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Preface 

� 

Domestic enemies" was the com
mon euphemism for domestic servants in seventeenth and eighteenth-century 
France. Apparently first popular in Renaissance Italy, it had become by the 
beginning of the Old Regime a cliche found in countless French comedies and 
novels. 1 With its suggestions of simultaneous closeness and distance, intimacy 
and enmity, the phrase epitomized relationships between master and servant 
during the ancien regime. Such relationships form the subject of this book. 

I first conceived of this book in 1970 when I was a graduate student. Like 
most graduate students, I was oppressed by the thought that all the good 
topics for research had already been done, and domestic servants appealed to 
me because they were a social group almost completely neglected by histori
ans. There had been no scholarly work on servants in my period, Old Regime 
France, since the publications of those antiquarian chroniclers of la vie quoti
dienne, Albert Babeau and Alfred Franklin, in the 1890s, and indeed, apart 
from the maverick work of J. Jean Hecht on eighteenth-century English do
mestics, there were no serious studies of servants of any place or period.2 

This neglect was easy to explain. Traditionally the social history of the 
lower classes was primarily labor history, which focused on the formation of 
the modern working class and its eventual emergence into class consciousness 
and political activity. Historians therefore tended to study only artisans, day 
laborers, and other heroic precursors of the proletariat. Servants simply did 
not fit this mold. Their work was economically "unproductive"; their social 
attitudes were disappointingly deferential; and they rarely left the domestic 
sphere of the household to take part in politics. Also, many of them were 
women, an automatic disincentive for study at a time when history was still 
largely "his story." 

Nevertheless, domestic servants formed a substantial portion of the society 
of Old Regime France, and it seemed to me that a modest monograph about 
them, modeled on the prosopographical studies of social groups in vogue at 
the time, 3 and dealing with such matters as their social origins, incomes, and 
marriage and faIPily patterns, would fill an obvious if relatively unimportant 
gap in my field. That is how this book began. 

xi 
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I was, however, sidetracked by other projects, and when I returned to my 
study of servants in 1976, it was with a very different sort of book in mind. For 
by the late I 970's the field of social history had been utterly transformed by the 
emergence of the Anna/es school, the history of the family, and the history of 
popular culture and menta/ites.4 My interest in these new fields gave me a 
whole new set of questions about domestic service: about the occupation as 
"women's work," about the sexual exploitation of female domestics, about the 
roles of servants in the family lives of their employers, about the mental uni
verse of servants, their attitudes and behavior toward their masters, and their 
masters' attitudes and behavior toward them. But I soon realized that these 
questions could not be encompassed within a narrow monograph. So I began 
to plan a much more ambitious work which would draw on the topics and 
techniques of the "new social history," a study including masters as well as 
servants and focusing on the relationships of the two groups within the 
household. 

This book is the result. Eclectic in approach, it cuts across the boundaries 
of many traditionally separate fields of social history. The book is, first of all, 
in part the modest prosopography of the servant population which I had first 
envisioned. As such it deals with questions which must be asked about any 
social group: the social origins of servants, their incomes, their marriage and 
family patterns, their career patterns, their possibilities for social mobility, 
their political activities, and their criminality. 

But the book is also an essay in the history of the family and domestic life in 
sixteenth, seventeenth, and eighteenth-century France. For servants were, at 
least until the rise of the affectionate nuclear family in the middle of the eigh
teenth century, considered part of the families of those they served. Their 
work created the domestic setting in which family life was played out. Often it 
was they who raised and educated their employers' children and filled their 
masters' sexual needs. Therefore the history of the family, of attitudes toward 
children, of sexual relationships, of household organization and manage
ment, and consumption patterns among the French elite all form important 
parts of my story. 

Finally this book is also an essay in the history of social relationships in the 
ancien regime, not only those between masters and servants but also the 
broader relationships between the ruling elite and the lower classes. For rela
tionships between the "domestic enemies" were conditioned by the general 
notions of the proper organization of society and the proper demeanor of 
superior and inferior prevalent in the Old Regime. Indeed, master-servant 
relationships not only reflected broader social attitudes but also may have 
helped to form them, for in prerevolutionary France the household may well 
have been an incubator of class attitudes. It was, after all, the one place where 
elite and lower classes were in constant contact, a battlefield (if we may ex
pand the military metaphor implicit in the phrase "domestic enemies") where 
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issues of autonomy and control were continually fought out. Servants were 
the only lower-class social groups their masters knew intimately; therefore it 
seems inevitable that their relationships with their domestics would color their 
attitudes toward the lower classes in general. Similarly, servants were the only 
segment of the lower classes to acquire an intimate knowledge of the manners 
and mores of the upper classes, and it was they who acquainted their fellow 
townsmen and their friends and relations in the countryside with the ways of 
the elite. Thus the relationships between the "domestic enemies" probably 
shaped as well as reflected social attitudes in the ancien regime, and these too 
form an important part of my story. 

The book is organized to reflect these concerns. The first chapter is essen
tially introductory. It gives the basic facts about the composition of house
holds during the Old Regime and explores the attitudes and assumptions that 
underlay the employment of servants. It also shows how both these attitudes 
and the households themselves changed dramatically in the last decades be
fore the French Revolution. 

Part 1 is devoted to the servants themselves. One chapter deals with their 
lives within their employers' households: their work, their living conditions, 
their socializing and leisure-time activities. A second examines their private 
lives: their social origins, marriage and family patterns, their moneymaking, 
and their criminality. And a third explores their relationships with and atti
tudes toward their masters. 

In Part 2 the focus shifts to an examination of master-servant relationships 
from the masters' point of view. The first chapter deals with master-servant 
relationships in general, and discusses the factors that determined how em
ployers treated their domestics. The second and third chapters explore two 
"special cases" of relationships within the household which had great psycho
logical influence on masters: their sexual relationships with their servants and 
their relationships with the servants who cared for them in childhood. The 
final chapter of the book is an epilogue which traces the impact of the French 
Revolution on domestic service and on the servants themselves, and sketches 
some of the changes in the household that would come in the nineteenth 
century. 

The two main parts of the book rely on two very different types of sources. 
Servants are one of those social groups which used to be called "inarticulate." 
They left behind few letters or memoirs (although I was lucky enough to find 
in the Archives Nationales a large cache of letters written by a Parisian cook in 
the 1780s ). Therefore the bulk of my information about servants came from 
indirect sources, most of which required quantitative analysis: tax rolls, mar
riage contracts, household account books or livres de raison; declarations de 
grossesse (statements required by law of unwed mothers in the ancient re
gime); wills; and police records. These sources were drawn from three main 
areas, chosen to exemplify the three most important patterns of servant em-
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ployment in the Old Regime: Toulouse, a typical provincial town, an econom
ically stagnant administrative center dominated by a provincial nobility and a 
professional and office-holding bourgeoisie; the booming port of Bordeaux, 
with its dynamic commercial middle class; and Paris, a case unto itself, a 
mecca for servants because of its high salaries and enormous households of 
the court nobility. Admittedly these choices show a bias toward southwestern 
France regrettable in a book that pretends to be national in scope. But this was 
an unavoidable byproduct of the peculiarities of Old Regime customary law. 
Only in the southwest were the provisions of the laws on property such as to 
encourage almost everyone to make marriage contracts and wills, two types of 
documents indispensable for my study. However there is no evidence that 
domestic service or servants in the rest of France differed greatly from my 
Toulousan and Bordelais examples. Also regrettable is the paucity of infor
mation on farm servants, whom I treat only tangentially. But their story is so 
bound up with the agricultural history of France's various regions that it 
would require another-and very different-sort of book to do themjustice. 5 

Because of my source material, servants appear all too often in these pages 
as statistical averages rather than as individual human beings. Their masters 
are luckier, because they left abundant letters and memoirs which allow 
them to speak in their own words. This sort of material is my second major 
source. Supplemented by household manuals, cookbooks, architectural 
handbooks, and religious treatises on family life, these memoirs form the 
basis for those sections dealing with masters and their domestic life.6 Lacking 
a good bibliography of such works, I decided to make up my own by working 
through the printed catalog of the Bibliotheque Nationale-a time-consuming 
and monumentally boring task I never quite completed, but which nonethe
less produced an abundance of useful references. Like the statistically analyz
able documents that form my other major source, this material too has its 
biases. It is heavily weighted with examples from the immediate prerevolu
tionary decades and from the high nobility: almost every noble of distin
guished lineage who survived the Revolution intact seems to have imme
diately sat down to compose his or her memoirs. Memoirs from the 
seventeenth century, and from the provincial nobility and the bourgeoisie, are 
much less abundant. This bias is less serious than it might appear, for, as we 
shall see, great noble households employed a sizable proportion of the servant 
population and provided the model for lesser establishments. Nevertheless, I 
have tried, though doubtless not always successfully, to distinguish among 
household types, and to refrain from using examples derived from great noble 
households when they were not applicable. 
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Introduction: Domestic 
Service in the Old Regime 

1t 
The history of servants is a vital 

topic in this [the eighteenth] century. 
-Jules Michelet, Histoire de France au dix-huitieme siec/e 

To visitors to Paris on the eve of the 
French Revolution the domestic servants of the city, said to number close to 
I 00,000, were one of its major sights, on a par with Notre Dame, the fair of St. 
Germain, and those new-fangled amusements, the balloon ascension and the 
public restaurant. 1 A traveling Englishwoman, Mrs. Fanny Cradock, who in 
April 1784 watched tout Paris enjoying its traditional Easter week diversion of 
driving up and down the fashionable boulevards, noted that the "lackeys in 
superb liveries" as much as the fine carriages and the fashionable clothes of 
their occupants gave the scene its glamour. Again a month later, when she 
attended a military review on the plain of Sablons, she was more impressed by 
the "extraordinarily beautiful liveries" of the numerous lackeys in attendance 
on the fashionable audience than she was by the maneuvering of the troops.2 

Mrs. Cradock was not alone in her admiration of and fascination with the 
domestics of Paris. Guidebooks for visitors were full of tips on where to view 
them and how to treat them, and other tourists commented extensively on 
their looks, manners, and savoir-faire.3 French servants were generally con
ceded to be the most fashi0nable and knowledgeable-if not the most faithful 
and obedient-in the world, and they were, like the French language, French 
fashions, and the works of the philosophes, a major export to the haut monde 
of other countries. Every English duke and German princeling with any pre
tensions to taste and culture employed a French valet de chambre or chef 4 

All this points up a fact that we, who live in a very different society, are 
liable to forget: servants formed a sizable and important social group in 
eighteenth-century Europe. They were most likely to be found in cities. Like 
fashionable clothes, fine china and furniture, and a taste for coffee, tea, and 
cocoa, their employment was one of the marks of the growing affluence of 
eighteenth-century urban elites. In France they were of course most numerous 
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in Paris, that center of luxurious living. On the eve of the Revolution around 
15 percent of the population of Paris were domestics, and in fashionable dis
tricts like the faubourg St. Germain the figure was much higher.5 The factors 
that determined the proportion of servants in the population of a given town 
were, first, the presence of nobles and officeholders, who tended to maintain 
large households of domestics, and, second, the existence of alternative em
ployment opportunities for the lower classes. Therefore provincial adminis
tration centers like Rennes, Toulouse and Aix-en-Provence, with their many 
nobles and officeholders and lack of commerce and manufacturing, tended to 
have large numbers of servants among their denizens. In Aix-en-Provence 16 
percent of the population in 1695 and 12 to 13 percent in 1750 were servants; in 
Toulouse figures for the same years were 10 and 8 percent.6 By contrast, ser
vants were fewer in commercial cities like Lyons, Marseilles, and Bordeaux, 
where the smaller households of the dominant mercantile elites and the exis
tence of alternative job opportunities for the menu peuple diluted their 
numbers. In the late eighteenth century only 8 percent of the people of Bor
deaux and 4 percent of the people of Marseilles were domestics. 7 

Servants were less likely to be found in rural areas. Yet even the most minor 
country town had a few notables-the mayor, the leading grain trader
wealthy enough to employ a maid-of-all-work.8 And the farmland around 
cities abounded in maitres-valets and jardiniers, tenant farmers considered 
servants in the eighteenth century, who worked the plots of absentee urban 
landlords, while landowners in the countryside proper hired numerous farm 
servants for the season or the year to plant and harvest crops, care for the 
livestock, and do whatever household chores needed doing. In rural France 
the percentage of servants in the population probably varied from a low of 2 
percent to a high of 12 percent.9 

Clearly servants formed an important part of the society of the Old Re
gime. Domestic service was a major employer of lower-class labor. Probably 
only agriculture and crafts employed more male workers than service did, and 
service was probably second only to agriculture as an employment opportun
ity for lower-class women.10 On the eve of the Revolution in 1789 there were 
about two million servants in France; therefore one out of every twelve French 
men and women earned his or her living as a domestic.11 This proportion was 
probably as high as it had ever been before or ever would be again.12 

Types of Servants and Definitions 
of Servanthood 

One reason why there were so many servants in prerevolutionary France is 
that they formed a social group whose boundaries were very loosely drawn. 
Domestique and serviteur (the most common words for servants in the Old 
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Regime) were umbrella terms that covered people with a wide variety of social 
backgrounds, incomes, and occupations. Servants included teamsters, musi
cians, gardeners, silk weavers, shop clerks, and even lawyers as well as people 
who cooked, cleaned, raised the children, and carried the messages of their 
employers. Some were as rich and grand as members of the king's household 
like Charles-Fran�ois-Joseph L'Escureul de Ia Touche, Intendant et 
contro/leur-general de /'argenterie, menus plaisirs et affaires de la chambre du 
Roi, who enjoyed a fortune of over 600,000 livres and married his daughter to 
a noble intendant. Others were as poor and wretched as eighteen-year-old 
Jeanne Leconte, waitress in a seedy harborside cafe in Bordeaux called the 
Reine de France, who received no salary but instead lived off her tips and the 
proceeds from occasional prostitution. 13 

This wide range of servants resulted from the broad definition of the group. 
Today domestics, like all other occupational groups, are defined primarily by 
the sort of work they do. Webster's Third Unabridged Dictionary defines a 
servant as "a person who performs household or menial chores for an em
ployer. "14 But in Old Regime France domestic service was considered an etat 
rather than a metier: dictionaries defined a domestique not by the sort of work 
he did but instead by the fact that he lived in a household not his own in a state 
of dependency on its master. For example, Furetiere's Dictionnaire universe/, 
published in 170 I, stated that a servant was "a member of a household, under 
a household head," a definition echoed by the great Encyclopedie, which 
characterized a domestique as "someone who lives in another's household and 
shares his house." 15 It was this tendency to define servants by their member
ship in a household which made the boundaries of the group so broad. 

This definition of a servant dated back to the Middle Ages, when the 
household or domus (hence the word domestique) was the basic unit of so
ciety, performing many important functions which it later lost. 16 The house
hold, in the person of the lord administering justice, was the basic unit of local 
government. It was also the basic unit of economic production. And it pro
vided for the education and defense of its members, as well as serving as a 
setting for their domestic family life. Given this wide range of functions, it is 
not surprising that the households of great lords were enormous establish
ments numbering two or even three hundred people. All the members of the 
household, from the lord's family and his gentlemen-in-waiting through his 
troubadors and men-at-arms to the cobblers and blacksmiths in the workshop 
and the lowly potboys in the kitchen, were members of his domus, his domes
tiques, his servants. Indeed, the concept of service extended even beyond the 
boundaries of the household to permeate all medieval society. For anyone 
who was dependent upon and owed respect, loyalty, and "service" to a social 
superior was by medieval definitions a servant. 17 Thus in the Middle Ages 
serfs, who owed labor to their lord, knights, who owed him fealty, and even 
kings, who might be vassals of another ruler for part of their domain, could 
legitimately be classified as servants. 
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The later history of domestic service is a story of the gradual shrinkage of 
this broad definition of service and servants as political, economic, and social 
change robbed the household of many of its functions. In the sixteenth cen
tury "service" was permanently confined within the household, and the 
household itself contracted in size. With the increasing sophistication of the 
economy, households did not have to produce all they consumed; therefore 
the late sixteenth century was the last time that a great noble household in
cluded craftsmen like goldsmiths and furriers. 1 8 And with the growing power 
of the state, nobles no longer regularly fielded private armies; the late six
teenth century was therefore also the last time that a great lord referred to his 
armed soldiers as his servants.19 The late sixteenth century was also the last 
time that well-born youngsters entered a household to receive an education in 
"courteous" behavior and, it was hoped, the protection and patronage of a 
great lord. By 1700 young nobles were educated in schools, and young men of 
gentle birth but small fortune who hoped to rise in the world entered the 
bureaucracy or the professions rather than domestic service.20 

Thus by the beginning of the Old Regime the status of servant was increas
ingly confined to those lower-class types who performed menial domestic la
bor for their employers, "servants" by our definition as well as theirs. They 
included the maid-of-all-work in lower-and middle-class households (she was 
called afille de service or servante; the nineteenth-century term bonne had not 
yet come into use); her male counterpart, usually called a laquais or domes
tique; and the more specialized domestics who staffed large noble households: 
personal body servants like femmes and valets de chambre; the maitres d'h6-
tel, cuisiniers, officiers and aides de cuisine of the kitchen staff; the coachmen 
(cochers), grooms (palefreniers), and postilions in the stables; the nursemaid 
(gouvernante) and tutor (precepteur) in the nursery; and the lackeys (laquais) 
who wore the household's livery and ran its errands. These were supplemented 
on country estates by gamekeepers (gardes-chasse) and servantes de basse
cour, who cared for the household's cows and chickens. The laws of the Old 
Regime defined these types as servants: it was they for whom their masters 
paid the special capitation tax on servants, and it was they who were subject to 
the police des domestiques by which towns tried to regulate servant 
behavior.21 

But apart from these incontestable servants, a number of more doubtful 
cases claimed servant status on the basis of their membership in a household.22 

Examples are gardeners (jardiniers), sedan-chair carriers (porteurs de chaise), 
and wet nurses (nourrices), who during the Old Regime were considered ser
vants if they lived in their employer's household and worked exclusively for it 
and wage laborers if they did not. This same distinction was applied to agricul
tural laborers. If they were hired on a long-term (usually yearly) contract and 
shared their master's home, they were servants; if they lived in their own cot
tage and hired themselves out on a piecework basis they were mere day labor
ers. In the households of urban craftsmen, apprentices were usually not consid-
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ered servants, but "hired hands" like bakers' boys or the women weavers in a 
Lyons silk workshop, if they "lived in," usually were. Also still within the 
ranks of servanthood were the meager remnants of once numerous gentle
manly attendants of medieval households : secretairies, tutors, musicians, lady 
companions, and the like. 

A final, and most important, category of those considered servants by virtue 
of their membership in a household were family members. During most of the 
Old Regime it was customary for prosperous families who needed extra labor 
to take in poor relations-unmarried brothers, widowed sisters-in-law, or
phaned cousins-as servants, who in return for food and board did the 
housework and labored in the family enterprise. And in addition to these types 
who actually did servants' work, even members of the immediate nuclear fam
ily, wives and children, were considered servants by Old Regime definitions. 
For during the most of the ancien regime "household" (menage) and "family" 
(Jami/le) were synonymous terms, and little distinction was made between 
family members and outsiders in the household. Thus in 1690 Furetiere's Dic
tionnaire defined Jami/le as "a household composed of a head and his domes
tiques, be they wives, children, or servants (serviteurs)."23 Wives and children 
were in a sense servants of their husbands and fathers (one dutiful 
seventeenth-century son always signed himself "Vostre tres humble, tres obe
issant et tres oblige fils et serviteur" in letters to his father), while servants were 
in a sense members of a family ( one domestic manual of the period called them 
"adopted children whom parents must care for like children of their own").24 

This identification of servants as family members is important, for it had 
implications for domestic service that went beyond mere questions of defini
tion. It gave the domestic service of the Old Regime one of its salient charac
teristics: its patriarchalism. Families in the sixteenth, seventeenth, and early 
eighteenth centuries were above all patriarchal.25 In that harsh world husband 
and wife, parents and children were bound together by ties of duty and obe
dience rather than love. Wife and child owed respect and submission to their 
patriarchal husband /father; in return he provided for their material needs and 
watched over their moral and spiritual welfare. Such was the natural organi
zation of society ordained by God. The same sort of ties bound the "adopted 
children" to their patriarchal fathers. Servants owed respect and obedience to 
their masters; in return, their employers were to care for them as a father 
would, providing, as one domestic manual put it, "not only temporal subsis
tence, but [also] instruction, good morality, and spiritual benefits. "26 

As we shall see, this patriarchal vision of domestic service shaped the work
ing conditions of the occupation, the behavior of master and servant, and 
public perceptions of servants and service in myriad ways during the Old Re
gime.27 It was a vision natural to a society in which the basic social unit was 
still (despite its losses) the household rather than the individual, in which ties 
between men were personal rather than monetary, and in which the God
ordained form of social organization was thought to be a hierarchy of superior 
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and inferior. Indeed, the concept of patriarchy pervaded the society of the 
sixteenth, seventeenth, and early eighteenth centuries just as the concept of 
"service" had pervaded the society of the Middle Ages. Its metaphors of caring 
father and submissive child shaped all relationships between superior and in
ferior, not only those of master and servant but also those of king and subject, 
magistrate and citizen. 28 Thus through most of the Old Regime domestic ser
vice was a characteristic product and, with its daily manifestations of the 
proper demeanor of superior and inferior, master and servant, also an impor
tant prop of the traditional hierarchical society in which it flourished. 

