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About This Collection
True crime stories have interested readers since at least the eighteenth century, when English readers devoured The Newgate Calendar, which provided both lurid and quotidian details on assorted criminal cases. In France, the closest equivalent was provided by various editions, full and abridged, of the Causes Célèbres, or “Celebrated Cases”, which however a modern reader may find to be too much of a good thing – instead of the brief summaries and trial excerpts offered in the English work, these volumes typically provided lengthy chapters on each case. Also, the cases themselves were generally exceptional ones.
This collection represents an attempt to provide for pre-Revolutionary France something closer to the Newgate Calendar in both brevity and variety. It has been assembled and for the most part freshly translated from a variety of sources, primarily official reports and periodicals. The cases are presented, with some exceptions, in chronological order within broad categories. A brief overview of the applicable Old Regime law introduces each of the types of crime.
Most of the material presented here has not previously been available in English, and so is available for the first time to researchers or casual readers with an interest in the subjects covered here but unable to read the original French. The stories here – drawn, with a few exceptions, from contemporary sources – are varied and revealing, whether the reader is interested in the legal questions involved, the glimpses of daily life or simply the human dramas in each case.
HOMICIDE
The concept of homicide in Old Regime law was defined simply enough (causing the death of another or oneself in any way whatsoever), but in fact was subject to numerous nuances and qualifications (“murder”, strictly speaking, referred only to premeditated homicide) .
The jurist Daniel Jousse spends over seventy pages on it in Traité de la justice criminelle de France, his textbook on eighteenth century law1. Right from the start, the chapter begins with careful distinctions:
Homicide from a general point of view is any action that causes the death of another; & it even includes suicide, or the homicide of oneself.
Homicide can be committed in four ways; 1. By necessity: 2. by accident: 3. by carelessness: 4. voluntarily.
1. Necessary or legitimate homicide is that permitted by the Laws, & which is committed in the case of legitimate defense.
2. Casual or involuntary homicide is that committed by accident & by happenstance, without any fault, nor negligence, & which could not be foreseen.
3. Homicide by carelessness, or fault, is that committed with no intent of causing another harm; which nonetheless could have been avoided, if one had been careful or used foresight.
4. Voluntary homicide is that which includes the desire to kill. It is either licit, or illicit.
Voluntary licit homicide is that allowed by Law.
Voluntary illicit homicide is that forbidden by the Law; and it is done in two ways; either simply without deliberation or with deliberation.
Simple & undeliberated homicide is that committed in the heat of a quarrel, & in the first movement of anger.
Deliberated homicide is that committed with a plan that has been premeditated some time before; & it is done in several ways, which are discussed below...
Jousse states early on that:
In general it is regarded as a constant & general principle that every homicide, even involuntary, or committed in self-defense merits the death penalty; at least if one does not obtain a pardon from the Prince.
He then emphasizes this point by enumerating elements which might appear to be extenuating, but were not: the murderer's gender, the rank of the victim, the victim's ill-health, etc. But a subsequent section (Article III) is entitled “Circumstances which excuse homicide, or which can contribute to reducing the penalty for it.” Aside from considerations like self-defense, lack of premeditation, etc., these also included such things as madness, sleepwalking, old age. Being drunk was not an excuse but could reduce the penalty. Unlike older law, French law technically did not allow killing an adulterous wife caught in the act, but Jousse makes it plain that pardons were readily granted for such murders.
“Licit” killings, such as those committed during war or an arrest, did not require even a pardon. Nocturnal thieves could also be legally killed, even using traps, but within certain limitations. Financial compensation was a major concern for many types of murders, but with complex variations and conditions, such as defining which relatives had the right to claim compensation. Etc.
Unlike most other cases here, the case of the Count of Horn was relatively well known in this period, largely because of the Regent's response. Note too the "pieces of wood which spanned the street to hold up the two houses", an example of why accounts of crime are often good sources of details of daily life. The “archers” mentioned here were basically police officers, typically armed with guns.
[1719] The count of Horn, young Lord related to the first Houses of Europe, had... the cowardly idea of murdering a poor unfortunate, who earned his living trading the notes of various particulars. His wallet appearing full of bills, which must have amounted to a considerable figure, the count got him to go to a tavern on the rue Saint-Martin, on the pretext of buying stock from him. He had him climb to a room upstairs at the rear, which he had expressly taken, and as this unfortunate man laid out his wallet on the table, the count and his two comrades threw the tablecloth over his head, and stabbed him with knives. The noise he made while being murdered made the waiter come upstairs, but finding the door locked from the inside, he went down and called for help. While waiting, the count and his accomplices decided to escape by a window which looked out on a small street beside the tavern, and although it was on the second floor, they got down easily enough with the help of some pieces of wood which spanned the street to hold up the two houses. The count's friends tried to escape; but only one was lucky enough to get to foreign lands. The other was arrested near the market, and taken to a commissioner. The count, for his part, instead of trying to escape, went to another commissioner to claim that someone had tried to murder him. His wild face, his hands and cuffs stained with blood, made the commissioner suspect that there might be something more or less to such a complaint; he asked him to take him to the place where he claimed his life had been in danger, but since he was uncooperative, the commissioner called archers to take him there by force. The count, before leaving, wanted to be alone in the facilities, on the pretext of being disturbed by the danger he was in; but this was to throw in the commode the wallet he had stolen, as was later known. He then left with the commissioner, and it was not hard to learn the truth. The tavern keep had had the room opened, and the sight of the corpse and bloody knives were [sic] so many witnesses against the count. He was taken to the Châtelet and in eight days his trial was done. He was condemned, with his accomplice, to be broken on the wheel on the Place de Grève, which was done on the Tuesday of Holy Week. While he was in prison, every foreign lord here worked vigorously to have him pardoned or at least beheaded. They maintained that the infamy of the execution would reflect on the entire family; but the Regent's only answer was that the count was his relative as much as theirs, and it was the crime and not the means of execution which dishonored the families; and never would he pardon nor commute the sentence of the count of Horn, who died with an attitude rarely found among those who die a violent death.2
Only the tragically high stakes here keep this from being a comedy of errors.
