and wide across France. He loved society to which he 

had an entr§e, being of noble birth, and became interested 

in the theatre. He was suddenly plunged into mourning when 

Monsieur de Fronsac died in battle, in 1646, Having 

switched roles from precepteur to intendant and having 

remained a close friend as well, again d'Aubignac put aside 

his literary pursuits and turned to religion for solace and 

comfort. This did not last for long, as his last religious 

piece appeared in 1653.^ He was back once more studying 

drama and writing plays himself. These included Cyminde and 

La Pucelle d'Origans, both tragedies in prose. He also 

wrote remarks on actors of his day, condemning them for 

changing lines, misinterpreting ideas and making sloppy 

4. Livet, p. 155, 

5, Livet, p. 162, 
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sets. Both his plays are composed with strict attention to 

the rules of unity, but neither was a success. D'Aubignac 

was associated with many hommes de lettres: the abbe de 

Pure, Chapelain, Furetiere, Menage, Corneille, and 

Mademoiselle de Scud^ry, but he was of a difficult tempera

ment and embroiled himself in literary quarrels with almost 

all of them. His principal works are theoretical: Discours 

sur la troisieme comgdie de Terence (1640), T§rence justifie 

(1656), and La Pratique du theatre (1657). This last work 

was highly regarded by his contemporaries and may have had 

influence on Racine. 

By the middle of the 1660's, d'Aubignac had reached 

the height of his reputation and tried to obtain official 

recognition for a second academy of Belles-Lettres. He was 

a celebrated salon figure, and especially cherished at the 

vicomtesse d'Auchy's gatherings, "oft dominaient 1'esprit 
g 

de coterie et 1'admiration mutuelle." The feeling there 

7 was: "Nul n'aura de 1'esprit, hors nous et nos amis," which 

d'Aubignac may have unfortunately helped foster. Yet, 

d'Aubignac did have some charm and understood the fine 

etiquette of an honn^te homme: 

II pouvait faire figure dans le monde, oCt il allait 
beaucoup, et oil il apportait une indulgence qu'il 

6. Picard, p. 53, 

7. Picard, p. 53. 
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n'avait pas quand il s'agissait de defendre la 
science ou d'attaquer ses rivaux. Rien ne prouve 
raieux le sentiment qu'il eut des convenances 
sociales qu'un dernier petit livre publi§ par 
lui en 1666, sous le titre de: Conseils d'Ariste 
cl C^lim^ne sur les moyens de conserver la 
reputation. Cet ecrit fort sage est vraiment un 
traitg de 11 art de vivre en societe. Compose cl un 
point de vue tout mondain, il s'appuie toujours 
sur une morale pure, rigoureuse a soi-me;me, 
indulgente aux autres.^ 

It is said that d'Aubignac did not like frivolous 

9 things or coquetterie. Furthermore, he was very critical 

of contemporary novels: 

Il detestait les romans de son temps: le roman 
historique parce qu'il corrompt l'histoire, le 
roman entierement feint, qui ne m^rite que le 
mipris, le roman fait sur les histoires du 
temps, parce qu'il est medisant et qu'il diffame 
des personnes vivantes. Son influence s'exergait 
done & rebours de la mode romanesque aussi bien 
que contre la mode pr^cieuse.1® 

Perhaps his Roman des lettres was a conscious effort to 

introduce a new type of novel. 

The Roman des lettres opens with an Epistre in which 

the work is dedicated to the Grande Mademoiselle and signed 

not by the author, d'Aubignac, but by the main character in 

the book, Ariste. This is just the first surprise of this 

curiously laid-out story. It is a clever touch of ingenuity, 

for the real author is thereby assuring the reader that 

8 .  

9. 

10. 

Livet, p. 207. 

Adam, L'Age classique, p. 292. 

Adam, Histoire, II, 171. 
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Ariste is himself, whereas in the course of reading the 

book one would otherwise assume that d'Aubignac was in 

fact commenting on the letters of another person. Such a 

procedure was common in manuals: the compiler would often 

quote passages or whole letters written by famous hommes 

de lettres and explain their special qualities in detail. 

Here, however, by virtue of Ariste's signature on the 

„Epistre, the reader is dissuaded from equating the two main 

commenters on Ariste's letters directly with the author. 

The reader is compelled to believe that Ariste's letters 

are the author's own. The organization thus differs from a 

typical manual. 

In the Epistre, Ariste tells the Grande Mademoiselle 

that she should be pleased he is remaining anonymous because 

authors are not ordinarily presentable at Court: 

Si tous ceux qui sont precipitez du Parnasse pour 
se jetter a vos pieds en vous d<=diant leurs 
oeuvres, en avoient fait de mesme; vous eussiez 
peut-Stre eu quelque plaisir de les entendre, sans 
avoir eu le chagrin de les voir.-'--'-

This book was indeed published without d'Aubignac's name. 

Perhaps the real reason for this was to assume a semblance 

of modesty. The Epistre serves to illustrate Ariste's 

gallantry and although he wishes to remain anonymous he 

assures us that his ability to write good letters is 

11. Frangois H^delin, abb£ d'Aubignac, Le Roman 
des lettres (Paris: chez I. Baptiste Loyson, 1667), All 
quotations will be taken from this edition. 
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exceptional: "mon style a quelquefois et§ assez heureux pour 

exciter beaucoup de jalousie par l'odeur & la beautg des 

fleurs, & dans les occasions serieuses, j'ay fait quelquefois 

paraitre une erudition mal agr§able ^ ceux qui ne la 

pouvoient imiter" (Epistre). He has great self-confidence. 

The story begins with a description of an almost 

idyllic setting. It is a country house away from Paris, 

exquisitely decorated and landscaped. There is an arbor 

covered with trellises of jasmine and honeysuckle through 

which one passes to reach a large study perched on a hill. 

The study is open on all four sides to catch the summer 

breezes and to give spectacular views of the open country

side. Here Cleonce, a highly reputed sgavant, has made his 

retreat from the cares and bothers that great men have to 

endure in Paris. He has come for a much needed rest and to 

get away from meddlesome people who constantly bring poor 

manuscripts to the illustrious few for comments and advice. 

We are thus impressed by the superiority of the first 

character to whom we are introduced and are led to feel 

due respect for his judgments. 

Learinde is one of the few people freely admitted 

to Cleonce's retreat, and so we immediately know that he, 

too, is someone rather special. We are also told that 

Learinde has "beaucoup d1esprit & de vertu, & que sa 

conversation estoit mesl^e de Musique & de Poesie avec une 

erudition fort considerable" (p. 3). When Learinde comes 
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for a visit, knowing that his friend is not supposed to be 

working, he is astonished to see stacks of disorderly 

papers on a table before him. Cleonce reassures him that he 

is not really working but amusing himself: 

Vous pensez peut-estre, lui dit Cleonce, que je 
sois fort occupe & que la distinction, & la 
disposition de tant de choses me donnent bien de 
la peine; mais a vous dire le vray, c'est un 
employ de bagatelle que je me suis donn§ par 
complaisance a la priere d'une belle Dame (pp. 4-5). 

It transpires that the "belle Dame" is Meliane, and she has 

requested Cleonce to compile a collection of Ariste's 

letters for publication. Ariste, who is known to Cleonce, 

is considered an admirable man by Meliane: 

Elle est persuad^e, comme il est vray, qu'il n'est 
pas d'un esprit commun, & que ses moindres ouvrages 
ont tofijours quelque caractere de doctrine & 
d'agrement qu'on ne voit point ailleurs, qu'il ne 
faut rien perdre de tout ce qu'il fait, & que les 
lettres des grands hommes ont toujours este 
consider^es comme un abrege de tout ce qu'ils ont 
fait de plus excellent (pp. 5-6). 

The psychology here is just as fine as that of 

Mademoiselle de Scud^ry in her "Conversation de la maniere 

d'ecrire des Lettres." The reader is being told that if he 

wants to be a great man, or if he thinks he already is, what 

is expected of those in that class is the ability to write 

excellent letters. D'Aubignac appeals to the desire of his 

readers to have in front of them exemplary letters which 

they can copy in their own correspondence. Since, however, 

letters are not so important in our society today, the 
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appeal of the Roman des lettres is very limited now, and 

this is a book that consequently remains in at least 

metaphoric dust on a shelf of the Bibliothfeque Nationale. 

Learinde expresses interest in the publication 

project, and together the friends read aloud the various 

letters. Learinde is impressed from the very first of 

Ariste's missives: 

Toutes ses pens§es sont agreables sans foiblesse, 
& fortes sans duret^; les expressions en sont 
nettes, les paroles bien choisies, & 1' art si 
bien couvert, que tout y paroist propre, encore 
presque tout y soit figure . . . (pp. 13-14) . 

Learinde, like the reader, is not a personal friend of 

Ariste's, but he enjoys the letters in themselves, and the 

reader must, therefore, also find enjoyment in them. We 

know that the two conversationalists are apt judges of the 

art of letter-writing, so we must not only accept what they 

have to say about these letters, but must make the judgment 

our own and profit from it. This is so subtly put across 

that the reader is scarcely aware of the author's dogmatism. 

Learinde's praise of the first, gallant letter is in 

actuality an outline of the rules for writing good letters. 

It is pleasant to learn these rules because they are 

expressed in an agreeable manner. Throughout the book, on 

close examination, the reader is being given a lesson on 

letter-writing, and from the beginning the critic is put in 

a difficult position: is this really a roman par lettres or 

should it be classified as a well developed manual? 
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The following letters are also gallant, pleasing 

letters. Cleonce tells Learinde, by way of introduction, 

that one afternoon at Meliane's salon, conversation turned 

to letter writing. Everyone present gave his opinions on 

what a letter should be, but, naturally, Ariste had the best 

answer himself. He said that people usually try to put too 

many ideas in one letter, "de sorte que 1'on obligeoit 

1'esprit de sauter totijours de sujet en sujet sans le porter 

jamais jusqu'au point de le contenter, & de lui plaire" 

(p. 17). Instead, one should choose a particular point, 

develop it fully, and give it as many different, amusing 

turns as possible. Meliane asked Ariste to write her such 

a letter, which Ariste did the next day. Cleonce in turn 

reads this letter to Learinde. Cleonce then explains that 

Meliane found the letter so delightful that she showed it to 

all her friends. Ariste found this out and wrote another, 

pretending to be angered: 

Que vous estes peu capable d'un secret! Je me 
garderay bien maintenant de vous dire ce que je 
pense; vous en feriez comme de mes billets que 
vous monstrez a tout le monde; je croyois ne parler 
qu'a vous, & vous me faites parler a des gens que 
je ne connois point; je ne voulois vous entretenir 
que dans vostre cabinet, & vous me faites faire des 
conversations publiques (p. 26). 

This shows how ingeniously d'Aubignac glides from one type 

of gallant letter to another, linking events which caused a 

certain letter to be written in conversation between Cleonce 

and Learinde. The above quotation of the letter is 
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exemplary of the gallant letters to be found in this first 

part of the Roman des lettres. After reading it aloud, 

Learinde says that Meliane should not have shown Ariste's 

letter to others, but Cleonce replies that Ariste knows 

women too well to be upset by such an event and was just 

poking fun at Meliane. 

In this conversation we learn more about Ariste's 

character—he is indeed a man of the world and nothing can 

be put over on him. This again intrigues the reader who 

must obviously wish to be like Ariste, and he will want to 

pursue the story further so that he can learn how Ariste 

copes in other situations. We have here a longer break than 

usual between the letters, and the conversation, in noting 

Ariste's qualities, truly becomes a lesson on savoir-vivre. 

Cleonce explains to Learinde that Ariste gets along very 

well with women; he writes to them exactly what they want 

people to think of them, with praises and assurances of 

respect, but does so in such a manner as to show them that 

what he is doing is only a "divertissement de sa belle 

humeur" (p. 33), and that "son esprit & son coeur n'agissent 

pas de concert; que le premier est tout pour elles, & 

l'autre pour luy" (p. 33). That is an effect that readers 

of the masculine sex will certainly appreciate. One has 

the feeling that this book is, in fact, addressed mainly to 

men, and such an opinion can be reinforced by a later 

episode, in which a lady needs to write an important letter 
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in reply to one of Ariste's. She asks a friend to help her 

with it,•implying that no one female could, on her own, come 

up with the perfect answer (p. 121). Moreover, in the first 

two hundred pages of the book, only four letters written by 

ladies are included although there are many more instances 

when replies to Ariste's gallant overtures would be 

enlightening. 

More letters are read and discussed, then Cleonce 

tells Learinde that although the letters are all very good, 

he is in a dilemma; he does not know how he should arrange 

them for publication: 

Vous les voyez toutes separees, sans que j ' aye pu 
determiner encore ce que j'en dois faire; car de 
suivre les dates vous scavez que les billets doux 
n'en ont presque jamais; & que mesme c'est une 
maniere trop commune de les ranger par les matieres 
differentes qu'elles contiennent; ce seroit 
confrondre le temps & les personnes: Et de les 
distinguer par le nom de celles qui les ont 
receues, cela pouvoit mescontenter quelqu'une 
(pp. 38-39) . 

The reader is hereby introduced to the problem of organiza

tion, and he will begin to wonder how the collection of 

letters will be presented for publication. It is a clever 

ruse on the author's part, for the compilation will be just 

as it is now, and the reader has in front of him the final 

product. This is a type of technique that would be 

developed on a more complex scale in Tristram Shandy. Also, 

this gives an aura of vraisemblance; the reader is becoming 
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involved with the composition of the book and will, conse

quently, more readily accept the final outcome. 

In order to explain further his dilemma, Cleonce 

says that some of Ariste's letters were written as a result 

of singular events; they necessitate, as the reader will 

later realize, special prefaces outlining the reason why 

Ariste wrote them. Cleonce then presents a series of such 

letters, telling Learinde about their background. Thus the 

reader is again introduced to another group of letters, but 

his curiosity is aroused not only because he still wants to 

find out how Ariste handled a particular situation but also 

because he wants to learn why Cleonce finds it difficult to 

arrange them properly in his collection. These letters are 

also gallant ones, types that someone might well wish to 

imitate. They are lively and amusing, sometimes very 

complimentary, sometimes exemplary of how to write to some

one who is indisposed, sometimes showing tender expressions 

of friendship, etc. The ladies to whom Ariste writes all 

have different personalities which we glimpse through the 

conversations between Cleonce and Learinde, preparing us for 

the different types of gallantry used in Ariste's letters to 

them. 

All the given situations are ones in which con

temporaries would, sometimes, be likely placed themselves. 

The vraisemblance of the Roman des lettres lies mainly 

herein; one can believe in Ariste, even though he does seem 
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to be the honngte homme perfected, and one can believe in 

his adventures. Nothing truly extraordinary ever happens 

to him, and this is primarily because d'Aubignac is using 

him as a model who can be imitated by the reader. 

One day Ariste met two very attractive ladies, 

Alminde and Dorise, at a small gathering. He wanted to get 

to know them better, so afterwards wrote to each a letter 

of compliment. His gallant overture to Alminde was sure to 

bring success: 

Je voudrois bien sgavoir, belle Alminde, comment 
font ceux qui vous voyent souvent pour n'estre 
pas malheureux; car pour une fois que je vous 
ay veue, vous me donnez bien de la peine. Je 
sens dans mon esprit je ne sgay quoi qui occupe 
toutes mes pens^es, qui me cause bien de 
1'inquietude, qui me fait trembler au souvenir 
de ce que j'ay veu, & qui me laisse neantmoins 
grande envie de vous revoir (pp. 44-45). 

The resourceful phrasing of this billet is not unlike that 

which we will find in the letters of Fontenelle's Chevalier 

d'Her***. Ariste first startles his addressee by suggesting 

that she must make people unhappy, but it turns out that the 

reason for this is because she is so very charming that the 

people who meet her are overwhelmed by what they see in her 

and can only hope to have the opportunity of being in her 

company again. The few words of introduction which do not 

appear complimentary at all-'-who wants to be told that they 

make people unhappy?—serve to direct attention to what 

follows. When the explanation for her impression on Ariste 

is divulged, the compliment takes on greater meaning, It 
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has more impact than if Ariste simply wrote to her saying 

that he found her charming and would like to see her again. 

Dorise, we are told, is "plus fine qu'Alminde" 

(p. 82); she is a little more artful and liked to encourage 

her admirers to write notes to her. Of course, Ariste 

writes Dorise often. She had invited him to come see her, 

but when he did, she was out. There follows a letter that 

could easily be copied by anyone in the same situation. 

On several other occasions, Ariste attempted to find 

Dorise at home, but never succeeded. So, after each 

attempt, Ariste wrote another letter, successively more 

pressing. However, it was not true that Dorise did not 

wish to see Ariste. We learn in the conversation between 

Cleonce and Learinde that Ariste always triumphs in his 

gallantries and knows innately how to distinguish false 

pretenses. Nevertheless, he stopped writing to Dorise for 

a while, then she went to see him and found upon her 

arrival that he was out. Ariste consequently wrote to her: 

"11 est bien fctcheux ceux qui vous cherchent, de ne vous 

point trouver; mais c'est un sujet de desespoir h ceux qui 

vous cherchez, d'estre absens, & de ne vous point voir ..." 

(p. 110). In a way, Ariste may be paying Dorise back for 

the times he went to see her, but his letter is so gracious 

that it would be hard to tell for certain. In this little 

series of letters, d'Aubignac has taken a simple situation, 

that of trying to see someone. He has given the situation 
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almost every possible turn and provided letters suitable; 

whatever the circumstance, the reader can find an example 

to meet his needs. 

We can see different approaches in the letters that 

Ariste writes, each chosen to be in accord with the 

particular temperament of the addressee. Although all the 

ladies in the book have desirable qualities, there is on& 

who is superior to all others, Urselide, "illustre par sa 

naissance, admirable par sa beaute & digne de respect par sa 

quality qui I'eslevoit au-dessus des plus grandes Dames du 

Royaume, & dans l'§galit§ des Princesses" (p. 169). Some

thing more than "divertissement" is hinted in Ariste"s 

relationship with her. Love may develop; therefore the 

letters that Ariste writes to her hold special interest to 

the reader for he will learn from them how to write to 

someone for whom he has real affection. Ariste first writes 

to Urselide when he has to be away from Paris on business. 

Paris is everything and the provinces are looked upon as the 

end of the world, but Ariste tells Urselide that his trip 

cannot but be a delight since he has the honor of writing to 

her, and "je le ressens avec tant de douceur & de satis

faction, que je doute si je devrois souhaiter d'estre 

encore h Paris, & en estre priv^" (p. 176), The correspond

ence between Urselide and Ariste continues with many 

examples of billets doux, since Ariste has to be away for 

a long time on account of his work. At one point, he learns 
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that she is ill, so he writes to her companion, Elice, a 

charming note to find out how she is. He learns that she 

has recovered, and we are presented with an ideal letter 

expressing his pleasure upon learning that she is well 

again (p. 192). Even in this series of letters, where we 

become intrigued by the special esteem in which Ariste 

holds Urselide, there is something which mars the fictional 

element: the events are contrived, and each one sets an 

example to be followed by the reader when he meets with 

similar circumstances, 

Ariste returns to Paris and sees the incomparable 

Urselide, but soon afterwards she has to go away. He writes 

now that he cannot be happy without her, not even in Paris. 

He describes the ballets and plays going on (in vague terms), 

but what is of greater interest is his use of nature to help 

illustrate his feelings: 

La raison nous apprend qu'au milieu de la nuit, la 
terre ne laisse pas d'avoir la beauts de ses 
fleurs, & les fleuves l1email de leurs rivages; 
que les paysages ne perdent rien de leurs belles 
veues, bien qu'ils soient invisibles; & que cette 
agreable horreur des precipices esloignez n'est 
en rien diminu^e: Mais faute d'un petit rayon de 
soleil, nos sens n'en peuvent demeurer d'accord; 
ils nous persuadent que la nature est morte, & 
que le monde n'est plus que la sepulture des 
vivants. C'est l'estat 0(1 ceux que vous avez 
laissez se trouvent reduits (p. 219), 

Despite the precious elements, the comparative technique is 

good. 
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Ariste also writes that he hopes Urselide will meet 

AstrSe and Celadon, and we have her reply to that note: 

"A mon arriv^e en ce pays; j1 ay cherchS ces Bergers de 

Lignon avec toute la curiosite dont vous me soupgonnez, 

mais n'en ayant trouv^ que de fort inciviles, j'ay crfl que 

les autres s1 en sont allez avec les hirondelles" (p. 226). 

In using a reference to that great pastoral, Ariste gives 

a romantic touch to his billet doux. 

Finally, Urselide comes back to Paris, "mais sous 

un astre bien mal-heureux; puis qu1 en arrivant elle se vit 

attaqu^e de cette maladie que les Belles craignent beaucoup 

plus que la peste, & qui luy donna la mort peu de jours 

apres" (p. 238). 

Thus, the one episode of the Roman des lettres in 

which the story element is developed and which gives the 

book its major fictional qualities is terminated in order 

to remove Ariste from a very special situation to others for 

which different kinds of letters are in demand. We move on 

to a series of letters among Ariste, Uranie and Clitie. 

These are all gallant sallies, without any evidence of deep 

feeling among the parties involved for one another. These 

letters are stereotyped. 

Some of the correspondents we met earlier, such as 

Alminde, are brought back again into the action. Ariste 

writes to her, showing some .interest, and she is absolutely 

delighted. She decides that in order to keep Ariste's 
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attention and to cultivate that interest he has in her, she 

should give him a rival. When Ariste next sees her, she is 

spending most of her time with Erigand. In a conversation 

with Ariste, she tells him that jealousy is "la plus grande 

preuve d'un veritable amour" (p. 264), and he immediately 

realizes what she is trying to do. We have the feeling that 

d'Aubignac believes that the honn^te homme can never be 

tricked: he sees into everything and understands even the 

most complicated of motives. Ariste's letters, conse

quently, always achieve the desired effect. It would be 

more interesting if they sometimes did not attain the 

correct result, but this is less than a novel. As far as 

the story goes, it is the little introductions to each 

episode, by way of Cleonce's conversation with Learinde, 

that give the Roman des lettres its interest. We have a 

character study in Ariste, and everything is joined together 

by his participation in different events. We read his 

letters mostly for the enjoyment of his originality. His 

wording is clever and easily appreciated, and his one-

upmanship in the simple trials of gallantry is amusing. 

On another occasion, Dorise, whom we have also met 

earlier, requests Ariste to write some letters of recommen

dation for her cousin, Bercade, who is going to Rouen on 

account of a lawsuit. Naturally, Ariste consents. Ariste 

addresses his missive to a lady named Leonice, and duly 

recommends his friend's cousin to her. Nonetheless, he asks 
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the lady to whom he writes recommending his friend's 

cousin not to look too closely at him. He fears that she 

will charm him and Bercade will forsake Paris for her: 

Ce n'est pas assez que vous luy fassiez gagner son 
procez; il faut encore, s'il vous plaist, que vous 
le laissiez revenir & Paris, ou nous avons besoin 
d'une conversation aussi precieuse qu'est la sienne. 
D^tournez un peu vos yeux, quand il vous entretiendra 
de son affaire; ne le regardez pas fixement; prenez 
une mine un peu dedaigneuse; enfin contraignez-
vous un peu & vous dispensez de faire une conqueste 
qui pourroit faire tort a telle autre Belle qui 
ne se deffie pas de vous ... (p. 302). 