Patterns of Servant Employ ment 

Another salient characteristic of domestic service in the Old Regime-and 
one that further marked it as a product and prop of a traditional hierarchical 
society-was its public nature. Today we employ domestics, if at all, to do 
those household chores we are unable or unwilling to perform ourselves; in 
other words, to contribute to our private domestic comfort. But in the Old 
Regime this was only one, rather minor, reason to hire a servant. Servants 
were also employed to do productive labor in shops and on farms. And above 
all they were employed for reasons of status. In the rigidly hierarchical society 
of the ancien regime, servants were simply a status necessity for all those above 
a certain social level. For as one seventeenth-century domestic manual stated, 
it was unsuitable that "a grand seigneur walk the streets of a town alone on 
foot like a bourgeois, or that a rich bourgeois carry a heavy parcel on his 
shoulders. "29 The employment of servants not only saved one from perform
ing undignified and ignoble tasks, but also served as a public proclamation of 
one's social rank. In fact, so necessary were servants to social status and so 
rigid were the customs governing their employment that it was possible to tell 
the precise social rank and aspirations of a man of the Old Regime simply 
from the size and makeup of his household. 

We can see how strongly status influenced the employment of domestics by 
examining the patterns of servant-keeping in a typical city. Toulouse, an ad
ministrative center with little commerce or industry, was precisely the sort of 
town where servants were most likely to be widely employed. 30 It is possible to 
learn a great deal about the size and composition of households in Old Regime 
France in the year 1695 and after, because the capitation tax passed in that 
year required that employers pay, in addition to their own tax (whose level 
varied by income), a small extra sum for each servant employed. Thus the rolls 
of the capitation list (in theory at least) all domestics employed in every 
household. 

The pattern of servant employment in Toulouse in 1695, as shown in its 
capitation rolls, is summarized in table 1 . 3 1 It indicates that the employment of 
servants was quite widespread. Almost a third of the town's households in-
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TABLE I 

Employment of Servants in Toulouse, 1 695 

Households Servants 

% of % with % of 
Employer N Total Servants N Total 

Nobility' 50 1 8 . 8  90.6 1 46 1  45 .7 

Professionals, bourgeoiseb 760 1 3 .4 55 .4 564 1 7.6  
Merchants 276 4.9 64.9  2 1 6  6.8 
Minor professionals', 28.6 52. 3 32 .9 

officials 323 5 . 7  44.0  1 56 4 .9 
Shopkeepers 260 4.6 40.4 1 1 4 3 .6  

Artisans, textile workers 1 96 1  34.6 

} 54. 8 
1 2.4  

l 
207 6 .5  

} I I  3 Food, lodging, transportation 1 4. 8  workers 390 6 .9 25.4 1 33 4 .2  
Wage laborersd 757 1 3 . 3  2 .4 1 9  0 .6 

Clergy 93 1 . 6 88 .2 1 9 1  6.0 
Other' 354 6.2 7. 1 1 36 4 .3  

Total 5675 3 1 . 5  3 1 97 

Source: ADHG, C 1 082, Rolle de la capitation de la ville de Toulouse, 1 695. 
'Includes titled nobles, ecuyers, secret a ires du roi, par/ementaires, judges in other major courts 

(some of whom are admittedly technically bourgeois) and capitou/s. 
•includes medecins, avocats, procureurs, architects, teachers, those labeled bourgeois, and 

those listed only by the respectable titles of Sieur and Dile. 
'Minor officeholders and the lower levels of the professions: notaries and surgeons . 
dlncludes those labeled peddlers, beggars, and poor. 
' Includes servants listed as having their own household and a small number of unknowns. 

eluded a domestic. But these servants were distributed unequally among the 
various social groups that composed the town's population. Nobles accounted 
for only 8.8 percent of the households in Toulouse, yet they employed almost 
half of the town's servants . Conversely, over 40 percent of the town's house
holds belonged to members of the lower classes, yet they employed only 1 1  
percent of Toulouse's domestics. 

The lower classes-artisans, wage laborers, and the like-were the only 
social group whose decision to employ a servant was not influenced by status 
considerations. It was instead determined by two other factors: cost and need. 
Keeping a servant was surprisingly inexpensive in the late seventeenth cen
tury, because servants were often unpaid; the patriarchal concept of the 
household carried with it the implication that work was a duty a servant owed 
to the master rather than a commodity to be exchanged for cash. 32 But domes
tics did have to be fed, and this cost a minimum of 150-200 livres per year-a 
sum too great for most of Toulouse's shoemakers, textile workers, and the 
like. 33 Table 2, which summarizes the distribution of households in Toulouse 
by income level, shows that most lower-class households were so poor that 
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TABLE 2 

Distribution of Households by Capi1arion Level, Toulouse, 1695 (in %) 

Livres 

0-2 3-10 I 1-50 51-100 IOI+ Not Given' 

Nobility 0.01% 15.6% 23.8% 20.5% 19.2% 19.9% 

Professionals, bourgeois 20.8 42.6 30.3 5.0 1.2 
Merchants 7.9 26.4 54.6 5.3 5.7 
Minor professionals, officials 23.7 45.5 29.9 0.9 
Shopkeepers 24.0 39.5 35.7 0.1 

Artisans, textile workers 50.9 32.8 16.2 0.1 
Food, lodging, transportation 

workers 32.9 43.9 23.2 
Wage laborers 87.1 11.6 1.4 

Source: ADHG C !082, Rolle de la capitation de la ville de Toulouse, 1695. 
'Parlementaires and members of other courts were assessed separately from the rest of the 

town. Therefore, their assessment was often not recorded on the town's capilalion rolls. 

they paid only the minimum capitation; their total yearly income was proba
bly only around 500 livres.34 On such an income it was difficult to keep a 
servant. 

Those few servants found in lower-class homes were often family members, 

poor relations taken into the household of a slightly more prosperous relative 

to work in return for food and board. The capitation roll for the district of 
Toulouse known as Dalbade, a poor neighborhood with a high concentration 

of artisans, is unusually explicit about the familial relationships of master and 
servant. It shows that eighteen of the eighty-nine domestics in Dalbade were 
relatives of their employers, and that all but four of the households that con
tained such servants were lower class (the exceptions were a notary, a minor 
official, and two priests). Typical were the tailor whose sister-in-law "had the 

place of a servante" and the innkeeper who employed his niece as a waitress. 35 

Whether family members or strangers, servants were employed in lower
class households when extra labor was needed in the family enterprise beyond 
that which a man, his wife, and children could provide. Table J shows that 
among the lower classes servants were most likely to be found in the house

holds of artisans and textile workers, who might well find another pair of 
hands useful for tending the counter or working the loom, and in the food, 
lodging, and transport sectors, whose enterprises-stables, inns, bakeshops 

and the like-were clearly labor-intensive. Wage laborers, who had no need of 
extra help, were unlikely to employ domestics. 

In the middle ranks of Old Regime society status considerations generally 
outweighed cost and need in the decision to employ a servant. The shopkeep
ers, merchants, lawyers, and rentiers who composed the middle classes in 
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towns like Toulouse employed a domestic if they could possibly afford one. 

Usually this person was just a maid-of-all work, or servante, hired to help the 
lady of the house with her domestic chores. Sixty-eight percent of the middle
class households with domestics in Toulouse had just the one servante. Espe
cially affluent members of the middle classes might take on an extra maid, but 

only rarely did they employ any specialized upper servants like femmes de 
chambre or cooks. They were also extremely reluctant to employ male domes
tics. This was not for reasons of cost, although skilled upper servants and male 
servants in general did command higher salaries than mere servantes (see 

chapter 2), but instead for reasons of status. Large households and male ser
vants were hallmarks of the nobility, and had been since the Middle Ages, 
when great lords boasted of huge and almost totally male establishments (the 
household of a medieval Earl of Northumberland, for example, numbered 

175, of whom only 9 were women). 36 Because of their traditional association 
with the nobility, few members of the bourgeoisie dared to employ male or 
skilled domestics. 

This is illustrated in table 3, which analyzes the households with male ser

vants in Toulouse in 1695. Few petty bourgeois households contained male 

domestics. What menservants there were among Toulouse's middle classes 
were concentrated in the households of professionals like doctors and lawyers, 
and of those who were "bourgeois" in the eighteenth-century meaning of the 

term, rentiers who lived off their incomes without working. Few were found in 
merchants' households. The difference between the mercantile and profes
sional bourgeoisie clearly indicates the role of social status in the employment 

TABLE 3 

Employment of Male Servants by Household in Toulouse, 1695 

Male Servants 

Employer N %of Total % of all Servants in Household 

Nobility 782 63.4 53.5 

Professionals, bourgeois 116 9.4 

} 
20.6 

l 
Merchants 21 1.7 

13.0 
9.7 15.2 

Minor officials 12 1.0 7.7 
Shopkeepers II 0.9 9.6 

Artisans, textile workers 14 1.1 

} 
6.8 

J 
Food, lodging, transportation 

4.1 14.2 
workers 34 2.8 25.6 

Wage laborers 3 0.2 15.8 

Clergy 137 II.I 71.7 
Other 103 8.3 75.5 

Total 1233 

Source: ADHG C !082, Rolle de la capitation de la ville de Toulouse, 1695. 
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of servants. Merchants could well afford male domestics; as table 2 shows, 

they were in general wealthier than members of the professions. But mer

chants lacked prestige in the society of the ancien regime because their wealth 

derived from sordid commerce. Therefore they did not dare to imitate the life 

style of the nobility. But types like lawyers, with their more genteel incomes 

and their hopes of purchasing an office that would bring them nobility, and 

bourgeois, who already "lived nobly" in preparation for the transition to no

ble status, were much less diffident about aping the nobility. As table 4 shows, 

at almost every income level professionals had larger households than mer

chants, and as table 3 shows, they employed many more male domestics. In
deed, so powerful were the taboos surrounding servant-keeping that it is pos

sible to trace the exact boundary separating those who could legitimately 

aspire to multi-servant households and male domestics and those who could 

not. This boundary ran right down the middle of the professions, dividing the 

gentlemanly upper ranks of law and medicine from their less prestigious lower 

reaches. Thus gentlemanly avocats (barristers) employed an average of 1.12 

servants per household, and 24.6 percent of these servants were men. But the 

less respectable procureurs (solicitors) averaged only 0.87 servants per house

hold, and only 9.1 percent were men. Male servants composed I 7. 9 percent of 

the average 0.54 servants per household of gentlemanly medecins (doctors), 

while lowly chirurgiens (surgeons) contented themselves with 0.53 servants per 

household, of whom only 9. 7 percent were men. 37 

These figures suggest two distinct patterns of servant employment in the 

middle ranks of Old Regime society. Among the mercantile middle classes the 

single servante household was the rule; even the wealthiest merchants rarely 

TABLE 4 

Servants per Household by Capitation Level, Toulouse, 1695 

Livres 

0-2 3-10 11-50 51-100 IOI+ Not Given' 

Nobility 1.25 1.05 2.01 2.61 6.27 6.27 

Professionals, bourgeois 0.04 0.43 1.20 1.72 2.57 2.00 
Merchants 0.00 0.30 0.93 1.75 1.31 
Minor professionals 0.00 0.38 1.04 1.00 
Shopkeepers 0.05 0.26 0.87 2.00 

Artisans, textile workers 0.07 0.14 0.38 1.00 
Food, lodging, transportation 

workers O.D3 0.38 0.83 
Wage laborers 0.01 0.12 0.78 

Source: ADHG C 1082, Rolle de la capitation de la ville de Toulouse, 1695. 
'Parlementaires and members of other courts were assessed separately from the rest of the 

town. Therefore, their assessment was often not recorded on the town's capitation rolls. 
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had large establishments or male servants. This was true not only in adminis
trative centers like Toulouse, but also in commercial cities like Bordeaux, 
which had much less diffident and more dynamic mercantile elites . 38 Profes
sionals and true "bourgeois," on the other hand, were more likely to have 
multi-servant households, and to employ menservants. But even they rarely 
aspired to more than one or two maids and a male domestique. Large house
holds and Jong trains of lackeys were clearly reserved for the nobility. 

Nobles, ranging from modest ecuyers and secretaires du roi to the courtiers 
whose family names fill the pages of history books, were the servant employers 
par excellence in Old Regime France. As table I shows, although they formed 
only a small percentage of Toulouse's population in 1695, they employed al
most half of its servants . This forms a striking contrast to patterns of servant
keeping in later periods : in nineteenth-century France the majority of servants 
were found in bourgeois households.39 In the ancien regime the employment 
of at least one domestic was a bare minimum for those with any claim to noble 
status. Servants were so essential to the status pretensions of the nobility that, 
so Pierre-Jean-Baptiste Nougaret, a chronicler of eighteenth-century Parisian 
life, tells us, an elderly miser who begrudged paying a servant's wages bought a 
coat of livery and paraded in it in front of his windows so that his neighbors 
would think he kept a domestic !40 In Toulouse in 1695 over 90 percent of noble 
households contained a servant, and, as table 4 shows, often even the poorest 
of nobles, those who paid the minimum 0-2 Iivres of capitation, somehow 
managed to scrape together enough to feed and house-though rarely pay-a 
domestic. 

Most nobles of course were not content with a single-servant household. As 
table 4 shows, at every income level they employed more servants than any 
other social group. Noble households in Toulouse averaged 2 .92 servants 
each. Many were considerably larger, for the larger the household the more 
prestige reflected on its master. An eighteenth-century German traveler, J. C. 
Nemeitz, noted that French noblewomen regularly boasted of the number of 
servants they kept, just as they did of "the price of their coiffure, the style of 
their clothes, and the behavior of their children."41 The employment of men 
servants also contributed to a master's standing, as did the employment of 
skilled upper servants like femmes de chambre, coachmen, and cooks. An 
early eighteenth-century treatise on manners advised flattering one's friends 
and acquaintances by giving their servantes the more prestigious title of 
femmes de chambre and referring to their domestiques as valets.42 

The association of large and elaborate households with social prestige en
couraged an endless proliferation of domestics in the households of the upper 
ranks of the nobility, a proliferation that nonetheless followed exactly the 
complex gradations of rank in the highly status-conscious society of the an
cien regime. Titled nobles had larger households and more male and skilled 
upper servants than did mere ecuyers; parlementaires employed more domes-
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tics than did judges in the lesser courts. Even within Parlements rank deter
mined servant-keeping. Presidents a mortier employed more servants than did 
mere consei/lers, and premier presidents had the most of all .43 In a town like 
Toulouse, an administrative center dominated by its Parlement, it was the 
premier president of that court's Grande Chambre who had the largest house
hold in the city. He employed sixteen domestics: a chef; a femme de chambre 
and a lady companion for his wife; a valet de chambre for himself; a nursery 
maid and tutor for his children; two coachmen; a groom; a suisse (a guard for 
the door); four lackeys and two servantes.44 

This may have impressed a provincial town like Toulouse, but if M. le 
premier president's household had been transported to Paris or Versailles it 
would have seemed meager and mean compared with the establishments of 
the court nobility-les grands, as they were known in the seventeenth century. 
For them twenty or thirty servants were a bare minimum: the Comtesse de 
Rochefort, living modestly in the country, nonetheless employed thirty-odd 
domestics. 45 A well-known seventeenth-century domestic manual maintained 
that any truly grand seigneur needed a household of at least fifty-three.46 

Many noble establishments of the period numbered considerably more. The 
Due and Duchesse de Gramont employed I 06 servants, the Pontchartrains 
I 13; the Due de Nevers, though laden with debts, had a household of 146; 
Cardinal Richelieu employed 180 domestics. Largest of all was of course the 
household of the king, which numbered over 4,000 in the middle of the seven
teenth century.47 

These gargantuan establishments, swollen by enormous trains of liveried 
lackeys who wore their masters' colors and accompanied them when they ap
peared in public, were obviously much larger than was necessary to keep even 
the biggest hotel or chfiteau running smoothly. But this was not their primary 
purpose. Throughout most of the Old Regime, in the sixteenth, seventeenth, 
and early eighteenth centuries, the nobility was little interested in domesticity 
and in the private joys of family life.48 Their marriages were arranged for 
reasons of financial and familial advantage, and relationships between 
spouses were distant, formal, and unloving. So too were relationships between 
parents and children. Noble ladies spent their lives as court attendants or 
salonnieres, not as wives and mothers; child-raising was left to servants. Chil
dren were brought up in an atmosphere of both neglect and fear of the patriar
chal father-figure. In these circumstances the emotional focus of the nobility 
was rarely the private joys of family life. 

Old Regime nobles were instead "public men" as sociologist Richard Sen
nett has characterized them. 49 They were as emotionally involved in their pub
lic encounters with strangers as they were in their private relationships with 
family and friends. And in such encounters they used dress, speech, bearing, 
and gestures to elicit a proper recognition and response. No social group was 
more adept at these public relationships than the nobility. All aspects of their 
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style of life-their extravagant dress, their lavish hospitality, their enormous 
houses with their entrances, staircases, and rooms arranged to overawe 
visitors-functioned as public proclamations of their place at the apex of the 
social hierarchy. And no element of the noble life style was more vital for this 
than their long trains of servants. Servants not only provided opportunities, 
with their rich liveries and their sheer profusion, for further displays of wealth; 
they also created what E. P. Thompson has called a "theater of rule," demon
strating constantly to the world the obedience and deference they-and, by 
implication, everyone else-owed to their masters. 50 Thus one major function 
of domestic servants was to provide a public demonstration of the nobility's 
right to rule. 

The essentially public nature of domestic service persisted during most of 
the Old Regime. In the sixteenth, seventeenth, and early eighteenth centuries 
family ties were cold and distant and the pleasures of domesticity were not 
highly valued. Servants were therefore hired less for the private tasks of pro
viding domestic comfort than they were for public display. This was especially 
true of the nobility, who employed the majority of servants and set the tone for 
the occupation as a whole. But it was also true to a lesser extent of the bour
geoisie, who carefully adjusted their households to what was appropriate for 
their precise social rank. This use of servants for public display made domestic 
service in the seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries very different from 
what it would be in later periods. The public nature of domestic service, like its 
patriarchalism, marked it as both a product and a prop of the traditional 
hierarchal society of the Old Regime. 

Changes in Domestic Service in the 
Last Half of the Eighteenth Century 

Domestic service was so closely tied to the traditional society of the Old 
Regime that when, in the 1760s, I 770s, and 1780s, society began to change 
domestic service inevitably changed too. Historians are beginning to realize 
that the years from around 1760 to 1789 form a major turning point in French 
history, a break in continuity perhaps even more important than the period of 
the French Revolution, for it was the economic, social, and political changes 
of the last decades of the Old Regime that prepared the way for revolution in 
1789. 5 1 Economic growth; demographic growth; changes in the definition of 
the family and the emotional climate of family life; new attitudes toward life 
and death, religion and the natural world; changes in the composition of so
ciety and in basic social attitudes; new notions about the purposes of govern
ment and about its relationship with its citizens: all these transformed French 
society in the years immediately preceding the Revolution. And at least some 
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of these factors-the spread of a market economy and its values, changing 
definitions of the family and of sex roles, changing notions about social organ
ization and the prerequisites of status-had a great impact on that mirror of 
traditional society, domestic service. 

Their impact becomes obvious from a comparison of patterns of servant 
employment in 1789 to those of the late eighteenth century. The employment 
of servants in eighteenth-century Toulouse, as revealed in the capitation rolls 
for 1750 and 1789, is summarized in table 5. 52 These figures compared to those 

in table I indicate that during the eighteenth century employing a servant 
became less common: in 1695 almost a third of all households in Toulouse 
contained a domestic, but by 1789 the proportion was only 23.3 percent. And 
an increasing proportion of households that employed servants were bour
geois. The middle classes employed 32.9 percent of Toulouse's servants in 
1695, 34.9 percent in 1750, and 47. 7 percent in 1789.53 In 1695 the nobility had 
employed almost half of Toulouse's servants, and the middle classes almost 
one-third, but by 1789 these proportions were reversed. Thus by the eve of the 
Revolution there was a clear trend toward what we might call the "bourgeois

ification" of domestic service. 
In part this trend resulted from a decline in the lower classes' role as 

servant-holders. Hard hit by population growth and a rising cost-of-living, by 

1789 the lower classes could no longer afford to keep a domestic. Although 
Toulouse had more lower-class households in 1789 than in 1695, they em
ployed a much smaller share of the town's servants (7. 7 percent vs. 11.3 per
cent). The average number of servants per lower-class household declined in 
the course of the eighteenth century (from 0.12 in 1695 to 0.06 in 1789), and so 
did the percentage of lower-class households that employed domestics. 