Loyseau de Mauleon, the famous Parliamentary lawyer, has just delivered a Memoir for the defense of three detained soldiers, and this Memoir has been widely discussed, as much for the singularity of the case as for the manner in which the author has addressed it. Of the three soldiers, two were drunk; the third, who had joined them, was sober. The first two quarrel with civilians, also drunk; the third, prudently, grabs one of his friends and pushes him into the street, where he holds him to prevent him from fighting. During this time, the other soldier, overwhelmed by the six drunk civilians, takes out his sword to force his way out, and at the same moment one of these unfortunates throws himself on him, runs himself through, and is killed at once.
A crowd gathers, the watch is called, and only arrests the soldier whose friend had kept him from the quarrel. The witnesses complicate the matter, because they confuse the actions of different soldiers whose names they do not know. The marshal Biron, colonel of the French Guards, obtains pardons which apply to all three soldiers, but in which, by mistake, the soldier who did not commit the murder is named. When he is questioned, he is advised to name himself as the perpetrator of the murder, because otherwise the pardon will not be valid. This chance confession makes his case worse than ever: because, since it had been deposed that this soldier had been held back by his companion, the judges infer from this that being by his own confession the one who struck the blow, he had done it with premeditation, and not in his own defense. As a result, they refuse to confirm the pardons; and here is this unfortunate about to be condemned to the scaffold for a murder he has not committed. Then his friends come forward and disclose the truth. He who struck the blow produces witnesses who testify to that. There is in this affair a mass of bizarre circumstances, with a singular mix of good faith and heroism. It is not yet known what will be the fate of these three soldiers. Their lawyer has laid out this very tangled matter with a good deal of precision and believability. The pathetic part has something of the rhetoric received at the bar, and it is a pity.3
Sometimes it's just smarter to get out of town...
June 22, 1775
Among the pardons granted by the king at his coronation, much is said about that of M. de Vileraze de Castelnau, perpetrator of the murder of Monsieur Franc, agent of the states of Languedoc, May 30, 1772, condemned to the wheel by the Toulouse parlement. But a remarkable restriction has been added, that he cannot come nearer to Beziers, scene of the crime, than twenty leagues. This captain of cavalry proposed, it is said, to change his name, and never return to the kingdom, and to go to serve in a foreign land. It would be all the more prudent for him to do so given that the deceased has grown sons. who might want to avenge their father.4
It is sad to think that this unique, worthy man left a trace in history only by being murdered.
A scoundrel escaped from the galleys, who had committed several murders in the streets of Paris, has just paid for his crimes on the wheel. One of these unfortunates to encounter this wretch is M. Perinet de Châtelmont, who has just died of his wounds after lingering for a month; he was fifty-some years old. I knew his uncle, a lively man, who died seven or eight years ago, a farmer-general in his nineties. He had spent his youth, as was then the fashion, in the cafés of Paris, with all the fashionable wits, and is mentioned in the famous couplets by Jean-Baptiste Rousseau, which earned him a criminal trial. Old Perrinet is cited there as devoted to the Protestant faith. When I knew him, he had long taken a neutral stance; he possessed several millions, with much simplicity of manner and great subtlety in his wit. His two granddaughters bore their wealth into distinguished families, marrying, one, a Langeron, the other a Brienne. His collateral relatives, who enjoyed very respectable fortunes, neutral like their uncle, conformed, externally, to the dominant religion, except this poor Châtelmont who has just been murdered, and who remained a fervent Protestant. His brothers enjoy their fortunes like any honest citizen. Châtelmont used his like a holy man who is only passing through as he goes to his true homeland. He did not allow himself a carriage; he only permitted himself the bare necessities, and used his whole fortune for charitable works; he had taken on an infinity of pensioners, who lose everything with his death. I mention these here because of what he said to this scoundrel when he was obliged to bear his being brought before him for the confrontation. The scoundrel blamed his crime on his misery: "Wretch!" said Châtelmont to his murderer, "if only you had come see me, I would have given you a monthly pension." 5
In America today, some complain that murderers delay the execution of their sentence by repeated appeals. Apparently, for people of the right class, such delays were available even in Old Regime France6.
February 11, 1778
Pleading will begin this month at the palace [of justice], Great Chamber and Tournelle combined, on a very interesting case: it concerns a murder committed by the Chevalier de Queyssat, captain of the dragoons in the legion of Lorraine; Froidefond de Queyssat, formerly captain in the provincial regiment of Marmande; and Fillol de Queyssat, formerly captain-aide-major in the same regiment, against the person of Beller Damade, merchant in the city of Bordeaux.
It is at Castillon on Dordogne, where the murderers live, that the crime was committed, but luckily not fully accomplished. The plaintiff, maimed for the rest of his days, and mutilated in his prime in the most deplorable manner, was preparing to demand the full rigor of the tribunal of the marshals of France, judges on questions of honor, when the lords Queyssat, hoping no doubt for a better outcome, entered a protest before the civil judge by suit of October 17, 1775.
The latter, the lieutenant criminal of Libourne, had no choice but to issue an arrest warrant for the lords Queyssat. They appealed to the Bordeaux parlement which, by consecutive decisions of March 16 and May 12, 1776. rejected these appeals and ordered them transferred in the prison of the seneschal of Libourne...
The lords Queyssat, having since had the last decision of the Bordeaux parlement overturned on a technicality, were sent back to the Toulouse parlement, which confirmed the arrest order against the murderers.
By a new chicanery, they have begun again, and here they are before the Paris parlement. The arm of justice, [having] already loomed three times above the heads of the accused, presumes strongly that they are guilty.
This simple rural tale unfolds with a Biblical inevitability before landing in the sophisticated but wondering precincts of Paris.