This is such a flattering letter that we are certain the 

lady will help Bercade. 

It is getting late in the evening now, and after 

discussing the merits of Ariste's letter of recommendation, 

Cleonce and Learinde move into the dining hall for supper. 

There are some other people present, and we see how 

admirable Cleonce is as host, Learinde obliges the company 

by singing the latest songs, reciting madrigals and telling 

excellent stories. However, "il avoit pris tant de goust 

aux lettres d'Ariste, qu'il ne perdit pas le dessin d'en 

continuer la lecture" (p, 326), and he persuades Cleonce to 

return to the study. 

We learn from Cleonce that all of Ariste's friends 

are enthusiastic about the proposal to publish his letters, 

and that Cleonce asked them to bring all the letters that 

they have received themselves from Ariste and those that they 

could borrow from others to whom they know he has written. 
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Ariste's friends then gathered at Dorise's to read the 

letters that they have found. Cleonce describes the 

gathering at Dorise's for Learinde's (and the reader's) 

benefit. Each person present read from his own collection 

of Ariste's letters, recapitulating the events which led to 

the writing of the various notes. The letters in this part 

of the novel are organized in accordance to their subject 

matter; we have some requesting favors, others granting 

favors to friends, letters to the great and famous men of 

the time, letters of condolence and panegyriques. We do not 

learn very much about the people Ariste addresses in this 

part, and these letters are not of the gallant type, around 

which it is relatively easy to weave the thread of a story, 

but letters which are required on more serious occasions. 

D'Aubignac's attempt at making an epistolary novel falls 

down considerably here. In most instances, there is nothing 

at all to link one type of letter to the next. Instead, one 

character after another simply pulls from his pocket a 

letter written by Ariste which he proceeds to read aloud to 

the group present, and then everyone comments on its 

excellence. Cleonce in turn relates all this to Learinde. 

Indeed, it would be difficult for any author to interweave 

a story through so many different types of letters. Yet 

that is exactly what d'Aubignac should have done in order to 

live up to the title which he gave his book. 
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There remains in the second part of the Roman des 

lettres the problem of how Cleonce is going to arrange 

Ariste's letters for publication. It is Learinde who 

suggests that Cleonce put them together in exactly the order 

in which they have read them aloud, including the comments 

that he and others have made (p. 499). Cleonce agrees that 

this is a very good idea and goes on to show Learinde the 

remaining ones. Late in the night the two friends finish 

reading the last of Ariste's missives, Cleonce now content 

since he has found a way to present them in a book, and 

Learinde, pleased in that he was able to help his friend and 

in that he has spent such an interesting day reading 

Ariste's letters. So ends d'Aubignac's ambitious under

taking to make a roman par lettres. 

Rousset says in regard to the Roman des lettres: 

"ce n'est pas encore un roman par lettres au sens strict, 

12 mais il s'en approche beaucoup." Had the book ended with 

the first part, I would agree that it could legitimately be 

called a tentative attempt toward a roman par lettres. It 

is the second part, with all the different, unconnected 

letters, which renders the work almost identical to a manual 

whose purpose is to show contemporaries how to compose 

letters suitable to specific occasions. This is obvious in 

spite of d'Aubignac's attempt to try to make the reader 

12, Rousset, p. 106, 
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feel a part of the story by including him in its composi

tion. All along, d'Aubignac tries to inspire his readers 

to write good letters themselves by emulating Ariste's fine 

examples. Ariste's letters are treasured by their recipi

ents who not only read and keep them in their possession but 

also share them with their friends. Consequently, Ariste's 

letters have fallen into the hands of Cleonce, the admirable 

sqavant who will publish them as a collection to entertain 

fashionable mondains and from which certain profit can be 

derived. Yet this is not enough to make the book a real 

novel. Bernard Bray has written: 

Le sort de 1'abbe d'Aubignac fut celui d'un 
novateur, mais qui manquait d'imagination 
cr^atrice. Dans son livre insuffisamment 
structure, ni les personnages, ni les 
§v§nements, ni meme le style ^pistolaire ne 
pouvaient faire surgir la moindre illusion 
romanesque.^ 

Perhaps Bray is too harsh in his statements, but in my 

analysis he seems to come closer to the mark than does 

Rousset. 

D'Aubignac must be forgiven for having failed to 

give a semblance of a real story to the second part of his 

book, but the Roman des lettres would have been much better 

had he tried a little harder to give it a reasonable plot. 

The comments that he has his two conversationalists, 

Cleonce and Learinde, make on Ariste's letters are truly 

13. B. Bray, pp. 28-29. 
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judicious and worthy of praise. One can learn from them 

just as much on the art of composing apt missives for every 

imaginable occasion as from the letters themselves. 

D'Aubignac, furthermore, succeeds in presenting vraisemblable 

characters who purportedly write the letters in this collec

tion. We have a picture of contemporary society, the 

foibles of some of its members, particularly Alminde's, 

the cunningness of the hero, Ariste, in his different deal

ings, the portrayal of what might be nascent love between 

Ariste and Urselide, plus several episodes akin to the 

everyday life of aristocrats of leisure. In short, here 

are the ingredients that could make a real epistolary novel. 

Many of the character types and stock situations that 

d'Aubignac uses can indeed be found in more fully developed 

romans par lettres. It may well be that d'Aubignac per

ceived several possibilities of the epistolary technique 

for a novel, but he lacked the ability to achieve the aims 

that he set for himself when he titled his work Le Roman 

des lettres. 

Lettres Portugaises 

In their excellent introduction to the Garnier 

edition of the Lettres portugaises, Deloffre and Rougeot 

include a biography of Gabriel-Joseph Lavergne, vicomte de 

Guilleragues, whose authorship of the first masterpiece in 
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the roman par lettres genre they reveal to be incon-

14 testable. A brief recapitulation here of the main events 

of Guilleragues1 life will suffice to indicate why the 

Lettres portugaises, as a literary work, is considered both 

a "miracle de culture" and a "miracle d'amour." 

Guilleragues was born in Bordeaux, 1628. Both his 

parents belonged to the noblesse de robe, distinguished by 

several generations of parliamentary charges, and whose 

large personal library suggests a keen interest on their 

part in the arts. When they sent their son to school in 

Paris, it was the College de Navarre which they chose for 

him, "le plus renommea, vers 1640, pour la faqon dont on y 

15 enseignait les humanit§s." Guilleragues soon showed him

self to be a spendthrift, and in fact never learned to 

manage his money, but he always was a man of integrity, and 

in positions of responsibility where the temptations to 

16 line one's own pockets were rife, he did not succumb. He 

became an associate of Conti's and when Conti was appointed 

Gouverneur of Languedoc, Guilleragues went with him. Conti 

14. Fr§d§ric Deloffre and Jacques Rougeot, "Intro
duction," to Gabriel-Joseph de Lavergne, vicomte de 
Guilleragues, Lettres portugaises, Valentins, et autres 
oeuvres, avec introduction, notes, glossaire et tables, 
d'apres de nouveaux documents, ed. Frederic Deloffre and 
Jacques Rougeot (Paris: Garnier Freres, 1962), pp. v-lxxxiv. 

15. Deloffre and Rougeot, "Introduction," to 
Guilleragues, Lettres portugaises, p. xxxiv. 

16. Deloffre and Rougeot, "Introduction," to 
Guilleragues, Lettres portugaises, p. xxxiv and p. liii. 
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made use of Guilleragues1 talents in dealing with political 

matters; Guilleragues in turn kept Colbert informed of all 

17 activities. Cont.i died in 1666, and Guilleragues went 

back to Paris to seek his fortune. The "ressources de son 

18 esprit" won for Guilleragues many feminine literary 

friends, including Scarron's widow (the future Madame de 

Maintenon), Madame de Sabl§, Madame de la Sablifere, and 

Madame de La Fayette. He was regarded as "un plaisant, mais 

19 un plaisant respect^, dont les mots comptent." One of his 

remarks about Mademoiselle de Scud^ry's unattractive friend, 

Pellisson, is still remembered: "Pellisson abusait de la 

20 permission qu'ont les hommes d'etre laids." Guilleragues 

also knew Boileau (who dedicated an Epitre to him), Racine 

and Moliere. Moliere had had Conti's protection, his troupe 

profiting from the title, "Comediens de M. le Prince de 

Conti," from 1652 until 1657 when Conti's conversion turned 

21 
him against the theatre. it may be that Guilleragues 

furnished Moliere with some unsavory details about the Abbe 

17. Deloffre and Rougeot, "Introduction," to 
Guilleragues, Lettres portugaises, p. lii. 

18. Deloffre and Rougeot, "Introduction," to 
Guilleragues, Lettres portugaises, p. lvi. 

19. Deloffre and Rougeot, "Introduction," to 
Guilleragues, Lettres portugaises, p. lxvi. 

20. Deloffre and Rougeot, "Introduction," to 
Guilleragues, Lettres portugaises, p. lxvi. 

21. Adam, Histoire, III", 216-218, 
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Roquette, who had been a member of Conti's household and 

22 upon whom Moli&re modeled Tartuffe. 

The year 1668 was the only one during which 

Guilleragues held no official position, and it was in 

October when the publisher Barbin received the privilege 

for the publication of Les Valentins, Lettres portugaises, 

Epigrammes et Madrigaux. The following year, Guilleragues 

bought the post of "secretaire ordinaire de la chambre et 

du cabinet de Sa Majeste," and Deloffre and Rougeot presume 

that he may have composed the above work in part to show the 

23 King his ability to write "billets galants." This position 

did indeed call for someone who could not only be trusted 

with intimate secrets, but who could as well compose the 

"lettres particuliferes" of Louis XIV. Guilleragues would 

have needed the King's personal permission to buy the post, 

and the anonymity ruse of the Lettres portugaises might have 

been more than a way to assure the book's popularity; it may 

have possibly been a consciously prudent course for 

Guilleragues to take as an aspirant. The King, but not 

necessarily the public, would need to know in which direc

tion Guilleragues' finest talents lay. Also, Guilleragues' 

choice of anonymity showed desirable discretion. If there 

22. Adam, Histoire, III, 301-302. 

23. Deloffre and Rougeot, "Introduction," to 
Guilleragues, Lettres portugaises, pp. lxii-lxiv. 

t 
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is truth to these conjectures, drawn from the facts stated 

by Deloffre and Rougeot, herein may be the explanation why 

Guilleragues' close friends never mentioned him as the 

author of the Lettres portugaises, a point which bothers 

some critics. 

While he held the secretaryship, Guilleragues, along 

with Bellinzani, was directed to "improve" the Gazette de 

24 France that Th^ophraste Renaudot had formerly edited. 

In 167 5, probably because he was again in need of money, 

Guilleragues sold the post and two years later became the 

Ambassador to Constantinople. He acutely missed his 

friends in Paris, and recent discoveries of letters written 

to them, in which Guilleragues expresses fears of their 

forgetting him, clearly show the empathy he would have for 

the subject of the Lettres portugaises. Certainly, as 

Deloffre and Rougeot point out in an article published six 

years after their edition of Guilleragues' work, the 

Lettres portugaises is the product of a highly cultured 

individual with extensive knowledge of the classics, 

Renaissance literature, and the masterpieces of his own 

2 5 seventeenth-century French contemporaries. But the 

24. Adam, Histoire, V, 33. 

25. Frederic Deloffre and Jacques Rougeot, "Les 
Lettres portugaises: miracle d'amour ou miracle de culture," 
Cahiers de 1'Association Internationale des Etudes 
frangaises, No. 20 (Mai, 1968), pp. 19-37. 
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Lettres portugaises is even more than that. Guilleragues' 

own character, his sensibility marked by acuteness and 

and refinement, to which his personal letters attest, played 

a major role in the composition and render the story a 

2 6 "miracle d'amour." It could not have been the same 

without "le don qu'a l'auteur des Lettres portugaises de 

s'identifier avec les personnages qui font 1'^preuve 

cruelle de 11 abandon,"^ 

The original edition of the Lettres portugaises 

appeared in a separate volume from the Valentins as Lettres 

portugaises traduites en frantgois, published by Claude 

Barbin, 1669. They were purported to be real letters and 

they won immediate success with the public, whose tastes, 

as shown, had evolved from the romanesque in which man was 

glorified in idealistic terms to the vraisemblable. Both 

the subject and the form of the Lettres portugaises were 

pertinent to the discussions on the differences between 

gallant and passionate letters currently being held in the 

pace-setting salons that Guilleragues attended. Further

more, La Rochefoucauld had revealed some of the secrets of 

man's selfishness; Racine had shown how individuals could be 

destroyed by love; Molifere had drawn the character of Elvire 

26. Deloffre and Rougeot, "Les Lettres 
portugaises," p. 32, 

27. Deloffre and Rougeot, "Les Lettres 
portugaises," p. 32, 
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in Pom Juan. A more propitious moment for the appearance of 

the Portuguese Nun would be hard to come by. 

The public believed that the "authentic" Lettres 

portugaises were written by a Portuguese nun who had been 

abandoned by her French lover. Also in 1669, appeared 

another edition published by "Pierre Marteau a Cologne"—in 

2 8 reality, "Pierre Elzevier a Amsterdam." This one gave the 

names of both the "translator" and the supposed recipient 

of the letters—Guilleragues and Chamilly, an officer in the 

French army, who had indeed served in Portugal, In the 

nineteenth century, a copy of the first edition of the 

Lettres portugaises was found with a note, in seventeenth-

century handwriting, giving the name Mariana Alcoforado as 

29 the one who wrote the letters. A little later, it was 

discovered that there had indeed been a nun living in the 

convent of Beja from 1656 until 1723, named Mariana 

Alcoforado, That there may have been just such a love 

affair between her and Chamilly is possible. If so, 

Guilleragues' imagination may well have been inspired by 

anecdotes he had heard relating to it. At any rate, there 

was enough local color in the Lettres portugaises to sustain 

belief in their authenticity for three hundred years, 

28, Andre Lebois, XVIIe Si^cle: recherches et 
portraits (Paris: DenoSl, 1966), p. 273, 

29, See Edmund Gosse, French Profiles (London: 
William Heineman, 1905), p. 71. 
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It was necessary for the letters to be published 

anonymously, if the public were to believe that they were 

real. As love letters, they were personal and supposedly 

only intended for the eyes of the beloved. The code of 

politesse, forbidding showing one's love letters to anyone 

dating at least from Mademoiselle de Scudery's time, was 

still operative. Furthermore, as Mademoiselle Desjardins 

explained in 1661, the emotion of being in love colors the 

mind's reason and the letters written in this state are 

3 0 full of disorder. The love letter, "en vertu de sa 

confession naturelle, " argues Chupeau, "tschappe au domaine 

de l'art: elle n'est pas objet de litt^rature," insofar 

31 as Guilleragues' contemporaries were concerned. More 

simply, since the love letter is addressed to the coeur 

(not to the esprit as is the gallant letter), its charac

teristics do not have literary qualities. This is mainly 

because logic and order, necessary to literature, are 

missing. Therefore, one should not attempt to create a 

literary work from typical love letters on their own. Yet 

their profound interest in the psychology of man made 

Guilleragues' contemporaries very curious about love 

letters. The Lettres portugaises appealed to the public 

since the work was not presented as literature but as real 

30, See Chupeau, p. 508. 

31, Chupeau, p, 508, 
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letters and since the name of the individual supposedly 

having written these letters was not divulged. Moreover, 

the letters reflected the prevailing viewpoints on the 

psychology of love and were composed in a seemingly artless 

style which was to be expected in love letters. Rougeot 

and Deloffre, in their analysis of the Lettres portugaises, 

show how Guilleragues satisfied his public point by point 

concerning the Questions d'amour posed in Madame de Sable's 

32 salon; and Chupeau reveals how Guilleragues drew his 

rhetoric from the attributes of the "lettre passionnSe" as 

discussed in the gatherings presided over by Henriette 

33 d1Angleterre. 

Although the battle no longer rages on the fiction 

front of the Lettres portugaises, the myth of the master

piece dies hard. When I went to Portugal, in 1970, to visit 

Mariana Alcoforado's convent, I was ushered up to the 

balcony where she had allegedly first seen her gallant 

cavalier on horseback. In the hallway adjoining the balcony 

stood a museum case purportedly containing a few of her 

personal possessions and a French copy of the Lettres 

portugaises. In spite of Portuguese claims to the 

32. Deloffre and Rougeot, "Analyse d'un chef-
d'oeuvre," in Guilleragues, Lettres portugaises, pp. 15-16. 

33. Chupeau, pp. 506-523. 
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34 masterpiece, there was no Portuguese edition until 1824. 

My guide assured me that Mariana had truly composed the 

famous letters. 

The real Mariana Alcoforado belonged to an old and 

noble Portuguese family, but in the book the heroine 

describes her condition as "mediocre." Whether or not 

Guilleragues knew of her true social status, by placing his 

Mariane socially beneath her lover, he made contemporary 

readers feel greater pity for her plight. Members of the 

nobility were expected to uphold noble values—particularly 

in front of inferiors. To do otherwise was to tarnish the 

concept of their superiority. The difference in the social 

standing between the lovers in the book enhanced the 

probabilities that the cavalier's actions would be looked 

upon as those of a fourbe. One just does not trick a lady 

belonging to a class below his own. Fontenelle's Chevalier 

d'Her*** felt very strongly about this point and added that 

in such circumstances it was unfair behavior because the 

lady would be unable to fight back on his terms. Many other 

discrepancies between the real nun and Guilleragues' 

Mariane have come to light in recent critical studies. 

Guilleragues' nun shows remarkable resemblances to classical 

sources, especially to Ovid's heroines, and the end result 

has, in effect, very little in common with whatever might 

34. Deloffre and Rougeot, "Introduction," to 
Guilleragues, Lettres portugaises, p. vii, 
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35 have taken place in actuality. Nevertheless, Guilleragues 

achieved greater vraisemblance than that to be found in any 

other seventeenth- or eighteenth-century masterpiece in the 

epistolary novel genre. 

Because the Lettres portugaises is a masterpiece, 

scholars have paid considerably more attention to it than to 

any of the other early epistolary novels. Coulet has 

studied its stylistics, especially Guilleragues1 calculated 

effects to give the impression of spontaneous thought 

3 6 patterns. Deloffre and Rougeot have concentrated mainly 

on the literary sources for Guilleragues' expressions of 

sentiment, but they have also covered many other aspects of 

its composition, including its similarities to a neo-classic 

37 five-act tragedy. Chupeau has examined the influence of 

3 8 salons on Guilleragues. Green has studied the contrasts 

39 between fact and fiction in the Lettres portugaises. 

35. Deloffre and Rougeot, "Analyse d'un chef-
d'oeuvre," in Guilleragues, Lettres portugaises, p. 11. 

36. Coulet, II, 223-232. 

37. Deloffre and Rougeot, "Analyse d'un chef-
d'oeuvre," in Guilleragues, Lettres portugaises, pp. 3-33; 
and Deloffre and Rougeot, "Les Lettres portugaises," pp. 
19-37. 

38. Chupeau, pp. 506-523. 

39. Frederick C. Green, "Who was the Author of the 
Lettres portugaises?," Modern Language Review, XXI (1926), 
pp. 159-167. 
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With the well-known Lettres portugaises having been 

subjected to analysis by noted literary critics, particu

larly in respect to its classical sources and exquisite 

depiction of sentiment (the above mentioned studies are just 

a sampling), I propose to examine the work almost entirely 

from a technical point of view—i.e., how it works as an 

epistolary novel, what it exemplifies that the roman par 

lettres can achieve, how well the story fits the form given 

to it. This is the only seventeenth-century roman par 

4 0 lettres which could be said to create the genre. Its 

perfection indicated the possibilities for the development 

of the epistolary novel, particularly in revealing the 

aptness of a letter to depict passion. It will be shown 

here how the letter form makes the book interesting and 

creates suspense, delineates character, creates the illusion 

of the passage of time, and succeeds in pleasing "ceux qui 

se connaissent en sentiments," to whom the publication, 

41 according to the notice "Au Lecteur" is addressed. 

From the privilege, we know that the Lettres 

portugaises was originally intended for publication with 

Guilleragues' Valentins, fragments of gallant letters 

rendered in verse as a jeu de salon. However, due to the 

fact that the Lettres portugaises did appear on their own, 

40. Kany, p. 116. 

41. All quotations from Lettres portugaises are 
taken from the Deloffre and Rougeot edition. 



Guilleragues and his publisher gave birth to "un roman d'un 

42 type enti&rement nouveau." Had the Lettres portugaises 

been published together with the Valentins, there would 

have been little difference between such a book and the 

popular recueils gpistolaires fictifs of the time, in 

43 respect to organization. Fifteen of the letters of the 

Valentins evoke various phases of love affairs, and the 

Lettres portugaises complement some of these by building on 

the theme of the abandoned amante, rendering her pathetic 

situation in audacious terms, intensifying to the extreme 

feelings and emotional outpourings expressed with a 

lighter touch in the Valentins. Furthermore, had the two 

works been published together, there would have been no 

doubt as to the fiction of the latter: there are too many 

similarities for the Lettres portugaises not to be identi

fied with the Valentins, admittedly composed for amusement 

in fashionable circles. Yet, on their own, the letters 

could and did deceive the public about their origin. Aside 

from any other considerations that Guilleragues may have 

had concerning his hopes for the post he wanted to purchase, 

Barbin, the publisher, probably connived with Guilleragues 

on the advisability of pretending that the letters were 

42, B. Bray, p. 25. 

43. See B. Bray, p. 24. 
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44 authentic in order to assure their success with a public 

which was "avide de v§rit§, de sinc§rit£, et d'ardeur dans 

45 l'expression de la passion." With Guilleragues' artful 

concealment of his literary sources and the very plausi

bility of the subject matter of the Lettres portugaises, 

which immensely appealed to contemporary tastes, one would 

easily accept the introductory remarks: "J'ai trouve les 

moyens, avec beaucoup de soin et de peine, de recouvrer une 

copie correcte de la traduction de cinq Lettres portugaises 

qui ont et§ §crites k un gentilhomme de quality, qui servait 

en Portugal ... . Je ne sais point le nom de celui auquel 

on les a ecrites, ni de celui qui en a fait la traduction" 

("Au Lecteur," p. 37). 

Critics generally summarize the story of the 

Lettres portugaises in a few words, that of a woman, who 

happens to be a Portuguese nun, distraught because her lover 

has abandoned her. An interesting point not raised by any 

of the critics I have read concerns the love affair itself. 

Mariane enjoyed it—as long as it lasted—and was very 

happy. Had that not been the case, she would have been 

love's martyr, and consequently related to those maudlin 

heroines of later eighteenth- and nineteenth-century 

romance, who degenerated into the creatures surviving in 

44, Deloffre and Rougeot, "Introduction," to 
Guilleragues, Lettres portugaises, p. xxi. 

45. Chupeau, p. 510. 
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the sentimental rubbish found in lower class English 

women's magazines still today. And, the tears shed for 

Mariane would be rather like the ones shed for Diderot's 

Soeur Sainte-Suzanne, who never knew anything but 

languishing misery. Her former state of happiness raises 

the Portuguese Nun's story above melodrama and gives it 

value that it would otherwise be denied. This aspect of 

its subject matter should not be ignored: it is as important 

as is the ending of the Princesse de Clfeves. 