Although many of the bourgeoisie's gains came at the expense of the lower 
classes, the nobility's share of domestics also declined in the late eighteenth 

Nobility 
Middle class 
Lower class 
Clergy 
Other 

Total 

TABLE 5 

Employment of Servants in Toulouse, 1750 and 1789 

1750 1789 

% of Total %of Total %of Households % of Total %ofTotal %of Households 
Households Servants with Servants Households Servants with Servants 

9.2 43.0 89.4 
27.9 34.9 51.5 

47.5 10.4 11.7 
1.3 4.8 87.7 

14.1 6.9 14.8 
-

30.5 

4.6 
29.1 
52.8 

1.3 

12.1 

35.5 

47.7 
7.7 
7.4 
7.7 

91.5 
45.6 
5.5 

95.1 
53.6 

23.3 

Sources: Archives Municipales, Toulouse, Capitation rolls CC 1004, 1008, 1014, 1041, 1046, 1056, 
1062, 1069, 1086, 1116, 1120. 
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century. While most nobles continued to employ servants if at all possible (the 
percentage of noble households with domestics actually rose slightly from 
1695 to 1789), these establishments were often smaller than they had been in 
the seventeenth century. This was less likely to be true of the households of 
provincial nobles in towns like Toulouse, which were small (at least by noble 
standards) to begin with, than of the households of /es grands in Paris and 
Versailles. By 1789 the enormous noble household numbering over I 00 was 
clearly a thing of the past. In her memoirs the Marquise de Villeneuve-Arifat 
described the household of her father, a robe noble who was first president of 
the Cour des Comptes in Paris and moved in the most fashionable circles of 
the Parisian haut monde in the 1780s. Along with a staff of five in the kitchen 
he employed: 

at the door, a tall and true Suisse, complete with cross-belt and hal-
berd . . . two coachmen and a postilion; my father had a valet de chambre 
and three lackeys; my mother, two lackeys and a valet de chambre; my oldest 
brother, one domestique; the three others and their tutor, one domestique; a 
femme de charge, who had another woman to help her; my mother, two 
femmes de chambre; and us one femme de chambre. 54 

These twenty-three servants were typical of the world in which the Marquise's 
father moved. Even the court nobility of late eighteenth-century Paris had 
households that numbered only in the twenties. The Marechal de Mirepoix 
employed twenty-one domestics; the Prince de Lambesc twenty-nine; the 
Comte Dufort de Cheverny began married life with a mere fifteen.55  These 
establishments were sizable, but still far from the fifty-three servants deemed a 
bare minimum for a grand seigneur in the seventeenth century. Thus a con
traction in size of the households of the high nobility also contributed to the 
"bourgeoisification" of servant employment in the late eighteenth century. 

Accompanying this "bourgeoisification" was another shift in patterns of 
servant employment, which might be labeled a "feminization" of the occupa
tion. In the last decades of the Old Regime the proportion of servants who 
were women started to grow, beginning a process that led eventually, by the 
middle of the nineteenth century, to a predominantly female work force in 
domestic service and a labeling of the occupation as "women's work." In the 
l 770s and 1780s this process had barely begun, yet it is detectable in the chang
ing sex ratios of the servants of Toulouse. In I 695, 38.6 percent of the town's 
domestics were men. In 1750 the figure was down to 34.3 percent, and in 1789 
it was 35.3 percent. In part this trend toward feminization was a simple out
growth of the increasingly middle-class nature of servant employment: the 
middle classes had always favored female domestics, and they continued to do 
so in the late eighteenth century. But other factors were also at work. The 
shrinking of noble households obviously cut into the ranks of male domestics, 
as did a growing tendency among nobles to hire women to do work formerly 
done by men servants-cooking, for example. Toulouse's capitation roll of 
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1695 list 70 cooks, all but 2 of whom were men. But in 1789, 225 cooks were 
listed, and of these 173 were women. 

A final characteristic of the new patterns of servant-holding, and one that 
tended to slow the trend toward feminization and keep numbers of male ser
vants high, was an increased disregard of the traditional rules which tied house
hold size and type to social status. In Toulouse, socially conservative and 
economically stagnant, this trend was not very evident. Although nobles were 
beginning to substitute women for men in some areas, their households were 
still largely male; 57. 9 percent of the nobility's servants in 1789 were men. And 
the mercantile bourgeoisie remained more reluctant than professionals and 
officeholders to employ male servants. In 1787, 20.6 percent of the domestics 
of professionals/ officeholders were men (the same proportion as in I 695), 
while only 8. 1 percent of the domestics of merchants were male. But in towns 
like the booming port of Bordeaux, with a more economically aggressive and 
self-confident bourgeoisie, a shift in pattern is evident. In the years 17 17-29, 
72 percent of the male servants who made marriage contracts in Bordeaux 
were employed by the nobility, while the bourgeoisie employed only 16 per
cent. But in 1787-89 the nobility's share was down to 49 percent, while that of 
the middle classes rose to 39 percent.56 Another sign of the eagerness of the 
Bordelais merchant community to employ male servants was the popularity of 
the peculiar figure of the jakez or jockei-not a horseback rider, as an amused 
English visitor noted, but instead a boy who performed all the functions of a 
male domestic. 

Everybody last year . . .  had to wait upon them, what they called a Jackay, 
a little boy with straight, lank, unpowdered hair, wearing a round hat-and 
this groom-like thing waited upon them at dinner. . . . It was in vain for me 
to assert that "jockey" meant riding-groom in a running-horse stable, and 
that no grooms ever waited upon us. . . .  They answered it must then be a 
new fashion, for it was tout-a-fait a /'anglaise et comme on se fair a 
Londres.57  

Bordeaux's newspaper, the Journal de Guienne, carried in the I 770s and 1780s 
innumerable advertisements forjockeis, most placed by merchants and other 
members of the middle classes. Clearly the jockei was a cheap shortcut to the 
employment of a prestigious male domestic. 

Thus by 1789 the patterns of servant employment in France were beginning 
to change. The rigid rules about household size and type were weakening, 
women servants were beginning to replace men, and the middle classes were 
overtaking the nobility as the chief employers of servants. These changes were 
only the most visible manifestations of the deep-seated transformations 
brought about in domestic service by the new economic and social forces of 
the late eighteenth century. 

In the years from 1750 to 1789, domestic service Jost the two characteristics 
that had shaped it in earlier periods: it ceased to be public and it ceased to be 
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patriarchal. The major blow to the public character of domestic service came 
with the emergence among the nobility and the office-holding bourgeoisie of a 
new style of family life, as the traditional patriarchal family was replaced by a 
more modern, more affectionate, more egalitarian, and more child-centered 
one.58 Spouses began to marry for love, or at least to treat each other with 
affection and respect after they were married. And they began to work to
gether to raise their children in an atmosphere of security and indulgence. For 
the nobility the joys of this newly close and affectionate family life came to be 
more important than their public relationships. This transformed the very 
purpose of their servant-keeping. For with the new style of family life came 
new notions of domesticity and a new emphasis on domestic comfort. The 
nobility began to have servants primarily for housework rather than "public" 
functions. Consequently smaller and more feminine households characterized 
noble servant-keeping in the last decades of the Old Regime. 

This shift from a public to a "private" domestic service was reinforced by 
new notions about the nature and perquisites of social status. The social 
thought of the Enlightenment challenged the traditional, rigidly hierarchichal 
society and sought to replace it with a more egalitarian one. In this new society 
prestige derived less from inherited rank than from social usefulness and indi
vidual worth, qualities which were more difficult to exemplify by outward 
signs of social status. Therefore these signs-the size and type of one's house
hold, for example-began to lose their importance. This probably lay behind 
the growing disregard of the traditional rules about household size and the 
employment of male servants visible in the last years of the Old Regime. 

Thus by the eve of the French Revolution domestic service had Jost much of 
its traditional public character. It also Jost much of its patriarchalism. Here 
again the major culprit was the emergence of the modern affectionate family. 
This new type of family life brought with it a new definition of the family. No 
longer was "family" synonomous with "household"; instead it was defined as 
only the nuclear unit of parents and children.59 Thus in the last decades of the 
Old Regime the servant was expelled from the family circle. He ceased to be 
the "adopted child" of a patriarchal family and became instead a stranger, 
someone hired to do housework or personal service in return for a wage. 

Behind this redefinition of the servant as stranger and wage laborer lay not 
only the new notions about the family but also the spread of the market econ
omy and its values. During spectacular economic growth of the last half of the 
eighteenth century these values engulfed even the last occupation in which the 
ties between employer and employee were still personal rather than monetary: 
domestic service. By 1789 domestic service had at long last ceased to be an etat 
and became instead a metier. A servant's work was no longer a duty he owed 
to his master; instead it was a commodity of his own which he could exchange 
for cash. Servants ceased to be members of patriarchal households and took 
their place in the ranks of the working classes. 

This redefinition of the servant as wage earner also had an impact on the 
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size and makeup of households. In the late eighteenth century servants be
came wage earners in fact as well as in theory. It was no longer possible to hire 
servants simply for their food and board; instead they had to be paid money 
wages.60 This monetization of servants' work naturally raised the cost of 
servant-keeping, and this in turn affected patterns of servant employment. 
Rising costs eliminated servants from lower-class households and encouraged 
the trend toward smaller establishments and more women servants among the 
nobility. 

The most important effect of the new definition of the servant as wage 
earner, however, was that it changed the way people thought about domestic 
service. The last years of the Old Regime were, like the sixteenth century, a 
period when the occupation was redefined and the ranks of servanthood were 
narrowed. This was when our modern definition of the servant as someone 
hired to perform menial domestic labor finally emerged. Therefore all those 
whose status as servants depended solely on their membership in a household 
were no longer considered servants. The poor relations and "hired hands" who 
were taken into lower-class households when extra labor was needed did not 
entirely disappear; indeed, Balzac's murderess Therese Raquin is a nineteenth
century example of the classic poor relation taken in by better-off relatives to 
do domestic chores. But after 1750 these types were no longer labeled servants. 

The new definition of domestic service as wage labor also eliminated from 
the ranks of servitude gentlemanly upper servants-secretaries, tutors, musi
cians, and the like. In this case the departure was voluntary. Such people 
found the new definition of servanthood insulting. Not only did it imply that 
servants were wage laborers and therefore drawn from the lowest ranks of 
society, but also that the tasks they performed were menial and therefore de
grading. Indeed, the very condition of being a servant was considered degrad
ing in the late eighteenth century. Classically-minded commentators of the 
period tended to trace the origins of domestic service not to the great house
holds of the Middle Ages where gentlemen performed acts of service with no 
loss of status but instead to the household slavery of ancient Greece and 
Rome.6 1 This suggested that servanthood was essentially servile in nature and 
therefore an occupation unworthy of a free man. Being a servant inevitably 
involved surrendering one's freedom of choice, and this was increasingly seen 
as unacceptable in a society in which the philosophes were beginning to define 
freedom as freedom of the will, as being one's own master. 62 By the 1770s the 
conviction that domestic service was an occupation unworthy of a free man 
was so widespread that it was found even in government edicts. The preamble 
to a Parisian police ordinance of 1778 said of servants: "Born free, like all 
other citizens, but however obliged by the occupation they embraced to sacri
fice their repose to the need, the taste, sometimes even to the caprice of those 
to whom they devote themselves . . .  they live in a state of veritable 
slavery. "63 
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In these circumstances it is not surprising that gentlemanly secretaries, tu
tors, and the like refused to accept the label of servant and used linguistic 
niceties to distinguish themselves from the rank and file of servanthood. It was 
customary in the last decades of the Old Regime to draw a distinction between 
domestique, a term that harked back to the traditional definition of servants 
as household members, and serviteur, which carried connotations of the new 
servility. The Dictionnaire des Trevoux explained the difference in 1762: 
"Domestique: includes all those who act under a man, who compose a house
hold, who live in his house . . .  like intendants, secretaries, clerks, men of 
affairs . . . .  Serviteur signifies only those who serve for wages, like valets, 
lackeys, porters, etc. "64 Gentlemanly servants admitted to being domestiques 
but not serviteurs. One gentlemanly attendant who firmly insisted on this dis
tinction was Jean-Jacques Rousseau, who had been secretary to the French 
ambassador to Venice but who greatly resented the imputation that he had 
ever been a servant : "It is true [he wrote] that I have been a domestique of M. 
de Montagu . . .  and that I ate his bread, as his gentlemen were his domes
tiques and ate his bread . . . .  But while they and I were his domestiques, it 
does not at all follow that we were his valets."65 

Other gentlemenly servants found this distinction too flimsy, and solved 
their status problem by taking themselves out of the ranks of servitude alto
gether. In the late eighteenth century clerks, tutors, and estate agents success
fully laid claim to professional rather than servile status, and musicians aban
doned the status of servant for that of artist-and indeed genius.66 Even male 
cooks tried to do the same. In 1654 the famous chef La Varenne described 
himself in the preface to his cookbook as the humble servant of his master, but 
by 1755 the equally famous Menon argued in the preface of his cookbook that 
cooking was a profession, and in 1822 the great Careme stated emphatically 
that cooks no longer belonged in "the class of domestics. "67 Chefs never did 
succeed in convincing society that they were not servants: their work was too 
clearly housework-"servants' work" by the new definition. But their attempt 
to escape the stigma of servitude shows how differently domestic service was 
viewed in the late eighteenth century from the way it had been in the past. 

The great nineteenth-century historian Jules Michelet argued that domes
tic service was a vital topic in the history of eighteenth-century France. This 
has more than a touch of the hyperbole characteristic of the man, but it does 
contain a grain of truth. Domestic service is an important topic in the history 
of eighteenth-century France, and not just because servants and servant
holding were so widespread. The occupation fulfilled many important social 
functions and was a mirror of the society's basic values. Therefore when 
French society was transformed by the many new forces of the late eighteenth 
century, domestic service inevitably changed too. For domestic service was 
not only vital to the history of the eighteenth century; the history of the eight-
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eenth century was also vital to domestic service. It was a key period of transi
tion for the occupation. In the last half of the century domestic service 
changed from public to private, noble to bourgeois, masculine to feminine, 
patriarchal to egalitarian: in short, it lost the characteristics that had marked it 
since the late Middle Ages and began to take on instead the form it would have 
in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. These transformations affected not 
only the types of servants people hired and the way they thought about the 
occupation but also every aspect of life within the household. Servants' work, 
their living conditions, their pay, their private lives, and their possibilities for 
social mobility all were affected, and they began to feel differently about 
themselves and their masters. Masters too found their lives changing in the 
late eighteenth century. They developed a new image of the servant, one that 
prompted tl :em to reorganize their households and to change the ways they 
treated their domestics in all situations from the most casual daily contacts to 
the most intimate sexual relationships. This book is the story of these changes. 
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The Servants ' World: 
Household and Housework 

It is necessary to overcome the repugnance and to dissipate the 
boredom which the reading of these writings [about the house
hold and its organization] inspires. One must descend to details 
so ignoble that my pen would have fallen from my hand, had I 

not felt that the result would justify the undertaking. 
-Abbe Gregoire, De la Domesticite 
chez /es peuples anciens et modernes 

What was it like to be a domestic ser
vant in seventeenth and eighteenth-century France? What attracted so many 
people to the occupation? We ourselves would, I think, find servanthood so 
distasteful that we find it hard to believe that anyone given another choice, 
would willingly have become a domestic. But the menu peuple of Old Regime 
France saw the occupation in a very different light. To them it was, in terms of 
its work, living conditions, and financial rewards one of the more desirable 
employment opportunities. 

Servants' Work 

During the Old Regime, servants' work had three basic characteristics. It 
was, first of all, in comparison with other occupations, extremely unspecial
ized. Tanners cured leather and cobblers made shoes, but servants were ex
pected to be what one sixteenth-century poet called them: "varlets a tout faire" 
and "chambrieres a tout faire," ' jacks and jills of all trades, ready to turn their 
hands to a wide variety of tasks if the need arose. 

Secondly, the rhythm of servants' work was extremely erratic. Usually 
short bursts of frantic activity punctuated long stretches of comparative idle
ness. Of course, uneven work rhythms were characteristic of all labor in the 
preindustrial period, before the Industrial Revolution made workers adapt to 

23 
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the discipline of machines. In the eighteenth century, even in so specialized 
and mechanized a trade as printing, the workday was an erratic mixture of 
"work" and "play."2 But the rhythms of servants' work were even more discon
tinuous than those of other preindustrial occupations, and servants, especially 
lackeys, enjoyed long periods of idleness envied by the rest of the menu peuple. 

The third characteristic of servants' work was that little of it was what we 
would call housework. As we have seen, among the reasons for employing 
servants in the Old Regime the creation of a comfortable domestic environ
ment was, at least until the last decades before the Revolution, low on the list. 
Therefore much of the servants' time was taken up with tasks very different 
from the cooking and cleaning which the nineteenth-century has taught us to 
think of as servants' work. 

The unspecialized nature of servants' work is especially obvious in the 
small households of the bourgeoisie and artisanate. Their single servant-or 
more often servante-had to do literally everything necessary to keep the 
household functioning. The immense variety of tasks that made up her work
ing day is described in a seventeenth-century household manual, Audiger's La 
Maison reglee, published in 1695. According to Audiger, every morning the 
servante must rise at dawn, make a fire in the kitchen and set her pot-au-feu to 
simmering. She then should do the marketing, keeping careful accounts of 
money spent and not wasting time in idle gossip. When she returns home she 
must make the beds and clean the bedchambers. If the household includes 
children, she must wake them, feed them, dress them, and see that they get off 
to school. The rest of her day is spent in cleaning, and in preparing and serving 
the dejeuner (the main meal of the day, served at noon) and the souper (the 
evening meal). But she must always be prepared to drop whatever she is doing 
and run errands for her master and mistress.3 We might add, although Au
diger does not, that in the households of artisans and shopkeepers servantes 
were expected to perform industrial labor as well as household chores. The 
maid of a boulanger might serve customers behind the counter; a couturiere's 
servant would sew when she was not doing housework; and a tisserand's 
would spend most of her time weaving alongside the master's wife and 
daughters. 

Male domestics in one- or two-servant households also performed a variety 
of tasks, although simply because they were male servants their duties were 
more likely to involve public display to enhance the dignity of their employers. 
Domestiques too marketed, cooked, and cleaned; they shaved their masters 
and cared for their clothes; they helped out in the stables or shop. But when 
they stepped across the threshhold they were often required to don livery and 
behave as though they were a great lord's lackeys, for this would reflect pres
tige upon their employers. 

In the large households of the nobility a much greater specialization of 
labor among servants was possible. These establishments displayed, although 
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only in a rudimentary form, the elaborate servant hierarchy and strict division 
of labor that would characterize great households in the nineteenth century. 
At the summit of this incipient servant hierarchy were the respectable gentle
men servants: the chaplain, the intendant or homme de confiance, the secre
tary, the tutor. Their prestige derived both from the dignity of their tasks and 
from their direct descent from the gentlemen servants of the Middle Ages. 
They did not have to wear livery, and often did not even have to reside in the 
households of their masters. Thirteen percent of such servants listed on the 
capitation roll in Toulouse in 1695 were heads of their own households. When 
they did "live in," they were set off from the lesser servants by special marks of 
status: a newspaper advertisement for a tutor specified that he "would be 
lodged, shod, lit, fed, and supplied with linen like the master of the house."4 

The prestige of these positions allowed bourgeois to occupy them with no Joss 
of status. Even in the late eighteenth century, when the bourgeoisie increas
ingly shunned the occupation of servant,5 they continued to fill such posts. 
For example, in 1788, Sr. Jerome Real, son of a Toulousan negociant, was 
secretary to a seigneur. This sort of servant made respectable marriages-Sr. 
Real wed the daughter of a sieur who had a dowry of 4,000 livres-and lived in 
respectable bourgeois style. Forty-two percent of the secretaries and hommes 
de confiance listed on Toulouse's capitation rolls in 1695, 1750, and 1789 em
ployed servants of their own. 