February 21, 1778
Two farmers leave their village together, they head on to their business, they quarrel, the brawl heats up, one of them kills his friend; his first instinct is to flee. Upon reflection he retraces his steps, and throws the body in a nearby stream in order to leave no trace of the crime. He comes home after this outing so riddled with remorse, that the next day unable to bear it, he goes to confess to his parish priest, admits the murder, and tells how it happened; as payment for his sin, the priest imposes a proportionate penance, and beyond that advises him, in order to avoid all suspicion, to stay calm, and to keep completely silent about it.
The same day, the pastor was to dine at the house of the dead farmer. He goes, and finds the family completely unaware of the loss of its head, and everybody in good humor. The contrast of this joy with the dark secrets he hides in his breast torments and disturbs the priest so that he appears very unhappy through the meal. He is questioned about his obvious discomfort; he responds vaguely. One of the sons of the victim notices this and thinks it over; during the night his imagination takes over, he becomes convinced that his father is dead, and that the priest knows this. He goes right away the next morning to demand that he explain his answers from the night before; the latter, regretting having said too much, is evasive and claims to know nothing... The next day, the young man, irate, and troubled overnight by the most sinister dreams, shares his fears with his brother, and his decision to force the priest to explain himself; he arms himself with a pistol and both go to see him together. After the first demands, which the priest resists, the furious young man shows him the pistol and tells him he is ready to blow his brains out if he does not disclose what he knows of his father's death which he now considers certain; the other, present, asks him as well not to prompt his brother, by his refusal to carry out his threat. The terrified priest tells them everything he has learned.
The story gets around, the murder is known, the authorities are informed, the affair is taken before the Toulouse parlement which absolves and releases the murderer, sentences the priest to be burned alive, and the two brothers to be broken on the wheel. The decision is appealed, it is overturned, and they are sent before the Paris parlement, which is currently reviewing this truly Romanesque trial, and is the subject of consultations. One cannot help but applaud the decision at Toulouse, following the letter of the law, but it is considered quite severe, and it is hoped that all the guilty parties will be pardoned.7
This very modern-sounding tale reads like an episode of "Law and Order".
October 26, 1779. A monsieur d'Hus, famous Academy sculptor, coming in recent days to open his door to someone who was knocking, was hit by a pistol shot in the eye. The person, who is said to certainly be a woman, turned away with so much tranquility and sang-froid that neighbors who came running at the sound could not suspect nor arrest her. After clarification, this singular murder now appears even as an act of virtue and maternal courage. It is believed that this very perverse artist, abusing his rank, was in the habit of corrupting little girls, not yet pubescent; that he had used the same stratagem with the child of the woman in question, decided to avenge her violation at whatever price. It is added that the letters of pardon are already prepared, for as soon as she makes herself known. Whatever the case, one cannot attribute to an ordinary and base motive, this murder committed with no theft before or after.8
Much about this story is classic, but not the murderer's approach to hiding the evidence.
June 20, 1784
It appears certain that M. d'Entrecasteaux, counselor with the Aix parlement, twenty six years old, after having tried several times to poison his wife, slit her throat in the most atrocious fashion while she was in bed. It is said that having found her asleep, together with his valet, a scoundrel devoted to him, they both stuffed her mouth with cotton, then sawed her neck with a razor; that during this awful operation the husband held a vessel to catch the blood; that having taken every precaution to set up a story, he cried out he'd been robbed; but by everything that followed, it was clear they were the perpetrators of the crime and what removed all doubt is that M. d'Entrecasteaux has fled to Sardinia.
The husband's father was here. He is a president on this parlement, but little liked among his colleagues, having once been attached to Maupeou's party, and is currently prosecuting one of those trials which it is even shameful to win.
The parlement has written to the chancellor to beg the king to have all courts alerted to watch for the guilty man. Mad [sic] d'Entrecasteaux, the daughter-in-law, was born Castellane, very pretty and only 24 years old. She brought a small dowry to the marriage; the young man was very greedy and wanted to marry a rich widow; this is the motive given for his horrendous crime.9
September 7, 1785
It has been thought sure for some time that M. d'Entrecasteaux has died of sorrow in Lisbon; that first he had declared himself the perpetrator of his wife's murder, and to have had no accomplice. He told how, to commit it, he stripped himself completely naked, and then plunged into the well of his house, so that no trace of blood remained on him.10
A minor affair, a major player... that is, the king of Sweden, who was traveling in France under the name of the count of Haga. Note the general feeling of indulgence towards a man who seems to have had a moment's lapse.
July 4, 1784
The count of Haga was to hear a case judged at the Tournelle; but the keeper-of-the-seals dissuaded him, on the pretext that it was not customary, that these matters should be handled in closed session. Everything had been arranged to pardon the criminal, especially since it was a very pardonable case, since it concerned a man who had killed another with a ninepin, which suggests a momentary, even involuntary, crime. The members of the parlement were very unhappy with the keeper-of-the-seals' remark, especially since the example would set no precedent, it being rare to have spectators of this rank. The count of Haga was himself to pardon the guilty man, who is to be pardoned nonetheless, it is hoped, by his intervention.11
While several people escaped from the Bastille, none did it by violence and I know of no one who ever escaped the formidable Conciergerie. This case was almost an exception.
October 4, 1784
The trial concerning the revolt and the murder at the Conciergerie has taken place before the Lieutenant-General of the bailiwick. of the palace [of justice]; a third participant has been implicated in the adventure. It is a certain Jaquin. He was what is called a servante [sic] of the wicket clerks 12 This is a prisoner who is less guilty and more likely to be released, whom these engage and to whom they give a certain trust in order to help them in their duties. Desaignes and de Forges had won him over, and he agreed to help them; which his position made it easier for him than another to do. Here is what has been determined legally.
All three were duly convicted of having plotted an armed escape from the Conciergerie, and for this purpose Desaignes of having obtained from a person whom he declares to be unknown to him, five saddle pistols; three quarters of a pound of gunpowder and twenty-two bullets; of having distributed them as follows, two pistols, to Desforges, with the necessary ammunition, and one of the same to the said Jaquin, and of having kept for himself two other pistols, and the rest of the powder and the bullets: all three, for the execution of their plot, Tuesday the 28th of September towards nine in the evening, wanted to force open the doors, fired several pistol shots, of which one hit a wicket clerk, another, though aimed at the wicket clerk, hit Jaquin, one of the accused and another hit a second wicket clerk, dead of the wound the next morning.