The interest of the Lettres portugaises lies wholly 

in the natural and realistic depiction of the crisis through 

which the heroine passes in realizing that her lover no 

longer loves her. There are no adventures, no exceptional 

characters, no complications of plot; the action takes place 

mainly in Mariane's mind. As explained in the preceding 

morphology of the roman par lettres, the epistolary form is 

ideally suited for the study of a character's reactions to 

events. The reactions reveal psychological insight and may 

become more interesting than the events themselves. No 

better example can be given of this situation than the 

Lettres portugaises. 

Mariane writes the first of her five letters to her 

lover some time after having received a series from him. 

Until his latest letter, he had still been in Portugal, 

though she had not seen him because he was preoccupied with 

his duties, The latest letter from her lover, which prompts 
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Mariane to write the first of hers in this volume, was sent 

to her after his departure from Portugal. This information 

is slowly revealed to the reader in the course of Mariane's 

own letter. Now that her lover has gone, there is no other 

contact that she can have with him other than by letter. 

Yet, his last letter has terribly upset her and has made her 

wonder if he still cares for her. In fact, the letter 

threw her into such distress that she became ill. Because 

of the torment that the letter caused her, she has not said 

anything—up until now. She is writing to tell him how 

unhappy she is. She feels that he has been disloyal to the 

love that she bears for him. This is her very first thought 

in writing to him and is expressed in the opening lines of 

the Premiere Lettre (p. 3 9). She proceeds to explain how 

"funeste" his absence now seems to her. She guesses that 

she will probably never again see "ces yeux dans lesquels 

je voyais tant d'amour, et qui me faisaient connaitre des 

mouvements qui me comblaient de joie ..." (p. 39). This 

thought brings her to describe her state of mind and to 

voice the fears that she has so far tried to push out of 

her thoughts: 

J'envoie mille fois le jour mes soupirs vers vous, 
ils vous cherchent en tous lieux, et ils ne me 
rapportent, pour toute recompense de tant 
d'inquietudes, qu'un avertissement trop sincere 
que me donne ma mauvaise fortune, qui a la 
cruaute de ne souffrir pas que je me flatte, et 
qui me dit a tous moments: cesse, cesse, Mariane 
infortun^e, de te consumer vainement, et de 
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chercher un amant que tu ne verras jamais (pp. 
39-40). 

In this passage, Mariane inadvertently tells her name to the 

reader. All of the facts that we learn about Mariane, her 

lover, the love affair itself, are equally ingeniously dis

closed for the reader. The reader picks them up, one by one 

while in the midst of the letters. Not until he has read 

all five of them can he put the pieces together. The device 

creates part of the credibility of the work: in real love 

letters, the writer would not tell the lover the facts that 

he knew, the writer would only mention a fact if it were 

necessary to the explanation of something the writer felt 

and wanted the lover to know. The reader of fiction must, 

however, be given some inkling of the background, which in 

a third-person novel the narrator supplies, and which must 

be made explicit in a roman par lettres as well. 

Guilleragues' discreet and artful techniques in supplying 

the reader with information he wants not only uphold the 

illusion of the letters' authenticity, they also create 

intrigue for the reader, At every instance when he is given 

a detail, he wants to go further and find out more. Never

theless, Guilleragues forces the reader to figure out much 

for himself; Rougeot and Deloffre are correct when they 

say, "Ce n'est pas chose facile que de lire les Lettres 
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46 portugaises." One could also note that Guilleragues1 

devices for disclosing facts, background and setting give 

considerable latitude to the reader's own imagination. For 

example, there is very little descriptive material on 

Mariane's convent, and the reader is free to picture in his 

mind's eye whatever physical details he would like. 

Mariane reveals the happiness she had with her lover 

when he was present when she states the pleasure she would 

have were he to return. We learn that she is a nun when she 

tells her lover: "S'il m'etait possible de sortir de ce 

malheureux cloitre ... j'irais, sans garder aucune mesure, 

vous chercher, vous suivre, et vous aimer par tout le monde" 

(p. 41). As a nun, Mariane is living in the small, closed 

world of a convent which automatically magnifies her love 

affair. The reader recognizes that in her circumstances, 

Mariane's experience of love is unencumbered by any other 

exciting events in her life. She has the time to include 

everything she wants to in her letters and she also probably 

expresses her feelings with greater intensity, having 

freedom to indulge in self-analysis, The resultant psycho

logical study of her emotions is consequently more in depth 

than what could be expected from letters written by a woman 

living in the midst of an active social milieu with many 

more commitments. 

46, Deloffre and Rougeot, "Analyse d'un chef-
d'oeuvre," in Guilleragues, Lettres portugaises, p, 3, 
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Mariane ends her first letter with pleas to her 

lover to write to her, to reassure her, to come back to her 

and, above all, to continue to love her. If she could be 

certain of his love, she would be willing to suffer anything 

that he might inflict on her and even endure his absence 

with equanimity. It is difficult for her to put down her 

pen: "je ne puis quitter ce papier, il tombera entre vos 

mains, je voudrais bien avoir le m£me bonheur" (p. 42). Yet 

she can say no more at this juncture: "Adieu, je n'en puis 

plus" (p. 42) because, in writing, she has become aware that 

her fears may be justified. 

From Mariane's own words we learn that she is 

approaching a crisis: she hopes her lover still loves her, 

but because the letter last received is full of platitudes 

there is reason for her to believe that this is not so. 

The reader is left wondering what will happen. By knowing 

Mariane's certainty that her lover will receive this letter, 

he expects to find out what effect the letter will have on 

him. Like Mariane, he awaits proof of the situation from 

the lover. He totally shares Mariane's suspense because he 

has been left in the dark about the outcome, 

Guilleragues further heightens the suspense in the 

Seconde Lettre. The reader does not find out that six 

months have passed and that she has had no reply at the 

start. Instead, Mariane begins with a different thought to 

rouse curiosity: "Il me semble que je fais le plus grand 
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tort du monde aux sentiments de mon coeur, de t&cher de vous 

les faire connaitre en les §crivant: que je serais heureuse, 

si vous en pouviez bien juger par la violence des v6tres!11 

(p. 43). These opening lines serve two purposes, first to 

serve as introduction for the reader to her present state of 

mind and, secondly, to berate her lover for not sharing her 

feelings. This second letter develops her thoughts and 

provides details relating to her susceptibilities. 

Mariane was gullible when she had her lover at her 

side: "j'ai pens£ que vous auriez un proc§d<2 de meilleure 

foi qu'on n'a accoutum§ d'avoir, parce que l'exc^s de mon 

amour me mettait, ce semble, au-dessus de toutes sortes de 

soupgons et qu'il miritait plus de fid§lit§ qu'on n'en 

trouve d'ordinaire" (p. 43). Now, however, his silence has 

diminished the likelihood of his caring for her at all. 

Still, Mariane does have hope; her love will not let her 

give it up. This hope she has, which she well knows may be 

but false hope, leads her to bare her soul to her lover. 

Mariane has learned from a French Officer that peace 

has been made and she asks, "ne pourriez-vous pas me venir 

voir, et m'emmener en France?" (p. 46). Whatever his faults, 

she is more than willing to excuse her lover for them: "Je 

sens une profonde disposition vous pardonner toutes vos 

fautes" (p, 46), That gullibility she mentioned having when 

she was with him still remains. The evidence that we have 

that he has abandoned her (the lack of any communication 
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from him for six months) is enough to assure us of the 

situation, but it is not enough for her. The second letter 

thus draws attention to the pitiable state of Mariane by 

enlarging on the concept of Mariane's generosity. The 

sympathy that the reader felt inclined to have toward 

Mariane in the first letter is now very much a part of his 

interest in the story. The reader also feels closely in

volved with Mariane due to the directness of the novel. 

Everything we know has been revealed by the heroine her

self; candidly and unintentionally she has drawn her own 

character and she has exposed her most intimate feelings. 

The letter form proves invaluable here for such disclosures. 

Mariane taunts her lover with his behavior, which on 

reflection raises her suspicions, but she does not want to 

believe that he has abandoned her. She belittles the 

"plaisirs languissants que vous donnent vos maitresses de 

France" (pp. 44-45). But she also continues to worry and 

has tried to look for some equilibrium in life and has 

busied herself with convent matters: "l'on m'a fait depuis 

peu portiere en ce couvent" (p, 45). In spite of all her 

efforts, she is in an "gtat deplorable" (p. 46) and now 

stays alone in her room as much as possible, and there: 

je regarde sans cesse votre portrait, qui m'est 
mille fois plus cher que ma vie. II me donne 
quelque plaisir: mais il me donne aussi bien de 
la douleur, lorsque je pense que je ne vous 
reverrai peut-^tre jamais; pourquoi faut-il 
qu'il soit possible que je ne vous verrai 
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peut-§tre jamais? M'avez-vous pour toujours 
abandonee? (p. 4 6) . 

The spark of hope is still undiminished in her pathetic 

questioning. 

The Troisi^me Lettre opens with Mariane's expres

sions of doubt about her future: "Qu'est-ce que je 

deviendrai, et qu'est-ce que vous voulez que je fasse?" 

(p. 47). Answers to these questions are precisely what the 

reader wants to know. The purpose of this letter is to 

show what has happened to Mariane in the interval since her 

second letter. It illustrates the state of her mind as a 

result of her thoughts, but unlike the first two letters it 

does not in itself further the action. It does, however, 

prepare us for the answers to the questions she asks which 

will come to light in the following letters. Mariane's 

state of mind is more static here than elsewhere, and we 

can, so to speak, "pin it down" more easily than in the 

former letters. 

Mariane tells us in the Troisi^me Lettre to her 

lover what she expected to happen when he left her: 

j'espgrais que vous m'^cririez de tous les endroits 
ou vous passeriez, et que vos lettres seraient fort 
longues; que vous soutiendriez ma passion par 
l'esp^rance de vous revoir, qu'une enti&re confiance 
en votre fidelite me donnerait quelque sorte de 
repos, et que je demeurerais cependant dans un Stat 
assez supportable dans d'extrSmes douleurs (p. 47). 

Her expectations were unfulfilled. We now understand why 

she wrote to her lover in the uncontrolled manner that she 
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lover went away, that she would only have to fight feelings 

of loneliness and the desire to be with him again. She 

still has not heard from him and she must consequently 

fight against other feelings, ones resultant from the fact 

that he has, in effect, abandoned her. The accumulation of 

all the different phases of doubt and worry which she never 

had expected to suffer, so certain she was of his love when 

they said their good-byes, has been too much for her to 

bear. Now, in this third letter, we find out how she is 

coping with her distress. The whole letter is based on her 

ideas of what might have been the situation, rather than 

what it is. She is building on her fantasies. She tells 

her lover all that she would do for him. So far, she has 

sacrificed much: "j'ai perdu ma reputation, je me suis 

expos^e a la fureur de mes parents, k la sev£rit£ des lois 

de ce pays contre les religieuses, et a votre ingratitude, 

qui me paralt le plus grand de tous les malheurs" (p. 49). 

Nevertheless, she would willingly have "couru pour 1'amour 

de vous de plus grands dangers" (p. 49). 

Mariane says she does not know why she is writing 

to her lover; she understands now that her letters will 

accomplish no more than to arouse his pity—they will not 

bring him back to her. The reader realizes that she writes 

because she wants to keep some link with her lover. And, 

even if all her hopes and expectations are dashed by 
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reality, she can pretend that things might have turned out 

otherwise. Indulging in her fantasies, she asks her lover 

to place even more obstacles in the way of her love. Her 

love can survive anything! That she is aware that she is 

only daydreaming and wishing that it would be possible to 

run grave risks for his love is made apparent when the 

question of ultimate proof (dying for her lover) arises: 

she will not die for him because inwardly she knows it 

would be of no use. 

By the end of the letter, we are sure that Mariane 

has become aware of the truth of the matter (that her lover 

does not return her love now), and that she has at last 

reached some sort of equilibrium--albeit unsteady to a 

certain extent. I do not agree with Coulet that the Nun 

47 had reached a state of equilibrium in the Seconde Lettre. 

She also admits that she prefers her present unhappiness to 

having never met the man who became her lover: "j'aime bien 

mieux §tre malheureuse en vous aimant, que de ne vous avoir 

jamais vu" (p. 50). Mariane's newly found equilibrium is 

not certain to last; she still is not writing with a clear 

head, and we can well imagine that any event which may occur 

could throw her off balance with her emotions again. This 

letter is written without any further knowledge of her 

lover. There has been no letter, while there had been one 

47. See Coulet, I, 226-227, 
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to prompt the Premiere Lettre; there has been no contact 

with any of her lover's associates, though she had spoken 

with a fellow officer before she wrote the Seconde Lettre. 

She is writing this letter in a vacuum, and her solitude is 

consequently enhanced by absence of any kind of contact. 

Since she has previously received a letter and seen the 

other officer, we can expect her sometime in the future to 

find out something more about her lover. We are left, once 

more, at the end of the letter in a state of suspense. We 

want to know what will indeed become of Mariane when she 

hears either directly from her lover again or simply 

receives some more information about him. This letter, 

therefore, prepares the way for the climax. 

By the letter form the reader becomes closely 

cognizant of Mariane's emotions. The first-person exposi

tion of fluctuations of feeling and attempts at stabilizing 

those feelings allows for direct impact on the reader. Were 

someone other than Mariane trying to explain the complexi

ties of her thoughts, it would be difficult indeed to under

stand the precariousness of her state of mind at this 

juncture. In using the letter form to expose Mariane1s 

feelings so openly and so fully, Guilleragues has shown 

how vividly the actions of the mind can be drawn. 

Guilleragues' craftsmanship in making a story out of 

letters is obvious with the opening lines of each of the 

five letters. At the beginning of every letter, Mariane 
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quickly sets the scene for her forthcoming remarks with 

either an introduction illustrating the state of her mind 

at that particular point or explaining an event that has 

given rise to her emotional outpourings. In the Quatri^me 

Lettre, the event for which the reader was hoping or which 

he was dreading, depending on his optimism or pessimism, has 

taken place. Mariane has learned from her lover's lieutenant 

that her lover had written to him telling of a tempest that 

caused his ship to have to return to shore when he was 

leaving Portugal. This piece of information, had it come 

directly from her lover, would have turned Mariane's 

thoughts outward: she would have stopped, at least 

momentarily, worrying about being abandoned herself and 

concentrated her concern on his safety. However, the news 

was not written to her, but to the lieutenant: "Pourquoi 

en est-il mieux inform^, et enfin pourquoi ne m'avez-vous 

point £crit?" (p. 51). She realizes that he could have 

written to her during the past six months or so, if he had 

wished; his "injustice" and "ingratitude" are now in

excusable, but, nevertheless, she hopes that these faults 

in his character do not cause him misfortune: "j'aime 

beaucoup mieux qu'elles demeurent sans punition, que si 

j'en etais veng§e" (p. 51). 

Mariane"s passion reaches its crisis in this 

letter: 
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Je r§siste h. toutes les apparences, qui me devraient 
persuader que vous ne m'airaez gu&re, et je sens bien 
plus de disposition a m'abandonner aveugl^ment a ma 
passion, qu'aux raisons que vous me donnez de me 
plaindre de votre peu de soin (p. 51). 

This is what Mariane would wish to do, not what she is doing. 

Proofs of his inconstancy are too strong. But why did he 

abandon her? The question totally absorbs Mariane in this 

letter and this is, too, the first time that she straight

forwardly admits that he has abandoned her (p. 56). 

Searching for the reasons why leads her to review the 

history of the love affair after sorrowfully confessing: 

"Que vous m'auriez gpargn§ d' inquietudes, si votre proc§d<2 

eQt St§ aussi languissant les premiers jours que je vous 

vis, qu'il m'a paru depuis quelque temps!" (p. 51). From 

his behavior when they were together there was nothing to 

lead her to believe that he was not sincere; there was 

nothing to prepare her for this outcome: "Vous m'avez 

consomm^e par vos assiduites, vous m'avez enflamm^e par vos 

transports, vous m'avez charmele par vos complaisances, vous 

m'avez assur^e par vos serments (p, 52). While Mariane 

relives in this letter "ces commencements si agr^ables et 

si heureux" (p. 52) of the love affair, she repeatedly gives 

the impression that she was acting naturally; there was 

nothing affected about her conduct nor did she use any 

artifice to trick her lover into loving her. Guilleragues 

makes Mariane describe her lover's treachery without letting 

her emerge as a self-pitying character. Indeed, it required 
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artfulness to achieve that, and in so doing Guilleragues 

causes Mariane to win even more of our sympathy. Mariane 

is not to be faulted, but her lover is. 

Mariane includes many offhand remarks on the 

pleasures of Paris when she thinks of her lover's presence 

there. She knows that in Paris he will have other 

mistresses and other opportunities to engage in "une grande 

passion" (p. 56). These words may simply illustrate a 

jealous woman's fears, but between the lines there is a 

48 hint of artificiality in Parisian life. Could such 

artificialities partially explain the cavalier's abominable 

treatment of Mariane? The lover appears in a very poor 

light throughout the story, but Mariane's depictions of him 

cast him thus without her intending to do so. Contemporary 

readers could not fail to be appalled by his actions, yet 

he is a member of their society. Guilleragues seems to be 

pointing a finger at the witty society world by making 

Mariane's lover one of its products. The reader is bound 

to ask himself what he might have done in similar circum

stances. The moral of the story lies in the revelation of 

the consequences of unjust behavior from a high-ranking 

member of society, and it is the letter form itself which 

allows for the subtlety of this moralizing. 

48, In the Cinquifeme Lettre, the artificialities of 
"autres femmes" are subjected to harsh condemnation when 
Mariane contrasts "autres femmes" with "religieuses" (pp. 
64-65). 
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Whereas in the Troisieme Lettre, Mariane's fantasies 

almost become real for her when she begs her lover to make 

it even more difficult for her to continue loving him, so 

in the Quatri&me Lettre, the vividness of her memories 

causes her to relive certain events with disregard to the 

passage of time. Such an artistic device as this serves to 

magnify Mariane's feelings about her situation in order to 

impress the reader and to provide intimacy, but it is also 

responsible for some of the difficulty the reader experi

ences in trying to follow chronologically the development of 

the love affair. Gosse, for example, was so confused by 

Mariane's factual statements in the Quatri^me Lettre that he 

believed that it should have been the first letter of the 

49 
recueil. Mariane mentions again in the Quatrifeme Lettre 

the "lettres froides, pleines de redites" filling up only 

half their sheets of paper (p. 55). In suddenly coming 

across this detail, the reader may be tempted to suppose 

that Mariane has received more letters while in effect she 

is only reminiscing about the ones he sent when he left 

her—the same letters filled with "choses inutiles" to which 

she referred in the Premiere Lettre (p. 41). One might wish 

to criticize Guilleragues on this score: the actual situa

tion only becomes perfectly clear upon very careful 

49, Gosse, pp. 68-91, 
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50 reading. It was, however, worth Guilleragues1 risking a 

possibility of misunderstanding in order to exemplify the 

thought process of Mariane1s mind which lends an interior 

vraisemblance to the emotional impact of the situation on 

Mariane. 

There is actually no distance, no barrier, between 

the disclosures of Mariane's passion and the reader. She 

personally sets forth before us the revelation of her 

lover's cruelty as she experiences it herself. There is not 

even the time element to separate the reader from the 

character's growing awareness as there would be in a memoir. 

As and when each successive thought comes to Mariane, she 

transcribes it in her letter, and the reader consequently 

vicariously experiences the different phases of her crisis 

the moment she does. The exposition of her contradictory 

feelings, her desperate questions, her unrelenting 

reproaches, her lost hopes, and unvoiced desires exhaust 

the reader almost as much as Mariane when she finally sets 

down her pen. The depiction of her emotions resulting from 

Mariane's acceptance of the fact that she has definitely 

been abandoned is realistic and almost frightening for the 

reader who cannot turn away from this letter without being 

deeply moved. The crisis of her passion takes place while 

50. See Coulet, I, 227-228. 
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she writes the letter, and the climax of the story is 

reached in it. 

We have known all along that the officier would 

receive Mariane's letters. In the Cinqui&me Lettre, we 

learn exactly what their effect on him has been—he has felt 

nothing but indifference. At last he has written again to 

Mariane and this time has given irrefutable proof of that 

indifference (pp. 62-63). Although she knows she has been 

abandoned forever, Mariane takes this opportunity in her 

final letter to make her own renunciation. The reader is 

aware of the finality of the love affair from Mariane's 

opening words: "Je vous gcris pour la derniere fois" 

(p. 61). The renunciation is full of recriminations, the 

most devastating of all is directed to her lover for having 

written his last letter: 

Que vous ne me laissiez-vous ma passion? Vous 
n'aviez qu1^ ne me point §crire; je ne cherchais 
pas & §tre ^claircie; ne suis-je pas bien 
malheureuse de n'avoir pu vous obliger & prendre 
quelque soin de me tromper et de n'itre plus en 
§tat de vous excuser? Sachez que je m'aperqois 
que vous §tes indigne de tous mes sentiments, et 
que je connais toutes vos m<3chantes qualities 
Cp, 63). 

While Mariane has appeared up to this point devoid of 

sophisticated cunning, there is indeed feminine wryness in 

her final words to her lover. The perfectly natural young 

girl, who simply fell in love with a man in whom she 

believed, is now bitter and ashamed of herself for having 

given her love to someone so unworthy of it. Her lover has 
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abandoned her, but she is now taking a stand and abandoning 

him. She definitely does try to make her lover feel 

remorse, and even if she succeeds and he is led to have 

second thoughts about the situation, she wants to have 

nothing more to do with him. But underlying her words, her 

weakness for him still prevails. "Je vous demande, je vous 

conjure de ne m'Scrire plus, et de m'aider h vous oublier 

entierement" (p. 63) are pleas to the man she loved not to 

do anything which would shake this resolution; she cannot 

be sure of what her reactions would be were he to cross her 

path again: "ne vous m£lez done point de ma conduite, vous 

renverseriez, sans doute, tous mes projets, de quelque 

manifere que vous voulussiez y entrer; je ne veux point 

savoir le succfes de cette lettre" (p. 63). 

In making her renunciation, Mariane states: "Votre 

proc§d§ n'est point d'un honnete homme" (p. 66); she recalls 

various aspects of the love affair to stress this point and, 

at the same time, to attempt to explain to herself why she 

fell in love with him. In doing this, she discloses the 

details which the reader needs to know in order to put the 

final pieces of the story together. The reader willingly 

grasps at these details, and his interest in learning just 

what they are deters him from making any connection between 

them and similar details in Ovid or any other source 

material that Guilleragues may have used. Unwarily, the 

reader is accepting the proposed authenticity of a story 
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which he might not have accepted, had the story been related 

in a straightforward manner. Deloffre and Rougeot, as men

tioned above, have made extensive studies of the similari

ties between the Lettres portugaises and literature familiar 

to Guilleragues' contemporaries. It seems that the letter 

form and Guilleragues' art in disclosing late in the story 

certain aspects of interest to the reader contribute 

greatly toward the acceptance of the Lettres portugaises not 

just as vraisemblables, but vraies. 