The tasks of such servants were fairly straightforward: tutors taught, chap
lains cared for the spiritual welfare of the household. But in addition to these 
functions gentlemenly domestics also often had a rather amorphous set of 
duties perhaps best labeled as financial management, That is, they did for their 
employers what hordes of accountants, stockbrokers, investment counselors, 
and tax lawyers do for the wealthy today: they managed their money with an 
eye to the greatest profit for their employers-and for themselves. Many great 
lords apparently simply handed over all their money to their secretaries or 
(aptly named) hommes de confiance, who were expected to dole it out when 
needed. The apocryphal but nonetheless true-to-life memoirs of the "Comte 
de Bonneval" (supposedly a French general who changed allegiances, fought 
in the Austrian army, and ended his career as an adviser to the sultan of Tur
key) include a character named Dominique, described by the "Comte" as "my 
homme de confiance, who governs my purse and warns me when it is empty."6 

A real life equivalent of Dominique was Goujon, maitre d'h6tel to Monseig
neur de Belsunce, archbishop of Marseilles during the plague of the I 720s. 
Goujon recorded in his /ivre de raison in December 1722: "I have given to the 
Monseigneur 120 /ouis d'or, which makes 5,400 Iivres, for his trip to Paris."7 

Obviously Goujon controlled the purse strings in that household. 
Even when servants were not given complete charge of their masters' finan

ces, they often had extensive responsibility for purchasing items needed in the 
household. Indeed such purchasing (usually done with their own money, for 
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which they were later reimbursed by their employers) was one of the major 
duties of all types of servants, not just secretaries. The maitre d'hotel bought 
the household's food, as the following description of his duites in Audiger's La 
Maison reglee shows: 

The duty of the maitre d'h6tel consists of the general spending done daily in a 
great household . . . . It is he who bargains with a good baker, for bread for 
the master's table . . . . He must know meat and bargain with the but-
cher. . . . He must . . . sometimes go to the country to learn the current 
prices of everything in season. . . . He must bargain with an epicier for 
sugar and with a candlemaker for candles. 8 

Even in modest bourgeois households the servante did the marketing for her 
mistress. Other types of servants also made purchases for their employers. The 
household accounts of a late eighteenth-century Marechal de Mirepoix con
tain a demand for reimbursement of expenses submitted by the femme de 
chambre, Mlle. Bellisent, listing three livres, eighteen sous, in tips to various 
messengers and delivery boys, one livre, four sous, for paper and ink, and 
twelve sous for toys for Mme. La Marechale's cat.9 Similarly, the household 
accounts of the Due and Duchesse de Fitz-James include requests for reim
bursement from the groom (for eleven livres of unspecified stable supplies), 
the valet de chambre des en/ants (he apparently bought all the children's 
clothes, and his accounts include 181 livres I O  sous spent on twenty-nine pairs 
of shoes for young Mlle. de Fitz-James in the period from November 1782 to 
July 1784), and the tutor (he sought reimbursement for pens, an inkwell, a 
volume of Caesar's Commentaries, and four tickets in the public coach to 
Versailles, in which he took the duke's sons to watch the opening of the 
Estates-General in 1789) _ 10 

The privilege of purchasing was important to servants, for it constituted a 
lucrative supplement to their salaries, as did their other accepted perquisites
the gifts of food at Easter and New Year's, the "baker's dozen" (the maitre 
d'h6tel received one free loaf of bread from the baker for every twelve he 
ordered) , and the cook's right to sell all the grease rendered in cooking.11 

Obviously a servant's opportunities to feather his own nest, or ferrer la mule, 
as it was called in the ancien regime, were extensive. The technique is de
scribed in a bit of seventeenth-century poetry, la Ma/tote des cuisinieres. ou la 
maniere de bien ferrer la mule. 1 2  This is a supposed dialogue between an el
derly cook and her neophyte colleague, whom she instructs in the fine art of 
defrauding her masters. Always buy the fattest meat, so that there will be lots 
of grease to sell, she suggests. Always pad your marketing accounts; collect 
kickbacks from merchants; and don't forget to "lose" your marketing money 
every few months. If you play your cards right, my girl, she says, you can end 
up like me, with fine furniture in your room and 1,000 ecus worth of rent es on 
the Cinq Grosses Fermes. This fictional picture of servant profiteering was 
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only slightly exaggerated. In the early nineteenth century the Abbe Gregoire 
estimated that at least 4 percent of all money spent on food ended up in the 
pockets of the domestics, and one eighteenth-century chef, M.  L' Amireau, 
wrote to his fiancee that they could marry earlier than they had originally 
planned because his "petits profits de cuisine [were] coming along so well." 1 3  

We may wonder why employers tolerated such costly practices. Didn't they 
realize they were being cheated? Of course they did. The young Comte Dufort 
de Cheverny once bribed his tutor to turn a blind eye to his misbehavior with 
an offer to let him handle his financial affairs: "You will keep my books, you 
will pay my bills, and that will set you up for life."14 Employers regarded this as 
the price they had to pay to preserve their dignity. It would not do for aristo
crats, who should disdain mere money-grubbing, to haggle with common 
tradesmen. Thus the system had advantages for both master and servant: mas
ters kept their dignity, and servants derived not only profits but prestige from 
the patronage they could dispense through the trust of their masters. 

The enjoyment of their master's confidence and trust also gave prestige to 
the next highest group in the servant hierarchy of large noble households: the 
femmes and valets de chambre, the personal attendants of the master and 
mistress. They had few other claims to respect. Their tasks, desi::ribed in one 
revolutionary pamphlet as "dressing, waking up, putting to bed, leading 
around, and indulging" a grown person as though he or she "were a child of 
three," were generally regarded as "lowly, wearisome, and humiliating." 1 5  

They required little specialized skill or knowledge. Body servants' most diffi
cult duties were caring for their employers' clothes, which involved knowing 
how to "iron, work in linen, whiten silk stockings, dye ribbons, and clean 
satins and taffetas" (as one femme de chambre advertised her accomplish
ments in Bordeaux's newspaper, the Journal de Guienne), 16 and dressing their 
hair. Even the daily powdering and curling of a gentleman's wig was difficult 
and time-consuming, while the creation of a woman's coiffure, which in the 
1770s might tower several feet above her head and be crowned with pictures of 
public figures and events, and favorite horses, dogs, and loved ones, was a task 
of awesome complexity . 1 7  Admittedly most court ladies were coiffed by hair
dressers who came to the house every day; teen-aged Laurette de Malbois
siere, the daughter of a tax-farmer, faithfully recorded the daily arrival of her 
coiffeur Gan;on in her letters. 1 8 Butfemmes de chambre had to know how to 
touch up their creations, dismantle them, and deal with them in emergencies. 
One enterprising hairdresser in Bordeaux advertised lessons for ladies' maids 
in this difficult art. 1 9  

Such skills brought little respect in the eyes of the world. What gave the 
femmes and valets de chambre their power and prestige, both within the 
household and without, was the fact that they lived on terms of intimacy and 
confidence with their masters and mistresses . Let us take the life of that young 
lady of fashion Laurette de Malboissiere. Her femme de chambre, one Mlle. 
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Jaillie, was with her constantly, reading to her, walking with her, gossiping 
with her, caring for her toilette and her pet goldfinch. Mlle. Jaillie appeared in 
almost every one of Laurette's letters; she was certainly mentioned more fre
quently than the girl's parents or friends.2° Femmes and valets de chambre 
knew virtually everything there was to know about their employers. They 
often handled their finances and correspondence, especially in households 
where no secretary or homme de confiance was employed. Voltaire, Mme. de 
Genlis, and Napoleon's mother, Madame Mere, were among those who used 
their body servants as secretaries.21 They helped their employers to receive 
guests, joining in th6 conversation and games, and they were privy to their love 
affairs.22 Obviously no fellow servant-and indeed no friend, lover, or favor
seeker-could afford to offend these powerful domestics, who could with a 
word turn Madame or Monsieur against them. Femmes and valets de cham
bre of the rich and powerful were assiduously cultivated with presents and 
flattery by their employers' potential lovers and petitioners. The English tour
ist Fanny Cradock recorded a visit of an admirer, a German baron, thusly: 
"Baron Callen berg came in the morning; he offered me a very pretty little box 
of perfumed bonbons and to my femme de chambre a ribbon. "23 And Mme. de 
Pompadour's femme de chambre, Mme. du Hausset, became rich from the 
gifts of those eager for the favor of her influential employer.24 The intimacy 
with their employers which gave such servants their prestige and power is well 
suggested in paintings like Boucher's La Toilette (see figure I ). Note here the 
elegant appearance of this lady's maid: only her unpowdered hair differen
tiates her from her mistress. Femmes and valets de chambre often imitated the 
dress and manners of their employers. Their fine clothes, savoir-faire, and 
knowledge of the haut monde further contributed to their prestige within the 
household. 

The prestige of the kitchen staff, or gens de bouche, had a very different 
foundation. It rested on their acknowledged skill and talent, factors on which 
they based their unsuccessful attempt to escape from the stigma of servitude in 
the late eighteenth century. And indeed extraordinary skill and talent were 
required to produce the quantities and types of food consumed in the noble 
hotels of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. During the Old Regime as 
in the Middle Ages food was still a major status symbol, something to be 
displayed as much as consumed by those who could afford it. Staggering 
amounts of food emerged from the kitchens of noble hotels every day. In 
eighteenth-century France there were two main meals, the diner, served in 
fashionable circles at two or three in the afternoon, and the souper, which 
began anywhere from nine to eleven and continued well into the night.25 The 
souper was in theory the more formal meal: women were formally dressed and 
coiffed for it, while for the diner they were formally coiffed but wore "morning 
dress."26 Similar food was served at each meal. In 1746 the cookbook writer 
Menon suggested for a dinner for twelve a first course consisting of two soups, 
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FIGURE I .  Frarn;ois Boucher, La Toilette. Reproduced b y  permission o f  the 
Thyssen-Bornemisza Collection, Lugano, Switzerland. 

A lady of fashion and her equally elegantfemme-de-chambre. 

a roast beef, and two hors d'oeuvres; a second course of more beef, veal with 
truffles, lamb chops, duck and chicken; a third service of two more roasts, 
three pates and two salads; and a dessert course of apples, pears, walnuts, 
crepes, and jellies.27 This was for a simple bourgeois household. In noble es
tablishments eight course meals were usual, with each course involving several 
more dishes, or plats, than those listed by Menon.28 Special feasts and enter
tainments were even more lavish. When Archbishop Lomenie de Brienne en
tertained the Parlement of Toulouse at dinner, it took his large kitchen staff 
six days to wash all the dirty china and cutlery.29 

All this food was served, or rather presented, in a manner that enhanced its 
visual impact of opulent extravagance. Until the 1860s, when the passing of 
dishes from diner to diner (called service a la russe) became the norm, food 
was served a lafran9aise. All the dishes of each course were put on the table, 
with the largest and most impressive roast in the center, the others arranged 
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symmetrically around it according to size, and the many small hors d'oeuvres 
comprising the outer ring. The diners sat around the edges of the table, and 
began by helping themselves to the nearest food, gradually working their way 
toward the prize in the center. 30 Even the food itself was chosen to make a 
visual impression. Although French cuisine had by the eighteenth century 
taken its classic form, with relatively simple dishes that preserved the natural 
look and flavor of their ingredients, the medieval penchant for exotic and 
expensive ingredients and food that looked better than it tasted still lingered. 3 1 

Desserts, for example, were usually ices and jellies. They were prized for their 
costliness and their carefully molded shapes and jewel-like colors (blue and 
violet, created with costly indigo dyes) rather than for their taste, which was 
usually nonexistent. 32 

Producing this sumptuous visual parade of food was the responsibility of 
the gens de bouche who labored in the kitchens of the nobility. The plural is 
used deliberately, for most noble hotels had at least two kitchens, the kitchen 
proper, where the maftre d'hote/ and the cuisinier, assisted by numerous aides 
and garrons de cuisine, reigned supreme, and the office, domain of the officier 
who had charge of the household's bread, wine, silver, and linen and created 
its preserves, candies, liqueurs, and desserts. The office was necessary because 
the preparation of desserts and preserves involved sugar, which absorbs mois
ture readily from the air and is then useless in many recipes. Such preparations 
therefore had to be done away from the moist and steamy air of the main 
kitchen. 33  The main feature of the office was an etuve, a storage space for 
sugar, candy, and the like, heated with a charcoal brazier to insure a constant 
flow of warm dry air. Because of its pleasant atmosphere, the office was the 
place where the households' servants ate their meals and spent their free 
time . 34 

The bulk of the cooking was done by the cuisinier in the main kitchen, 
which usually had at least two fireplaces, lined with tiles and cast iron heat 
reflectors to send the heat back toward the fireplace mouth. At their mouths 
were hooks to hold pots and a flat iron bar to hold skillets and sauce pans. 
There were also several spits for roasting, usually turned by hand by the gar
rons de cuisine, although in the most up-to-date eighteenth-century kitchens 
mechanical spits powered by dogs were used. Most of the cooking was done in 
the hearth, although there was also often a free-standing charcoal stove where 
the most delicate sauces were prepared. 35  

The techniques of classic French cuisine, difficult to master today, were 
even more difficult to carry out in the eighteenth century, when all cooking 
was done over the unregulated heat of a stove or open hearth. It is not surpris
ing then that cooks made high claims for their skill and had a reputation for 
being nervous and temperamental. Cooks were notorious drunkards, not just 
because their work made them hot and thirsty and they had easy access to the 
household liquor supply but also because drink offered relief from the psycho-
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logical pressures of their profession. 36 Great cooks could claim to be artists, 
with all the burdens of the artistic temperament. The famous seventeenth
century chef Vatel committed suicide when the eel he planned to serve at a 
supper for Louis XIV did not arrive in time; contemporaries like Mme. de 
Sevigne found this unfortunate but understandable. 37 Their talents gave the 
cuisinier and officier their prestige within the household and at least a modi
cum of respect from society at large. 

Secretaries, personal body servants, and the gens de bouche formed the 
aristocracy of the servant world in large noble households. They were separ
ated not only by higher wages and the privilege of eating at a separate table in 
the office38 but also often by their literacy, savoir-faire, and more respectable 
social backgrounds from the proletarians of the world below stairs, the gens 
de livree and servant es . The gens de livree were defined in a royal edict of 1 7 17  
as "portiers (doorkeepers), laquais (lackeys), porteurs de chaise (sedan chair 
carriers), cochers (coachmen), postillons (they rode either clinging behind or 
on the lead horse of a gentleman's coach), and palefreniers (grooms)."39 They 
were distinguished by the livery they wore, which marked them as descendants 
of the armed retainers of the great lords of the Middle Ages. Such retainers 
had literally worn livery, that is, badges displaying their lords' coat-of-arms. 
But by the Old Regime the badge of livery had evolved into a knot of colored 
ribbons or, more commonly, a piece of gold braid worn on the right shoulder; 
only the color, cut, and trimming of the coat identified the household to which 
a liveried servant belonged.40 This knot of gold braid was the identifying mark 
of a servant. Royal ordinances required domestics to wear gold braid so that 
in their fine clothes they would not be mistaken for gentlemen, and foreign 
visitors were urged to leave their braided coats at home, lest they be taken for 
lackeys.4 1 

The duties of the liveried lackey frequently took him outside the household, 
and therefore he was a symbol of its splendor in the eyes of the public at large. 
This made it tempting to turn his livery into a display of wealth. During the 
Old Regime liveries became increasingly extravagant and expensive. In the 
mid-eighteenth century the Comte Dufort de Cheverny spent I 0,000 livres 
over a period of eighteen months just on the gold braid for his servants' coats, 
although his pursuit of the lovely young wife of his passementier may have 
prompted part of this outlay.42 The rising cost of liveries inspired countless 
royal ordinances against extravagance.43 It also caused prudent employers to 
pass along the same expensive suit of livery to servant after servant, and to 
seek lackeys who would fit the livery rather than vice versa. In 1776 a former 
mayor of Caen wrote to his brother-in-law, apropos of hiring a lackey: "My 
wife sends you a thousand compliments and thanks for the trouble you have 
taken in writing her about the lackey who is available. She has not yet decided. 
His very small stature works against him; he would not fit the livery. When she 
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has decided if she will take him, she will write to you."44 Men looking for work 
as lackeys often listed their height in their advertisements, so that potential 
employers would know what size they wore: "A man, age thirty-two, height 5 
foot 6, knows how to serve, clean rooms, curry horses, drive a carriage and 
garden, desires a position suitable to his talents."45 

Good looks as well as the right height could help a lackey find a position. 
The richest of livery, after all, would appear mean if its wearer was hunch
backed, bow-legged, or pockmarked. Therefore employers deliberately 
sought out men with fine figures and attractive faces. Such assets were also 
frequently listed in the advertisements of male servants looking for work: "A 
Swiss gar9on, age twenty-three, very tall and with an attractive figure, know
ing how to carry the post and serve, wants to find a position as domestic."46 

A lackey's appearance was so important because one of the primary func
tions of the gens de livree was to act as living status symbols, as representatives 
of the wealth and might of their households in the eyes of society at large. 
Their other major function was to protect the household from invasion and 
insult. Like the bands of medieval armed retainers from whom they were de
scended, the gens de livree were in a sense the outriders of the household, the 
filter through which it made contact with the outside world.47 They carried its 
messages, ran its errands, and made its purchases. They accompanied, trans
ported, and protected its members when they ventured out, and they regulated 
the flow of visitors within its walls. 

These roles are reflected in the duties of the various types of gens de livree. 
The partier or suisse (the latter name came originally from the foreign mer
cenaries who filled the bands of armed retainers in the late Middle Ages) 
guarded the door, admitting visitors and taking deliveries from tradesmen. 
The coachman drove his master's carriage, often badly (coachmen, like 
cooks, were notorious drunkards, although with less reason; almost every 
noble memoir of the ancien regime includes a harrowing account of a carriage 
accident caused by a drunken coachman).48 The postilion, standing on blocks 
at the back of the carriage, provided protection. Mme. de la Tour du Pin 
considered his job the worst of all; during long trips she always felt sorry for 
the postilions clinging to the back of the carriage with aching arms for hours at 
a stretch.49 The palefreniers lived in the stables and cared for the horses, car
riages, and tack. 

As for lackeys, they ran errands, accompanied their masters on calls, and 
regulated the flow of visitors within the household. During the Old Regime it 
was almost unheard of for a noble, at least a court noble or parlementaire, to 
venture outside his front door without a minimum of one liveried lackey tag
ging along. When the Due de Croy paid a condolence visit to a bereaved 
relative with his family but "without our people," it was unusual enough to 
merit a mention in his memoirs. 50 A revolutionary pamphlet, Avis a la /ivree 
par un homme qui la porte, gives us a glimpse of lives of lackeys as they 
followed their masters on their daily social rounds: 
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Monsieur makes calls in the morning. This does not tire him, seated in his 
cabriolet. We are the ones exposed to the weather. . . .  Dinner hour arrives. 
. . . For us, who have been on our feet since morning, it is  a chance to sit 
down until dessert . . . .  Quickly, quickly, someone is calling us ! We must 
take monsieur to the theater. Here we stand on the pavement for three hours . 
. . . When he comes out, he goes to a souper or chez des.femmes, or to 
gamble. This time we do not stand in the street, but we must stay in the 
antechamber. s 1  

When their masters remained at  home and received calls instead of making 
them, lackeys spent most of their time in the antechamber, stationed, often in 
matched pairs, in the doorway to regulate the flow of callers. The rite of calling 
was central to the social life of /es grands in the ancien regime. Like the king at 
Versailles, /es grands in their hotels and chateaux spent almost every moment 
of their waking lives on public view; even their most intimate actions, like 
dressing and undressing, were occassions for the ritualized receptions of 
friends and favor-seekers. The very proper and bien elevee Laurette de Mal
boissiere, for example, entertained her suitor while she dressed: "From eight 
o'clock on he was with me, assisting at my toilette, powdering me, putting on 
my shoes, attaching my bracelets, fastening my necklace. . . . At night, 
when Mlle. Jaillie [her femme de chambre] came to look for me to put me to 
bed, he went up with me, undoing everything that he had put on in the morn
ing, and when my hair was fixed for the night he went away."52 

The setting for these social rites was the so-called axis of honor,53  a series of 
rooms, antichambre, chambre, and cabinet, found, in that order, in virtually 
every noble hotel and chateau and in many more modest households in the 
seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries (see figure 3). The chambre was, as 
its name suggests, a bedchamber, but it was also much more than that. It was 
the room in which petitioners were received, friends entertained, gossip ex
changed, games played, and informal meals served. But not all visitors were 
worthy of admission to these intimacies. The unchosen were confined, along 
with the waiting lackeys of the chosen, in the antichambre, which was just 
what its name suggests: a waiting room for those denied entrance to the cham
bre. The final room in the series, the cabinet, had an opposite function. It was 
a private refuge from the public socializing of the chambre, a place where a 
nobleman could retreat to read, to think, to pray, in solitude.54 To be allowed 
into a nobleman's antichambre was prestigious, to be invited into the chambre 
was even more of an honor, and to share the intimacy of the cabinet was the 
most sought-after privilege of all. 