The general word this evening is that all three have been condemned on October 1st by the bailiwick to be broken on the wheel, and that the court of appeals has just confirmed the sentence. 13
While far more information exists on murders committed and/or judged in Paris, some caused local sensations as well.
Though local, this case was so famous at the time that accounts of it (without the killer's name) were printed in English.
In 1764, a case famous for the number and the nature of the crimes, the age and the condition of the accused, passionately occupied every mind. Charles-François-Joseph de Valines, squire, lord of Valines, was the sole object of his parents' love; but the cruel character of his games and pranks, the most perverse inclinations gave early signs of what he would be. He was studying at the college of Aire, when he committed a crime at the house of a friend of his father's, who was his host. This shameful crime having gotten him expelled, he returned at seventeen to the village of Valines, where his father, suddenly attacked by vomiting, expired on July 12, 1763. A few days later, Madame de Valines, prey to the same sufferings, followed him to the tomb. Nothing was rumored at first of these events; because the parricide had used every resource of hypocrisy and appeared inconsolable. Six weeks had barely passed when M. de Vieulaine, his maternal uncle, of whom he was the sole heir, invited him to dinner with several people. This was for him a new opportunity for a crime. He entered his uncle's kitchen, sent off the servant, threw arsenic in the soup, and left after refusing to dine.
Another account tells how M. de Vieulaine then tasted the soup before his guests, found it strange-tasting, had his wife taste it, followed by several guests, and even a locksmith who was working downstairs. Fortunately, when they began to have stomach cramps, the cook made everybody drink milk. One old marquis refused (!) and died. Every one else survived.14
Suspicions were aroused. An investigation was opened, and although the poisoner denied everything, he was condemned to death by the Presidial.
At the time, sentences of nobles were automatically appealed to the Paris Parlement, which confirmed this one. "Valines was returned to Abbeville in a carriage drawn by six horses, and two police officers guarded him day and night." Valines still had not confessed, but "a few minutes before the execution... (September 6, 1764), he was again put to the question, and his confession was complete." (The other account says that the mere sight of the torture implements was enough.)
Condemned to the wheel and to be burned, Valines walked to the scaffold surrounded by five executioners; one held ropes, the other a candle, the third a pot filled with fire, another an iron bar. The pyre, formed of fifty bales of hay, a hundred sticks of wood and four cords of wood, had been set up in the market. Valines knelt while a huissier on horseback read the sentence. The reading done, singing of the Salve Regina began; the parricide was attached with his face covered on the wheel15 and one of the executioners broke his limbs with the iron bar. Valines, mutilated, stayed a full hour on the instrument of torment, and was still alive when they set him on the pyre. The fire was maintained all night, and although the sentence declared that his ashes were to be thrown to the wind, the porter of the Capuchins had them collected and buried in the cemetery of his convent. The people of Abbeville, who had forgotten his crime in seeing him repent, sought out his bones the next day, as in fact people had sought those of la Brinvilliers and of Desrues to serve as relics.16
The domestic records (books of reason, etc.) of Limousin and Marchois are mainly annotated account books, but include references to a number of murders. (The French here is often slightly archaic and very regional.)
The first (and most dramatic) of these tales is told over several pages, and has been condensed here:
Tuesday, May 24 of the said year 1695, the Tuesday of Pentecost, the venerable Father Jean Chabelard, worthy priest, was killed in his house in Lorette, and this between vespers and eight o'clock at night, and with an ax blow to the head; after which he was thrown in his well, in the courtyard; after which murder his little nephew, son of his younger brother, and about eight years old, who lived with him to do his little errands, being then out of the house, who coming into the said chapel and finding the door of the house open, after going in, the murderers who were inside threw themselves on the innocent, took him by the throat and threw him alive, with his uncle, into the well, which is the greatest cruelty and catastrophe committed in this region, what makes it all the more cruel was that it was committed against two innocents for whom the public had such approbation [sic] that they could not be consoled.
On Thursday, June 16, 1695, an anonymous letter informed M. du Francour, the vice-seneschal, and others that a stolen chalice, jewelry and other items could be found at the foot of a tree in the garden of Parinaud, called Ganou, and that the rest of the jewels could be found in the well of Jacques Crouzaud, called Marillot. Du François and de la Borde, the royal prosecutor, having had Marillot's well dug up,
Found there in a purse wrapped in a sheet or cloth, part of the stolen jewels, and in the garden of the said Ganou, the chalice at the foot of a plum tree which was found at the second dig of the shovel; on which proof was seized the said Crouzaud, who had hidden himself in the wheat spread about in his garden.
Parinaud was then found in the neighboring Chailloux woods, and a great deal of furniture found in his house. Two or three days later du François sent Pierre Michelle, "archer, his second father-in-law" to arrest Jean Mourix, from Chatrie, whom had been seen by Leonard Andrivet, the miller of Vachi[...] coming by the mill on the day of the murder. All these suspects were then questioned as well as witnesses who had come forward after 'monitors' - proclamations - were read from the pulpit.
It is notable that the murder caused so much terror and fear throughout this town where the bravest were panicked and worried and that, for over three weeks, no one felt at all secure.17
The fact that these men were strangled after nine blows (which would have broken all their limbs) means that the sentence included a retentum, that is, a stipulation that they be discreetly strangled rather than undergoing the full agony of this particular punishment.
Antoine Bousset and Jean Ambroise were broken on the wheel and then strangled after nine blows, Saturday, May 23, 1778, at five in the afternoon, for having committed robbery with breaking and entering and trying to commit murder at the La Roche mill, parish of Anzesme, with assembly and carrying weapons, July 22, 1776.18
The mere fact of hiding a pregnancy (which was supposed to be declared to the authorities) was a crime and, if the child then died, led to a presumption of infanticide.