Not until Mariane received the last letter from her 

lover did she know for certain that he had received "toutes 

celles que je vous ai Scrites, qu'elles n'ont caus£ dans 

votre coeur aucun mouvement, et que cependant vous les avez 

lues" (pp. 62-63). She had, in her previous letters, fought 

against her fears and tried to keep hope. Her letters were 

the only means available to her to keep in direct contact 

with the man she loved, and the outcome of the situation was 

entirely dependent upon her finally obtaining proof of his 

indifference through his letters. As such, the story fits 

admirably into the epistolary form; it could not have been 

told so effectively in any other narrative genre of the 

seventeenth century. The vitality and the clarity of the 

story are possible only because the reader has Mariane's 

letters as evidence of her anguish and heartbreak. Her 

letters created the spectacle of her distress, which "moves 

and excites the reader in somewhat the same fashion as the 
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loud crying of an unseen figure out-of-doors in the darkness 

of the night may move the helpless sympathy of one who 

51 listens from the window." This particular advantage of 

the letter form in Guilleragues' masterpiece is very 

striking indeed, and it may well be one reason why the 

Lettres portugaises was frequently imitated and given 

sequels by other authors. 

We have seen throughout the Nun's letters how over

come she is by her love. Her desires conspired against her 

reason over and over again. This Guilleragues manages to 

sustain by stylistic devices in the letters and with added 

poignancy in the examples given of her confessed inability 

to moderate the length of her letters. Guilleragues has, in 

these instances, used a characteristic pertaining to letters 

to help delineate Mariane's passion, the very subject of the 

story, Gosse wrote that "the women of Paris were astonished 

to read such pages as the following, where complex emotions 

which they had often experienced or imagined, but had never 

been able to formulate, suddenly found perfectly direct and 

52 limpid expression," The Lettres portugaises did cause 

a sensation and they were believed to be authentic. 

Guilleragues had excelled in presenting the letters exactly 

51. Gosse, p. 85. 

52, Gosse, p. 83, 
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as his contemporaries would expect to see such emotion 

expressed by one who dared to give free rein to it. 

Finally, the Lettres portugaises is not only 

remarkable as an epistolary novel but as a perfect example 

of the achievements accomplished by neo-classic novelists: 

"Par un coup de geanie, l'auteur a ecarte 11 invraisemblance, 

la convention constitutive du genre romanesque et supprim§ 

tout intermSdiaire entre le r§el et le lecteur, tout 

53 intervalle entre l'oeuvre et sa matifere." The book is 

short; its action is limited, giving full scope to psycho

logical revelation; its pessimistic conception of love 

reflects a neo-classic tone. Mariane emerges from the story 

as more "real" than the heroine of any possible anecdote 

about the marquis de Chamilly. 

Lettres h Babet 

The authorship of the Lettres de respect, d'obli

gation, et d'amour, unlike that of the Lettres portugaises, 

was never in doubt. Boursault's name was on the privilege 

granted to the publisher J. Guignard for this work in 

54 1667 and appeared on the title page as well in the first 

edition of 1669, Edme Boursault was born in 1638 and came 

53. Coulet, I, 232. 

54, Arnaldo Pizzorusso, "Boursault et le roman 
par lettres," Revue d'histoire litt^raire de la France, 
69e Ann^e, Nos. 3-4 (Mai-AoClt, 1969), p. 526. 
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from Mussy-1'Ev^que to Paris while he was still young, but 

having already completed his formal education which, for an 

homme de lettres of the seventeenth century, was singularly 

55 deficient: Boursault knew no Latin. His early and "tres 

mSdiocres" comedies won him fame and popularity in various 

salons where he played the role of "un reporter litt^raire 

et mondain.""^ He was a very charming man with a vivacious-

ness that helped him to make friends both ^ la ville and a 

la cour. Louis XIV ordered him to start a weekly journal in 

verse but found the first results too "hardis" and soon 

57 cancelled the project. On questions of literature, 

5 8 Boursault took sides with Chapelain, Cotin and Quinault. 

He was, furthermore, a prot§g§ of Corneille's; the playwright 

59 called him "mon fils." Boursault criticized Moliere's 

Ecole des femmes and his Critique in Le Portrait du peintre 

ou la Contre-critique de 1'ecole des femmes (1663); Moli^re 

immediately struck back with the Impromptu de Versailles. 

Unfortunately, Boursault made errors in attacking Boileau 

55. Adam, Histoire, III, 33. 

56. F. Calot, "Boursault," in Dictionnaire des 
lettres frangaises: le dix-septieme siecle, p. 206. 

57. Calot, p. 206. 

58. Adam, Histoire, III, 104. 

59. Adam, Histoire, III, 291. 

/ 
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and Racine, also. Ironically, it is mainly because 

Boursault took the "wrong" sides in literary quarrels that 

he is remembered today. 

Boursault continued to write plays all his life. 

Most of them were pieces a tiroirs having disconnected 

scenes illustrating a particular theme, such as Le Mercure 

galant (1679) in which various characters in search of good 

publicity wrangle with an editor. Boursault also tried his 

hand at novels. His Marquise de Chavigny (1670) and Prince 

de Condg (167 5) achieved success. He portrayed contemporary 

mores which, while too topical to retain lasting interest, 

intrigued his seventeenth-century public. 

His Lettres & Babet, included in Lettres de respect, 

d'obligation et d'amour, do indeed represent "une sorte de 

charni&re dans la ligne qui, a partir des recueils et 

manuels, mfenera au roman Spistolaire."^ Neither Boursault 

nor his publisher thought of separating the Lettres & Babet 

from the rest of the letters contained in the original 

edition of the Lettres de respect. There appeared in the 

series of letters to and from Babet references to con

temporary events which contributed to the plausibility of 

the work. Boursault, in his Preface, encourages his readers 

to accept the letters as actual documents: "Nous ne nous 

imaginions pas en ce temps-lci que ce que nous nous §crivions 

60. B. Bray, p. 27. 
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dtit estre imprime un iour." He cleverly skirts the issue 

on the advisability of publishing love letters in the 

following manner: "Loin de ra'imaginer faire le moindre tort 

& une Personne que i'ay aussi honnestement que passionnement 

aym^e, i'ay crQ qu'Elle morte, il estoist de mon devoir de 

faire mes efforts pour tUcher d'en faire vivre ce que c'eut 

estg dommage de laisser mourir." He says that Babet's 

letters are worth publishing because they have both 

"delicatesse" and "infiniment de 1'Esprit" which, in his 

experience, is a rare combination to be found in letters 

composed by women. Also, "si la pluspart des Lettres que 

tu trouveras dans ce Livre te touchoient comme elles m'ont 

touch§, tu prendrois autant de plaisir & les lire que i1 en 

ay autresfois eu de les recevoir." Boursault's wording of 

his Preface succeeds in winning his readers' confidence in 

the veracity (and hence interest) of the letters because he 

gives what appears to be a genuinely realistic reason for 

publishing them. He furthermore explains ways that he could 

have forged the letters: he could have asked a girl to copy 

in her own hand the letters, but then he cunningly adds that 

he would not have dared to give such work to any whom he 

knows. He explains the looseness of the organization of his 

and Babet's letters: "Le plus grand dSplaisir que i'aye est 

61, Edme Boursault, Lettres de respect, d1obligation 
et d'amour (Paris: chez Jean Guignard, 16 6 9)". All quotations 
from the Lettres a Babet will be taken from this edition. 
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de n'avoir pas assez bien conserve des Lettres qui 

m'estoient si cheres: Ie les ay prestSes a tant de 

personnes, & ces personnes-lal les ont prest^es a tant 

d'autres ... ." Therefore, he did not get many of the 

letters that he lent to his friends to read returned after

wards. Such a statement also illustrates the supposed 

interest of the letters as fine examples of the epistolary 

art: if many people not only borrowed these letters to read 

themselves but also lent them to their friends, there must 

be something exceptional about them. The reading of the 

Preface thereby leads one to believe that reading the book 

will be worthwhile. Also, in spite of the fact that other 

letters not relating to Boursault's relationship with Babet 

are included in this recueil, there was no reason for the 

contemporary reader to believe that the story was faked. 

Pizzorusso suggested that the including of letters superflu

ous to the main story was accepted by Boursault's con

temporaries as an attempt to satisfy their "goilt de la 

vari§t§ et de la curiosity, qui est & sa place dans un choix 

6 2 de lettres du type traditionnel." Later, however, there 

did appear editions in which the Lettres a Babet were pub

lished on their own. 

In the recueil of Lettres de respect, the letters 

exchanged between Boursault and Babet are arranged in a 

62. Pizzorusso, p. 526. 
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chronological order, beginning shortly after Boursault made 

Babet's acquaintance. They portray the development of a 

love affair and continue up to the point where it is 

suddenly ended. Except for one which stands on its own, 

the letters are divided into thirteen series, each of which 

is separated from the others by Boursault's letters to dif

ferent people. These in-between letters help to give the 

reader the illusion of the passage of time but do not have 

anything to do with the story itself. Nor do they carry 

forth a separate tale. They are simply disconnected 

examples of Boursault's writings to other people. There 

is a total of fifty-two letters pertaining to Babet's and 

Boursault's love affair; all except three of these are 

written by the two protagonists to each other. Of the 

three others, one is written by Boursault to a friend and is 

the subject of two letters exchanged between Boursault and 

Babet. The two remaining are Babet's letters to the man her 

father has chosen to become her husband. Babet sends these 

letters to Boursault, asking him to deliver them for her. 

The letter opening the correspondence between Babet 

and Boursault is written by the young girl. She is annoyed 

because she waited all day Tuesday for him to come see her, 

as he had promised on Monday, She also had made a visit to 

a friend on Wednesday morning "contre les regies" (p, 36) 

which demand that one do such in the afternoon. She had 

done so in hopes that Boursault would finally come then. It 
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is now Thursday and he still has not appeared. Petulantly, 

she admonishes him: "Ie vous veux mal. Ie ne suis pas bien 

aise que I'on me promette ce que I'on n'a pas envie de me 

tenir" (p. 36). 

The modesty and gentleness of Boursault's reply 

provides a contrast desirable to gaining the reader's 

interest. Boursault has a charming excuse for not keeping 

his appointment with Babet. Were he to see her again he 

fears that he would not be able to prevent himself from 

falling in love with her, yet she would probably consider 

the conquest of his heart a "mediocre" achievement (p. 38). 

He already has a girl friend, Michelon, and he does not wish 

to lose her by tricking her to see Babet again. Even from 

the first meeting with Babet, Michelon has noted that "elle 

n'occupoit pas toute mon Ame" as a result (p. 40). Boursault 

does not wish, however, to discourage Babet from trying to 

prove to him that she would be as worthy of his love as is 

Michelon and that she would appreciate him once she won his 

love. Therefore, he begs Babet to write to him again and 

"enveloper dans vostre Billet ma joye que ie laissay Lundy 

chez vous, & de me la faire tenir par Gens qui me la 

rendent en main propre" (p. 40). Just as gallantly, Babet 

replies, "ie cherche h. faire la guerre de bonne foy, ie vous 

avertis, que vous ayiez a deffendre vostre coeur, parce que 

i'ay envie de l'attaquer. Ie iugeray de sa force ou de sa 
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foiblesse, par la peine que vous prendrez H me voir, & par 

le soin que vous apporterez k me fuir" (pp. 41-42). 

Boursault is delighted with her reply. Her spirited 

playfulness will certainly win his heart, and he teases her, 

saying that if he had been aware of "tant de beautez que ie 

n'avois pas veues la premiere fois que ie vous rendis 

visite," he would have put up a stronger defense (pp. 43-

44). Now that she can be sure of her conquest, he tells her 

that he will expect to be granted the same liberties and 

favors as "mes Compagnons de servitude" (p. 45). Babet's 

little dog is permitted to jump up and play with her "quand 

beau & bon luy semble" and her parrot "ne vous baise iamais 

que vous ne disiez fort, fort" (p. 45). 

Babet writes back to set up a rendez-vous with him. 

She is very sure of her charm: "si ie vois que ma compagnie 

vous gesne, ie vous donneray plein pouvoir de retourner a 

vostre Michelon" (p. 47). Showing the propriety expected of 

a young girl of bourgeois background, she warns him that she 

will not go beyond the bounds of modesty. Furthermore: "Ie 

ne vous estime, que parce que ie vous trouve parfaitement 

honneste home: & comme tous les honnestes gens n'ont que de 

mesmes inclinations, ie suis asseur^e, que vous m'estimerez, 

quand ie seray mieux connue de vous, parce que vous me 

trouverez parfaitement honneste fille" (p. 48). 

So concludes the first series of five letters, The 

exposition of the story has been carried out by Babet in her 
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first letter, and the action progresses entirely as a result 

of the following letters in this series: Boursault has 

become more interested in Babet because of the way she 

writes to him. The appropriateness of the letter form for 

the story at this point seems unquestionable. However, in 

the following series, Boursault's and Babet's letters 

mainly describe what has already taken place, their 

meetings at Church, their parties and excursions, or the 

letters announce forthcoming events. The love affair 

progresses during the encounters between the two protago

nists, and the letters simply reflect the development; after 

this first series, they are usually not responsible for the 

action. Although Babet's correspondence with Boursault is a 

means of keeping in touch with him, the reader is led to 

believe that the ingenuity of the two young people would 

help them to find other ways of passing messages to each 

other if the means of writing notes were to be denied to 

them. Their letters generally only supplement their 

meetings. With the exception of the final letter in the 

collection they do not take the place of meetings and are 

not the mainstay of the relationship since Babet and 

Boursault can and do see each other regularly. Nonethe

less, the reader follows to some extent the development of 

the love affair from the chronological arrangement of the 

letters, and all we learn about Boursault, Babet and the few 

other characters involved in the story is told in the 
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letters. The letters relating to Boursault's and Babet's 

relationship do form a roman par lettres, but because the 

letters are not entirely necessary to the action, the 

epistolary technique itself is not an imperative way to tell 

the story. In fact, the story is incomplete because the 

author often uses the letter technique as a means to display 

esprit at the cost of plot development. Analysis of some of 

the other series of letters will make this apparent. 

The second series of letters concerns Boursault's 

fading relationship with Michelon. He writes to Babet 

inviting her to come see his play at the Hdtel de Bourgogne, 

not because it is a good play (he insists that it is not), 

but because "vous y verrez Michelon, que vous estes, dites-

vous, grosse de connoistre" (p. 82). Babet replies that she 

will go to the HStel de Bourgogne, but not to see Michelon. 

She is sure that his play cannot be bad since it is he who 

wrote it. She lets him know that her curiosity led her to go 

to Saint Paul's in order to catch a glimpse of Michelon, 

whom she describes as looking "fort melancolique" (p. 83). 

Boursault announces in his next letter that he loves Babet. 

He does not mention the play again, but apparently it was at 

the performance that he compared the two girls and decided 

that Babet was his preference. In speaking of his love for 

Babet, there is nothing original in his comments. It is 

letters such as this that may puzzle the critic; one wonders 

about their purpose: are they supposed to further the action 
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of the story or are they simply model letters for readers to 

copy when the need occurs? Babet's reply falls into the 

same questionable category, but it is redeemed somewhat by 

her cleverness and frankness. She says that when girls act 

angry when they are told they are loved their anger is 

feigned or simply ridiculous. Proudly she states: "Qui 

nous aime, nous honore" (p. 88). Following that remark is 

her own declaration: "ie rougirois plustost de vous perdre, 

que ie ne rougiray de vous acquerir" (pp. 88-89). 

There is a break of more than fifty pages between 

the second and third series. The reader will presume that 

some of the letters Boursault mentioned having lost fit in 

here—if ever they were written. The love affair between 

Boursault and Babet has considerably progressed. They are 

now using the familiar form, "tu," to address each other, 

and, as an example of the state of their relationship, 

Boursault mentions having come to Babet's window at night 

to talk with her when everyone else was asleep. Their love 

declared, there is little further development to the story 

until the suitor that Babet's father has chosen for her 

enters the picture. The letters illustrate a typical 

bourgeois life; Babet's concerns are only about Boursault's 

fidelity to her; she has no real problems to surmount, Her 

life is filled with amusements and entertainments suitable 

to young girls of her class. Her letters describe parties, 

luncheons, balls, and fairs, Her father appears as a rich 
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commergant, rather comical in character but with a strong 

will which cannot easily be overridden. 

Boursault's letters to Babet have the ring of 

authenticity when he uses incidents from his own life as 

subject matter. In the fourth series, he begins by begging 

Babet not to insist that he read aloud to her brother his 

unfinished play. He has been working on this one for some 

time, but he gallantly tells her it will be much better than 

it presently is when he has had the opportunity to enjoy her 

love for a longer time. Then he will be able to make his 

characters express their love for each other in a more 

vraisemblable manner, having experienced the same joys of 

love himself. He writes: "quand nous ne serons que nous 

deux, disons nous des choses si touchantes, & faisons des 

Scenes si passionnees, qu'il n'y ait qu'a les coudre a mon 

Ouvrage, pour ne plus avoir lieu de douter de son succez" 

(p. 192), Thus, "on verra bien que i'auray travaille 

d'apres Nature" (p. 194). This passage has led Pizzorusso 

to write that "le bel esprit qu'est Boursault semble 

demander k la realite de se preter £i la fiction,—et & la 

63 fiction de s'identifier avec la r6alit§." In intertwining 

reality with fiction, Boursault achieves his own type of 

vraisemblance in the Lettres ci Babet. One does not doubt 

that the thirty-year-old playwright might write letters such 

63. Pizzorusso, p. 529. 
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as the ones found here. On the other hand, the recueil does 

not stand up well technically as a roman par lettres because 

the reader does not learn of the outcome of many of the 

incidents related in part in the various letters. Even in 

the letter concerned here, we do not find out whether or 

not Babet gets her way in having Boursault read his play to 

her brother, although she does write back, insisting once 

more that he obey the commands of "une aussi bonne 

Maistresse que ie la suis" (p. 196). The next letter in 

the series has as its subject an entirely different matter. 

With so many unconnected events in the Lettres ^ Babet and 

so little information following up the events, the reader 

cannot fully participate in the love affair. While many of 

the vignettes could be turned into intrigue, they are not. 

The result leaves the reader with very little knowledge of 

the love affair. 

In another letter in this series, Babet tells 

Boursault that she easily recognized him in his disguise as 

a Turk at a costume party they both attended. She is 

jealous because he spent too much time in the company of 

three other ladies. In her jealousy, she strikes out at 

his vanity in saying that he danced rather badly; we are 

not given Boursault's reply. The letter is simply an 

example of Babet's reproaches to him. 

In the fifth series, there are three letters con

cerning a shy girl in Chantilly that Boursault met. Babet 
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writes to Boursault asking him for a copy of the letter he 

wrote to a friend of his describing the amusing encounter 

with the girl, who could only answer "point du tout" to all 

his compliments and remarks in her presence (p. 223). 

Babet in turn uses the same expression in a different 

context. The play on words here is typical of the light-

hearted tone of Babet's correspondence with Boursault. 

Boursault's letter about the encounter is included in the 

text and pokes fun at the lack of sophistication of the 

people in Chantilly. The contrast between the witty and 

pleasant circle of Boursault's and Babet's friends in Paris 

with outsiders is here drawn for the first time in the 

recueil. In an indirect fashion, it foreshadows the 

climax of the story of their own love affair, which will be 

abruptly ended when Babet's father insists that she should 

marry a provincial. In the following letters of this series 

are recurrent scenes of Babet's jealousy, but Boursault 

always gallantly refutes the causes of Babet's worries. 

Boursault does not have very much money, and this 

may indeed be the reason for which Babet's father does not 

approve of him. In the sixth series, Boursault's lack of 

adequate funds causes him some embarrassment. After saying 

good-night to Babet and starting on his way home, he passed 

under the window of someone who at that very moment emptied 

a chamber pot. The contents landed directly on him. 

Boursault gives a long, vivid and distasteful description 
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of those contents which is shocking to modern readers. As a 

result of the incident, he had to send his suit away to be 

cleaned and since he has only one, he had to stay in bed 

until he could get it back. A friend of his, a doctor, came 

to visit him. Not wanting to disclose the truth of the 

matter, Boursault had a very difficult time explaining that 

he was ill but needed no treatment. Boursault's anecdote 

on himself provides one of the few vignettes wholly satis

factory from a structural point of view. We learn what 

precipitated the incident, what actually happened, and the 

consequences. The letter highly amuses Babet, who replies 

that she will send an abbot's cassock for him to wear to her 

luncheon. 

The next letters in the series again concern 

Babet's jealousy. The previous days she quarreled with 

Boursault because he continually talked about Michelon. She 

has just returned from Church where "i'ay demeurtl a la Messe 

une grosse heure plus qu'il ne falloit, pour voir si tu ne 

viendrois point me rechercher" (p. 255). She explains 

that she does not hate Michelon, but her own love for 

Boursault is such that she cannot help but become upset 

when he talks about Michelon's charms. Boursault replies 

that he was writing a sad poem when her letter arrived. He, 

too, was disturbed by their quarrel and he regrets the 

incident. He had not gone to Mass because he feared that 

she would not wish to see him. He reconciles her to him 
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with a witty reproach: she should have loved him sooner. 

Then he would not have ever had "tendresse" for Michelon! 

In his following letter to Babet, Boursault asks 

her to be his fellow sponsor at the baptism of a friend's 

child. His innuendos, such as "ie te prie de me venir aider 

a faire un Chrestien" (p. 262) are not lost on Babet, who, 

while gaily replying that she will be all dressed up and 

waiting for him at the appointed time, also remarks: "tu 

verras de quelle fa^on ie m'en demesle, que ie suis tout a 

fait propre a faire des Chrestiens" (p. 266). Other 

baptisms are the subject of two more letters in this 

series. The reader is left with the impression that 

Boursault the novelist, having thought of several witty ways 

to treat the subject, is loath to part with any of them. 

The various baptism episodes do nothing to develop the 

story nor do they serve any purpose other than as vehicles 

for amusing sallies. They detract from the vraisemblance 

of the story because they are so numerous. 

There are two letters in the seventh series. 

Boursault invites Babet to see one of Corneille's plays, 

thereby taking the opportunity to praise the famous play

wright: "Une Plume si celebre que celle du Grand Corneille, 

r^pand totijours des beautez par tous les endroits oil elle 

passe" (p. 286) . Boursault has already seen the play with 

Babet's brother, but the two of them would like to go again 

in Babet's company, Boursault, it appears from this 
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letter, has found an ally in Babet's brother. This is 

confirmed in Babet's acceptance of the invitation: "Les 

soins qu'il prend aupr^s de mon Papa en faveur de 1'Amour 

que ie t'ay donn§, me rgpondent de 1'amitiS qu'il a pour 

moy" (p. 290) . As short as this series is, it is one of the 

few in which the action of the story is going forward. The 

reader is pleased to learn that Babet's brother apparently 

approves of Boursault's attentions paid to his sister, and 

the reader is led to wonder if the brother will be able to 

persuade Babet's father to accept Boursault's pleas for his 

daughter's hand in marriage. 

The eighth through the tenth series, which comprise 

seven letters, draw vignettes of typical happenings in 

everyday bourgeois life. There are arrangements to see a 

ballet, a luncheon, an afternoon spent gambling, literary 

discussions, a troublesome aunt who will not let Babet out 

of her sight, and, in the last two letters, the introduction 

of a new character, the man Babet's father has chosen for 

her husband. Except for these two letters, the series does 

little to forward the action of the story; however, the 

letters are of interest in their revelation of Babet's and 

Boursault's opinions and attitudes. Life is little more 

than a merry-go-round of amusements which are to be enjoyed 

in a light-hearted way. 