Essential to this system of socializing were the lackeys. Posted outside the 
doorways of each of these rooms, they controlled access to them and decided 
which desperate petitioners in the antichambre (defined in an eighteenth cen
tury comic dictionary as "the place where servitude consoles itself through 
insolence and misleads through malignity")55 would be allowed to enter the 
chambre, and of these which select few would gain the privilege of the cabinet. 
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For lackeys this duty was both pleasurable, as the quote suggests, and profit
able. In theory French servants did not accept the tips, called vails, which were 
so much a part of life in the English country house, and which could double, 
triple, or even quadruple an English servant's wages. 56 But in fact they were 
not above taking bribes to allow eager favor-seekers to gain access to the inner 
sanctum. The Baron Pollnitz reported that John Law's servants made for
tunes that way: "Towards the Close, there was no coming to the Speech of him 
[Law] without Money. The Swiss must be fed for Entrance at his Gate, the 
Lackeys for Admittance into his Antechamber, and the Valets de Chambre, 
for the Privilege of access to his Presence-Chamber or Closet [the cab
inet]. "57 Ordinances forbade the gens de /ivree of public officials from taking 
such bribes, and domestic manuals condemned the practice, but both did so in 
tones that suggest it was deeply entrenched. 58 

A lackey's life was largely one of idleness: lounging around outside a shop 
or theater as he waited for his employer, standing guard in the antichambre 
when his master received callers. Boredom and sore feet, rather than over
work, were its occupational hazards. Domestic manuals overflowed with ad
vice to masters on filling their lackeys' all too abundant leisure hours. Tous
saint de St. Luc suggested that they be taught to read, so that they could peruse 
edifying religious works as they sat in their antechambers; Claude Fleury sug
gested that they be taught to knit or do needlework. 59 The extremely public 
and visible idleness of lackeys gave all domestic servants a reputation for 
laziness-a reputation that not only created resentment and envy among the 
lower classes but also prompted many attacks by economists and philosophes 
on the unproductivity of male domestics in the last decades of the ancien 
regime. 

In fact, however, the lounging lackey performed a valued function for his 
master. By his very presence at his master's side or in his antechamber he signi
fied that his employer was a man of rank who should be treated with respect 
and deference. And if these were not automatically forthcoming, the lackey 
was there to act as a protective shield to deflect the insults and blows aimed at 
his master and to punish the disrespectful. The police records of the Old Re
gime suggest that the menu peuple were extremely resentful of the wealth and 
power of the aristocracy. But they were understandably wary of assaulting or 
even insulting a powerful noble directly. The noble's servants, however, were 
accessible surrogates for their masters and, with their fine clothes and proud 
bearing, tempting targets for abuse in their own right. Therefore assaults on 
servants were common. When the Parisian banker, Sr. Agasse, went debt 
collecting, he took his lackey along; it was of course the lackey and not Sr. 
Agasse who was beaten by irate debtors. And when the humble neighbors of 
the Due de Luynes wished to express their resentment of his wealth and 
power, they doused his liveried lackey with the contents of their chamber 
pots-treatment they did not dare to give to the Due himself.60 
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Servants dealt out blows and insults in their masters' stead as well as re
ceived them. For it was the duty of a servant to defend his master's honor and 
to punish those who impugned it-activities a noble himself could not do 
without lowering his dignity. Voltaire was not the only bourgeois to be beaten 
by powerful nobles' lackeys for a supposed insult against their masters. In 
Paris in 172 1, for example, the lackeys of the Portuguese ambassador to 
France set upon the wife of Jean Le Brun, master wheelwright; her husband 
had had the temerity to try to collect a debt of 460 livres owed by His Excel
lency. 6 1 Tradesmen who dunned their noble clients, coachmen who were not 
quick enough in yielding the right-of-way to a nobleman's carriage, sedan
chair carriers who failed to take a noble passenger where he wanted to go-all 
might experience the violence of lackeys avenging insults to their masters' 
honor. Night after night the streets of French cities and towns rang with ar
guments and blows as noble carriage confronted noble carriage at street 
corners and the gens de livree fought over who should yield to whom (see 
figure 2) . Altercations were so frequent that they make the reports of M. de 
Marville, the hapless lieutenant-general de police of Paris in the mid
eighteenth century, dull reading. On January 8, 1745, he reported a battle 
outside the Comedie ltalienne between the coachmen of the Mme. de Bauf
fremont and the Due de Fleury over whose carriage should have first place in 
line . On March 17 the same place was the scene of a similar fight between the 
coachmen of M. de Villeprieux and the Comtesse de la Marek. On November 
3 yet another coachmen's argument occurred on the same contested spot.62 

Such battles often involved large crowds of people, for beleaguered lackeys 
would call on fellow members of their households and the servants of friends 
and clients of their masters for assistance . One famous melee of the l 720s, a 
fight between the lackeys of Archbishops Noailles and Dubois over whose 
master took precedence, left scores injured.63 The royal government attemp
ted to curb this violence through innumerable edicts prohibiting the gens de 

livree from carrying swords, sticks, canes, batons, or anything else that might 
be used as a weapon. 64 But these laws were ineffectual, since this violence was 
encouraged tacitly and often openly by masters (see figure 2), and for good 
reason. It guaranteed them deference and respect, and so preserved their posi
tion at the apex of the social hierarchy. In a society in which power was still 
personal and exercised in face-to-face encounters, the lackey, both symbol and 
instrument of the prestige of the nobility, was essential to its survival. For their 
masters these laziest servants did the most important "work" of all. 

The final group of servants in great noble households, those who formed 
the bottom of the servant hierarchy, were the unskilled female servants, the 
femmes de charge and the servant es . 65 They were the only ones, apart from the 
cooks, whose tasks comprised what we have come to consider servant's work, 
that is, housework. Domestic comfort and cleanliness simply were not valued 
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FIGURE 2. Claude Gillot, La Scene dite des deux carrosses . Reproduced by 
permission of the Louvre. 

The public role of servants. Two sedan-chair carriers argue over whose emp loyer 
has precedence. The woman at right, in mask and towering headdress, is proba

bly on her way to a ball. 

in the noble households of the seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries . Few 
servants spent their time cleaning and scrubbing. A great household of the late 
seventeenth century usually had only one femme de charge, who kept track of 
the linen (the washing itself was done by hired laudresses), and at most two or 
three servant es to do the cleaning. 66 Their work was not considered important. 
Domestic manuals gave copious and detailed instructions about all other as
pects of servants' work, but they were almost totally silent about the servante 
and her duties . In Audiger's La Maison reg lee, for example, the only reference 
to housecleaning is a suggestion that the servante de cuisine scrub the kitchen 
each morning; this could be done by "throwing water everywhere."67 

Foreign travelers in France, especially the English with their advanced 
standards of domestic comfort, were appalled at the filthy appearance of even 
the greatest of noble hotels. Philip Thicknesse wrote: 'The Frenchman is al
ways attentive to his person, and scarce ever appears but clean and well 
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dressed; while his house and private apartments are perhaps covered with 
litter and dirt, and in the utmost confusion; the Englishman, on the other 
hand, often neglects his external appearance, but his house is always exqui
sitely clean."68 Conversely, French travelers abroad were astonished at the 
cleanliness of private homes in England and Holland, and especially by the 
Dutch habit of thoroughly cleaning every inch of their houses once a week.69 

In the ancien regime the French invested their servants' time in public display, 
not private domestic comfort. 

From gentlemanly secretary to lowly servante: this then was the servant 
hierarchy in seventeenth- and early eighteenth-century households. But we 
should not take either the status distinctions or the division of labor it implied 
too seriously. For Old Regime French households were not like English coun
try houses of the nineteenth century, where each servant's task was strictly 
delimited (at Hatfield House servants' duties were spelled out in printed regu
lations),70 and the lady's maid would have felt insulted had she been asked to 
clean the parlor. Instead, memoirs show that even specialized servants often 
stepped outside their usual roles. Valets de chambre cooked for their employ
ers when the need arose; cooks were summoned from the kitchen to run er
rands when no one else was available; a mere lackey who caught his master's 
fancy might be asked to play the role of valet de chambre and read to his 
employer or amuse his guests.7 1 

Old Regime households also differed from those of the nineteenth century, 
in that a high rank in the servant hierarchy did not give its holder the right to 
discipline the lower servants. In seventeenth- and eighteenth-century house
holds the butler did not tyrannize over the footmen nor the housekeeper over 
the parlormaids, as was true in later establishments. Instead, what little disci
plining there was-and it was not much-was done by the masters themselves, 
who seem to have dealt with each servant individually.72 This approach of 
course could have its disadvantages. A domestic who dropped a dish within 
sight of his mistress received not a scolding eventually delivered through 
channels but instead an immediate cuff across the ear from the fair hand of 
Madame herself. 73 But in general the system worked to a servant's advantage, 
for when he was not directly under his employer's eye he could more or less do 
as he pleased. 

This easygoing discipline, combined with the relatively undemanding na
ture of servants' work, tended to make domestic service (in noble households, 
at least) an attractive employment option for the lower classes in the seven
teenth and early eighteenth centuries. The Jone servante in a bourgeois or 
artisan household might be overworked and bullied, but the domestics of the 
nobility enjoyed less taxing work and more relaxed discipline than did either 
the artisans and peasants of the Old Regime or servants of later periods. Also 
attractive was the fact that domestics derived vicarious status and ego 
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gratification-not to mention lucrative tips and bribes-from their roles as 
mediators between their masters and society at large. The chance to dole out 
the household patronage to fawning tradesmen, to put self-important callers 
in their place, to take out their aggressions in violence toward innocent 
passers-by doubtless helped compensate for the inevitable indignities involved 
in servanthood: the dependency it entailed and the ignoble nature of many of 
its tasks. In noble households of the patriarchal period the work itself was one 
of the most attractive aspects of domestic service. 

The World below Stairs 

Another attractive aspect of domestic service, and another way in which 
households of the Old Regime differed from their nineteenth-century succes
sors, concerned servants' living conditions. Although Paris boasted a surpris
ingly large number of servants who "lived out"-married couples with apart
ments of their own; lackeys whose masters did not have room to house them 
and instead arranged for their board in a nearby apartment and their meals in 
a nearby cabaret; men servants who hired themselves out to foreign visitors by 
the day, week, or month74-most servants in prerevolutionary France shared 
a home with their masters. Being a part of someone else's household was, after 
all, what defined a servant in the ancien regime. For that period the phrase 
"sharing a home" should be taken literally, since one of the most obvious ways 
in which servanthood in the Old Regime differed from that of later periods is 
that servants did not spend their off-duty hours in that separate and often 
uncomfortable world "below stairs" which was a standard feature of all large 
(and many small) nineteenth-century households. In the seventeenth and early 
eighteenth centuries households had not yet developed that separate world of 
the servants' hall which isolated domestics both from their masters and from 
the other, greater world outside. 

This was of course especially true of the small households of the bourgeoi
sie and the artisanate which employed one or at most two domestics. Such 
servants spent almost every moment of every day in the company of their 
masters. The servante of a couturiere, for example, worked all day side by side 
with her mistress and the daughters of the house in the home and shop; she ate 
the same food, which she and her mistress usually prepared jointly, as the rest 
of the family. 

Even at the end of the day she did not retire to a separate area of the house. 
For the small cramped quarters of farmhouses and the modest apartments of 
the urban bourgeoisie had no separate rooms for servants. They slept wher
ever they could. Farm servants usually bedded down in the barn or stables; the 
latter often also housed male domestiques. 75 Female servants were more likely 
to sleep in the house. In the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries servantes 
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usually slept on a distinct type of bed called a lit de domestique, a camp bed 
with a wooden frame and a crisscrossing of ropes (hence its other name, lit de 

sangle) which supported a straw-filled mattress. Such beds could be set up in 
any odd corner. Often they were put in kitchens. Marie Eleanor Davisard, 
daughter of a Toulousan noble, willed to Fran\'.oise Courtard, her Ji/le de 

service, "the bed which is in my kitchen and on which she sleeps." The will of a 
procureur in the Parlement of Toulouse contained a similar provision. 76 Ser
vants also slept in entry foyers, in the cabinets off their masters' chambres (in 
Toulouse in 1729, a priest, Durand Pujos, left to his servante 200 livres and 
"the bed where she ordinarily sleeps which is in the cabinet joining the cham

bre in my house") and even in the toilet (/We de service Jeanne Perez inherited 
from her mistress her "bed which is actually in the toilet" in a shed at the back 
of the house; the bed may simply have been stored there.)77 

For servant es such arrangements clearly had their disadvantages. Not only 
were they cramped and unpleasant, but they also left the women extremely 
vulnerable to the sexual advances of the men of the household. Servantes had 
no privacy, no room to retreat to, no place to call their own. Such living 
conditions, however, were probably no worse than those they had experienced 
at home in the crowded hovels of the peasantry, and in one important way 
they were much better: servants, unlike peasants, always got enough to eat. In 
fact, the living conditions of servants in small households were not much 
worse than those of their employers. The farmsteads of the peasantry and the 
two- or three-room apartments of the urban bourgeoisie were small and 
cramped; employers did not give their servants privacy because they did not 
value it for themselves. Servantes of the Old Regime were therefore at least 
spared the psychological humiliation that was the lot of the nineteenth
century bonnes : the deliberately painful contrast between the solid comfort of 
the family areas of the house and the Spartan discomfort of their own rooms, 
usually unheated, unlit, poorly ventilated, lacking running water and other 
amenities. 78 Such stark contrasts were impossible in the small households of 
the patriarchal period, when domestic life and its discomforts were intimately 
shared by master and servant. 

This was also true even in the large households of the court nobility. Admit
tedly the plans of chateaux and of the great hotels built by the nobility in the 
Marais and other fashionable urban districts in the seventeenth and early 
eighteenth centuries seem to show a strict division between the areas of the 
house that were the preserve of the master and his family and those where the 
servants worked and slept. This division is obvious in figure 3, which shows 
the floor plan of a noble hotel built in Paris early in the eighteenth century. 
The area between the master's space and that of the servants was obviously the 
great courtyard, which functioned both as a cour d'honneur, where the car
riages of important visitors were greeted, and a basse-cour, which contained 
the toilets, the laundry, and numerous chickens and pigs waiting to be 
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slaughtered. 79 Nobles of the seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries saw 
nothing odd about subjecting their guests to such sights and smells. On the far 
side of the courtyard lay the master's domain, the main block of the house with 
its seemingly endless series of interconnected antichambres, chambres, and 
cabinets. On the other side of the court lay the servants' world: the stables and 
remises, where the carriages were stored; the kitchen; the office, where the 
servants ate their meals and spent their leisure time; and, on the second floor, 
the long dormitory-like chambres des domestiques, where they slept. 

In great noble households skilled upper servants might have rooms of their 
own, which they were allowed to furnish with their own possessions. Many 
seem to have developed a taste for luxurious furnishings. The inventory of the 
room of an eighteenth-century of/icier of the Marechal de Mirepoix reveals, 
among the thirty-five items listed, a feather bed, a gilded armchair, a mirror, 
and two silver candlesticks. 80 Those who lived in such rooms certainly could 
not complain of their living conditions-they enjoyed a luxury unmatched by 
all but the richest of the menu peuple.8 1  

Most servants in great noble households, however, did not have rooms of 
their own but instead slept in the chambres des domestiques. There were usu
ally at least two of these dormitories, one for men and one for women, and 
often they contained separate beds for each servant. Writers of domestic man
uals insisted that masters had a patriarchal duty to oversee the sexual behavior 
of their domestics, and that the cause of morality was best served by separat
ing the sexes and making sure each servant slept alone. 82 The chambres des 
domestiques rarely contained much more than beds, however; the room of the 
postilions in the household of the Marechal de Mirepoix, for example, was 
furnished with two lits de sang/e, two mattresses, two blankets, one bolster, 
two chairs, and a folding table. 83 This may seem Spartan, but it was extremely 
comfortable by the standards of the menu peuple of the eighteenth century. 
For most servants fresh from a peasant's cottage simply having a bed of their 
own was an undreamed-of luxury. 

The office and the chambres des domestiques, in theory at least, made up 
the servants' world in the great noble households of the patriarchal period. In 
practice, however, the division between the worlds of master and servant 
evaporated, and the two lived together almost as intimately in great hotels as 
they did in the cramped quarters of the petty bourgeoisie. Most servants spent 
most of their time not in "their" part of the house, but instead in the masters', 
specifically in the antichambres, regulating the traffic of callers and waiting to 
be summoned by their employers. There they whiled away the hours in card 
games and conversation, not only with their own kind but also with their 
master and his guests. A traveling Englishwoman, Mrs. Hester Lynch Piozzi, 
accustomed to the more subdued manners of her native land, where notions of 
domestic privacy and decorum were already highly developed, left a bemused 
description of what went on in the antechambers of late-eighteenth-century 
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Italian palazzos. It could easily have been written about French hotels of a 
slightly earlier period: 

It is expected that two or three of them [lackeys] at least sit in the ante
chamber, as it is called, to answer the bell . . .  for the stairs, high and wide 
as those of Windsor Palace, all stone too, run up from the door immediately 
to that apartment, which is very large and very cold , with bricks [to set their 
feet on] only, and a brazier filled with warm wood ashes, to keep their fingers 
from freezing, which in summer they employ with cards, and seem but little 
inclined to lay them down when ladies pass through the receiving room. The 
strange familiarity this class of people think proper to assume, half joining in 
the conversation and crying oibo [oh, dear !], when the master affirms some
thing they do not qu ite assent to, is apt to shock one at the begin-
ning . . . the footman if not very seriously admonished indeed , yawns, spits, 
and displays what one of our travel-writers emphatically terms his flag of 
abomination behind the chair of a woman of quality, without the slightest sen
sation of its impropriety. 84 

Other sources confirm Mrs. Piozzi's description. A French etiquette book 
published in 173 1 prescribed the proper behavior for servants in the anti
chambre: they should not interrupt their masters' conversations; they should 
not constantly get up and walk about, passing in front of the guests; and they 
should not shout out greetings to friends in the courtyard below.85 But such 
familiarity was only natural when master and servant spent almost every wak
ing hour in each other's company. 

Even at night servants were not necessarily banished to "their" section of 
the household. Despite the existence of chambres des domestiques, many ser
vants in great noble households, especially personal body servants, slept in 
antichambres or cabinets near their masters. The valet de chambre of the 
seventeenth-century Comte Bussy de Ra bu tin slept in his master's cabinet, as 
did the femme de chambre of the eighteenth-century teen-ager Laurette de 
Malboissiere.86 The Empress Josephine was another employer who always 
kept her femme de chambre within earshot. When one of the splendid palaz
zos that housed the victorious Bonaparte and his new bride during the Italian 
campaign had no chambre with cabinet attached, workmen were summoned 
to wall off a section of the terrace next to Josephine's bedchamber so that her 
maid would have a place to sleep.87 In these circumstances the spatial division 
of dwellings into "upstairs" and "downstairs," "master's space" and "servants' 
space" had little significance. 

If the existence of a separate world below stairs did not necessarily isolate 
servants from their masters, neither did it isolate them from society at large. In 
nineteenth-century households the servants' hall was a social world unto itself. 
Masters and other outsiders rarely penetrated its confines; delivery boys and 
policemen stopping in for refreshment as they walked their beats were almost 
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the only visitors. Servants rarely had any social contacts outside the servants' 
hall, for their free time was severely limited (one free Sunday afternoon a 
month was the standard holiday for maids in Victorian England) and masters 
discouraged as much as possible ventures into the corrupting world of the 
industrial city. Therefore social life in the servants' hall had a claustrophobic 
intensity. Petty jealousies and slights grew in its hothouse atmosphere into 
major grievances. Epic feuds-and love affairs-periodically swept through 
the world below stairs, leaving devastation in their wake. 

In seventeenth- and early-eighteenth-century households, however, the 
servants' social world was not nearly so insulated and its passions were not 
nearly so intense. For one thing, Old Regime servants were much more likely 
than their successors to venture outside the household. A major part of their 
duties, after all, consisted of being publicly visible, providing public evidence 
of the status and dignity of the household. Old Regime servants were also 
more likely to spend their leisure hours outside the household. Apart from 
farm servants, who traditionally received the week between Christmas and 
New Year's as a holiday, seventeenth- and early-eighteenth-century domestics 
apparently had no institutionalized time off.88 But the easy work rhythms of 
Old Regime households gave them abundant leisure, and masters appear to 
have made little attempt to restrict their movements. Police records of the 
ancien regime give the impression that servants spent most of their time on the 
streets or in taverns. 