Therese Paquet, native of St. Martin-Chateau, for having hidden her pregnancy and strangled her child with a selvedge, was hung and strangled, April 12, 1783, at four in the afternoon, the Saturday before Palm Sunday, by the executioner19 of Moulins, that of this town being ill.20
This man must have been especially tough, since normally he would have been tortured just before execution to extract a final confession. Apparently, if that was done here, it still did not make him confess.
Pierre Depin called Pomeret, from the village of Neuville, parish of Agen, wandering since earliest childhood as thief and murderer, was hung on January 5, 1789 at six-thirty in the evening, not in the least having wanted to confess; and tired out justice, the confessors, the company of white penitents, the marshalsey and the company of the royal regiment of Guienne-cavalry assigned to this town, ranked in battle formation on the Marchedieu plaza and in details from at least three o-clock in the afternoon until almost seven o'clock at night, without wanting to leave the prison yard, to the point that it was necessary to bind him to a chair and that the executioner dragged him from the said yard to the foot of the scaffold without being able to make him climb the ladder, and in the middle of which he strangled him, after working hard, [the condemned man] yelling [loudly enough] to split stone.21
In reading the Viscount Gautier de Brécy's account of this case from the south of France, bear in mind that his memoirs tend to be self-congratulatory overall; which is to say, it is just possible that he over-stated his own role here.
[1788] A large handsome road had been finished for some time, joining Villeneuve to the town of Nimes, a league away from Villeneuve; on this road was a bridge with one arch, for drawing off rainwater. Evildoers and murders had the idea of using the arch of this bridge to take cover and hide from the sight of travelers, to demand their money or their life; and soon the bodies of several travelers were found beneath this bridge, from whom the evildoers had probably stolen purses and belongings. Not far from this bridge was a wood, very broad, which provided the evildoers a ready retreat to escape the surveillance of what was formerly called the marshalsey. A second attempt, a second murder increased the fears and concerns of the inhabitants of Villeneuve, and, from this day, together with M. de la Croix, traveling inspector for these territories, we had the generous idea of suggesting to willing landowners to beat the woods and search there, presumed to be a hide-out for the murderers. M. de la Croix was then traveling in Villeneuve; he joined me at the head of our troop; we went throughout the wood, some on horseback, some on foot, armed with guns; but our searches were in vain. Our gathering had been known at once, and probably the murderers heard of this and sought and found a safer refuge. The commander of the province heard of our efforts; he offered congratulations and thanks to me, as to M. de la Croix. He sent several squads of infantry to search, or at least to block the murderers' attempts. Their efforts were made with as much skill as zeal, and after fifteen days, two murderers were found and arrested, and their punishment promptly ordered and executed.22
The fact that an officially Catholic country found it necessary to pass laws against suicide speaks volumes about the gulf between an imposed, official religion and the reality of individual conscience. Grimm in fact claimed that "suicide... has come singularly into fashion since some time"23. Whatever suicide's legal status, in the numerous accounts from our period, its tragic aspects are generally foremost.
A number of papers have been written on the subject of suicide in the eighteenth century. It seems to have initially been considered an English problem:
Not only was the climate blamed for the English Malady, but the inactivity and sedentary occupation of the 'better sort' and the humour of living in great populous and unhealthy towns. So prevalent was suicide in the 18th century that it was considered as a problem constituting a national emergency.24
But evidence keeps appearing of its frequency in France:
Notwithstanding the frequent deplorable instances of suicide in this island, it appears that the crime is very predominant among our lively neighbors the French, who have often asserted it was almost peculiar to the English, as from authentic lists, just published at Paris, we find that no fewer than one hundred and eight persons put an end to their own lives in that metropolis last year, and in the year 1769 the number of self murders there amounted to one hundred and forty seven!25
Madame Deffand comments on it more than once in her letters: “There's a man who killed himself four days ago in St. Eustache, on the tomb of his mistress; isn't that something? Not a week goes by without hearing of a suicide; bankruptcies cause more than love." (to Horace Walpole, March 20, 1772); "Here is a fashion we are said to have from your country; this and your carriages seem hateful to me." (May 3, 1779).
Jousse's section on suicide begins as follows (IV:130-141):
Of Suicide, or the Homicide of oneself
§ I.
Suicide, or the homicide of oneself, (a) is committed, either by the fear of a deserved punishment, or by distaste for life, or by impatience caused by an unbearable pain.
It can be committed in several ways, either by throwing oneself off [sic]; or by jumping into a well, or a river; or in poisoning oneself; or in piercing oneself with a sword; or in killing oneself with a pistol shot; or in hanging oneself; etc.
Though he then goes to say one is not allowed to kill oneself for any reason whatsoever, in outlining French law over several centuries, he shows that the most commonly punished form of suicide was that used to avoid capital punishment. Those who were overwhelmed with debts, or depressed, or mad, were generally spared punishment, which effectively meant their heirs were, since the standard penalty was confiscation of one's goods (as well as refusal of burial in holy ground.)
By the eighteenth century, only madness or illness could excuse suicide:
But today Parlement only accepts the excuse of madness, or of illness, which the relatives of the dead do not fail to allege, in order to save by this means the goods of the deceased, and the honor of the family.
The suicide's body was dragged face down through the streets, and denied burial in Holy ground. But local law varied, and sometimes a person who had been driven to suicide by poverty was treated with more regard.
Jousse also discusses the thorough investigation required to prove that a death was caused by suicide, and lists the most common indicators of the act:
If the deceased is found wounded in the body, holding a dagger, or pistol in hand; if he is found leaning on his sword with the point upwards; if he is found hanging from a rope in his room, hands free, with a chair beside him; or thrown into a well; & other such cases.
The burden of proof was on the legal authorities, and every element that might allow an alternate explanation was preferred: “Thus a woman found drowned in a river is not presumed to have drowned herself, but to have been throw in.”
Finally, suicide was a proscribed crime; that is, one could no longer put the cadaver or the deceased's memory on trial after five years.