Babet is an uncomplicated character, With equal 

pleasure, she readily accepts a simple get-together or a 
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special party and she uses all these occasions as a means to 

have the opportunity to see Boursault. All that is impor

tant to her is the simple delight of being with him. Her 

letters are concerned with little else. Boursault, on the 

other hand, has interests in life beyond his relationship 

with Babet. Aside from his activities and friends described 

in other letters in the collection of Lettres de respect, 

his correspondence with Babet shows him at work on his 

plays and making an effort to keep up with the literary 

world around him. His career is of considerable importance 

to him, but mainly for the enjoyment that can be derived 

from his accomplishments. Boursault is not particularly 

worried by even Boileau's comments: 

II ne parle de moy qu'en passant, parce qu'il n'a 
pas crfl devoir s'arrester sur une matiere si 
mediocre: Et moy qui ne me soucie pas de luy rendre 
disdains pour disdains, i'ayme mieux ne luy pas 
r^pondre, que d'employer a le mepriser des momens 
que ie dois a tes loiianges. Le bon-heur qu'il a 
d'estre applaudy, ne vaut pas celuy que i' ay 
d'estre aym£ (p. 311). 

In her reply to this letter, Babet, having just 

finished reading Boileau's Satires, naturally dislikes the 

vigor of his attacks, but that does not keep her from 

appreciating other aspects of the work: "I'y trouvay 

quantity de choses qui ne sont gueres moins spirituelles, 

que si elles venoient de Toy" (p. 312), She has no rancor, 

and prettily offers to help Boursault should he change his 

mind and decide to .reply: 
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Et si l'un de ces iours tu as quelques momens a 
perdre, & que tu veiiilles te vanger de 1'affront 
qu'il t'a fait de ne parler de Toy qu' en passant, 
conune tu n'es qu'un ignorant qui ne sgait non 
plus de Latin que moy d'Hebreu, ie te traduiray 
tous les endroits vollez, dont ie verray que tu 
pourras tirer des avantages (p. 313). 

Pizzorusso suggests that through Babet's letter, 

where in particular she decries Boileau's treatment of 

Quinault, Boursault is in effect making his own retorts to 

64 the criticism voiced in the Satires. This probably is 

the case, but technically the situation also fulfills an 

important need. The reference to the Satires conveys 

vraisemblance: the reader will undoubtedly accept the 

comments as ones that very likely would have been made. 

The modern critic, in his turn, by virtue of Boursault's use 

of a contemporary event in this manner, is tempted to waver 

when it comes to stating categorically whether all the 

letters are indeed fictional. Both Bray and Pizzorusso as 

well as Coulet believe that there may well be some real 

65 letters intermingled with fictitious ones. 

The two letters which do play a role in the develop

ment of the story at the end of the tenth series are 

exceptional in that they comprise one of the few examples 

of Boursault's use of letters to create the action. In this 

case, Boursault, having learned from Babet's brother that 

64. Pizzorusso, pp. 528-529. 

65. B. Bray, p. 26; Pizzorusso, pp. 527<-528; and 
Coulet, I, 234, 
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their father definitely intends to have her marry someone 

else, writes to Babet begging her to let him know her 

feelings about the matter. The reader has had no prior 

information on this situation to which he is herein 

abruptly introduced by Boursault's opening words: "Est-il 

vray, Babet, ce que ton Frere me vient d'apprendre? Te 

marie-t-on?" (p. 329). The technique of starting a letter 

with remarks which immediately apprize the reader of the 

situation is admirable. Not only does it simplify the 

reader's work in a roman par lettres, it also allows the 

writer to make his point with direct impact. Fontenelle 

generally uses this same technique in the Lettres galantes. 

Boursault discloses in his letter his feelings about the 

proposal. For once he sets aside his usual playful banter 

and describes his distress with sincerity. However, his 

sentiments would appear to leave something to be desired 

insofar as Babet is concerned. There is an underlying 

current suggesting that love is not everlasting. Still, 

Boursault does express surprise at finding the turn in 

events taking place so quickly. 

Babet does not see in his letter the ease with which 

Boursault will accept the probable outcome. However, the 

revelation of Boursault's personal philosophy will prevent 

the reader from feeling that the denouement is tragic for 

Boursault, Babet's love for Boursault is greater. She 

writes back explaining that she had not told him of her 
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father's plans because "la bontg que i'ay pour Toy n'a pas 

voulu que ie t'affligeasse inutilement" (p. 332) . She has 

no intention of marrying the "Amant de Normandie" (p. 332). 

She shows precisely why her father wants her to marry him: 

"Et quoy que mon Papa sodtienne que c'est ce qu'il me faut, 

parce qu'il a vingt-cinq mille francs de bien, ie te 

proteste que le choix de mon Mary est fait. Toy, ou point" 

(pp. 333-334). 

Babet's description of her "Amant de Normandie" at 

dinner is an amusing comic portrait of a provincial out of 

place in bourgeois Parisian society. He neglects the little 

niceties of behavior at table, drinks too much and does not 

talk until the meal is finished. Babet pokes fun at him 

throughout her letter to prove to Boursault that her head 

could not possibly be turned by such a person. 

The eleventh series of letters does not immediately 

pursue the problem of Babet's new suitor. Instead, the 

series begins with a gallant letter from Boursault telling 

of his jealousy when other men comment on Babet's beauty. 

He had taken a friend to see her "pour te faire admirer de 

luy" (p. 344), but he was annoyed when the friend obviously 

enjoyed the encounter, and "ie cherchay querelle, afin 

qu'il n'y retourne de sa vie" (p. 344). Boursault realizes 

that he has no one but himself to blame for the problem, and 

his remarks to Babet treat the subject of jealousy on a 

lighter tone than those of Babet's in earlier letters. 
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The three following letters are written as a result 

of the death of Babet's uncle. First, Babet informs 

Boursault that she cannot go to a luncheon planned the next 

day because "ie dois par bien-seance aller faire la 

Pleureuse, & trembler de froid dans une Chappelle durant 

que vous vous r^joiiirez aupr^s d'un bon feu" (p. 346). She 

is not at all sorry that her uncle had died. He never 

allowed her any pleasure, and the proof of his desire to 

keep her from enjoying herself is his choice not to "mourir 

un iour plutost, n'y vivre un iour plus tard" so that she 

would have to miss the luncheon (p. 346). There is no 

sympathy for the uncle in either of the two other letters. 

They concern the inventory and sale of her uncle's posses

sions . 

Babet returns to the subject of her "Amant de 

Normandie" when she writes teasingly to Boursault asking 

him not to write to her any more. She' has received a letter 

from her suitor which is beautifully composed. If Boursault 

wishes to know what it is, he has only to look it up in 

Voiture. Monsieur de Launay has copied it from there. 

Babet decided to reply to it and begs Boursault to deliver 

her answer, which is a copy of a letter found in a novel. 

The reply is included in the recueil and its old-fashioned 

expressions serve to amuse Boursault and baffle poor 

Monsieur de Launay. Boursault, in the last letter of this 

series, describes his encounter with the "Amant de 
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Normandie," who, after having tried to read Babet's reply 

but not able to make any sense out of it, said that this 

was only the second time he had ever been to Paris and he 

did not understand Parisian French very well. Nevertheless, 

he was sure, after Boursault read the missive aloud to him, 

that it was very beautiful. Then he told Boursault about 

some of his misgivings regarding Babet; he wished she were 

twice as old so that, as Boursault explains in his letter 

to Babet, "tu fusses revenue des bagatelles qui amusent la 

jeunesse, & que tu appliquasses tous tes soins a faire 

profiter sa Maison des Champs" (p. 3 60). 

In the forty-sixth letter, which stands on its own, 

Babet still has not given up hope that her father will 

relent and allow her to marry Boursault. She is encouraged 

by the fact that her father was impressed by some of 

Boursault's religious writings. With enthusiasm she 

describes the previous evening when her brother took 

advantage of the occasion to put in a few good words for 

Boursault: 

Tes Litanies de la Vierge ont fait le plus bel 
effet du monde: Mon Papa est le meilleur de tes amis. 
II se mit hier au soir genoux pour les lire, & 
repeta pour le moins six ou sept fois le Mater 
Christi. Mon Frere qui le vid de bonne humeur 
voulant profiter de l'ocasion, luy dit de toy tout 
le bien qu'on en peut dire, & tu peux penser qu'il 
en dit beaucoup, puisque moy-mesme je m'apperceus 
qu'il en disoit plus que je n'y en trouve Cp. 435), 
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Babet's love for Boursault is all encompassing but she 

continues still to banter Boursault in the same way she 

used in her first letters to him. 

There are only two letters in the twelfth series and 

they are the last of the gay, insouciant letters of the 

recueil. Babet has made plans for a supper at Mademoiselle 

Ferray's. Their mutual friends will be present and she 

insists that Boursault come, too. Everyone is going to 

bring some food, but Boursault does not need to: "toy tu 

payeras de ta personne" (p. 441). As always, Babet is 

careful to keep from adding to Boursault's expenses. She 

ends her letter with a few reproaches: she complains that on 

Sunday they had less than an hour together, yesterday only a 

moment, and today she has not seen him at all. Boursault 

has a perfect answer: 

Ne sgais tu pas que depuis que tes appas se sont 
emparez de mon coeur, ie ne prens de divertissement 
que ce que tu veux que i1 en regoive; Et que si 
quelquefois ie m'avise de chercher Compagnie, il 
faut que ce soit pour divertir le chagrin que i1 ay 
de ne pas avoir la tienne? (p. 443). 

The last series of letters is the best. Babet's 

father has ruled that she must marry Monsieur de Launay 

right away because he wants to hurry back to Normandy in 

time to plant his barley for the next season. Her suitor's 

very reason for leaving Paris is obnoxious to Babet. 

Although it is true that the man her father has chosen to 

become her husband is acceptable according to rank and 
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position in society, he is a misfit for Babet because his 

mannerisms and way of life are foreign to the Parisian 

Babet. Aside from the comic atmosphere, reminiscent of 

Moliere, there is a very strong argument in the Lettres a 

Babet against forced marriages which culminate in the 

disaster at the end. Babet knows that she cannot circumvent 

her father's will now. Although Babet's mother is never 

mentioned in the story, there is no need for such a 

presence; either she would take sides with Babet as does 

her brother or else she would uphold Babet's father's ideas, 

and Babet's father is domineering enough to be obeyed in any 

case. Furthermore, he stands more formidably by being on 

his own. Babet is in despair now, which she straight

forwardly admits to Boursault. However, she is determined 

not to marry Monsieur de Launay whom she refers to as "un 

petit Houbereau de village qui n'est considerable que par 

vingt-cinq mille francs que ie voudrois qu'on luy eut volez" 

(p. 452). Suspense about the outcome is built up for the 

reader when Babet writes: "Ne t'alarme point; quelque 

respect que ie sois oblige de rendre a mon Papa, ie 

menageray si bien toutes choses, que ie ne feray rien 

contre ce que ie luy dois, ny contre ce que ie t'ay 

promis" (p. 452). She has written a letter to Monsieur de 

Launay which she includes here, and she begs Boursault to 

deliver it for her. She suggests that he should pretend to 

be her cousin, and, "comme Parent, prie le de ne pas 
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s'obstiner £ presser un Mariage a quoy ie ne me resoudray 

iamais. Si tu ne gagnes rien par la douceur, menace: il 

n'importe de quelle fagon tu m'arraches k luy ..." 

(p. 453). 

The more practical Boursault is beside himself when 

he receives this letter, The rashness of Babet's words has 

made him worry that Babet may do something drastic. He 

does not really know how to reply to her letter. On the 

6 6 Lettres a Babet, Coulet says, "la psychologie est mince" 

which is true on the whole, but this particular letter is 

an exception. Boursault wants to prevent Babet from doing 

anything ruinous, but he is timid in his tactics. Instead 

of fully pursuing any particular reason for her to accept 

the inevitable, he jumps from one idea to another. The 

incoherence of his arguments reflects how upset he is. He 

first suggests that Babet should allow him to tell Monsieur 

de Launay exactly who he is since, "dans l'estat oil sont les 

choses, il n'est plus temps de luy dissimuler ce que ie 

suis: il me craindra si ie me declare: & sa lclchetg me 

cedera peut-estre ce que son ignorance me dispute" (pp. 

454-455), Boursault's apprehension that Babet will not 

accept that argument leads him to change to another point. 

He says that he does not believe that she can ever win the 

battle against her father. He finds it easier to put his 

66. Coulet, I, 234, 
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thoughts now in a little poem: 

Un Amant sur ton coeur pourra moins que ton Pere; 
On obeit sans peine & qui 1'on doit le iour: 
Et quoy que i'espere a mon tour, 
La severity scrupuleuse 
Rendra la victoire douteuse 
Entre la Nature & 1'Amour (pp. 455-456). 

Finally, at the end of the letter, he agrees to take 

her missive to Monsieur de Launay because even if the worst 

comes to pass, he will have done what she has asked and his 

obedience to her wishes will merit him forever "une place 

dans ton souvenir" (p. 456). 

Babet's letter to Monsieur de Launay is written with 

a cold, direct approach which commands respect for her 

personal feelings about the situation, and she minces no 

words. She states her position at the beginning: "Mon 

Papa qui me vient de commander de vous aymer, m'a commande 

une chose que ie ne sgaurois faire" (p. 457). She makes an 

attempt to prevent Monsieur de Launay from feeling that she 

believes he is unworthy of her love, but her words have a 

double edge to their meaning. The reader quickly grasps 

this, but it is doubtful that the "petit Houbereau de 

village" would see that Babet is qualifying every one of her 

compliments in such a manner which in fact turns her state

ments into slights. She writes: "vous avez I'air aussi 

noble que la naissance; vostre corps est aussi bien fait que 

vostre esprit; vous parlez Normand aussi correctement que 

pas un de vostre Province" (p. 457). Realizing that money 
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means much to him, she offers to pay the expenses of his 

return to Normandy. Babet, who has always handled money 

matters in her letters to Boursault in a generous, dis

interested way, in contrast here, uses the concept of money 

to underline a materialistic grossness of the bourgeoisie. 

The final letter of the recueil follows. It is 

Babet's announcement to Boursault of the outcome. She 

begins with a startling statement: "Adieu, ie ne te verray 

peut-estre de ma vie" (p. 459). She proceeds to describe 

the "vacarme" in her family that took place the previous 

evening. She had apparently told her father that she would 

not marry Monsieur de Launay under any circumstance. Her 

brother and her father came to blows, and now, at dawn, she 

is to be put into a convent for the rest of her life. With 

g£n§rosit§ d1esprit, she says to Boursault: "Ie suis plus 

afflig^e de 1'affliction que tu auras que de la mienne 

propre" (p. 459). She has not been told to which convent 

she will have to go but she trusts that her brother will 

find out the particulars and let Boursault know if by any 

chance it will be possible for him to see her, and, if not, 

the possibility of writing letters. She begs Boursault not 

to despair; where she is going he will never have to worry 

about any rivals. She says she does not insist on 

Boursault's fidelity to her now but she hints that in 

making the sacrifice of her life out of love for him he 

ought to remain constant. 
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The reader becomes truly involved in the love 

affair only in the last few letters when the relationship 

between Boursault and Babet is threatened by a crisis. The 

action of the story is complete in these letters, and had 

the whole recueil been constructed along these lines, there 

would be no hesitation in classifying the work as a real 

67 roman par lettres. As it is, there are too many arbitrary 

events used in the various letters as simply a means for 

writing gallant and amusing sallies. The clever turns of 

phrase are more important to the author than the development 

of a story from beginning to end. 

As an example of the two-correspondent structure, 

the work would also hold more interest if Boursault had made 

the letters between himself and Babet play a direct role in 

the cause and effect of the action of the story. Instead, 

he used most of the letters to discuss matters related to 

past events and plans for future rendez-vous. 

The major asset of the Lettres & Babet is its 

faithful picture of bourgeois preoccupations and mores 

during this period, and Boursault made the best use of his 

68 talent as "Schotier" in his caustic portrayal of the 

financial anxieties inherent to that life. Money, the need 

to have enough to present a respectable figure in society, 

67. See B. Bray, p. 21. 

68. B. Bray, p, 27, 
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the problems encountered because of the importance 

attributed to money and obsession with money are recurrent 

themes in this book, and each one of these is illustrated 

in the personalities of the characters. Boursault exem

plifies the first, Babet the second and her father the 

third. 

At the end of the story we are left with the feeling 

that the love affair between Babet and Boursault should have 

been allowed to continue. By believing that the "Amant 

de Normandie" would make a better husband for Babet than 

Boursault, Babet*s father destroyed all possibilities for 

happiness in his daughter's life. Over-emphasis on the 

value of money is the one characteristic of bourgeois life 

which Boursault condemns. Had he sustained this feeling 

throughout the Lettres £ Babet instead of only haphazardly 

hinting at it until the final episode, his roman par lettres 

would have been a better book. 

La Valise Ouverte 

Little is known about Prechac's life; one is 

hesitant even to ascribe dates to this author. All we know 

for certain is that he was a courtier under the powerful 

protection of the Due d'Orleans, whom he served as 

gentilhomme ordinaire in Louis XIV's court. Due to his 

position, he was able to have published a quantity of 

romans d'aventures and histoires galantes which other 
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members of the Court read and enjoyed. It is believed that 

69 
Louis himself read La Valise ouverte. 

Prechac wrote twenty-three books between 1677 and 

1688. As Mary Elizabeth Storer, the critic who devoted a 

chapter to Prechac in her study of La Mode des contes de 

fges, states, there is no problem in tracing the authorship 

of most of his works because Prechac did not mind signing 

his Prefaces or otherwise identifying himself in them. She 

believes that "il gcrivit Svidemment par pose et par dSsir 

70 de se faire un nom parmi les mondains." Prechac was proud 

to be recognized as an author, and whatever modesty he 

displays in his works is undoubtedly feigned. 

La Valise ouverte appeared in 1680, the most pro

ductive year of Prechac1s literary career, in which three 

71 of his other novels were also published. La Valise 

ouverte can at best be called a tentative effort to produce 

a roman par lettres. The main part of the book does consist 

of letters, but they do not fully convey the story. Prechac 

begins with a short but complicated narration to set the 

scene and to explain how these letters came into his (the 

"editor's") hands. In this introduction, he says that after 

69, Mary Elizabeth Storer, La Mode des contes de 
f^es (Paris: Librairie Ancienne Honor§ Champion, 1928), 
p. 181. 

70, Storer, p. 17 4. 

71, Storer, p. 173. 
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the War (the "glorious" war with Holland had ended with the 

signing of the Treaty of Nimegue in 167 8 by which France 

obtained Franche-Comt^ and it may be that Prechac is 

referring to this), the soldiers returned to Court, 

expecting victory in love as easily as on the battlefield. 

There was one Comte who fell in love with a beautiful 

Marquise. She had an inclination toward him but did not 

wish to show it and pretended she was indifferent because 

she was afraid another courtier "qui <2toit un homme fort 

considerable, qui vivoit en bonne intelligence avec elle, 

72 
et qui l'aimoit depuis longtemps" would become jealous if 

he were to find out. However, when the Comte approached 

her, she gave him permission to write to her. The courtier 

learned through one of the Marquise's maids that she had 

replied to a letter from another man. He was enraged and 

went to the Marquise who protested her innocence. Later, 

he was convinced that the Marquise had in fact written such 

a letter. The courtier disguised himself and robbed the 

carriage taking the mail from Saint-Germain to Paris. 

The "editor" went to see the courtier the following 

day and was told what had happened. The courtier, dis

tressed that there were so many letters in the post bag he 

had stolen and that he had not been able so far to discover 

the Marquise's letter, "me t&noigna que je lui ferois 

72. Prechac, La Valise ouverte (Paris, 1680), pp. 
5<-6, All quotations will be taken from this edition. 
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plaisir d'examiner toutes ces Lettres, et de mettre a part 

toutes celles qui seroient gcrites de la main de quelque 

Femme" (p. 22). The courtier then had to go out and left 

Prechac alone in his room to go through the letters which 

immediately follow. Each one is set apart from the others 

with a title indicating who wrote it and to whom it was 

addressed. There are twenty-six letters among which eight 

serve primarily to evoke the glories of Louis XIV, Monsieur 

(the Due d'Orl^ans) and the Court. Three of these were 

written by diplomats from other countries and show that even 

the enemies of France are impressed by le grand monarque. 

The "Envoy§ d'Allemagne & son prince" describes how large 

and well-equipped the French army is and further remarks: 

"Vous pouvez juger par la, Monseigneur, combien il sera 

inutile & 1'avenir que les Princes Etrangers ayent des 

espions en France, puis que s'ils les servent fidellement 

ils ne sgauroient plus leur mander que des choses 

desagreables ..." (pp. 160-161). 

The majority of the letters are character sketches 

showing how sage most courtiers are. In four letters 

courtiers give advice to their friends and relatives outside 

of the Court, and their advice is always excellent. The 

best of these letters is one written by a man to his brother 

who is considering becoming a priest: 

La profession que vous allez embrasser est assurement 
la plus sainte que vous eussiez pu choisir; elle est 
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aussi la plus tranquille, lorsqu'on est bien d§tach£ 
de toutes les choses du monde, et qu'on ne se 
propose que de faire son salut ... Examinez-vous 
bien avant que de vous engager; et ne vous allez 
pas imaginer, que l1habit dont vous serez revStu 
vous donnera un autre esprit, et d'autres 
sentimens (pp. 149-150). 

There are three letters written by or about dis

agreeable people, but Prechac's characters in the Valise 

ouverte are no more villainous than the "fort m^chantes" 

fairies in his volume of fairy tales, whose "couleurs sont 

73 bien pales." Storer suggested that Prechac1s idealization 

of the court of Louis XIV was entirely due to his desire to 

flatter the King and his protectors; there is reason to 

believe from reading the Valise ouverte, however, that 

Prechac took enjoyment in creating genial atmospheres and he 

obviously was enthusiastic about the best characteristics of 

his letter writers whom he often praised in comments follow

ing the letters. The character he criticizes the most is a 

lady who wrote to her suivante who had gone to Paris to do 

some shopping for her. It is an amusing letter, full of 

complaints and commands. She could not stand the rouge that 

the suivante had sent her and orders her to get another 

kind. She proceeds to list all the things that must be done 

for her: 

73, P. V, Delaporte, Du Merveilleux dans la 
litt^rature frangaise sous le regne de Louis XIV (1891; rpt. 
Geneva: Slatkine Reprints, 1968), p^ 85. 
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Dites au Brodeur que si ma jupe n'est pas brod^e 
pour Samedy prochain, je ne luy arresteray ses 
parties d'un an. Apportez-moy une paire de bas 
verds, et une autre paire de noirs ... N'oubliez 
pas les mouches que je vous ay tant recommand^es, 
et n'allez pas me dire que vous aviez d'autres 
choses plus importantes a faire. J'aime mieux 
mes mouches, que tout ce que vous pourriez m'appor-
ter, h la reserve du rouge ... Vous sgavez bien 
qu'il me faut de la pomraade, ainsi n'oubliez pas 
d'en prendre. A propos, souvenez-vous de m'appor-
ter du ruban ... Je vous attends demain au soir ... 
(pp. 107-109). 

The last letter that Prechac reads is the one by the 

Marquise. This is a typical kind of love note in which the 

Marquise pleads with the Comte to keep their love affair 

secret. Furthermore, "les passions ou il n'y a point de 

myst&re diminuent insensiblement; et j'ai toujours oux dire 

qu'il en faut en amour" (p. 164). 