If it was easy for servants to venture out of the household, it was also easy 
for outsiders to venture in. Households of the patriarchal period were infi
nitely penetrable. Friends, relatives, and lovers of servants; tradesmen, deliv
ery boys, colporteurs; artisans looking for work and beggars looking for hand
outs swarmed through the courtyards and kitchens in endless processions. 
Servante Victoire Durand was seduced by a colporteur who stopped by the 
kitchen where she worked; servante Marie Bonefay received daily visits from 
her suitor; and servante Janeton Jourdan regularly shared her lit de domes
tique with her lover, an actor in the comedie in Aix-en-Provence.89 

Consequently social life below stairs was much less claustrophobic than it 
would become in later establishments. Of course a certain amount of socializ
ing within the household was inevitable. Domestic servants were apparently a 
gregarious lot. They spent much of their leisure time together, in the kitchen or 
office, gossiping about their masters, drinking (that servants were overly fond 
of the bottle was not just one of their masters' prejudices; when the Ji/le de 
service of a president of the Parlement of Bordeaux, sent to fetch wood from 
the cellar, fell down the stairs and died, her fellow domestics told the police 
that "Janeton often took a little too much wine"),90 dancing (the English tour
ist Fanny Cradock was invited by the proprietor of her hotel in Paris to go 
down to the office and watch the servants dance,)9 1 and playing endless games 
of cards. Card-playing, for money or simply for fun, was apparently the favor-
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ite pastime of domestics. Laure Junot noted in her memoirs that the servants 
in her mother's household regularly stayed up all night playing cards and 
dominoes, and visitors to Russia observed that Catherine the Great's servants 
were often so absorbed in their games that they ignored her angry calls.92 

Servants could not hold themselves aloof from these communal recreations: 
L'Auteur laquais wrote that a domestique who sat reading by himself instead 
of joining in the conversation and card games of the antichambre would be 
called a "cold pisser" and shunned by all the other servants in the household.93 

Given this enforced sociability, love affairs, rivalries, and feuds were inev
itable. The letters written by one L' Amireau, chef in a fashionable Parisian 
household in the 1780s, to his fiancee Rose Farcy, governess in a similar estab
lishment, offer a glimpse of tumultuous passions of life below stairs. They 
show that all too often what L'Amireau called the "spirit of discord" blew its 
"devouring breath" over the servants' world. At one point no one in L'Ami
reau's household would speak to the valet Neron, because he was a talebearer 
who curried favor with his employers by informing on the other servants. At 
another time the femme de charge was similarly shunned because she made a 
show of religious devotion to please her pious mistress, "letting herself be 
discovered four or five times a day on her knees no doubt reciting all the 
funeral orations of His Grace the Archbishop of Bourges," as L'Amireau 
noted in disgust. Once L' Amireau himself was cold-shouldered when the other 
domestics became jealous of the fact that the local cure had invited him-and 
him alone-to dine with him on terms of equality. L' Amireau wrote that dur
ing this period he spent his forced solitude taking long walks and thinking 
about his Rose. 94 The memoirs of Mlle. A vrillon, premiere femme de chambre 
of the Empress Josephine, paint a similar picture of backstairs jealousies and 
intrigues. After describing her epic battle with another maid ("the most mali
cious woman that one could imagine") for the coveted position of premiere 
femme de chambre to Josephine, A vrillon stated that being a servant was "like 
walking across a volcano" and that "there is no less diplomacy in domestic 
service . . . no fewer intrigues, no less hypocrisy and base jealousies than in 
the salon d'honneur."95 

In general, however, such backstairs brouhahas were less serious in Old 
Regime establishments than they would be in those of the nineteenth century. 
Their ferocity was diluted by the fact that servants spent much of their leisure 
time and made many of their friendships outside the household. In the seven
teenth and eighteenth centuries much if not most of a servant's social life was 
carried ori in public. Domestics pursued their favorite leisure-time activities
drinking, dancing, and card-playing-in public taverns and cabarets as well as 
in the privacy of the kitchen. 

Another favorite pastime was dressing up in their best clothes and prome
nading in the streets and public parks in fashionable areas of the city. In theory 
access to public parks was reserved to the well-to-do. In Paris liveried lackeys 
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were forbidden by law to enter the Tuileries and other public gardens because 
the authorities feared their violence and disliked their habit of accosting with 
obscene invitations any unprotected noble ladies who passed by.96 But if they 
were respectably dressed and behaved well, servants could penetrate even 
these precincts of privilege. In fact most of the courtship of our chef L' Ami
reau and his Rose took place in the public gardens of Paris. L'Amireau's let
ters to his love are full of missed meetings in parks and plans for future rendez
vous there: "I hope to have the pleasure of seeing you in the Tuileries at 6. I will 
remain there until 1 1," and "today Wednesday, June 7, 1786, I was in the 
Luxembourg in the Grand Allee before 6 o'clock. I do not know what hap
pened to you, but I stayed there until 7 waiting for the pleasure of seeing you" 
are typical passages.97 

Servants mingled with the respectable in other places as well. Indeed, they 
adopted many of their leisure-time activities in imitation of their employers. 
Like their masters, lackeys frequently attended the theater, where they made a 
habit of commenting loudly and unfavorably on the actors portraying domes
tics in the productions.98 And like their masters, they played billiards and 
gambled; Restif de la Bretonne's Les Nuits de Paris has a marvelous descrip
tion of a billiard parlor cum gambling den frequented by domestics.99 

But servants' acquired taste for the sophisticated pleasures of their employ
ers did not prevent them from also enjoying the simpler pleasures traditional to 
the menu peuple. Farm servants danced the traditional dances and sang the 
traditional songs at veillees, harvest festivals, and hiring fairs.100 Their urban 
counterparts, for all their assumed sophistication, were not above taking a 
glass of wine or a hand at cards at a working-class cabaret in the company of 
artisans and gagne-deniers. They too danced at carnivals and attended fairs, 
laughing at the bawdy comedians and puppet shows, and gaping in wonder at 
the tumblers and acrobats, the tightrope walkers and the women who danced 
barefoot on hot coals, the exotic animals and the freak shows. 101 And servants 
were always prominent in the crowds at any public spectacles, Te Deums, 
hangings, fireworks, and the balloon ascensions which dazzled the people of 
Paris and other major cities in the eighteenth century.102 

The fact that servants shared so many of the recreations of the menu peuple 
raises some important questions about the degree to which they were inte
grated into the social milieus of the towns and villages in which they lived. Did 
urban servants seek out the company of the artisans and day laborers who 
made up the bulk of the population in towns like Toulouse and Bordeaux? 
How did such people regard domestic servants, those people who were similar 
to them in background but whose lives and tastes often were different from 
their own? 

Such questions are difficult to answer. On the one hand, there is much to 
suggest that servants were not well integrated into the social world of the 
urban lower classes. The social universe of the eighteenth-century cities was, 
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after all, highly compartmentalized. Social life was carried on in the small, 
cohesive units of neighborhood and gild, which did not welcome strangers. It 
is certainly possible that servants held themselves aloof from the rest of the 
lower classes. Their tendency to imitate their masters-in dress, speech, man
nerisms, and attitudes as well as in recreations-gave them tastes not shared 
by artisans and wage laborers.103 Servants tended to believe themselves better 
than the rest of the menu peuple because of their sophistication and their 
association with /es grands. However humble their own social background 
and however lowly the tasks they performed, they felt themselves superior to 
mere artisans and day laborers who worked with their hands to support them
selves. An incident recorded by the famous seventeenth-century letter-writer 
Mme. de Sevigne illustrates this attitude. Once at harvest time she sent her 
household servants to help the farm laborers trim the trees on her country 
estate. The servants found this insulting. One of them, Picard, refused to go. 
He told his mistress "that he had not left Brittany for that, that he absolutely 
was not a worker [qu'il n'etoit point un ouvrier], and that he preferred to go to 
Paris." 104 

Attitudes like that naturally did not endear servants to the other members 
of the lower classes. The latter widely disliked servants, who, as surrogates for 
their noble masters, were often targets of popular resentments and hatreds 
otherwise too dangerous to express. The lower classes resented domestics for 
the violence they so often exercised on behalf of their masters, and for the 
power their control of their masters' purse gave them over tradesmen and 
shopkeepers. And they disliked them for their own sake as well. They resented 
their fine clothes and superior manners, their relatively high salaries, their 
abundant leisure time, and the security they enjoyed of having their food and 
lodging always provided for them. But above all they resented their arrogance, 
their bland assumption that their association with /es grands and their knowl
edge of the ways of the fashionable world made them superior to a mere arti
san or laborer. The latter, by contrast, believed that servants had absolutely 
no justification for feelings of superiority. Servants were, after all, mere lack
eys who had surrendered the independence that was the birthright of a free 
man to put themselves under the yoke of a master. 

These differing attitudes frequently inspired clashes between servants and 
other members of the lower classes. In Bordeaux in 1741, for example, a sur
geon sent his two domestiques to place an order with a ship's carpenter. Their 
arrogant behavior annoyed the carpenter's apprentices, who called them 
"fiches laquays" ; the servants responded that the apprentices were themselves 
subordinate to the will of a master, just as they were. A fist-fight ensued, with 
serious injuries on both sides. 1 05  Such incidents were all too common in the 
police records of the Old Regime. Their fellow townsmen punished servant 
arrogance with verbal and physical insults; servants responded with the vio
lence so central to their social role. 
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Yet it would be a mistake to paint the relationships between domestics and 
the rest of the menu peuple solely in terms of violent confrontation. Servants, 
after all, came from the same social milieu as other members of the lower 
classes; ' °6 often they had relatives who were artisans and day laborers, and of 
course such people often had relatives who were domestics. And the penetra
bility of the average ancien regime household gave servants many opportuni
ties to meet and form friendships with their fellow townsmen. The memoirs of 
Jacques-Louis Menetra, an eighteenth-century Parisian glassworker, allow us 
glimpses of such relationships. Menetra himself once indignantly refused an 
offer of employment as a servant, announcing, "Monsieur, I have never worn 
livery and I never hope to wear it," but he counted among his best friends a 
maitre d'hotel and an o.fficier, and while working in great households, he 
"made friends with the maitre d 'hotel and the valets de chambre, who enter
tained me in the office and, since I was a fellow countryman, invited me along 
in all their pleasures." 1 07 Police records yield similar vignettes: a Parisian ser
gent de guet goes drinking and picks up girls with his best friend, a lackey; a 
young servante entrusts all her belongings to an artisan and his wife when she 
is forced to return to her family in the country . 1 08 But our best evidence of the 
friendships between servants and the menu peuple comes from marriage con
tracts. These not only show that servants frequently married into the artisan
ate, but also that they often asked artisans to act as witnesses at the signing of 
their marriage contracts. Of servants' marriage contracts signed in Toulouse 
in 1727-29 and 1787-89, 67 percent had witnesses other than relations or the 
employers of the couple, and of these 5 1  percent were artisans, shopkeepers, 
or day laborers; only 8 percent were fellow servants. 1 09 Thus when Guillaume 
Faure, domestique, signed his marriage contract with the daughter of a bras
sier in 1789, he invited a mason, presumably a friend of his, to act as witness. 
Two cobblers, also presumably friends, witnessed the signing of the contract 
between Fra0<;ois Pons, cocher, and Jeanne Lamourelle, servante. 1 1 0 

These social contacts suggest that while antagonisms did exist between 
domestics and the rest of the menu peup/e, relations between them could also 
be friendly. In the ancien regime the social lives of servants were clearly not 
confined to the world below stairs. They might be most comfortable in the 
company of fellow domestics, whether those of their own households or those 
of other establishments in the neighborhood whom they met in cafes to share 
drinks and cards and to boast about their good looks, fine clothes, and the 
grandeur and importance of their employers. But servants also inhabited the 
world of their masters, with whom they lived on terms of intimacy unthink
able in a later age. And they were, despite inevitable antagonisms, surprisingly 
well integrated into the social world of the urban menu peuple. In prerevolu
tionary France being a servant was not the isolating experience it would be
come in the nineteenth century. 
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The Rise of Domesticity and Its Effects 
on Servants 

On May 3 1, 178 1, the Marquise de Bombelles, lady-in-waiting to Madame 
Elizabeth, great-aunt of King Louis XVI, wrote to her husband, the French 
ambassador to the Holy Roman Empire: 

The court is a dog of a place. I shall long regret the sweet and tranquil life I 
led at Ratisbon [Regensburg, where her husband was stationed] , and I feel 
certain that my lot should have been to be a good wife [une bonnefemme] 
occupied solely with her husband,  her children , and her household . For the 
pleasures of the court, of what is called good taste [le bon ton] have no at
traction for me , and I have too bourgeois a way of thinking for that place. 1 1 1  

The Marquise was not alone in her dislike for the court and her preference for 
the simple joys of family life. The 1770s and 1780s were the years when the 
French haut monde turned away from public socializing and display to focus 
their emotional energies on the more private pleasures of family life. Richard 
Sennett might have labeled the period the "fall of public man" or at least of the 
public noble. 

Two generations of the ducal family of de Croy illuminate this develop
ment. The first Due de Croy, born in 17 18, was a noble of the traditional 
pattern. 1 12 His private family life was almost nonexistent. He mentions his 
wife, whom he married in a match arranged by their families in 174 1, in only 
two paragraphs of the four volumes of memoirs he wrote about his life, and 
these dealt largely with her ancestry and the fact that the king and queen had 
deigned to sign the couple's marriage contract. The Due's children got equally 
short shrift-he obviously viewed them simply as means of perpetuating the 
family name. The emotional focus of his life was his public career, especially 
his intrigues at court, which he detailed at inordinate length. But the second 
Due, born in 1743, was (at least as described by his puzzled father) a different 
sort of person. He too had a marriage arranged for him, but he astounded his 
father by promptly falling in love with his bride. She returned his affection, 
and the young couple devoted themselves to each other and to their children, 
shunning the court in favor of private domestic bliss. 

This pattern was repeated in scores of noble families as the Old Regime 
drew to its close. Noble girls like Laurette de Malboissiere dreamed of marry
ing for love: "I would wish, if I were married, that my husband occupied him
self only with me, that he loved only me . . . that he lived with me forever 
more like a lover than a husband." 1 13 Court beauties like the Marquise de 
Born belles turned themselves into bonnesfemmes, devoting their lives to rais
ing their children and running their households. And noblemen like the sec-
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FIGURE 3. House Plan, Plate 45 from Charles Anto ine Jombert, Architecture 
moderne, ou L'Art de bien biltir pour routes sortes de personnes (Paris, 1 764). 

Reproduced by permission of the Bibliotheque Nationale , Paris . 

The first floor (right) and second floor (left ) of a typical Parisian hotel of the 
early eighteenth century. Note the rooms arranged along the axis of honor (anti
chambre, chambre, and cabinet ) ,  and the dormitorylike chambres des domes-

tiques over the stable . 

'/• 

' 1  

ond Due de Croy abandoned political careers for the pleasures of private life. 
The nobility's discovery of domesticity necessarily had great impact on 

their households and servants. The very purpose of the household changed. 
Hotels ceased to be backdrops for the public socializing and display that had 
characterized the noble life style in the previous century; they became instead 
comfortable settings for the private pleasures of family life. This change was 
reflected in the arrangement of rooms within the household. Noble hotels 
built in the years immediately preceding the French Revolution showed a 
much clearer separation of public and private space within the household than 
was usual in earlier buildings. Figure 3 is the plan of an early eighteenth
century hotel, taken from Charles Antoine Jombert's Architecture moderne, 
ou L'Art de bien biitir pour toutes sortes de personnes, published in 1764. 
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FIGURE 4. House Plan, detail of Plate 2 from Johann Karl Krafft and Pierre 
Nicolas Ransonette, Plans, coups, elevations de plus belles maisons et des hotels 
construits a Paris et clans /es environs, 1 771-/802 (facsimile ed . ,  Paris, 1 902). 

Reproduced by permission of the Library of Congress .  

First floor (left) 

A = escalier 
(stairs) 

B = antichambre 
(antechamber) 

C = salle a manger 
(dining room) 

D = salon de compagnie 
E = chambre a coucher 

(bedroom) 
F = boudoir 
G = cabinet de toilette 

(dressing room) 

Second floor (right) 

A = escalier 
B = antichambre 
C = cabinet de travaille 

(study) 
D = chambre a coucher 
E = cabinet de toilette 
G = boudoir 
H = cabinet 
I = lieux d'aisance 

(toilet) 

The first and second floors of the house of the Marquis d' Argenson, built on the 
Champs Elysees in 1 780. By then the axis of honor, so notable in earlier houses, 
had disappeared; in its place were single-purpose rooms like the salon de com-

pagnie and the cabinet de travaille. 

Figure 4 shows the house of the minister d' Argenson, built in 1780 on the 
Champs Elysees, and published in Johann Karl Krafft and Pierre Nicolas 
Ransonette's Plans, coupes, elevations de plus belles maisons et des hotels 
construitsa Paris . . .  in 1802. 1 1 4 The earlier plan shows the traditional 
mingling of public and private space. On the ground floor the salle a manger 
opens into an antichambre and chambre, and on the first floor these rooms, 
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used for both the private functions of dressing, sleeping, and contemplation 
and the public function of receiving visitors, retain their traditional arrange
ment along the "axis of honor." But in the later house the public spaces of salle 
a manger and salon de compagnie (note this new label for the salon, which 
emphasized the public nature of the room) are more distinctly separated from 
the private space of boudoir, chambre a coucher, and cabinet de toilette or de 
travaille. This new group of private rooms, arranged more informally than 
before, is clearly not intended for the social ritual of calling. The chambre has 
become unequivocally a chambre a coucher; the cabinet is clearly labeled a 
dressing room or study. 

An atmosphere of informal though luxurious comfort characterized both 
the public and private spaces of these newly divided houses. In the public 
space entertaining became much more relaxed and informal. By the 1780s the 
ritual of calling was on the decline and its essential room, the antichambre, 
was on the verge of extinction (almost none appear in the later house plans 
published in Krafft and Ransonette). It was replaced by rooms suitable for 
more informal entertaining-card rooms, billiard rooms, picture galleries
arranged so that guests could circulate freely among them without liveried 
lackeys to bar the way . 1 1 5 The other main social ritual of the ancien regime, the 
formal banquet, was also on the decline by the 1780s. It was replaced by the 
smaller and more informal and intimate souper, popularized by fashionable 
hostesses like the portraitist Mme. Elizabeth Vigee-Lebrun. In her memoirs 
she described one of her popular soupers a la grecque. The guests wore infor
mal clothes designed to imitate classical draperies. The food was informal too, 
much less costly and abundant than that served at traditional banquets. Mme. 
Vigee-Lebrun gave her guests only chicken and fish, a plate of vegetables and a 
salad, plus honey cakes and grapes for dessert; all of which, she noted trium
phantly, cost less than fifteen Iivres. 1 1 6 This was a far cry from the profusion of 
dishes and emphasis on expensive ingredients at earlier noble tables. 

A similar emphasis on informal and comfortable luxury marked the pri
vate rooms of the new hotels. In their chambres and boudoirs light pastel 
colors replaced the deeper shades of an earlier era; printed cottons and toiles 
de Jouy replaced brocades and damasks. Lighter and simpler neoclassical 
furniture, straight-lined but comfortable, replaced the overstuffed curves of 
rococo. For the first time bedrooms were adequately heated, by means of 
complicated ventilating systems and free-standing stoves. And for the first 
time bathrooms and indoor flush toilets were an integral part of the private 
spaces of the household (see figure 4). 1 1 7 The latter convenience was often 
called the lieux a l 'anglaise in a backhanded compliment to the country that 
had pioneered modern affectionate family life and its comfortable domestic 
setting. A l'anglaise was the fashion in the Parisian beau monde of the 1780s in 
everything from dresses to horse-racing to the liberal politics of the Due d'Orle
ans. 1 1 8 A l'anglaise, too, was the nobility's new-found devotion to domesticity 
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and their determintion to turn their hotels into comfortable settings for the 
joys of family life . 

The reorientation of noble life styles from public display to private domes
ticity and the new emphasis on comfort within the household had profound 
effects on servants' work. Servants like lackeys whose main tasks involved the 
public "display" aspects of noble life found themselves growing obsolete. In 
the last years of the Old Regime the lackey's role as public representative of his 
household was limited first, by a new code of noble behavior which empha
sized civility rather than the violence that lackeys had traditionally exercised 
on behalf of their masters, and second, by their employers' determination to 
keep their newly important private lives private. Noble families no longer 
wanted the sort of publicity that liveried lackeys provided. Mme. Vigee
Lebrun complained in her memoirs that when a female friend borrowed her 
carriage and liveried coachman to keep a rendezvous with her lover, the fi
nance minister Calonne; Mme. Lebrun was afraid everyone would see the 
livery and conclude it was she who was Calonne's mistress. 1 1 9 A noblewoman 
of an earlier era would not have been so concerned about public revelations of 
her private life. Also, the decline of the ritual of calling and the disappearance 
of the antichambre robbed lackeys of their major duty within the household, 
that of regulating traffic along the axis of honor. Therefore it is not surprising 
that the number of lackeys employed in great households gradually declined 
during the Revolution and throughout the nineteenth century. 1 20 

The work of chefs, too, was affected by the changes in the life style of the 
nobility. As the formal banquet gradually gave way to the more informal 
souper, the tasks of cooks became simpler. Not only were fewer dishes served 
at these meals, but the food itself was less elaborate. The last decades of the 
Old Regime saw the development of the first "nouvelle cuisine," a cuisine that 
emphasized simple rather than costly ingredients and the natural flavors of 
food rather than elaborate sauces. 1 2 1 The new emphasis on naturalness and 
simplicity led to a new appreciation of the simple cooking traditionally done in 
modest French homes-what was coming to be called in this period "cuisine 
bourgeoise." This cooking was the creation of women, housewives and their 
servantes, as the title of Menon's famous cookbook, La Cuisiniere bourgeoise, 
suggests. Published initially in 1746, this was the first cookbook to give recipes 
for the simple traditional dishes prepared in bourgeois and peasant homes, 
and it was also the first cookbook designed specifically for female cooks. 1 22 

Thus the new simplicity in French cuisine encourged the replacement of male 
chefs by female cuisinieres, a process that by the 1780s put women in the 
kitchens of most French households except those of the highest court nobility. 