These two cases - apparently judged on the same day - are given as examples by Denisart in his article on "Suicide" and show the harsh face of the law, both in regards to the act itself and to the conditions of imprisonment.
Denisart writes that "only those who killed themselves while in full possession of their faculties are punished; no sentence is pronounced against those who are demented, or subject to mental aberrations."
Sentence handed down December 2, 1737, regarding the conflict which arose between the Bailiwick and the Provost of Orleans, regarding which of these two Tribunals would try the case against the corpse and in memory of Louis Martin (arrested for theft, by the Marshalsey of Orleans), who hanged himself in his cell with a rope made from the straw of his bed....
It has since been ordered by Sentence delivered in the form of Statute, January 31, 1749 (on appeal a minima of a Sentence by the Criminal Lieutenant of Chaumont en Bassigny, against the corpse of Hubert Porrier, who murdered and strangled himself in his cell) that the Sentence delivered on December 2, 1737, should be sent to the Bailiwick of Chaumont and to other Bailiwicks within the Court's jurisdiction, to be read and published there, etc.26
Financial ruin seems to have been the leading cause of suicide in the period.
M. Herbert put out, a few years ago, a very useful work on The General Policy of Grain. This man, about fitly-five years old, was in charge of the public carriages of Bordeaux; he was the father of two girls whom he had married off. One of his sons-in-law, who was employed in the provinces, having come to see him, was robbed during this time by an agent he had left in charge of his affairs. M. Herbert assumed his son-in-law's obligations; this mishap absolutely upset his fortunes and put his affairs in the greatest disorder. He could not bear the weight of this misfortune; he killed himself in recent days. Having missed with a first pistol shot, which hit his shoulder, he had the strength to fire a second of which he died.27
Speaking ill of the dead did not seem to concern the critic Grimm - at least when it came to bad writers. The conflict between the Jansenists and the Jesuits – that is, between two ideas of Catholicism – was one of the most important issues of the time.
May 1761 - It was discovered that the jansenists had given or promised money to a certain M. de la Salle, who once produced bad novels, of which the most known was called Verserand, to fabricate a sentence by the State council condemning the Society28. As a result of this discovery, M. de la Solle was condemned to the galleys; but, having been informed of the fate which awaited him, he opened his veins and avoided his punishment by a voluntary death.29
This is one of several rather romantic suicides that made their way into the press at the time.
May 1784 - The Abbé Rousseau was a poor young man reduced to running from morning to evening through every part of the city to give lessons of history and geography. In love with one of his pupils like Abelard with Heloise, like Saint-Preux of Julie; less happy no doubt, but probably near to being so; with as much passion, but a more honest soul, finer and above all braver, he seems to have sacrificed himself to the object of his passion. Here is what he wrote before breaking his head [sic] with a pistol shot after dining at a restaurant in the Palais-Royal, without showing any mark of worry or disturbance; it is from the police report prepared on site by the commissioner and police officers who copied this note remarkable enough to be preserved: “The inconceivable contrast that is found between the nobility of my feelings and my low birth, a love as violent as it is irresistible for an adorable girl; the fear of causing her dishonor; the necessity of choosing between crime and death, all this had led me to abandon Life. I was born to virtue, I was about to become a criminal; I preferred to die.”30
These two very different suicides were contrasted in the same news item. Pauline seems to have been a kindred spirit to the Abbé Rousseau.
August 1784 - Among the suicides committed this year in Paris, none has inspired as much regret as that of M. Pierre Chabrit, councilor on the sovereign council of Bouillon and lawyer to the parlement of Paris. He was no older than thirty, and had already made himself known in a most respectable manner with a work called Of the French monarchy, or of its laws, a work somewhat unevenly written,... but in which is found useful and learned research on the antiquities of our legislation. Last year the Academy française had awarded him the prize founded by M. de Valbelle; he had dared to count again this year on the same resource. Thanks to the intrigues or efforts of M. de la Harpe, this benefit had been taken from him to be given to Andre de Murville, whose wife, daughter of Mlle. Arnould, is a very blonde blonde, but of a rather piquant appearance and of a sweetness of character worthy of the examples and lessons which informed her youth. The honest M. Chabrit, reduced to six hundred pounds of income, allowed himself to think, in one of those unhappy moments which makes one see things as they are, that in his position it was infinitely preferable to die than to live, and he had recourse to a strong dose of opium; he was found dead in his bed. This unfortunate man was in too much of a hurry; because, on the very morning when he had just ended his course, a friend was going to inform his that he had obtained from the controller general a pension which would have met his needs.
Grimm adds that the "late Diderot" had written to Catherine the Great, recommending - with some hyperbole - Chabrit, but that the letter had apparently not been received.
A death more generous that that of M. Chabrit is that of a poor courtesan, named Pauline. She loved a young officer whose father had had him locked up, because he was afraid his son would commit the folly of marrying her. She poisoned herself with nitric acid mixed with mercuric chloride, after having written to the father to ask the liberty of his son as the price of the death to which she had committed herself and which would now make his captivity as useless as it was unjust and barbarous.
Grimm then reproduces, not her own note, but a version of it which had appeared "in all the public papers", written by "M. Arnaud, who knew well this affecting victim of love, quite worthy, without a doubt, of a purer origin and a better fate."31
Though a Swede who committed suicide in Germany, Robeck seems to have made a mark in France.
Jean Robeck, Swede, born in 1672, after having made his last arrangements and left to one of his friends the sum required to print a manuscript, disappeared, going to bury himself in an unknown retreat, then nine years later boarded a boat at Bremen, and threw himself in the Weser, in 1739. Professor Franck, following the wish of Robeck, published his work, which was nothing more than an apology for suicide, but added notes, refuting it: Joh. Robeck Exercitatio philosophica de morte voluntaria philosophorum et bonorum virorum, etiam judaeorum et christianorum; 1736.32
The two notes left by these friends (on Christmas Day, 1773) gave their act a cool philosophical cast. However, Grimm adds a note further on saying that both were "noted on police registers in a less than honorable manner for their conduct and their morals." Does this arch remark imply that they were homosexual? If so, this suicide of two young men - Bourdeaux, not yet twenty, and Humain ('Human'), twenty-four - may have had a more passionate, and painful, cause.