Prechac ends his story in saying that it was by then 

late and time for him to go to dinner, "jugeant bien qu'il y 

avoit encore assez de Lettres pour m'occuper une autre 

matinee, Je fermay la porte de la chambre, et j1 en donnay 

la clef & un des gens du Courtisan, apres luy avoir bien 

recommandS de n'y laisser entrer personne, et de ne la 

donner qu'a son Maistre" (p. 166). We are not told whether 

or not Prechac will show the Marquise's letter to the 

courtier and are left with the hope that in the interests 

of love he will not. 

This discussion of Prechac's Valise ouverte as an 

example of an effort made to tell a story with letters has 

no pretensions toward encouraging readers to seek out the 
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book in the Bibliotheque Nationale. The work has little of 

interest or value today. A roman par lettres, the Valise 

ouverte in structure and subject is as weak as d'Aubignac's 

Roman des lettres. Prechac would have made the Valise 

ouverte considerably better had he developed a psychological 

interest in the characters who wrote the letters rather than 

using so many platitudes in his descriptions of courtiers. 

Moreover, the letters themselves do not carry the thread of 

the story but serve as mere ornament. 

We have seen in the analyses of these four works an 

attempt on the part of the authors to create a new literary 

genre, the roman par lettres. These books begin to develop 

suitable techniques and subject matter for epistolary novels. 

Artistically, Guilleragues' Lettres portugaises is the only 

success. The other three authors failed to give any impor

tant meaning or lasting value to their works. The establish

ment of the roman par lettres would require much more 

effort, and it would take until the eighteenth century for 

writers to make the best possible use of this genre. 



CHAPTER 6 

LETTRES GALANTES DU CHEVALIER D'HER*** 

Fontenelle entered the literary world in a privi

leged position. As the nephew of Pierre and Thomas 

Corneille, he naturally attracted attention upon his arrival 

in Paris at seventeen. It was also in the interests of his 

uncles to encourage and help him: Fontenelle was to be 

their successor."'" Thomas Corneille, an associate of 

Donneau de Vis£, saw to the publication of Fontenelle's 

verses in the Mercure galant during the following years; 

in fact, the young writer's name was one of the most fre-

2 guently mentioned in that journal between 167 7 and 1680. 

Almost like a magnet, Fontenelle was drawn to 

Paris, and his trips there from Rouen, where he had been 

born in 1657, became more and more frequent. Laborde-Milail 

describes the Paris Fontenelle first knew: 

L'existence h. Paris vers 1680 avait encore belle 
allure et les choses y gardaient cette noblesse 
g^n^rale qu'elles avaient depuis vingt ans. Bien 
qu'on fflt & la veille d'ev§nements graves, et, pour 
tout dire, au moment ovi le r&gne allait d^cliner, 
ni la Cour ni la Ville n*avaient renonce aux 

1. See J. R. Carr<§, La Philosophie de Fontenelle, 
ou Le Sourire de la raison (Paris: Librairie Felix Alcan, 
1932), p. 491. 

2, Niderst, p. 73, 
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plaisirs d^licats de la soci§t£ et de l1in
telligence, plaisirs qui d'ailleurs faisaient 
partie d'un ensemble et avaient leur place dans 
la symphonie qu'etait alors, par une sorte de 
prerogative, la vie frangaise ou, plus exacte-
ment, la vie de 1'Isle-de-France.3 

The brilliance of Paris had scarcely faded. Although 

Molifere had died the year before Fontenelle came to Paris 

and the glorious days of le Grand Corneille had long since 

passed, there were new interests, particularly in philosophy 

and the sciences. The avidness with which new ideas were 

pursued by the people with whom Fontenelle had contact 

impressed him. He very much wanted to become a member of 

that group of enlightened individuals whom he later labeled 

4 "la petite troupe choisie." The quest for knowledge on the 

part of these people had, as Laborde-Milaa believes, "sa 

source principale dans le besoin que chacun eprouvait de 

5 briller plus qu'autrui." To shine brightly was indeed the 

young Fontenelle's desire, and the company of Perrault, 

Quinault and others who gravitated around Thomas Corneille 

gave him "s^duisants modules." In the milieu to which he 

3. A. Laborde-Milaa, Fontenelle (Paris: Hachette, 
1905), p. 9. 

4. Fontenelle, "Entretiens sur Is pluralite des 
mondes," in Oeuvres, II, 175. 

5. Laborde-Milaa, p. 11. 

6. Niderst, p. 59. 
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was introduced, there was "une atmosphere d'£l£gance et de 

7 
galanterie a laquelle il resta toujours attach^." 

Encouraged by his first efforts, and in particular 

by the success of Psyches (1678) and Bell^rophon (1679) , 

operas composed by Thomas Corneille in which Fontenelle 
g 

also had a hand, he wrote a tragedy, Aspar, which was 

presented on December 27, 1680. Its failure profoundly 

9 
disappointed Fontenelle; he burned the manuscript and went 

back to Rouen while cruel epigrams about his tragedy 

circulated in Paris. 

Niderst suggests that the reason why Fontenelle's 

early works ultimately led to the disaster of Aspar is the 

fact that they were composed in "ce climat trop facile et 

trop confortable.This period in Fontenelle's life 

represents little more than a succession of attempts to 

find a place of his own in the literary world. That 

Fontenelle failed here is due to the fact that he was not 

sincere with himself. The Aspar crisis led Fontenelle to 

re-examine his objectives. The next decade, which he spent 

in Rouen, was the most productive of his literary career. 

7. Niderst, p. 59, 

8. CarrS, p. 8. 

9. L'Abb^ Trublet, Mgmoires pour servir £ 
l'histoire de la vie et des ouvrages de Mr. de Fontenelle 
(2e ed., corr, & augm.; Paris: chez Marc-Michel Rey, 1759), 
p, 277. 

10. Niderst, p, 119. 
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Most of Fontenelle's works that were published then appeared 

anonymously. Niderst explains why: 

Cette conduite rSvfele le caract^re de Fontenelle: 
une sensibilite bien plus vive qu'on ne l'a dit, 
une sorte de recul et de retraite devant les 
blessures, une tenace rancune aussi; ... 
Evidemment il entre aussi dans cette attitude 
une part de prudence et meme de ruse: le Normand 
avis<§ sait bien qu'il ne peut s1 exposer a un 
nouvel echec; il faut attendre, il ne reparaitra 
sur la scene litteraire, que lorsqu'il sera 
assur§ du succ^s de ses ouvrages.ll 

This analysis of Fontenelle's state of mind is well reasoned 

and entirely acceptable. Fontenelle was indeed a determined 

Normand and he had the courage to persevere during his 

retreat. 

Returning to Rouen was hardly an impediment to 

Fontenelle's intellectual pursuits. Life there was in many 

respects complementary to that of Paris: 

Au milieu du XVIIe siecle, la ville de Rouen ne 
laissait pas d'etre une importante cit§: capitale 
de la Normandie, ville ou brillait 11 intelligence, 
riche Sgalement d'une activite commerciale 
internationale. GrSce a son port, Rouen £tait en 
relation avec les peuples les plus divers, ceux 
du Nouveau Monde en particulier; grSce k Pierre 
Corneille, elle occupait une place pr§pond£rante 
parmi les hauts lieux de 1'esprit.12 

11. Niderst, pp. 121-122, 

12. Jean-Franqois Counillon, Fontenelle, dcrivain, 
savant, philosophe (Fecamp: L. Durand et fils, 1959), p^ 27. 
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In Rouen, Fontenelle read and worked diligently, but he also 

took advantage of the salon life, passing his "apprentissage 

13 
de causeur mondain" with flying colors. 

The Lettres galantes du Chevalier d'Her***, pub

lished in two parts in 1683 and 1687, was among Fontenelle's 

unsigned literary works written in Rouen. Fontenelle never 

formally admitted that he had written this roman par 

lettres. Trublet, the most dependable contemporary source 

on Fontenelle, discusses this matter: 

Fontenelle ne les [Lettres du Chevalier d'Her***] 
a jamais avou^es dans aucune Edition de ses Ouvrages, 
& sur cela on a doute si elles §toient de lui. Elles 
en sont certainement, elles ont m<§me toujours paru 
sous son nom, & du moins dans ses dernieres annees, 
il les a souvent avou^es & ses amis. On ne peut l'y 
meconnaitre. 

In these later years the dignity associated with his posi

tion as secretaire perpgtuel of the Academie des Sciences 

may have played as great a role as the Aspar crisis in 

persuading him to keep the work anonymous. 

Fontenelle liked his Lettres galantes. In 1699 he 

made stylistic corrections and eliminated the letters which 

he thought were inferior to the work as a whole. Again in 

1724, he made further changes. Finally, for Brunet's 

edition of Fontenelle's Oeuvres which appeared in 1742 he 

changed a few more lines which were slightly ambiguous. 

13. CarrS, p. 591, 

14. Trublet, p. 280. 
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Even then, however, he refused in his Preface to legitimize 

15 "1'enfant n6 durant sa jeunesse." He claimed instead that 

he has included these letters for the purpose of pleasing 

Brunet: "Cette Edition n'est que pour 1'interit du Libraire, 

16 & nullement pour le mien." Because he had continued to 

make changes, we must not be duped by these lines. 

Fontenelle was indeed concerned about the fate of the 

Lettres galantes, and Trublet assures us of Fontenelle's 

interest in this work: 

Je sgais bien qu'il les estimoit bien plus que le 
Public, du moins que la partie la plus nombreuse 
du Public les a estime^s; & s'il ne les a pas 
avoueles publiquement c'est seulement parce qu'il 
sgavoit que tout le monde n'en pensoit pas 
absolument comme lui, & m§me qu'on en avoit 
quelquefois parlS avec une sorte de mepris.-^ 

Although Trublet hints at a contemporary disdain of the 

Lettres galantes, this is not completely true. We must 

remember that when Trublet was writing these lines, Voltaire 

had already made his feelings known, and Trublet treads 

softly in front of the philosophe. 

The Lettres galantes sold just as well as 

Fontenelle's other works, which even Trublet admits: 

Jusqu'cl ce que les Oeuvres de Mr. de Fontenelle 
aient StS imprim§es en corps, & tandis qu'elles 
l'ont Ste en volumes sgpargs, & vendus s^parement, 

15. 

16. 

17. 

Deloffre, p. 36. 

Fontenelle, "Preface," to Oeuvres, I, iii, 

Trublet, pp. 128-130. 
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celui des Lettres du Chevalier d'Her*** a §t§ 
autant achet§ que les autres, & lu, j'ose le 
dire, avec autant de plaisir; mais moins relu, 
je l'avoue, & surtout critiqu§. 

We can agree with Trublet on this last remark; the reason 

for this was not due to the pr^ciosit^ which Voltaire con

demned, but because the public was not prepared at the time 

to accept a collection of letters which were blatantly 

19 fictional. On the other hand, as Niderst states, "nous 

n'avons aucune raison, apres La Nouvelle Heloise et Les 

Liaisons dangereuses, de trouver cette entreprise si 

ridicule."^ 

The Delafarge edition of Fontenelle's Lettres 

galantes which will be used here for all references to this 

work is a fine contribution to scholarship. Delafarge 

studied the variants and explains why the Lettres galantes, 

as presented in the Oeuvres of 17 42, should be the basis for 

21 a definitive edition. The work is not a roman de moeurs 

nor a roman ^ cle. Rather than being a satire on particular 

individuals, this roman par lettres is primarily the work of 

a moraliste. Its subject is expressed in generalities. 

There is little reference to events or fashions in 1683 or 

18. Trublet, p. 130. 

19. See David-Renaud Boullier, Pieces philosophiques 
et litt§raires [France], n.p., pp. 287-291. 

20. Niderst, p, 145. 

21. Delafarge, pp. 34-39. 
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1687. What Fontenelle has to say is pertinent not only to 

the 1680's but to modern times as well. The Lettres 

galantes is not confined chronologically. Therefore, 

"pourquoi, ... le texte primitif devrait-il §tre conserve, 

comme on respecte les violences originelles d'un pamphlet, 

afin de leur laisser tout le mordant de leur pensee et de 

22 leur style, lie & ces circonstances de temps et de lieu?" 

During the course of many years, Fontenelle made what he 

believed to be improvements to this work: "Allons-nous le 

priver des avantages que son gotit le plus s^vfere et son 

23 
travail soutenu lui ont assures?" Delafarge asks. We 

certainly should not. In comparing Delafarge's 1961 edition 

with that in Fontenelle's Oeuvres of 17 42, one can ascertain 

24 the scrupulousness of Delafarge's scholarship. Since this 

new edition is also more readily available to scholars than 

that of 1742, there is further reason for its use as a 

reference. Nonetheless, sufficient identification will be 

given here to allow readers to find easily the letters 

mentioned here in any other text of the Lettres galantes. 

Very little critical attention has been paid to the 

Lettres galantes. In his edition, Delafarge analyzes the 

history of its reputation and studies the devanciers of 

22. Delafarge, p. 35. 

23. Delafarge, p. 35. 

24. Fontenelle, "Lettres galantes," in Oeuvres, I, 
299-554, 
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Fontenelle, Voiture and Le Pays, though he is hesitant to 

call the collections of letters produced by these earlier 

25 authors actual sources. The similarities in lightness of 

tone between Fontenelle and Voiture can be attributed mainly 

to general tendencies of seventeenth-century letter writing. 

Ren§ Le Pays, a provincial bel esprit in the 16 60's, who was 

contemptuously referred to by his contemporaries as "le 

2 6 singe de Voiture," published a lengthy recueil of letters, 

Amities, amours, et amourettes. He claimed to have written 

27 them to his many mistresses, but in his arrangement of 

them he made no attempt to tell a story. The letters are 

generally poor in taste. Similarities in some settings for 

his letters can be found in the Lettres galantes, which may 

suggest that Fontenelle knew this work. Fontenelle's 

possible use of these settings is circumstantial: they serve 

only as a kind of indefinite background for what Delafarge 

2 8 calls "un essai de psychologie ou de moraliste"; there was 

no such purpose in Le Pays' evocation of provincial life. 

Drawing from Delafarge's research, Niderst discusses a 

25. Delafarge, pp. 16-23. 

26. Ren£ Le Pays, Nouvelles Oeuvres suivis du 
Dialogue de 11 amour et de la raison, ed. Albert de 
Bersaucourt (Paris: Editions Bossard, 1925), p. 11. 

27. Ren<2 Le Pays, "Au Lecteur," in Amities, amours, 
et amourettes (Paris: chez Charles de Sercy, 1665). 

28. Delafarge, p. 23. 
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further similarity in personality between the author of the 

Lettres galantes and that of Amitigs, amours, et 

2 9 amourettes, but in the final analysis it is difficult to 

draw concrete rapprochements between the two works. 

The Lettres galantes consists of forty-eight letters 

in the first part and fifty-two in the second, written by 

the Chevalier d'Her*** to his friends in le grand monde 

(p. 45), what we would today call le tout Paris. In the 

original foreword of 1683 (reproduced verbatim in the 1687 

edition containing the second part), Fontenelle describes 

the Chevalier d'Her***. He is "un homme du monde qui parle 

agr§ablement, et qui §crit comme il parle" (p. 175). There 

is a vague pretense of authenticity: "on les [the letters] 

donne telles qu'elles ont est§ envoy^es dans les divers temps 

que l'Auteur les a gcrites" (p. 17 5). The author adds that 

the addressees of these letters would attest to their 

veracity. One can detect a playfulness on Fontenelle's 

part; who exactly are the addressees? He only tells us that 

they are "gens tres connus pour la plupart, et qui ont 

beaucoup d'estime pour le Cavalier qui a commerce avec eux" 

(p. 175) . We can surmise that they are just as fictional 

as the Chevalier himself. They are simply the characters in 

the book who receive his letters. The stated verification 

of the letters means no more than that they are the missives 

29, Niderst, pp. 141-143. 
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supposedly sent from one fictional character to others. In 

effect, Fontenelle is opening his roman par lettres with 

"proof" of authenticity in such a way as to show the arti

ficiality of a convention generally used by epistolary 

novelists. There is no doubt whatsoever that his con

temporaries realized that Fontenelle was actually admitting 

that this work was fiction. In the eighteenth century, 

Boullier wrote a defense of the Lettres galantes in which he 

noted contemporary criticism on this basis for the purpose 

of clearly refuting it: 

Que doit-on penser dit-il [the critic] de ces 
lettres imaginaires qui n'ont jamais St<l ecrites 
que pour £tre imprim^es? C'est une entreprise 
fort ridicule, que de faire des lettres comme on 
fait un roman, de se faire un colonel, ... & de 
faire des r<2cits d'aventures qu' on n'a jamais 
eues. 

Boullier's attack on the criticism is straight to the point: 

Les Lettres persanes auxquelles vous daignez faire 
grace, celles de l'Espion turc, et toutes les 
autres que vous nommez ne sont-elles pas aussi des 
lettres imaginaires? Si 1'on ne se m^prend a leur 
titre, peut-on se meprendre a celui des Lettres du 
Chevalier d'Her***? Ne voit-on pas bien que ce ne 
sont pas non plus de v§ritables lettres? En quoi ^ 
1'entreprise est-elle plus ridicule ici qu'ailleurs? 

We can add, in support of Boullier's contention, that the 

public would soon fully support the idea of a novel composed 

of fictional letters. 

30. Boullier, p. 287. 

31. Boullier, pp. 287-288. 
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In the four previous novels of the epistolary genre, 

this problem had not arisen; one reason why was simply that 

if there was some doubt as to the "authenticity" of the 

letters contained in those works, there was enough 

vraisemblance to satisfy the desires of readers who wanted 

to believe at least that such letters could have been 

written under the circumstances given. Furthermore, with 

the exception of the Lettres portugaises (for which, until 

the twentieth century, there was reason to believe that the 

work was entirely factual), the early romans par lettres had 

a relatively small audience and they were not subject to 

commentary by critics. Fontenelle, however, was an important 

author. The development of the roman par lettres was 

probably not apparent to contemporary critics until the 

publication of the Lettres galantes. In making it obvious 

that there was an author behind the Chevalier's letters, 

Fontenelle is the first epistolary novelist to be honest 

with his public about the fictional aspect of his work. 

The nature of Fontenelle's letters also contributed 

to the unmistakable fictitiousness of the Lettres galantes. 

It was highly unlikely that a real person would make public 

a collection of letters he actually wrote to his friends, 

in which the follies of man are repeatedly subjected to 

analysis in much the same manner as in the Dialogues des 

morts, the first part of which was published four months 

prior to that of the Lettres galantes. Fontenelle's choice 
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of the roman par lettres genre for emphasizing his views in 

a concrete fashion as opposed to the more abstract method 

found in the Dialogues was directly related to his deter

mination to reach a particular audience, that of the 

mondains in salons. The enjoyment of reading letters was 

well established in this milieu, and Fontenelle found in 

the course of writing the Lettres galantes how to make use 

of the malleability of the genre for his purpose. While 

paying lip service to the gallant expressions characteris

tic of social letters which entertained his audience, he 

achieved his goal as a moraliste exactly as he suggested 

that it should be done in a dialogue between Aesop and Homer 

in which he makes the point that in order to say something 

important one should cloak one's thoughts with pleasing 

qualities: 

Homere; Si vous av^s la v<2rit§ & dire, vous fer&s 
fort bien de 1'envelopper dans des Fables, elle en 
plaira beaucoup plus. Si vous voulSs dire des 
Fables, elles pourront bien plaire, sans contenir 
aucune V6rit§. Ainsi le vrai a besoin d'emprunter 
la figure du faux, pour etre agr^ablement regu 
dans 1'esprit humain.^2 

The surface frivolity of the Lettres galantes has 

caused more than one critic to wince, with the unfortunate 

result that this work has often been ignored, and worse 

still, misunderstood on occasion, as for example by Tilley 

who condemns the Lettres galantes for what he wrongly 

32. Fontenelle, "Dialogues des morts," in Oeuvres, 
I, 26-r27. 
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believes is immorality: 

The whole tone of the book is already that of the 
eighteenth century. It is at once immoral and 
indelicate—immoral in its views on marriage, and 
indelicate in its suggestions and sous-entendus— 
and appeals to a prurient imagination.̂ 3 

Tilley's prudish, uprighteous prejudices led him to place 

the Lettres galantes in the category of pornography. 

Obviously, Tilley misunderstood the conception of 

gallantry. To be gallant is to have "la curiosity 

sentimentale, le plaisir de dScouvrir les 'ressorts caches' 

et les 'mouvements secrets' des sentiments.""^ Moreover, 

gallantry is opposed to "la passion, qui est rebelle, 

farouche et faite justement pour bouleverser le bel ordre 

3 5 de la vie mondaine." 

Critics are beginning to realize that the Lettres 

galantes has been frequently misjudged, and consequently 

some tentative efforts toward rehabilitating this work have 

been made by Adam, Jasinski and others. It is surprising 

that it has taken so long for modern critics to recognize 

past mistakes in judgment here, particularly in view of the 

fact that the frivolity of the Entretiens sur la plurality 

des mondes has been accepted in general and since it is 

33. Arthur Tilley, The Decline of the Age of Louis 
XIV, or French Literature 1687-1715 (1929; rpt. New York: 
Barnes and Noble, 1968), p. 402. 

34. Daniel Mornet, La Pensge frangaise au XVIIIe 
sifecle (Paris: Armand Colin, 1926), p. 19. 

35. Mornet, p, 18, 
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understood to have been necessary in order to hold con

temporary interest in what was then an erudite subject. 

It is important to emphasize the necessity of 

judging a work in respect to its place in the history of 

literature. Callot succinctly expresses how this should be 

done: 

L'histoire des literatures est, plus qu'aucune 
autre, solidaire de la soci^t§ k laquelle cette 
litt§rature s'adresse et qu'elle reflete. La 
question est de savoir, non si une oeuvre fait 
encore nos d^lices, mais bien si elle correspondit 
en son temps £l ce qu'on en attendait tant pour 
flatter le gout present que pour preparer, par son 
propre renouvelleraent, le gotit nouveau,^ 

When one realizes that Fontenelle was writing the Lettres 

galantes for a particular faction in society which wanted to 

find esprit and piquant anecdotes in the letters they read, 

one will appreciate rather than disdain his turn of phrase. 

If the modern reader will momentarily accept the atmos

phere of salons, he will find that Fontenelle's esprit can 

still "faire nos d^lices." 

Fontenelle's purpose in writing the Lettres galantes 

was to make le grand monde recognize its sottises and to 

encourage people to analyze their own motives in society. 

The following analysis of the Lettres galantes will concen

trate on how Fontenelle uses the roman par lettres to this 

36. Emile Callot, Six Philosophies franqais du 
XVIIIe si&cle: La Vie, l'oeuvre, et la doctrine de Diderot, 
Fontenelle, Maupertu.is, La Mettrie, D'Holbach, Rivarol 
(Annecy: Gardet Editeur, 1963), p. 402. 
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end rather than on comparisons between his ideas and those 

of other moralistes. Fontenelle's role in developing the 

roman par lettres will be assessed in respect to his innova

tions and the suitability of this particular genre to his 

purpose. Consideration will also be given to Fontenelle's 

views on man in the Lettres galantes. In most instances, he 

reveals his personal philosophy when he casts the nets of a 

libertine to catch the public off guard and to urge them to 

question what they have traditionally accepted as absolutes. 