Thus the new domesticity changed the composition of great noble house
holds. It also probably changed servants' patterns of work. It seems likely that 
in the last years of the Old Regime servants spent more of their time doing 
housework, especially cleaning, than they had ever done before, and that they 
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worked harder than servants had in the past. For the nobility's new-found 
notions of domestic comfort postulated a serene backdrop for family life: a 
house exquisitely clean and run to perfection, with everyone's slightest wish 
anticipated and provided for. All this was impossible without much hard work 
on the part of servants. This is reflected in the domestic manuals of the period. 
An example is Jean-Charles Bailleul's Mo yens deformer un bon domestique, 
published in 1812. 1 23 In sharp contrast to the domestic manuals of the seven
teenth century, Bailleul's book emphasized the private rather than the public 
role of servants (it was subtitled La Maniere de faire le service de /'interieure 
d'une maison) . For Bailleu! servants' work was housework pure and simple. 
His book is full of the sort of household hints that one would expect in such a 
publication but were so conspicuous by their absence in earlier domestic man
uals: advice on how to beat carpets, how to lay fires so that they do not smoke, 
how to make beds so that the sheets will not wrinkle. 1 24 His is also the first 
French domestic manual that I know of to give a detailed, hour-by-hour sched
ule of a servant's working day. The schedule stretched from dawn to well after 
midnight, and would have appalled the domestics of the easygoing households 
of an earlier era. Bailleu! constantly emphasized that servants must work hard 
and not waste time on the job; to do so was to rob a master as surely as by 
stealing his pocketwatch. In the domestic manuals of the patriarchal period 
the qualities most desirable in a servant were loyalty and obedience. But for 
Bailleul a good servant was one who had the skills necessary for his job and 
never wasted a minute. 1 25 

The rise of domesticity also had a great impact on servants' nonworking 
hours. It created that separate world below stairs where servants spent their 
lives in the nineteenth century. For a key element of the new noble life style 
was privacy. Their desire to keep their private lives private meant that they 
had to conduct them out of the sight of curious servants. This inspired the 
efforts to keep domestics at a distance which were such a novel and significant 
feature of late eighteenth-century households. 

The techniques for keeping servants apart from the private life of their 
employers were many and various. One involved the creation, for the first 
time, of a genuinely separate servants' space within the household. In the new 
houses built in the I 770s and I 780s the areas in which servants worked-the 
cuisine and the office-were placed as far away as possible from the family 
quarters. Even in earlier buildings these areas had usually been detached from 
the main body of the house and relegated to separate wings across the cour, 
along with the stables, the toilets, and other unsightly-and smelly
necessities (see figure 3). But by the end of the eighteenth century the kitchen 
and office were distanced still farther: they were often buried in the cellars of 
the house. 1 26 Similarly, the servants' sleeping quarters were separated as far as 
possible from the family living areas, often in the attic or cellar. And now 
servants were actually expected to sleep there, instead of on a lit de domes-
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tique in their employers' garde-robe or cabinet . 1 27 Another change indicating 
the new value placed on privacy was the substitution of separate rooms for 
each servant for the traditional dormitory arrangement of the servants' 
quarters. 1 28 

Yet another aspect of the new concern for privacy was an effort to limit the 
occasions when family members would come face to face with the servants 
going about their work. This was done by means of the backstairs or servants' 
stairs, which allowed domestics to enter bedrooms of their employers without 
passing through the main staircase and corridors used by the family and its 
guests. The backstairs were a late eighteenth-century invention. The first esca
lier de service clearly labeled as such appeared in a house designed by the great 
architect Ledoux in I 770. It ran from the basement kitchen and office to the 
dining room on the rez-de-chaussee, thence to the bedroom corridor on the 
second floor, and finally to the attics where the servants themselves slept. 1 29 

Thus servants could go about all their work and go from their work areas to 
their bedrooms without ever intruding in the "family areas" of the house. 

Another change in the layout of houses that helped to banish servants from 
the family quarters was the elimination of the antichambre. No longer did 
crowds of noisy lackeys lounge around gossiping and playing cards as they 
awaited a shouted summons from their employers. Now they had to keep to 
the entresol (a special story built between the main floors of the house as a 
refuge for domestics) or to the cuisine and office until another late-eighteenth
century invention, the bell, indicated that they were wanted. 1 30 Still other new 
inventions helped eliminate the occasions when servants had to be summoned. 
For example, the athenienne allowed the mistress of the house to brew her tea 
herself, on a sort of tripod over an open fire, and the dumbwaiter enabled a 
master to dine without the presence of servants. Louis XV even had installed 
in his private rooms at Versailles a "flying table" which rose from the base
ment completely set for dinner. 1 3 1 

A final method of keeping servants at a distance was to make certain that 
during the few times when they were allowed to venture into their masters' 
presence they remained as inconspicuous as possible. Late-eighteenth-century 
domestic manuals like Bailleul's emphasized, for the first time, that servants 
must behave prudently when in the company of their masters. They should not 
join in their masters' conversations, as had been usual in earlier periods; in
stead, they should speak only when spoken to. They should keep a poker face, 
and not laugh at the jokes or cry at the sad stories they overhear. They should 
even make every attempt to minimize the physical traces of their presence, 
handling wineglasses by the stem so that they leave no fingerprints, wearing 
gloves to avoid sweaty palm prints on the furniture, and changing clothes after 
working in the stables to prevent offensive body odors. Servants should also 
constantly strive to be even-tempered, and not inflict changes of mood or 
personal problems on their masters. And finally, servants should above all be 
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discreet. As Bailleu! noted, it was unavoidable that they know a great deal 
about the private lives of their employers, for they "have access to our most 
secret places." But they should try to curb their natural curiosity about their 
masters' doings, and never, never reveal the secrets of the household to 
outsiders. 1 32 

For proponents of the new domesticity servants were a necessary evil. It 
was impossible to create the comfortable domestic environment necessary for 
a happy family life without them, yet their presence inevitably intruded on the 
privacy that was a prerequisite for familial happiness. Therefore the ideal ser
vant was efficient, hard-working, and above all inconspicuous, if not com
pletely invisible-as one early-nineteenth-century domestic manual put it, "an 
intelligent and obedient machine costing 200 francs per year."13 3  This image of 
the servant as a machine to do housework is striking, both for its repudiation 
of the close and personal master-servant relationships of the past and for its 
anticipation of the future, when actual machines for housework would finally 
guarantee the inviolability of domestic space and doom the servant to 
extinction. 

The Rewards of Service 

Domestic service was in many ways a less attractive employment option in 
the last half of the eighteenth century than it had been in earlier periods. The 
changes engendered by the rise of domesticity-the longer hours, the stricter 
discipline, the sharper separation between master and servant-made the oc
cupation both more laborious and more humiliating. But for most servants 
these unattractive features of domestic service were probably offset by 
another important change: a spectacular rise in servants' wages. 

In the sixteenth, seventeenth, and early eighteenth century servants' wages 
were in general so low as to be almost nonexistent. Indeed, many servants did 
not receive cash wages at all. Instead they were hired a recompense: they 
received for their work their food and board and some sort of gift-an appren
ticeship, a dowry, a legacy-at the end of their labors. Such practices were 
natural to a patriarchal society which viewed domestic labor of servants not as 
a commodity to be exchanged for cash but instead as a duty a servant owed to 
his master. Hiring a recompense was almost universal for farm servants, and 
was also widespread for house servants in provincial cities like Toulouse and 
Bordeaux, at every social level from artisan to noble households. The wills of 
the period indicate how prevalent it was. In Toulouse and Bordeaux in the 
years from 1727 to 1729, 173 employers left legacies for their domestics, and in 
2 1  of these cases the gift was specifically stated to be in lieu of wages. 1 34 Typical 
were the wills of Dile. Jacquette de Pezan, daughter of a Toulousan noble, 
who left to Marguerite Payre, "her servant who has no fixed wages," the bed 
she slept in and an annual pension of forty livres, and that of Dile. Toinette de 
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Lugis, widow of a marchand droguiste in the same city, who left a bed, house
hold goods, and ten livres to Anne "who is near the testatrix and serves her 
without any retribution or wages but only for her expenses ."135 

The alternative to hiring a recompense was hiring a gages, for a yearly 
wage. But even this was far from modern wage labor. For one thing, servants' 
wages were quite often paid partly in kind; Franr;ois Louradour was hired in 
1705 as a farm servant by the Chevalier de la Renaudie, a minor Toulousan 
noble, for what was recorded in the Chevalier's livre de raison as a yearly wage 
of "eighteen livres, two shirts, and one of my old hats ."136 Servants' wages 
often went unpaid for long periods of time. Again the experience of Franr;ois 
Louradour provides an illustration. He was hired in 1705 for eighteen livres, 
but he received no cash until six years later, when he left his job to marry. Until 
then Franr;ois was paid only in kind and in petty sums for pocket money: in 
May 1705 his master bought him a pair of shoes costing three livres, and five 
lengths of rough cloth for five livres; in August he received thirty sous to spend 
at the fair of St. Jean; in September he got another sixteen sous and one liard 
to buy a hide to make a pair of breeches, and so forth. 137 This pattern of 
providing for servants' immediate needs but allowing their wages to fall into 
arrears was prevalent before 1750 in all types of households, even great noble 
establishments in Paris, and at all levels of the servant hierarchy. Guillaume 
Escaffie, a country cure, paid his maidservants in this manner, and so did the 
noble Sentou Dumont. The latter even paid his son's tutor, a respectable 
bourgeois, in this way. 1 38 

In practice, therefore, the wages for which a servant was theoretically hired 
bore little relationship to what he actually received. Figure 5 shows the theo
retical wages of four different types of servants from I 59 I to 1820. 139 This 
shows, first of all, that servants' wages tended to vary by sex. Male servants 
always received more than women, even if they did the same kind of work. In 
the mid-eighteenth-century household of Marquis de Barneval, for example, 
male cooks earned 120 Iivres per year, while cuisinieres got exactly half that. 1 40 

This differential, incidentally, apparently annoyed at least one female servant. 
Nougaret's Tableau mouvant de Paris tells the story of a servante who dressed 
in men's clothes and got a job as a groom. Forced to disclose her sex when 
accused of fathering a fellow servant's child, she explained to the magistrate 
that, "since women servants earned less than men, and since she was strong 
enough to do men's work, a natural self-interest prompted her to dress in men's 
clothes ." 1 4 1  Wages also varied by skill : skilled upper servants like maitres 
d'h6tel and femmes de chambre always earned more than mere domes

tiques and servantes . Wages tended to vary too by location. Of the three cities 
studied, servants' salaries were lowest in economically stagnant Toulouse, 
higher in booming Bordeaux, and highest of all in Paris, where the munificent 
salaries paid in great noble households set the wage level for the occupation as 
a whole. In the I 770s a stable boy earned around 60 livres in Toulouse, 72 in 
Bordeaux, and anywhere from 120 to 450 livres in Paris .  142 
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FIGURE 5. Servants' wages, 1 59 1 - 1 820 . 

But in practice these variations mattered little in the sixteenth, seventeenth, 
and early eighteenth centuries. Except for skilled male upper servants, wages 
were uniformly extremely low, much lower than those of any other occupa
tion. The real compensation for servants was not their cash wages, which so 
often went unpaid, but the food and shelter they received in return for their 
labor. These items were the largest elements in all lower-class budgets of the 
period. But even if the cash value of this food and shelter is added, servants' 
wages remained meager. Figure 6 shows a comparison of the wages of 
an unskilled male servant, and his wages with food and shelter added, to the 
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salary of a journeyman laborer. 1 4 3  Throughout the seventeenth century ser
vants' salaries were regularly lower than those of journeymen, and even with 
the value of food and shelter added they were only slightly higher than those of 
other occupations. Therefore in terms of financial rewards domestic service 
was not an especially attractive occupation in the seventeenth century. 

In the eighteenth century, however, this situation changed dramatically. As 
figure 5 shows, servants' wages rose over the course of the century, showing a 
mild rise in the years from 1730 to 1750, a slight check in the 1750s and 1760s, 
and then a spectacular rise in the 1770s and 1780s. Of course, wages in general 
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rose in the eighteenth century. As C. E. Labrousse's famous calculations have 
shown, they were 11 percent higher in the period from 1771 to 1789 than they 
were in his base years of 1726-41, and from 1785 to 1789 they were 22 percent 
higher than the base. 1 44 But servants' wages rose even more than those of other 
occupations. Those of unskilled female servants were around 40 percent 
higher in 1771-89 than they had been in 1726-41, and for 1785-89 the figure is 
over 100 percent. Wages for unskilled male servants show even greater rises: 
46. 7 percent for 1771-89 and 109 percent for 1785-89. 

Furthermore, by the last decades of the Old Regime these wages were actu
ally paid to servants. From around 1750 on domestic service was wage labor in 
fact as well as definition. The practice of hiring servants a recompense died out 
in the course of the eighteenth century. Legacies in lieu of wages almost com
pletely disappear from wills by the 1780s; of the wills I read from Toulouse and 
Bordeaux for the years 1787 to 1789, only two had such provisions. In the 
course of the eighteenth century the practice of allowing servants' wages to fall 
into arrears also disappeared. Livres de raison from the last decades of the 
century show a consistent pattern of regular cash payments to domestics. 1 45 

The reasons for these changes are hard to pinpoint. The wage rise may 
simply reflect the fact that salaries in this newly monetized occupation were 
finding their true level. Or they may reflect the scarcity of skilled male upper 
servants, those symbols of nobility, as the growing scorn accorded to servants 
in the last decades of the Old Regime kept men of respectable backgrounds 
from entering the occupation. The high salaries paid these sought-after do
mestics may have raised the wage levels of the occupation as a whole. As for 
the monetization of servants' work, the economic growth during the eigh
teenth century, with the spread of the market economy and its values, was 
probably the main factor at work. 

Whatever their causes, the monetization of servants' work and the rise in 
servants' salaries combined to make domestic service a financially attractive 
occupation for the lower classes by the end of the eighteenth century. As figure 
6 shows, servants' salaries were by then approaching those of other occupa
tions, and when the value of food and shelter, increasingly expensive over the 
course of the century, is added, servants' salaries were strikingly superior. By 
1789 journeymen, squeezed between stagnant salaries and a rapidly rising cost 
of living, were finding it difficult to make ends meet. But servants were increas
ingly prosperous, and moreover, since their food and shelter were provided, 
they could save most of their salaries to invest in their future. This prosperity 
probably was what continued to attract people to the occupation despite in
creasingly unattractive working conditions and the growing public scorn of 
servants. Domestic service was the one occupation that gave a member of the 
lower classes some hopes of realizing his or her dreams of a better future. 
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Servants ' Private Lives 

No matter what profession they are in, the French have a 
passion for making their fortunes. . . . Even !es petits gens, 
those who elsewhere content themselves with having enough to 
survive on, here [in France] are possessed with a mania for 
bettering themselves; and someone has rightly remarked that 
it is France that furnishes Europe with valets de chambre and 

cooks, employments that made the fortunes of the people. 
-De Muralt, Lettres sur /es anglois et lesfram;ois et sur /es voiages 

Domestic service! It's a losing game. 
-Martine, a servante, in Moliere, The Learned Ladies 

In her study of the portrayal of domes
tic servants in the French comedies of the eighteenth century, Maria Demers 
points out the increasing tendency, as the century wore on, to picture servants, 
especially men servants, as ambitious and eager to get ahead. "Around 1650," 
she notes, "a valet is nothing, has nothing, and wants nothing," but by the eve 
of the Revolution he is Figaro, whose pride, self-confidence, and ambitions 
are virtually unlimited. 1 In portraying the growing ambitions of servants in 
the course of the eighteenth century, writers were only mirroring what was 
happening in real life. For, ironically enough, it was this least modern and 
"capitalistic" employment that attracted some of the most ambitious members 
of the lower classes. And it fostered in them some of the most modern atti
tudes: a passion for social mobility, a devotion to making money, and a will
ingness to take risks to make their fortunes. All of these were different from 
the attitudes of the typical peasant or artisan of the Old Regime. 

They were different from the attitudes of earlier generations of servants as 
well. To be sure, domestic service had always been a pathway of social mobil
ity for a certain type of servant: the well-born but penniless young man who 
entered the household of a great lord in expectation of protection and ad
vancement. One thinks of the career of Guilio Mazarin, or on a lesser level, 
that of M. de Gourville, born in 1625 into the petty bourgeoisie of Angouleme. 

59 
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At seventeen he became a valet de chambre in the Rochefoucault household 
and eventually rose to become its chief homme de confiance, meanwhile gar
nering enough in gifts and commissions to end his days as a modest country 
squire, with land, a carriage, and servants of his own, and a fortune sufficient 
to provide for his ninety-six nieces and nephews and endow a maison de char
ite besides.2 But in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries such success was 
confined to gentlemanly upper servants; the vast majority of domestics seem 
to have been content to have their food and lodging provided and did not 
dream of having anything more.3 

By the eighteenth century, however, the monetization of servants' work 
appears to have given domestics a new vision of themselves. Their labor was 
no longer a duty they owed to their masters; instead it was a commodity to be 
exchanged for cash, a resource of their own to be sold to the highest bidder. As 
C. B. MacPherson argued in his classic exposition of the value system of a 
market economy, this new view of labor fostered an individualistic outlook, a 
sense of pride and ambition, a determination to make the best possible bar
gain with life.4 And on a more mundane level, the rise in servants' pay in the 
course of the century enabled them to accumulate the wherewithal to make 
their dreams come true. 

At any rate, in the last decades of the Old Regime servants seem to have 
become more ambitious and independent of their masters. They changed jobs 
more frequently than formerly. They saved more money, and they were more 
"capitalistic" in its management. They were less apt to look on their service as 
a temporary occupation that would enable them eventually to return home to 
their native villages, and more apt to become permanent settlers in the towns 
to which they had migrated. And they made much more ambitious marriages. 
All of this suggests a determination to rise as high as they possibly could. 

The ultimate ambitions of servants varied, of course, in relation to their 
sex, background, personalities, and experiences in life. For many female do
mestics a respectable marriage was a major goal. Male servants, by contrast, 
were usually more interested in moneymaking than marriage, and they often 
dreamed rather impractically of leaving service for new careers in commerce. 
Many higher servants-secretaries, tutors, and cooks, for example-even 
hoped for social recognition as respectable members of the bourgeoisie. 

Unfortunately most of these dreams were doomed to failure. Domestic 
service probably provided the best road to social mobility open to the lower 
classes during the Old Regime, but it was a road strewn with pitfalls for the 
unwary. An illegitimate pregnancy, an unfortunate marriage, a long period of 
illness or unemployment which ate up years of savings, even a stingy employer 
who withheld wages or an unfair one who refused to give a reference-all these 
could spell ruin for a servant's hopes and dreams. The monetization of domes
tic service may have encouraged in servants the ambitious attitudes inherent in 
a market economy, but it also left them victims of its vagaries. Using domestic 
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service as a pathway to social mobility was at best a gamble, and for all too 
many the gamble was what Moliere's Martine called it : "A losing game." This 
chapter will explore the private lives of domestic servants-their social ori
gins, their career patterns, their moneymaking, their sex lives and marriages, 
their survival in old age-to see how they fared in their quest for a better 
future. 

The Decision to Enter Service 

Picturing domestic service as a road to social mobility implies that people 
specifically chose to enter the occupation with that in mind. In fact this was 
not necessarily so. Most servants seem to have entered service at such a young 
age that it is likely they did not choose the occupation for themselves, but 
instead had the choice made for them by their parents or other relatives. Most 
servants came from such poor backgrounds that it seems likely that the imme
diate attraction of relieving the family of the burden of feeding and sheltering 
one of its members weighed more heavily in the decision to place a child in 
service than did prospects of future advancement. 