Since the example of the famous Robeck, a suicide has not been committed with more sang-froid, with more gaiety, than that of two young dragoons who killed themselves on Christmas Day, in an inn in Satin-Denis, near Paris. They had gone there the evening before asking for supper and a place to sleep. In the morning, having paid their bill, they go walking in the town. At noon, they return, dine in their room on a brioche and wine. They come back down, and ask for a second bottle with some paper. Sometime after, noise is heard in the house; the innkeeper goes up to their room, finds the door locked from the inside, his knocks useless; then, frightened, he sends for officers of the law, who come to his place. The two dragoons are found dead, each at one end of a table, from the shot of a pistol they have put in their mouth. Two pieces of writing found before the dragoon from Belzunce, show all the tranquility which they maintained up to the last moment.
TO M. DE CLERAC
OFFICER OF THE DRAGOONS OF THE REGIMENT OF PICARDY
AT GUISE IN PICARDY
During your stay at Guise, you seemed to honor me with your friendship; it is time that I thank you. I believe I have told you several times, in our conversations, that my current situation displeased me: this admission was sincere, but not precise. I examined myself more seriously, and I realized that this disgust spread over everything, and that I was equally surfeited with all possible states, of men, of the entire universe, of myself; from this discovery it was necessary to reach a conclusion.
When one is weary of everything, one must renounce all. This is not a long calculation, I have done it without calling on geometry; in a word, I am about to cast off this patent of existence which I have owned for almost twenty years, and which has weighed upon me for fifteen.
At the moment that I write, a few grains of powder is going to break the springs of this mass of moving flesh which our proud fellows call the king of beings.
(He covers some practical details.)
Farewell, my dear lieutenant; be faithful to your love for Saint-Lambert and for Dorat. For the rest, flit still from flower to flower and continue to carry off the nectar of all learning as of all pleasures....
When you receive this letter, at most twenty-four hours will have passed since I will have ceased to be, with the most sincere esteem, your most affectionate servant,
BOURDEAUX,
'Once student of schoolmasters, then aide-chicane33, then monk, then dragoon, then nothing.'
A second letter, signed by both, contains more practical details, as well as some thoughts on suicide and this comment: "We have tasted every pleasure, even that of obliging our fellow men; we could still procure others, but all pleasures have an end, and this end is what poisons them."
Grimm follows these items with several pages discussing suicide, including the remark that he admires Cato, Petronius and Socrates but that "all these great examples of an heroic death remove nothing of the esteem I have for life" and later this quote from a valet in Grasset's "Sidney":
Today we're badly off; we'll be better tomorrow;
Whatever state we're in, there's nothing like existing.34
A Dangerous Example
There are echoes here of claims today that some Internet sites or musical recordings encourage dangerous behavior.
June 16, 1775 - Two Englishman killed themselves here recently, and seem to have come to strengthen themselves in this mania, which the French brought from their country, and of which they today give the example. But a more interesting event of this kind of thing, and which is talked about in Paris, is the heroic audacity of a well known young courtesan, named Mlle. de Germancé. In a fit of jealous despair, seeing herself abandoned by the lord of Flamanville, officer of the guards, with whom she was madly infatuated, on whom she had long showered caresses, she could not resist her pain. She could not find among the blooming youth surrounding her and courting her, any mortal to replace him in her heart, or to console her for her loss. She coldly decided to remove herself from all the pleasure of the life she enjoyed and last week she took enough opium to put her to sleep forever. Before undertaking this operation, she wrote a very touching letter to the traitor, in which she announced this fatal news, and told him he must consider himself the cause of her death; that she would no longer be alive when he received the note; that nonetheless if her loss inspired any pity in him, she demanded that he come to her place and hear her least sighs. This military man regarded this epistle as a joke; he did not want to go to his lover's house, but sent one of his friends, who found her too truly in the arms of medicine, busy trying to bring her back to life. After 14 hours of efforts, the effect of the poison was stopped. She recognized her unreasonable behavior, and appeared yesterday at the vauxhall of Torrë, more charming, more engaging than before. One can imagine the sensation her story has caused. What is unfortunate is that she is telling all her friends that death is nothing; that the method she chose is very pleasant; that at the moment of falling asleep, one feels the most delicious sensations. This moral, spread among the courtesans and petit-maitres of Paris, can cause a thousand similar incidents.35
The Notary's Clerk
This tale sounds painfully modern, but ended less tragically than many similar news items today.
Every day there is a new suicide here. A notary's clerk, married for six months, and separated from his wife for two months, finding her at the Luxembourg, between his own uncle and brother, and asked if she wanted to live with him again; she having said no, he shot her with a pistol, not killing her, but wounding her lightly in the breast; he fled, and was chased; being trapped, he struck himself eight to ten times with a knife, and died on the spot.
Here is a fashion we are said to have from your country; this and your carriages seem hateful to me.36
This is one of the rare items to comment on the pain caused by the talk that sometimes follows suicides.
February 25, 1782. M. Duvigau, after having commanded merchant vessels for over ten years, had distinguished himself by his intelligence and his activity, had shared with M. Dion, deputy from the states of Artois, all the cares of building the frigate bearing their name, and from this received the gift of a box of gold, with an honorable letter. He was second lieutenant on this frigate commanded by Fabre; and after combat, in a fit of fever, he shot himself in the head, from which results the false rumor, that by his insubordination he had been the cause of the crew's revolt, and the taking of the States of Artois; which prompted him to kill himself out of despair. His father reacts today against this calumny which has appeared in several public papers, & proves the falsity of the accusation with an attestation from the very same Monsieur Fabre. This tale, like a thousand others, proves that we only pass on fables, and the most truthful historians are often, without meaning to be, the instruments of lies and imposture.37
Not all suicides were created equal. The Mémoires Secrets here gives extensive coverage to Mairobert's death, but discreetly ignores his claim to having been its founder's son (though it does mention that he continued the journal after Bachaumont's death.)