The predominant subjects treated in this work will be 

examined with reference to the foibles of Fontenelle's 

characters. 

The question of whether or not the Lettres galantes 

can properly be called a roman par lettres has been brought 

up by some critics. Those who tend to say that it cannot be 

so called have not, however, examined its structure in 

comparison to the first epistolary novels in France, but 

rather in contrast to the great masterpieces of this genre 

in the eighteenth century. It goes without saying that the 

early romans par lettres are technically inferior to the 

Liaisons dangereuses. We have seen in the analysis of the 

four works published previously to the Lettres galantes that 

the essence of a roman par lettres is present: each of these 

is an attempt to tell a story with letters. An examination 

of Fontenelle's work will reveal that in many aspects his 

technique is more successful than his predecessors' and that 
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his work is closer to the full-fledged epistolary novels of 

the eighteenth century than those of d'Aubignac, Boursault 

or Prechac. 

The remarks by Boullier about the Lettres galantes 

show that Fontenelle1s contemporaries considered this work 

to be an epistolary novel. It is only recently that 

critics have begun to consider this question. While 

Jasinski has reservations about calling the Lettres galantes 

a novel, he concedes that the way Fontenelle makes his 

37 observations on man is a novelistic technique. Brunetifere 

had called the work "une espece de roman," with which 

Delafarge takes issue: "il ne s'agit pas d'un roman par 

lettres; on parlerait plus justement d'une s^rie de 

3 8 nouvelles." The interrelationship of the "nouvelles" is, 

however, clearly established by Fontenelle in the links that 

he makes not only between the letters which form series but 

also between individual, unconnected letters with the points 

of his morale. Delafarge supports his argument against 

calling this a roman par lettres with the statement that 

Fontenelle interspersed letters to other people in the midst 

of a series to one person. This is not really a defensible 

position; Fontenelle has purposely interrupted certain 

series of letters in order to signify the passage of time in 

37. Jasinski, I, 327. 

38. Delafarge, p. 10, 
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his relationship with the individual to whom he writes a 

series of letters. Niderst's opposition to the Lettres 

galantes as a roman par lettres is more serious: "Fontenelle 

aurait pu inventer le roman par lettres; une sorte de 

timidity l'a retenu, ... elle [son oeuvre] n'a ni la saveur 

et la spontan§ite des lettres authentiques, ni la coherence 

et les prestiges d'un roman suivi. Trop abstraite pour 

paraitre r^elle; trop decousue pour que ses fictions nous 

3 9 entrainent." His criticism is exact. However, excluding 

the Lettres portugaises, all the other romans par lettres 

err much more on this score. Looseness in construction was 

a fault which was not entirely eliminated even in the 

epistolary novels of Montesquieu and Rousseau. 

In the Lettres galantes, the Chevalier d'Her*** is 

Fontenelle's porte-parole. He is the one who writes all the 

letters, some of which are to friends or friends of friends; 

others are to his own relations and relations of his 

friends. Occasionally, he writes more than one letter to 

a single individual; when he does so, these letters form a 

series. A series is often augmented by letters the 

Chevalier writes to other people concerned with the same 

situation; the latter are usually addressed to a relative of 

the particular individual. In the first part there are five 

series consisting of two letters each, four series of three 

39. Niderst, p. 148, 
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or more letters. In the second part, there are fewer 

letters standing on their own. Of the fifty-two letters 

here, eighteen are either addressed to the young girl, 

Mademoiselle de V... or are written about her to other 

people who know her. The remaining series of letters are 

all short and rarely consist of more than two or three 

letters. Because of the interdependency of so many 

addressees in the second part of the Lettres galantes, the 

structure is more closely knit. The characters are related 

in this story to one another in a less arbitrary fashion 

than those in Le Roman des Lettres or La Valise ouverte. 

Fontenelle creates considerable interest in the 

Lettres galantes by varying his techniques. The reader does 

not know what to expect from one letter to the next. We 

soon realize that the Chevalier is going to make some point 

referring to his morale in every letter, but how he is going 

to be able to do so, given the situation in which he places 

his correspondent, attracts our attention. Fontenelle seems 

to be playing a game in which he sets obstacles for himself. 

There are innumerable examples of the Chevalier's opening 

description of a situation in a letter which would not at 

first appearance be conducive to allowing his following 

statements as a moraliste. The subject of Lettre XXX of 

the second part is the charlatanism of astrology (pp. 144-

145). A young wife has gone to visit an astrologer; the 

Chevalier informs us that he has been able to bribe the man 
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to tell the woman what he wants her to believe: that she 

will have many children. She interprets this to mean that 

she will soon have another husband, for she has no intention 

of fulfilling her conjugal duties with the man to whom she 

is now married. The Chevalier proceeds to describe the 

husband's position: 

Le pauvre Mari ne sait plus ou il en est, et je croi 
qu'il ira bien-t6t consulter aussi quelque Devin sur 
la rebellion de sa Femme. Le Ciel et les Enfers la 
pendront; il est certain que sur la terre on n'en 
feroit quasi que rire. Les maris sont ridicules, 
sans qu'il y ait de leur faute, dfes qu'il plait a 
leurs femes qu'ils le soient (p. 145). 

The young wife has made her husband look foolish due to her 

own unreasonable chastity. The Chevalier has aptly turned 

the situation in such a way as to make his point on the 

differences between appearances and reality in society. 

All of the Chevalier's letters are written in 

plausible circumstances, and include such types as billets 

doux, letters of congratulation, letters of sympathy, 

commiseration, advice, and warning. There is always a 

reason for the letters he writes, and the remarks that he 

makes on all situations are pertinent both to the particular 

individual concerned and to the reader at large. He 

envisages just as many possible occasions for a letter to be 

written as does Prechac, and he is even more successful than 

that author in artfully obtaining the desired responses from 

the reader. Prechac had to comment hors de texte on the 

value of what was said in a letter whereas Fontenelle makes 
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his meaning clear within the letters themselves and does not 

need to explain his Chevalier's remarks. The Chevalier also 

manipulates other characters in the Lettres galantes. He 

does not do so for an evil purpose like that of Valmont in 

the Liaisons dangereuses but usually to make his correspond

ents (and the reader) reflect on which values are real and 

which are only held for sake of appearance, as will be shown 

later in this chapter. On occasion, though, he will simply 

practice one-upmanship for his own satisfaction in his 

gallant affairs. For instance, in Lettre VIII of the first 

part, he writes to a lady who refuses to see him since he 

declared his love for her. He shows that her behavior has 

helped rather than hindered his case: 

On voit que vous me traites plus mal qu'S. 
1'ordinaire, et on devine par la que je vous aime, 
et qu'il doit y avoir quelque chose entre vous et 
moi. ... Ayeas devant le monde plus de discretion 
que vous n'en av§s, et faites-moi quelques 
faveurs qui sauvent votre reputation (p. 49). 

By her action she has proved that she does have some feeling 

for him. The Chevalier, who naturally wants to see more of 

this lady, explains that her position is actually showing a 

lack of discretion in order to force her to grant his desire 

to be with her. He is not doing anything reprehensible here 

and, moreover, what he has to say is true under the circum

stances . 

The letters of the other early epistolary novels are 

simply there because people enjoyed reading letters and were 
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curious how feelings could be described in letters. 

Fontenelle uses the letters of the Chevalier d'Her*** to 

compare and contrast mainly the effects and problems of love 

as a moraliste. He sometimes uses parallel situations in 

order to stress his points more strongly. Repeatedly, 

Fontenelle returns to the subject of money and marriage. In 

the first part of the book, he admonishes a friend who is 

considering marrying a woman for her money (Lettre XXXI); 

he questions the motives of a poor girl wanting to marry a 

wealthy man (Lettres XLII-XLIV); he teases a woman who would 

be pleased to keep the family fortune intact if it would be 

possible for her daughter to marry her cousin (Lettre XIX). 

In the second part, he describes a woman having nothing to 

recommend her but her fortune, who wishes to find a husband 

(Lettre III) ; he exposes the folly of a girl who married a 

sixty-five-year-old man, with "la resolution de donner un an 

ou deux de sa vie tout au plus a amasser du bien, qui etait 

la seule chose qui lui manquait" (p. 131), but the husband 

is now seventy-five and will probably live to be ninety 

(Lettre XX); he shows the embarrassment of a man who married 

a stupid woman for her wealth (Lettre XXI); he describes how 

he himself escaped from a marriage he did not want when he 

pretended he had less money than the woman presumed (Lettre 

XXIV); he teases his cousin who is going to marry a Marquis 

secretly so that Marquis' aunt will not disown him (Lettre 

XXVI). In his concern about the influence of money on 
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decisions regarding marriage, Fontenelle points out how 

disastrous the consequences may be. He does this by 

depicting the various situations listed above in an amusing, 

light-hearted tone which disguises to a certain extent his 

intolerance of such behavior. This is a successful device 

which permits him to approach a problem which people in his 

society tried to disregard. 

Fontenelle is more successful than Boursault in 

developing the action of the story in series of letters. In 

the Lettres cl Babet there is often no connection between one 

letter and the next; Fontenelle, on the other hand, arranges 

letters in a series in such a manner as to join one incident 

to another. The series of nine letters to Mademoiselle 

de J... is the story of his liaison with her. He is also 

involved at the time with a lawsuit. In the first of these 

letters he announces his love for her; in the following 

letters he tries to win her affection. Then the Chevalier 

has to go out of town for a lawsuit and he compares the 

young lady to his trial in court (Lettres XIII-XIV). In the 

next letter he returns to find her "plus belle et plus 

brillante que jamais" (p. 59). He learns that he has a 

rival—absence does not make the heart grow fonder in her 

case. The affair ends with the suggestion that no matter 

how hard one tries to win a person's love, it is sometines 

impossible. It is not reasonable for her not to love him, 

but love is capricious and one cannot understand how it 
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functions: "Je veux un peu examiner de prfes cette affaire-la, 

mon coeur m'a dit que j'ai un Rival, mais je ne croi pas 

lggerement mon coeur, car il me dit, par exemple, que vous 

devri^s m'aimer et cependant m1aimes-vous?" (p. 60). In 

this series, there is nothing irrelevant to the main action 

and the story is logically developed from beginning to end. 

One of Fontenelle's finest technical contributions 

to the development of the roman par lettres is his ability 

to set the scene concisely at the beginning of his letters. 

He frequently achieves this by referring to a rumor which 

immediately puts the reader into the picture without 

appearing superfluous to the addressee. This is a good 

technique because it readily satisfies the recipient of the 

letter who thereby understands that the Chevalier knows 

about his predicament as well as why he is writing to him, 

and Fontenelle's audience learns indirectly at the same time 

what is going on. In Lettre XVII of the first part he opens 

with these words: "II court un bruit de vous, Mademoiselle; 

on dit que vous §tes aimiae d'un Cavalier Anglois, et que 

vous n'dtes pas mal disposee pour lui" (p. 61). We thereby 

know from the start the subject which prompted the 

Chevalier's letter. Sometimes he opens a letter with a 

shocking remark, as in Lettre XVIII, also in the first part: 

"J'apprens avec plaisir, Mademoiselle, que vous £tes sur le 

point de quitter votre Religion" (p. 63). Here we are 

apprised of a certain situation, and our interest is 
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immediately won because of the odd way it is approached: why 

would the Chevalier be happy that the girl was giving up her 

religion? The reason is clarified in the course of the 

letter. This situation, like many others, turns out to be 

unimportant in itself and is used on account of its 

suitability for Fontenelle's ensuing remarks on the 

hypocrisy on the part of some people toward their religious 

convictions. Fontenelle adroitly invents subjects as a 

pretext for developing his ideas as a moraliste. Another 

example of Fontenelle's thought-provoking and explicit 

opening remarks in this work is that of Lettre I in the 

second part: "Croir^s-vous ce que je vais vous dire? Notre 

Ami le Marquis de ... est aime de sa Femme" (p. 103). The 

capriciousness of love is the subject here, and the 

Chevalier indicates in the course of his letter that pas

sionate love is not long-lasting: "Sa Femme est folle de 

lui, elle le sera bien-t6t de quelque autre" (p. 104). In 

this instance, instead of writing directly to the individual 

concerned, he is describing to Monsieur d'V... the problem 

of a mutual friend. It is another way in which he varies 

his technique of setting up situations for comments as a 

moraliste. 

In the Lettres galantes, Fontenelle avoids minute or 

topical detail which would detract from the universality of 

his morale. His characters are those of le grand monde in 

the seventeenth century, but they are types rather than 
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particular individuals. We can easily recognize their 

counterparts in the twentieth century. This is one reason 

why Fontenelle's roman par lettres is enjoyable and 

profitable reading today. Fontenelle's style in the Lettres 

galantes is, however, dated. One does not write letters in 

the same manner today. It is a style suited to his con

temporary audience, but it is nonetheless intriguing to the 

modern reader in that it is preciosity with a point, or as 

40 Niderst describes it, "inqui^tant." Fontenelle is showing 

through the use of his particular style paradoxes and 

incongruities that exist in man's mind. It is sometimes 

used to underline man's instability. One aspect of 

Marivaudage, that of the art of associating opposing ideas 

with one another in an acceptable context, may also be seen 

in embryo in the Lettres galantes. Fontenelle plays with 

words for the sake of making his morale more interesting. 

An example of this art is readily noticeable in Lettre XII 

in the first part which is addressed to Madame D... who 

claimed to have been visited by a spirit from the other 

world. The Chevalier destroys superstitious belief in 

spirits by characterizing this particular one as a very 

ordinary type of person: "II s'est trouv£ un honnete Esprit, 

qui sans battre, ni faire de vacarme, a bien voulu entrer 

dans une conversation r§gl§e" (p. 55). The spirit sat down 

40. Niderst, p. 161. 
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on a fauteuil next to the woman and proceeded to discuss the 

Chevalier who presumes he said that "une veritable passion 

et moi [the Chevalier] nous sommes des choses incompatibles" 

(p. 56). The Chevalier begs the woman not to believe his 

words because he is certain that "l'Esprit est jaloux de moi" 

(p. 56). Fontenelle's style is the epitome of preciosity 

here, but it is used sarcastically in order to demolish the 

possibility of any spirit visiting Madame D..., or for that 

matter, the very existence of "les gens de l1autre Monde" 

(p. 55). 

Fontenelle has for the first time in the development 

of the roman par lettres made use of a character's letters 

to put across his own serious views on mankind. That he has 

been able to present his ideas in letters as lightly and as 

easily as one would approach the same subjects in conversa

tion in a salon is a very remarkable accomplishment. He has 

captured "le charme exquis de tant de brillants causeurs" 

which MongrSdien believed to be as ephemeral as "la couleur 

impalpable" of butterfly wings in the hands of the ento-

1 • 4. 41 mologist. 

While Fontenelle's technical achievements in the 

roman par lettres are innovative and helpful to his 

successors, his ideas as a moraliste are basically tradi

tional and reflect the common belief that man is not ruled 

41. Mongr^dien, La Vie de societe, pp. 10-11, 
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by rational forces. His behavior can often be explained by 

the kind of education he has received, habits to which he 

has become accustomed, the opinions of his peers; in short, 

it is the influence of society which determines most of 

man's actions. 

In expressing his morale, Fontenelle is primarily 

concerned with the problems of man which are caused by his 

foibles and his follies. He does not always find solutions 

to his characters' difficulties, but he does give explana

tions of their origins which help the characters to see 

their predicaments in perspective and, by inference, help 

the reader to understand better his own motives in society. 

Fontenelle is pessimistic in that he does not believe that 

man's basic characteristics will ever change, but his 

personal philosophy is revealed with a smile rather than a 

frown, and he has no bitterness toward his fellow man. 

The Chevalier d'Her*** is Fontenelle in the Lettres 

galantes. By the end of this roman par lettres, in which he 

is the sole correspondent, we feel certain that if we were 

ever to come across this man in society we would immediately 

recognize him. We know his likes and dislikes. Yet we are 

unable to say what he looks like, how he dresses, or any

thing relating to his physical description. We would 

recognize him from the openness of his character, his 

frankness and, most importantly, his ability to point out 

his friends' failings with minimum damage to their amour 
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propre. No wonder his company is sought: no matter what he 

feels, he never expresses his opinions in a dogmatic or 

dictatorial fashion. He is the epitome of a moraliste 

mondain. 

It is the first impressions of what is said which 

generally anger any individual who is being criticized. 

Later, when that person reflects upon his situation, he is 

more prone to accept the statements condemning his actions. 

Fonten.elle is a good psychologist: aware of this natural 

characteristic, he phrases his observations in a manner 

which at first sighj, 

feelings. 

strikes out at 

first letter i£ 

lady who has me 

charm: "II y a lc 

liberty de vous ainu> 

Then 

i^cially hurt someone's 

better prepared, he 

1 y=s hard. The very 

Writing to a vain 

is missive with 

J •j 1 auroia pris la 

W 
'i's le loisir d'etre aim^e 

de moi" (p. 41). He unsuspiciously leads her along his 

trend of thought: "Peut-§tre votre cour sera-t-elle moins 

grosse pendant quelque petit intervalle" (p, 41); then, he 

says, will be the opportune moment for him to pursue his 

suit. He has flattered her, and now he prepares her for his 

blow: "Les Belles ont souvent vingt conqu^tes & la fois; et 

quand tout cela vient h. manquer en m£me terns, figur^s-vous 

la desolation" (p. 41). This sentence makes a sudden 

transition. In the first part, the Chevalier is speaking in 
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propre. No wonder his company is sought: no matter what he 

feels, he never expresses his opinions ir a dogmatic or 

dictatorial fashion. He is the epitome of a moraliste 

mondain. 

It is the first impressions of what is said which 

generally anger any individual who is being criticized. 

Later, when that person reflects upon his situation, he is 

more prone to accept the statements condemning his actions. 

Fontenelle is a good psychologist: aware of this natural 

characteristic, he phrases his observations in a manner 

which at first sight would not especially hurt someone's 

feelings. Then when the individual is better prepared, he 

strikes out at his wrongs, and he strikes hard. The very 

first letter illustrates this approach. Writing to a vain 

lady who has many admirers, he begins his missive with 

charm: "II y a longtemps, Madame, que j'aurois pris la 

liberty de vous aimer, si vous avi^s le loisir d'etre aimee 

de moi" (p. 41). He unsuspiciously leads her along his 

trend of thought: "Peut-£tre votre cour sera-t-elle moins 

grosse pendant quelque petit intervalle" (p. 41); then, he 

says, will be the opportune moment for him to pursue his 

suit. He has flattered her, and now he prepares her for his 

blow: "Les Belles ont souvent vingt conqu§tes & la fois; et 

quand tout cela vient ^ manquer en mSme terns, figurSs-vous 

la desolation" (p, 41), This sentence makes a sudden 

transition. In the first part, the Chevalier is speaking in 
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general, giving food for thought but not directly attacking. 

The lady can willingly follow him along. Then suddenly 

without apparent warning he shows her the danger that she is 

in, personally. This helps to prepare her for the final 

thrust: some day she will not be so beautiful nor have 

"cette extreme vivacity dont est votre teint" (p. 42). She 

will be alone, without admirers. Her vanity has led her to 

gather around herself numerous admirers for the sake of 

appearance, or rather to show off. She has consequently 

never given any one of them encouragement in order to keep 

them all hoping to be the one who wins her love. If she 

continues in this way, it will soon be too late. The 

Chevalier's point to the story is simple: "les plus petits 

sentiments valent mieux que les plus belles reflexions" 

(p. 42). The lady's vanity is wrong, but in this case it 

will hurt only her. Fontenelle's condemnation of vanity 

here is not very strong, but it is one of the main faults 

of mankind in his view, and when it hurts other people it is 

intolerable, which he shows in more letters later on. This 

lady's manifestation of vanity is only a minor fault which 

the reader does not take too seriously. Yet Fontenelle is 

leading the reader on, too. He is in a way preparing the 

reader for the moment when he will condemn vanity as a 

crime. 

When vanity causes a man to become ambitious, 

believing that he is in a superior position and therefore 
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that he has the right to take advantage of other people in 

order to gain his own ends, such a person is regarded as a 

fourbe, with whom the Chevalier d'Her*** declares, "Je ne 

veux point de commerce" (p. 81). In Lettre XXXI of the 

first part, he is angered by a friend of his who intends to 

marry for money. He is annoyed that the woman concerned 

does not see through the man, and it is her pride which 

prevents her from doing so. Yet it is the man whom he 

roundly denounces. The lady had said that she did not want 

to marry, but the man has flattered her so successfully that 

she is giving in to his proposal. Both their lives will be 

miserable because he does not even have "une vraye con

sideration pour elle" (p. 80). In another, similar case 

CLettres XLII-XLIV to Monsieur d'O...), he examines the ways 

by which a young girl dupes Monsieur d'O... into believing 

that she is a very good person and disinterested in his 

fortune. Monsieur d'O... is threatened by disinheritance 

from his father if he marries the girl. Even if that does 

happen, he will be "toujours riche, quoi qu'il arrive, du 

moins ass^s riche pour elle, qui n'a rien" (p. 96). The 

girl tells her fiancS that it should not matter whether or 

not he loses part of his fortune, but the Chevalier warns 

Monsieur d'O,., that what she is saying may prove that she 

does not love him at all but wants to marry him for his 

position. He perceives that she is using him to encourage 

him "a faire le H^ros" (p. 94), which might seem easy to 



250 

him now but may not be so in the future: "Je serois bien 

fclch§ d'avoir une Femme a qui je fusse en droit de faire les 

reproches que vous pourr^s faire a la votre" (p. 95), says 

the Chevalier who hopes that in describing the girl's deceit 

he will be able to dissuade Monsieur d'O... from marriage 

with her. He makes a perceptive analysis: 

Elle est dans une situation ou elle ne peut donner 
des louanges a la grandeur d'ame, qui ne soient des 
preuves presque sflres qu'elle vous trompe; et toutes 
les fois qu'en termes g^nerales elle vous anime a un 
amour sincere et desinteresse, cela veut dire que le 
sien ne l'est pas (pp. 96-97). 

The girl's ambition has led her to trick Monsieur d'O... and 

once married it will be too late to remedy the situation: 

"le Sacrement finit tout" (p. 97). If the girl is only 

playing "un Personnage d'Amante," which the Chevalier 

strongly suspects, he wishes, for her husband's sake, 

"qu'elle aura ass^s d'esprit pour le jouer toujours" (p. 

98). Otherwise, she will ruin his life. This is a warning 

to the reader; there does not seem to be anything that one 

can do to prevent people from being ambitious and cruel, but 

one must be aware that such people do exist and question all 

motives, 

Fontenelle's combats against ignorance, credulity 

and superstition are well known. Everyone is familiar with 

his Histoire des oracles, Origines des fables and Entretiens 

sur la plurality des mondes, works which were addressed to 

"la petite troupe choisie," but the literature student may 
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not be aware that these subjects are treated as well in his 

mondain works. There are several instances in the Lettres 

galantes in which the Chevalier makes fun of these errors. 