Doctor Poitevin's baths, on a barge, were the first floating hot baths in Paris. It would be interesting to know how many other violent deaths occurred in public baths. Dickens sets one suicide there (Little Dorrit), and a murder occurs in one in the classic French film Les Enfants du Paradis.
April 2, 1779. The great trial regarding the creditors of M. de Brunoi ended Monday. The notary Arnoux, after having been subject to an ignominious treatment that seemed to mark him as very guilty, has been cleared and has come out white as snow. The whole court took his part, & the corps of notaries has moved heaven and earth in order to spare a colleague a punishment which would have reflected on others. Not all the creditors have come out as well as Monsieur Arnoux & one of them above all having been criticized, was so affected by this insult, that at nightfall he went to Poitevin’s to request a bath, got into it, opened his veins with a razor; & and fearing lest this death not be sure, finished himself off with a pistol. People came running at the noise; he had kept his carriage, which luckily indicated who he was.
April 2, 1779 [sic]. The individual who killed himself out of despair, from the decision in the Brunoi affair, is M. Pidansat de Mairobert, king’s secretary, secretary of the commandments of M. the duke of Charters & royal censor.
A too great facility to lend himself to the prodigal views of this madman, decided him to accept a note for a considerable sum which he signed without having received the corresponding amount, & prompted by the hope of being paid for such a debt, he refused to make the proper declaration required by the law.
Whatever the case, this event has caused a tremendous stir because of the person in question who had successively the confidence of M. de Malesherbes, when he was in charge of the booksellers, then the ear of M. de Sartines, of M. Albert, of M. le Noir, and finally M. le Camus de Neville. This seemed to put him in another class than that of the hangers-on, low-lifes, petty thieves & crooks of every sort with which M. de Brunoi was surrounded.
April 5, 1779. Talk continues about M. de Mairobert. The priest of Saint Eustache, in the parish in which he dwelt, having resisted burying him, given the public nature of his catastrophe, the duke of Chartres had to obtain an order from the king, ordering that he be granted a Christian burial, but as quietly as possible.
One of the deceased’s friends composed the following epitaph for him, which beautifully captures both the personage and his sinister end.
Here lies one who, faithful partisan of honor,
Drunkenly abandoned its narrow paths,
But who seeking death to punish his weakness;
Recovered more of it than he had lost.
M. de Mairobert was a man of letters, author of several little works, but above all a great amateur; he never missed the first performance of any play, & was surrounded in the foyers; he also had all the newest works, and his library was in its style one of the most curious of Paris. …. He wanted to be talked of; he did not know the wise maxim of the philosopher "to be happy, hide your life." He found his happiness in being noticed and talked of, and unfortunately he did so until death and beyond.38
A number of suicides are recorded in the archives of the Bastille, not all of which occurred at the castle itself. What makes some of the following accounts interesting is their bureaucratic precision, rare in other sources.
The first two accounts appear, from context, to concern events at Brest and Versailles.
A later mention of Legrand says that he threw himself from a window, which would not have been easy to do at the Bastille. From context, it seems that all this happened at Brest.
Pontchartrain To the Seneschal of Brest
Versailles, May 19, 1696
You have heard that M. Desclouzeaux had arrested at Brest, by order of the King, a spy, Legrand, who informed the enemy of activities at this port, that this man has since wanted to kill himself, and what he has done to that end. It seems very likely that he will not be cured of the wounds he gave himself. The intention of the King is that as soon as you have received this letter, you will try him, if he is not dead, or his corpse if he is.
If this man is still alive, you must interrogate him as ordered by these instructions, but note that you are to try him only for his last crime, of wanting to kill himself, but if he is completely cured and out of danger, it will not be necessary to start his trial, because in this case it would be more appropriate to try him as a State criminal.39
This suicide probably happened at Versailles, since it involves one of several of the king's "Officers of the Mouth" accused of purloining plate.
Maurepas,
August 24, 1733
It is right that you be informed that Preponnier, a worker at the mouth, who is suspected of having participated in these thefts struck himself several times, on the seventeenth of this month, with his sword, dying two days later, but before dying he charged one person, whom he trusted, to openly warn those of the Mouth that those who had stolen plate should flee, that for himself he had nothing to fear since his wounds were mortal. Nothing was found at his home after the removal of the seals, on which to try him.40
This is an unusually methodical and medical description of an attempted suicide in the Bastille. The prisoner in question here was probably the baron de Vissec, a supposed fomenter of sedition, but might have been Allègre, better known for his involvement with Latude's escape.
Fontellian was the surgeon general; surgeons at this time were generally less qualified than doctors, which may explain his self-declared limitations in this case. Bertin was the lieutenant general of police.
Fontellian to Bertin
January 11, 1759 9 am
I have just been informed by the turnkey of No 7, that he just found him laid out on the floor of his room, bathing in his own blood, having gone there at once, I found him wounded on the upper part of the forehead at the spot we call the upper medium part of the coronal, the frontalis41 vein which is the vein of the forehead is open, causing a great flow of blood. The wounded man told me he intended to kill himself to avoid the fury of his imaginary enemies. To achieve his purpose, he climbed on a chair, and threw himself on the floor, head first; having not succeeded to his liking, he used a log, with which he gave himself a quite considerable contusion on the right temple. Finally, despairing of killing himself by these different means, he wanted to open his veins with a wagon nail he had chanced to find, but which did not happen to be sharp enough. He also tried to crack his head against the walls, the wound is not dangerous, but his contusion could have dangerous consequences, all the more so because I would not know how to apply the appropriate remedies for such a case; I have from himself the details which I take the liberty of describing to you.42
Aside from the human drama here and the studious efforts made by Charras in preparing to end his own life, it is striking that he seems to have been sent to the Bastille in response to an English lord's request.
D'Argenson to Torcy
June 17, 1766
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