Aside from the previously mentioned letters with reference 

to charlatans in astrology and belief in spirits, he mocks 

"la severe Education" (p. 85) of a young girl whose lack of 

practical experience could easily lead her into moral 

danger. He writes to her mother, Madame de L.S., in a 

carefree manner, teasing her about her daughter who might 

have lost her virtue when she went out in a boat with the 

Chevalier because of her ludicrous fear of the water and 

consequent readiness to do anything he would ask in order 

to be returned safely to the shore. In the following 

letter, he describes the willingness of the girl to believe 

that she might have been eaten by gigantic fishes in the 

lake (p. 87). The tone of these two letters is irreverent 

and even slightly disrespectful to the mother, but under the 

surface, there is harsh condemnation of the parent who 

allows the child to grow up in ignorance for the purpose of 

preserving naivete. 

The Chevalier mocks the Count who married an 

especially unattractive merchant's daughter for her wealth 

in Lettres XXII-XXIII of the second part: "Je desespere 

qu'il [the husband] la puisse jamais dresser aux grands 

airs, elle est petite, trapue, grasse, un visage large, le 

n£s ass§s plat, vous voy^s bien que cette figure-lii n'est 
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point propre k &tre §lev§e aux manieres de Comtesse" (p. 

133). What is worse, she has given him no heirs, but four 

daughters instead. The husband is now going on a pilgrimage, 

and the Chevalier describes him: 

J'ai vu le terns qu'il n'etoit pas trop d^vot, mais 
il commence a croire aux saints qui font avoir des 
gargons. Un certain gentilhomme du petit nombre 
des Huguenots qui nous restent encore se trouva 
hier ch^s moi, et voulut faire au Comte D'... 
quelque mauvaise plaisanterie sur son p^lerinage, 
comme ces Messieurs en sgavent bien faire, mais 
il fut repouss^ avec un zele dont le Comte a lieu 
d'esperer trois ou quatre gargons de suite (p. 134). 

The words themselves are harmless here. The Chevalier is 

only saying directly that the man who never used to take his 

religion seriously is now strongly defending it--on the 

surface, an "admirable" stand officially, at the time when 

Protestants were being persecuted and when Catholic fervor 

was lauded, However, the impact of underlying suggestions 

is clear to whoever wishes to delve beneath the surface, 

and the meaning of the words is far from complimentary to 

the Comte. The Chevalier is so discreet in handling the 

question of religion that what he says is practically the 

opposite of what he implies, which is that the Comte, 

formerly reasonable in his lukewarm attitude toward certain 

aspects of the Church, is now making himself ridiculous in 

giving in to superstition about the supposed attributes of 

certain saints, It is a subtle procedure and a very safe 

one for the perpetually discreet author. 
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For Fontenelle, love is an ideal which can only be 

realized imperfectly or fleetingly. Nevertheless, man will 

always pursue love because it affords him the most exquisite 

of pleasures. His difficulties in love are innumerable: he 

may wish to encourage love with a person who is unsuitable 

or who has no special feelings for him; he may try to force 

too much from the little love he experiences and conse

quently lose that; he may have to surmount obstacles 

presented by differences in class and religion, by unwill

ing parents or by financial problems in order to win -

another person's love which does not always turn out to be 

worthwhile in the long run. Man's failures in the pursuit 

of lasting love are the major subject of the Lettres 

galantes. 

Love is taken seriously by the Chevalier. Although 

he treats its problems in a light-hearted style, his 

thoughts on love are based on common sense and his reasoning 

is sound. He examines the question of suitability of 

persons for each other from all sides and concludes that 

there is no basic reason why matters of class or money 

should in themselves present a threat to love. 

He shows annoyance at Monsieur le M. de V. who has 

suggested that a mutual friend of theirs should not have 

let himself fall in love with a "grisette" who is socially 

inferior. To be worthy of love, all a girl needs are 

beautiful eyes, "vivacity," and "do\iceur," according to the 
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Chevalier (p. 45). Illustrious ancestors and titles cannot 

alone make a girl lovable. If their friend is willing to 

accept love away from "des Appartemens de sept Pieces de 

plein-pied, et superbement meubl^s" (p. 45), and if he finds 

nothing more delightful than his loved one, it is not for 

Monsieur le M. de V. , or anyone else, to criticize the man. 

However, not all men are like him, and they must recognize 

how important money and position are in their own eyes. 

There are also certain personal characteristics that 

can thwart love. The Chevalier has been attracted to a 

woman and would have fallen in love with her had she not 

been so determined to be "un bel esprit" (p. 83); he further 

explains the problem: "Elle veut voir des Gens d'Esprit, 

elle veut avoir des commerces d'esprit, de l1esprit par-

tout" (p. 83). The sad part is that esprit does not fit her 

character and that whenever she is witty it is the result of 

art and not nature. He knows that if she would give up the 

desire to become "un bel esprit" she would be almost per

fect. However, since she will not and the Chevalier 

cannot praise her "pr^tendu bel esprit" (p. 84), the 

inevitable result is that he cannot win her love. His 

comment about the affair is a good example of his own 

honesty: "J'aime mieux qu'elle ne m'aime point que de la 

rendre si sotte" (p. 84). In matters of love, one must 

always be fair. 
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Sometimes, one cannot identify what it is that 

causes one to stop loving an individual, but love often 

does vanish from a situation. The Chevalier asks Monsieur 

le M. de C. : "pourquoi faut-il qu'on aime, ou qu'on airne 

toujours, ou qu'on n'aime pas tous deux en m£me temps, pour 

finir en mSme terns?" (p. 7 0). There are no answers to these 

questions, but it is just as well that man does not think 

too much about them; if he did, he would soon become dis

illusioned. 

One cannot force an individual to love a particular 

person. However, one can try to make oneself desirable in 

an attempt to win love. In Lettre V of the second part, 

Monsieur La L... had been trying for two years to make a 

certain lady love him, but he had found no way to succeed. 

"Soins, assiduit^s, respects, plaintes, larmes, fureurs" 

Cp. 109), all were to no avail. Finally, he announced that 

he would die broken-hearted in her cabinet. He would not 

leave there; in fact, he spent four days there, not 

speaking, and (to the lady's knowledge), not eating. She 

began wondering if he would actually die. She finally went 

to him and vowed she would do anyting to make him live. It 

was the moment for which he had been waiting, and he brought 

out some bread and wine he had hidden under the bed, "car 

comme il avoit pr§vti sa mort, il avoit fait quelques 

pr^paratifs" (p. 110). He at last accomplished his heart's 

desire, and the Chevalier, rather than criticizing this 
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man's "fourberie," praises it: "Heureuse cependant et trois 

fois heureuse celle, qui a des Amans qui sqavent fourber 

ainsi" (p. 110). Monsieur La L... was lucky because the 

lady was willing in the end to accept his suit. 

No one should try to play Cupid with other indi

viduals' hearts. The Chevalier was on one occasion inclined 

toward a melancholy lady (Lettre XIV, second part). After a 

while, however, he discovered that he could not tolerate her 

inability to be happy, although she loved him very much. He 

wanted to disengage himself but did not want to hurt her, so 

he found a rival, a friend to whom he refers as S.R. His 

personality seemed to match perfectly that of the lady, and 

the Chevalier made every effort to install him in his place 

in the lady's heart. At first he thought that he would 

succeed, but then the lady complained that S.R. had 

"1'esprit tourng de sorte a rendre fort malheureuse toute 

personne qui s'interesserait a lui d'une certaine fagon" 

(p. 124), However alike two people may be, there is no 

certainty that they will like each other, Nor is there 

anything that could have been done to remedy the lady's 

situation in this case. She is determined to continue to 

love the Chevalier although he has no special feelings for 

her now. Love must be shared if it is to be a rewarding 

experience. In Lettre XXV, the Chevalier remarks: "Je ne 

sqai comment sont faits ceux qui peuvent aimer sans 6tre 

aimes, ni ceux qui se plaisent 6tre aim§s sans aimer; 



257 

1'amour n'est bon que dans le partage" (p. 73). This is the 

main point to remember in what Laborde-Milaa calls 

42 Fontenelle's "art d1aimer." 

Fontenelle gives several examples of the ability 

people have to surmount obstacles in love. The instance of 

the young lady who changed her religion in order to marry 

the man she loved has already been mentioned as has the 

problem of parental objection regarding Monsieur d'O.-.'s 

marriage. As a further example, Monsieur de S..., in Lettre 

XX of the first part, obtains a papal dispensation in order 

to marry his cousin. Even after the obstacles to love are 

surmounted, however, one's worries are not at an end. 

Although man's perseverence is almost unlimited and it 

helps him in many cases to win an individual's love, it 

rarely can help him to keep love going once it begins to 

flag. One must always be aware of persistent dangers in 

love, the worst of which is boredom. A person who is 

"toujours langoureux" (p. 67) in love will soon wear out his 

own or his loved one's passion. The Chevalier admonishes 

Monsieur le C.D.L.R. for this behavior: 

Ce que je ne puis du tout vous pardonner, c'est 
d'etre toujours langoureux. Mett^s-vous dans 
l1esprit que les Femmes veulent qu'on les aime, 
mais en m§me terns qu'on les divertisse. ... La 
langueur a ses usages; mais quand elle est 
perpetuelle, c'est un assoupissement. La 
conduite d'un Amant doit £tre s^rieuse et 

42. Laborde-Mila^, p, 31. 
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appliqu^e, mais sa conversation en vaut mieux 
d'etre quelquefois badine (pp. 67-68). 

This is good advice, but when one is passionately in love, 

it is almost impossible to heed warnings. Monsieur le 

C.D.L.R. is typical of those who cannot. The Chevalier's 

next letter continues to depict his failings. He tells him 

that he must try to be pleasing to the person he loves. No 

one can stand to be repeatedly criticized for imaginary 

wrongs in love. Particularly, one should not show petty 

jealousy at every turn: "Les plus insupportables de toutes les 

plaintes, ce sont celles qui partent d'un caractere jaloux. 

Si j'^tois Femme, toutes ces petites jalousies qui ne 

signifient rien, me feroient jetter un Homme par les 

fenetres" (p. 69). Women would like to do the same today. 

Love is a fragile commodity and must be handled with 

"adresse." The Chevalier believes that "il faut un certain 

milieu en toutes choses, m£me en amour, quoiqu'il ne s'y 

trouve pas trop de raison" (p. 69). To make love last as 

long as possible, one must temper passion. The transitory 

character of love must be recognized as unavoidable. All 

one can do is to try to keep it from becoming so all-

encompassing that it wears itself out before its natural 

course is spent, Poulet has analyzed Fontenelle's bonheur 

as a studied accomplishment in which "il faut done I'gtendre, 
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43 
l'enrichir, et 11aviver par l'exercice de 1'esprit." The 

same techniques are needed in order to make love last as 

long as is possible. The Chevalier describes a friend of 

his to Monsieur de la S... who has fallen in love, married, 

and plans now to go to the country with his bride. The 

Chevalier wonders about the outcome: "Se contentera-t-elle 

de ne voir toujours que des arbres et lui?" (p. 166). The 

friend mistakenly thinks that their love can flourish in 

solitude, "ou il sera continuellement avec ce qu'il aime 

sans aucune distraction" (p. 166). How wrong he is! "Une 

solitude .,. usera sa passion en moins de rien, elle sera 

plus §puis§e d'un mois de Campagne qu'elle n'etit £t§ d'une 

annee de s§jour a la Ville" (p. 166). He proceeds to out

line what one who is in love should do instead: 

Ce n'est pas ainsi que les passions doivent §tre 
conduites, il faut entendre leur durtle avec adresse, 
et le faire filer, pour ainsi dire, autant qu'on 
peut, en se menageant de petits repos, des 
intervalles, d'autres occupations m§me (p. 166). 

Remaining in control of passion is of utmost 

importance in love. It is a lesson which Fontenelle teaches 

in the majority of letters his Chevalier writes. The sad 

part is that this is a lesson which is difficult, if not 

impossible, to learn in the world of the Lettres galantes. 

We have not mastered it in the twentieth century, either. 

In the Dialogues des morts, Fontenelle pits Socrates against 

43. Georges Poulet, Etudes sur le temps humain 
(Paris: Plon, 1949), p. 165. 
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Montaigne for the purpose of showing that man's basic 

nature never changes and that he rarely learns from 

experience: 

Montaigne: Et les Hommes font-ils des experiences? 
lis sont faits comme les Oiseaux, qui se laissent 
tou jours prendre dans les meimes filets, ou 1' on a 
d§ja pris cent mille Oiseaux de leur espece. II 
n'y a personne qui n1entre tout neuf dans la vie, 
& les sottises des Peres sont perdues pour les 
enfans.^4 

La sottise and la folie are universal traits of man, and the 

Lettres galantes illustrates them in matters of love. The 

analysis of Fontenelle's morale mondaine shows that man must 

recognize human failings for what they are and attempt to 

make the best of la condition humaine. The Chevalier repre

sents the type of individual that one should emulate. He is 

sincere with himself and honest in his relationships. He 

consequently manages his life astutely. Fontenelle's views 

as a moraliste were conventional in that he pursued the 

established ideas of the second half of the seventeenth 

century, but he gives them added value by showing how man 

can be moral in society. 

Throughout, the Chevalier makes clear his skepticism, 

but that does not mean that he is entirely pessimistic. 

Wherever there is some hope of improvement in a given 

situation, he tries to seek remedies. The Chevalier does 

not use force to persuade his correspondents to change, he 

44. Fontenelle, "Dialogues des morts," in Oeuvres, 
I, 46. 
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tries instead to make them and the reader cognizant of their 

wrongs. We can contemplate his advice and we are welcome to 

try to find better solutions, if we so wish. Fontenelle's 

morale is in fact more descriptive than prescriptive. 

That the Chevalier is not entirely pessimistic about 

man's failings is illustrated in the series of letters to 

Mademoiselle de V. . , which dominate the second part of the 

novel. He traces her career, from just before she leaves 

the secluded convent where she has been educated. He 

describes amusingly the jealousy that she causes other 

women and he is delighted by her natural grace. The last 

letter of the book is a plea to her to accept his love. 

Mademoiselle de V... represents the ideal woman to the 

Chevalier, but we do not know whether or not she will give 

her love to him. Love, as we have seen, is a risky affair, 

full of obstacles and dangers, and one can never predict the 

outcome of a relationship in the end. 

As a roman par lettres, the story is not as frag

mentary as critics would have us believe. On the contrary, 

Fontenelle has been able to give fundamental unity to the 

letters of his epistolary novel by revealing through 

individual ones and series the basic points of his morale. 

True, there are many plots and vignettes which form unre

lated episodes, but each serves to illustrate an idea from 

the moraliste's pen, and when they are taken together, a 

clear psychology of love in its varied and multiple 
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manifestations emerges. It is as complete a story as the 

moraliste can give. Fontenelle's major contributions to the 

epistolary novel genre are technical. He is the first of 

the epistolary novelists to admit that his work is fiction. 

In so doing, he opens the way for the acceptance of the 

roman par lettres genre. 

The world of the Lettres galantes is full of 

pleasures and amusements; life takes place on a merry-go-

round, so to speak. However, as we have seen, even here 

there are problems. They are caused by man's inability to 

master his passions and guide himself sufficiently by reason. 

He cannot make even the most exquisite of pleasures, love, 

last. Poulet has found that most characters in Fontenelle's 

literary works suffer from the unenduring quality of 

passion: "Le monde y apparait sous 1'aspect d'un chateau 

enchants oil amants et amantes se recherchent, se retrouvent 

45 et ne se reconnaissent jamais." 

Were a character from the Lettres galantes to appear 

today, he might say that our society, with its modern 

conveniences and formerly unimaginable luxuries is another 

kind of "chateau enchant^." However, like Socrates in the 

Dialogue with Montaigne, he would soon learn that love 

encompasses the same worries and frustrations for us as it 

45. Poulet, p. 164. 
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did for him. This is why the Lettres galantes is valuable 

and enjoyable reading today. 



CHAPTER 7 

CONCLUSION 

The first epistolary novelists were experimenters. 

They sought ways to make their works as enjoyable as possible 

and catered to that very human desire that people have to 

read someone else's letters. They found that gallant 

letters appealed because of their free rein with esprit 

and that love letters held readers spellbound with their 

intimate disclosure of passion and also because they were 

secret, addressed only to the loved one. In the roman par 

lettres they discovered an opportunity to look into other 

people's minds and learn the real mobiles of characters. 

It was exactly what the salon society of the second half of 

the seventeenth century wanted, and it is intriguing to us 

to trace the origins between 1667 and 1687 of what was to 

become the most prevalent form for the novel in the 

eighteenth century. 

To make their novels enjoyable the authors had to 

satisfy the desire of the public for vraisemblance, particu

larly since the word roman had almost a pejorative meaning 

due to the poor reputation of the heroic-gallant novel. 

Almost overly enthusiastic on this score, they first show 

imaginative and innovative ways of pretending that their 
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letters are actual documents. Explanations of how series of 

letters came to be published vary from the idea of friends 

discussing the gallant letters of a perfect honnete homme, 

to the recovery of a package of love letters, to the 

hoarding of adolescent billets doux, to the robbery of a 

royal mail coach. Clearly, the framework was becoming too 

recherche. It was Fontenelle who revolutionized the concept 

of the roman par lettres by redirecting the thrust of 

vraisemblance away from a rather superficial, counterfeit 

reality to a legitimate fiction form, substituting real 

technical advantages of the genre for the perfunctory 

attention to the "documented" origin of a series of letters. 

Fontenelle concentrated on making the content of a roman par 

lettres valuable. He gave a new dimension to the roman par 

lettres by turning it into the exposition of a morale. The 

depiction of reality in the Lettres galantes du Chevalier 

df Her*** lies in the accurate description of man's follies 

and foibles. 

Early epistolary novelists adopted the letter form 

because letters played such an important role in the lives 

of their audience. The letter had become a substitute for 

conversation in the seventeenth century. One of the marks 

of an admirable person was his ability to write a good 

letter on any given subject. The art of writing missives 

was studied and practiced with zeal. Frequenters of salons 

tried and often succeeded in capturing the sparkling 
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qualities of conversationalists they knew. To them the 

roman par lettres held special significance. Three of the 

early novelists consequently concentrated too much on the 

exemplary aspects of their letters at the expense of not 

sustaining interest in the content of their stories. The 

letter form, fortunately, had no explicit rules aside from 

that of naturalness. It actually encouraged the expression 

of any thought that came to one's mind. Because varied and 

multiple characteristics were acceptable in letters, 

novelists found here a rich field for the exploration of 

psychology. Two of the authors considered in this study 

took full advantage of the situation with the result that 

their works are still readable today. There is no doubt 

that the Lettres portugaises is a masterpiece. Reassessment 

of the Lettres qalantes places this work in a much more 

important position in literature than has formerly been 

ascribed to it. The analysis of the Lettres galantes has 

shown that there is much more than what first meets the eye 

in this work and that Fontenelle's views on man are cogently 

revealed here. No one should be deceived by the manner of 

this writer: a serious purpose is hidden beneath the gallant 

overtones. Yet it is pleasurable reading'because even the 

most serious of human failings are observed with an 

encouraging smile. 

D'Aubignac1s, Prechac's and, to a large extent, 

Boursault's novels have little to recommend them to the 
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modern reader. Their subject is limited and character 

development is lacking. Their value is mainly in their 

historical interest. Nonetheless, local color abounds in 

these tentative attempts. We become familiar with much of 

Parisian bourgeois life in the Lettres a Babet in which the 

two main characters mirror typical tastes and prejudices of 

the period and give realistic impressions of the interests, 

problems, activities, and amusements of their class, but 

these characters are devoid of universal dimension. In 

Le Roman des lettres and La Valise ouverte we learn only how 

to become an admirable individual in the upper classes. 

Most French epistolary novels were f.irst addressed to the 

aristocracy and those who wished to imitate it. The 

characters, therefore, shared the concerns of these people; 

form, precedence and one-upmanship were frequently treated 

matters. There is little attempt to study social conflicts 

but there is considerable depth in the aspects of life that 

concerned the elite. It is the civilized man with his 

privileges and wealth on whom characters were modeled. It 

is also his passions, his desires, his fears that became the 

subject of the roman par lettres. With the rise of the 

common man it was inevitable that such works as these should 

fall into oblivion. Their preoccupation with social mores 

has dated them. 

In order to understand the unique development of the 

epistolary novel in France it was necessary to look back at 
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manuals on letter writing and the heroic-gallant novels. 

Manuals contributed lessons for would-be epistolary 

novelists on how letters should be written. They started 

the move away from rhetoric and toward natural expression 

in letters. While their examples of the conversational 

style soon appeared stilted, their quest for a more natural 

style was acclaimed by the early epistolary novelists who 

followed the basic guidelines for writing good letters. In 

some instances, like the compilers of manuals, they pre

sented to their readers types of letters that could be 

copied. 

The form, characterization and style of the heroic-

gallant novels caused the epistolary novelists to join with 

writers of the nouvelle in rebellion against the baroque 

rules of fiction. They gave contemporary settings to their 

stories and made them short and less episodic. They also 

substituted the honneSte homme who is generally not infal

lible for the exasperatingly perfect heroic-gallant 

character. The epistolary novelists must have recognized 

from the extensive use of letters in the romans ^piques the 

possibility of conveying a story through letters. While 

they continued to adhere to the tenets of plaire and 

instruire, their instruction to readers was usually limited 

to exemplifying good letters. Love is the subject par 

excellence of seventeenth-century novels, but the writers 

of the romans par lettres were concerned with the depiction 
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of realistic love as opposed to ideal love in earlier books. 

As for style, they rebelled against flowery phraseology and 

made a sincere effort to have their characters express 

themselves conversationally with ease. 

While the background circumstances for the possi

bility of how "real" letters came to be found and conse

quently published are generally poor in early epistolary 

novels, the explanations of the letters' origins are good. 

Every letter that the characters of the first epistolary 

novels supposedly wrote had a reason and was composed in 

logical circumstances. There is no implausible recourse to 

the pen in these stories. The Portuguese Nun wrote her 

letters upon being abandoned by her lover, and the Chevalier 

d'Her*** found good cause for elaborating to his friends 

on the nature of man. Babet, the young girl in love with a 

witty writer, could think only of him and felt that she had 

to write to him at every possible opportunity. Because he 

personified the ideal honnete homme, Ariste naturally wrote 

frequently to his friends, and realizing the excellent 

qualities of his missives, they saved them for posterity. 

Fontenelle contributed more to the development of 

the epistolary novel than any other early writer, including 

Guilleragues whose Lettres portugaises is almost accidentally 

a roman par lettres. Guilleragues wanted it accepted for 

what it was not—authentic letters of a cloistered nun. In 

trying to trick the public into believing that the letters 
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were real he was so successful that it was not until 

recently that his deception was discovered. The other three 

epistolary novelists put too much effort into exterior signs 

of vraisemblance at the expense of character development. 

In insisting that their letters were real and plausibly 

composed they took too much to heart the desire of the 

public to have "real" stories. However, Fontenelle had the 

true spirit of invention. He used his imagination to create 

excellent subjects for discussion and vignettes that could 

easily have been further developed into whole novels. That 

he did not is entirely due to his desire to depict many 

varied situations for the purpose of illustrating his 

morale. How to be agreeable and pleasing and moral in a 

society that is not virtuous is what the Chevalier d'Her*** 

exemplifies with charm. Fontenelle had an important purpose 

in writing his roman par lettres and in order to put his 

views across to society he invented techniques of surprise, 

organization, suspense, and amusement which laid the ground

work for his successors in the epistolary novel. The 

Lettres galantes stands forth as a major achievement in the 

development of this genre. 
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