The best source for the family backgrounds of domestic servants is their 
marriage contracts, which usually give the servant's birthplace and his or her 
father's occupation. I have analyzed all the marriage contracts of servants 
registered in Toulouse and Bordeaux in the years 1727-29 and 1 787-89, peri
ods chosen to illuminate changes over the course of the eighteenth century. 
For Paris, the great number of marriage contracts and the limited daily allow
ance of documents permitted to researchers in the Minutier Central (five per 
day) made a similarly thorough investigation impossible; there I relied on a 
small sample drawn from the years 1 787-89. 5 Marriage contracts are of course 
a source biased in favor of the more successful and prosperous servants, for 
only they could afford to marry. Therefore the evidence they provide of the 
poverty and deprivation of servants' backgrounds is all the more striking. 

Marriage contracts reveal that servants were usually the sons and daugh
ters of poor peasants, who left home and family to come to a town or city in 
search of work. As table 6 shows, the overwhelming majority were born in 
rural villages. This was especially true of female domestics; in all cities and in 
all periods men servants were more likely to be urban born than women were. 

Men were also more likely to migrate to the towns of their employment 
from long distances, as table 7 shows. Toulouse and Bordeaux show striking 
similarities in the recruitment patterns of servants. Female domestics were 
usually drawn from the towns and villages of a city's immediate hinterland. As 
table 7 shows, over 50 percent of the women servants of Toulouse and over 70 
percent of those of Bordeaux came from what I have labeled the "surrounding 
district," that is, the dioceses of Toulouse and Bordeaux and those dioceses 



62 PART I. SERVANTS 

TABLE 6 

Origins of Servants (in %) 

Toulouse Bordeaux Paris 

Origin 1727-29 1787-89 1727-29 1787-89 1787-89 

Rural 
Male servants 86.8% 89.9% 90.9% 91.7% 88.4% 
Female servants 94.4 94.1 93.3 96.6 90.9 

Urban' 
Male servants 5.3 5.8 3.0 5.2 9.3 
Female servants 1.9 0.0 0.0 0.9 0.0 

Native to city" 
Male servants 7.9 4.3 6.0 3.1 2.3 
Female servants 3.7 5.8 6.7 2.6 9.1 

N 

Male servants 40 70 33 97 43 
Female servants 110 103 75 120 II 

Sources: See Bibliography, section, I, B. 
'Born in an urban area (town of over 4,000) other than the one in which they worked and 

married. 
hBorn in the city in which they worked and married. 

immediately adjacent to them.6 (The difference between the figures for the two 
cities results primarily from the fact that the dioceses surrounding Toulouse 
are much smaller than those around Bordeaux.) Toulouse's servantes came 

mostly from the wheat-producing plains of the Garonne valley, while those of 
Bordeaux came from the vine-growing villages that now make up Bordeaux's 
appellation contra/lee. The names of their birthplaces-Entre Deux Mers, St. 
Emilion, Fronsac, Medoc-would warm any wine-lover's heart. Both the Ga
ronne valley and the Bordelais were relatively prosperous during the eigh
teenth century. Male children of peasant families could therefore find work at 
home, or as agricultural laborers or vignerons; only girls were likely to be sent 
away to support themselves as servants in the nearby cities. 

Male servants, by contrast, tended to migrate from farther afield. A large 
proportion came from what I have labeled "feeding areas," regions so poverty
stricken that male as well as female children were forced to leave at young ages 
to relieve their families of the burden of their support. For Toulouse the feed
ing area was the region to the south and southwest7 stretching to the foothills 
of the Basses-Pyrenees, where the land was rocky and difficult to farm, and 
where migration to Spain, often for years at a time, was the only alternative 
employment. For Bordeaux the feeding area was similarly hilly and impover
ished. 8 The city was a magnet for the peasants' sons from the Bas-Limousin, a 
picturesque but unproductive region of green hills and valleys curving to the 
east and northeast of the city. Here too small rocky unproductive farms ex
ported their men in regular cycles of migration. 9 Male servants also came from 
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TABLE 7 

Birthplaces of Servants (in %) 

Toulouse Bordeaux Paris 

Birthplace 1727-29 1787-89 1727-29 1787-89 1787-89 

City 
Male servants 12.5% 4.5% 7.4% 3.3% 2.7% 
Female servants 4.8 6.3 7.9 2.8 II.I 

Surrounding 
district' 

Male servants 32.5 49.2 37.0 22.2 13.5 
Female servants 58.3 56.9 79.3 72.9 22.2 

Feeding area' 
Male servants 32.5 16.4 14.8 35.6 51.3 
Female servants 21.4 22.1 6.3 14.0 33.3 

Elsewhere in 
France 

Male servants 17.5 26.9 37.0 33.3 32.4 
Female servants 13.0 14.7 6.3 8.4 33.3 

Foreign 
Male servants 5.0 3.0 3.7 5.6 0.0 
Female servants 2.3 0.0 0.0 1.9 0.0 

N 

Male servants 40 67 27 90 37 
Female servants 84 95 63 I07 9 

Sources: See Bibliography, section I, B. 
'For an explanation of these terms, see text. 

other, more distant areas of France, or from foreign countries, more often 
than women servants did, as the columns labeled "Rest of France" and "For
eign" suggest. 

Recruitment patterns of Parisian servants differed slightly from those of 
Toulouse and Bordeaux, for the simple reason that the capital was a mecca for 
domestics: its high salaries and prestigious households drew ambitious ser

vants of both sexes from all parts of the country. To "make it" as a servant 
sooner or later one had to go to Paris,just as to make it as an actor in America 
today one has sooner or later to go to Hollywood or New York. Therefore 
both male and female servants traveled longer distances to Paris than to Tou
louse or Bordeaux (although Bordeaux too attracted the ambitious, since it 
was the gateway to the riches of the Indies). In other ways Parisian migration 
patterns matched those of the other cities. 10 Servantes were more likely than 
male domestics to come from the Paris immediate hinterland, the Seine basin, 
and they often came by water because, as Richard Cobb has shown us, river 
barges were a favorite means of travel to Paris in the eighteenth century.11 

Male servants came largely from a "feeding area," which for Paris included the 
whole northern third of France: Normandy, Picardy, and Artois, the Val du 
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Loire, Champagne, Burgundy, the Franche-Comte, and Lorraine. Much of 

this feeding area differed from the others in that it was not poor and moun
tainous but instead a rich fertile plain. But here too it was poverty that trig

gered migration, for these plains were divided into large estates farmed by 
landless agricultural laborers, brassiers, whose families sent their surplus sons 

to Paris to become domestics. 

The patterns of migration of servants to the three cities differed little from 
those of other migrants to the same towns. 12 Artisans and wage laborers newly 

come to these cities showed the same patterns of short hops for women and 

longer displacements, from the same poverty-stricken feeding areas, for men. 

They also showed the same tendency, seen in table 7, toward increasing longer 

distance migration as the eighteenth century progressed. As the price rise and 
overpopulation made conditions in the countryside worse, migration of all 

sorts increased, and immigrants to towns tended to come from farther and 

farther afield. 13 All this suggests that the initial decision to enter domestic 

service was probably primarily a matter of "push" instead of "pull." Poverty 

rather than hope for the future drove men and women from home, and domes

tic service was only one of several employments to choose from in the city. 

Further evidence that it was poverty that drove people into domestic ser

vice comes from an analysis of servants' social backgrounds. Most domestics 

came not only from poor sections of the country but also from the lowest 

levels of rural society: they were the sons and daughters of poor agricultural 

day laborers. This was especially likely to be true of female servants. As table 8 

TABLE 8 

Occupations of Fathers of Women Servants (in%) 

Toulouse Bordeaux Paris' 

1727-29 1787-89 1727-29 1787-89 1787-89 

Domestic servant 3.0 2.5 0.0 1.6 0.0 
Agricultural laborer 63.4 58.5 63.6 50.0 30.0 
Craftsman 19.4 22.8 18.2 17.7 10.0 
Textile worker, wage 

laborer 5.9 3.8 9.1 16.1 30.0 
Food, lodging, 

transportation worker 3.0 3.8 0.0 0.0 20.0 
Soldier, sailor, minor 

public servant 1.0 0.0 2.3 3.2 0.0 
Petit bourgeois 0.0 3.8 4.5 6.4 10.0 
Unknown h 4.0 3.8 2.3 4.8 0.0 
N 84 79 44 62 10 

Sources: See Bibliography, section I, B. 
'This sample is too small to be statistically valid; it was included because it is the only informa

tion I have for Parisian female servants. 
bOccupation unknown because identity of father unknown. 
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shows, the majority of servantes were the daughters of agricultural laborers: 
;ournaliers, manouvriers, brassiers, vignerons in the wine country of Bor
deaux. Agricultural laborers formed the largest single category of fathers of 
female servants in all three cities. Other female servants were the daughters of 
petty rural craftsmen; those few who were urban-born were usually the daugh
ters of textile workers or wage laborers. Only a small minority came from the 
respectable petty bourgeoisie. Not surprisingly this category was largest in 
Paris, which attracted the most ambitious and socially respectable servants. 

The social background of male domestics was slightly different (see table 
9). Although here too most came from families of agricultural laborers, men 
servants were more likely than women to have parents who had been in service 
themselves. They were also more likely to come from families of craftsmen 
(not surprisingly, since more of them were born in cities) and of minor public 
servants-huissiers and the like. Above all, they were more likely to have fa
thers who were members of the petty bourgeoisie: schoolmasters, notaries, 
surgeons. Again such respectably born servants were especially concentrated 
in Paris. Fully a quarter of the male servants in Daumard and Furet's sample 
of marriage contracts for 1749 came from the petty bourgeoisie. But Toulouse 
also had a sizable number of men servants from such backgrounds in the 1720s 
( 12. 8 percent of all male domestics). In both cities the proportion of men 
servants from respectable backgrounds decreased in the course of the eigh
teenth century, probably because of the declining prestige of domestic service. 
The repectably born increasingly shunned an occupation labeled vile and de
grading. They were replaced by young men whose poverty did not allow them 

TABLE 9 

Occupations of Fathers of Men Servants (in %) 

Toulouse Bordeaux 
1 727-29 1 787-89 1 727-29 1 787-89 

Domestic servant 20. 5 7. 1 7 .7  9 .5 
Agricultural laborer 35 .9 70.0 30 .8 48.9 
Craftsman 23. 1 2.9 30. 8 2 1 . 3  
Textile worker, 

wage laborer 2 .6 5 .7 7 .7 8 .5 
Food ,  lodging, trans-

portation worker 0.0 1 .4 7. 7 0.0 
Soldier, sailor, minor 

public servant 0.0 1 .4 7. 7 6.4 
Petit bourgeois 1 2. 8  5 . 7  0.0 2. 1 
Unknownh 5. 1 1 . 4 7. 7 4.3 
N 40 70 1 3  47 

Sources: See Bibliography, section I, B. 
'Derived from Daumard and Furet, Structures et relations socio/es a Paris. 
bOccupation unknown because identity of father unknown. 

Paris 
1 749' 1 787-89 

5 .2 6. 7 
44.6  53 .3  
1 5. 2  I I . I 

4. 5 6.7 

8.8 

4. 8 6. 7 
25.7 6. 7 
0.0 0.0 

287 45 
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such scruples. A clear "proletarianization" in the social backgrounds of male 
domestic servants occurred over the course of the eighteenth century. The 
percentage of those whose fathers were petty bourgeois and independent 
craftsmen declined, while those whose fathers were textile workers, wage la
borers, and peasants rose. From the rural sector, fewer were sons of relatively 
well-off laboureurs and more were the sons of penniless journaliers and vig
nerons. In sum, the pattern of recruitment of male domestics drew closer to 
that of the less prestigious female servants in the last decades of the Old Re
gime. By then domestic service was, for both sexes, an occupation that at
tracted primarily the children of the poor whom their families could not 
support. 

Finding a Job-and Keeping It 

Domestic service was clearly what we would today call an entry-level occu
pation, a first job. People became servants at a young age and later often 
moved on to something else. There were certain exceptions to this, to be sure. 
Many tutors had been seminarians or law students before they entered a 
household; secretaries were often ex-law students or even lawyers. And the 
post of garde-chasse attracted army veterans, as the following advertisement 
attests: "Two cannoneers, one aged thirty-two and the other thirty-five, inva
lids of the Grimaldi Company, garrisoned at the Chateau Trompette, know
ing how to write and hunt, want to become gardes-chasse. Address yourself to 
the chateau, to their captain, who will vouch for them" (Journal de Guienne, 
June 27, 1785). 1 4  But apart from these cases, domestic service was an occupa
tion for the young and inexperienced. The vogue forjockeys in the last half of 
the eighteenth century meant that boys could become servants at very young 
ages indeed. Advertisements for jockeys usually specified their ages as twelve 
or thirteen; one eleven-year-old advertising for the post in the Journal de 
Guienne stated that he had "already been in service." 1 5 Girls started their ca
reers as domestics slightly later. Twelve to fifteen were the ages usually speci
fied for beginning servantes and filles d'enfants in advertisements, and evi
dence from marriage contracts suggests that most female servants got their 
first jobs in their mid-to-late teens. 

Just how these young people left their native villages and found their first 
jobs in strange cities is not clear. Doubtless many were placed by parents or 
relatives. When the Chevalier de la Renaudie hired fifteen-year-old Jean 
Germane as a farm servant, he noted in his livre de raison that the arrangment 
had been made with the boy's father. 16  Often young people were placed by 
older siblings already in service. Restif tells of a young man from Normandy 
who goes to Paris, gets a position as a secretary, and then finds a job for his 
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younger sister and sends for her. 17  Sometimes whole families migrated to the 
city in that way. One Parisian court case involved three sisters, all domestics; 
they had pro baby come to Paris one at a time, the elder one finding a job for 
the next, and she in turn paving the way for the youngest. 18 In such circum
stances, with job and lodging guaranteed and a familiar face to greet you at the 
end of the road, leaving home was not too painful. 

But if a young servant had to go off to the city alone, he or she was likely to 
have a difficult time of it. The journey itself could be frightening. Restif has a 
marvelous description of the trip of a young girl setting out from Normandy to 
go to Paris to become a servant. She traveled by public coach, wedged in 
among soldiers and prostitutes whose rough talk and manners frightened her, 
and three enormous peasant women who crowded her off her seat. 19 Many 
young people seeking posts as domestics could not afford even such convey
ances and went to the city on foot. This too could have its dangers. Marie 
Guillermine, daughter of a mason in the small Proven9al village of Salon, left 
her home in 1765 to look for work in the larger town of St. Remy. On the road 
she met a man who said, what a coincidence: he lived in St. Remy and he was 
looking for a maid ! Marie eagerly accepted his offer of work, only to be 
dragged off into the woods and raped along a deserted stretch of the road.20 

The journey's end could hold perils as well. Restif tells us, "There were 
always at the arrival of the public coaches [in Paris] unscrupulous men, em
ployees of criminal haunts, shipping off into prostitution the newly arrived 
girls who have come to enter service."2 1  If they avoided that trap, newcomers 
still had to find a place to sleep, and to learn the ropes of job-hunting in the 
city; they had to discover the location of the bureaux d'addresse, both legal 
and illegal, where jobs were listed, the names of cabaratiers who would be 
willing to take messages from prospective employers for a small fee, and the 
spots, like the petite porte of the Palais Royal in Paris, where out-of-work 
domestics congregated to be looked over by those seeking servants and to 
exchange tips on available openings.22 Such tips were probably a newcomer's 
best hopes for finding a position, but even they could hold pitfalls for the 
inexperienced. Renee Letalu came to Paris from Brittany in 1750 "with the 
design of serving there as a femme de chambre." She met a certain Mme. 
Beaufrere, who said that she had heard that La nommee Riquet knew some
one who needed a maid. That someone, a Mme. Alleon, offered Renee a job as 
servante, which she took "while waiting for a better position." But after three 
weeks Mme. Alleon told her she was no longer needed; however, she offered to 
introduce the girl to "a gallant gentleman" whose acquaintance might prove 
profitable to her. Renee at first refused, but after some discouragingjob hunt
ing she agreed to meet the man. He raped her, then set her up as his mistress, 
and eventually left her pregnant and syphilitic, her career as a servant over 
before it had really begun.23 Doubtless such occurrences were all too common. 
Failure to find a first job or settling for the wrong sort of position could mean 
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a quick descent into criminality, with girls turning to prostitution to survive, 
and boys taking up that combination of scrounging, begging, and outright 
thievery which characterized male juvenile delinquency in eighteenty-century 
cities. 24 

Finding the right first job was important for another reason as well. The 
first job seems more or less to have determined the level at which a servant 
would remain through his or her career. In Old Regime France domestics had 
little scope for advancement either within their original household or through 
changing positions. Their advancement within a household was limited by the 
lack of a strictly defined servant hierarchy which, as we have seen, character
ized large establishments in this period. 25 The noble households of prerevolu
tionary France did not offer the automatic progression from bootboy to 
butler, from skivvy to parlormaid to lady's maid, which marked servants' ca
reers in Victorian England. Usually servants in great houses remained at the 
level at which they began. Nor was changing jobs a way to better one's posi
tion. The goal of most servants was employment in a prestigious noble house
hold. Yet it was almost impossible for, say, a woman who started her career as 
an inn servant to end up as afemme de chambre to the wife of a parlementaire. 
In general servants spent their careers in households of the same social level as 
the one where they first worked. An example is the career of Jeanne Du
champs, a servante who married in Bordeaux in 1788 .  When she made her 
marriage contract she had been with her current master, a merchant, for only 
three weeks; before that she had spent two months in a different household, 
three months in a second, and a year in a third. All but one of these previous 
employers were also merchants. 26 Servants might sink on the social scale, for 
the bourgeoisie apparently derived some snobbish satisfaction from employ
ing former members of noble households (for example, Marguerite Siari, 
former chambermaid of a marquise, was employed by a Toulousan avocat 
when she married,)27 but they rarely rose. 

Despite this discouraging situation servants changed jobs frequently, espe
cially in the latter half of the eighteenth century. This suggests that while ser
vants did not necessarily enter the occupation out of ambition, they often 
developed that quality in the course of their careers. Of course, servants had 
other reasons for changing jobs as well. Much of their movement was involun
tary, when they were fired for incompetence or for some misdemeanor. And 
sometimes they left their jobs because that was the only way to escape from an 
intolerable situation-beatings, sexual abuse, and the like. Servants also 
changed jobs because that was often the only way they could get paid or get a 
raise. In the seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries, as we have seen, ser
vants remained unpaid for long periods, and leaving a position was frequently 
the only way a servant could make his master actually hand over his wages. 
Even in the late eighteenth century, when payment was more regular, leaving a 
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job was often the only way to get a raise, since employers tended to pay a 
servant his entry level salary throughout his career, although the general level 
of servants' wages might have risen in the meantime. For example, one Mar
ion, last name not recorded, was hired as a maid-of-all-work by the Marquis 
de Barneval in 1754 for the then fairly high salary of forty-eight livres per year. 
But she continued to receive this amount throughout the twenty-eight years 
she remained in the Marquis's household. Meanwhile, wages had risen, of 
course; Marion's successor was hired at a starting salary of sixty livres. 28 Thus 
there were very practical reasons why a servant might quit his or her job. 
Nonetheless one gets the impression that many domestics left perfectly satis
factory positions because they imagined something better might lay just over 
the horizon. Many seem to have had an image in their minds of the ideal job: a 
post in a prestigious noble household, where the master was easygoing and 
liberal, the pay good, the work light, and the company below stairs congenial. 
And many spent their lives pursuing this chimera. 

Before 1750 servant movement was inhibited by the fact that they were not 
paid and therefore could not save to tide them over a period of job-hunting. 
Lack of self-confidence and excessive deference to their masters may also have 
dampened their impulse to leave. But in the late eighteenth century the more 
regular payment of servants' wages and the resulting boost to their self-image 
removed these inhibitions. In the livres de raison which I examined dating 
from 1600 to 1750, the average stay in a household for servants was four years; 
in those from 1750 to 1820 the average stay was only one and one-half years.29 

In some households of the late eighteenth century the turnover was staggering. 
The Marquis de Barneval, a Toulousan noble, employed no less than 149 
different servants between 1769 and 1783; three-quarters of these stayed less 
than one year, and of these three-quarters stayed less than six months.Jo 

In the last decades of the Old Regime the career pattern of the typical 
servant showed a few relatively long stays at congenial households, in
terspersed with many short sojourns in less pleasing surroundings. A good ex
ample is the career of Marguerite Tallandier, a forty-six-year-old woman who 
had worked as a servante in Paris for twenty-two years. She stayed at her first 
job, with a marchand de vin, for three years, then moved on to the home of a 
marchande lingerie, where she stayed for four. Next came her apparently fa
vorite post, with a clerk; she stayed there eleven years. But after he died she 
began a period of unhappy searching for a household she could like as well, 
remaining in one job for six months, another for three weeks, and so forth. 
She spent almost four years drifting from place to place.J I Most domestics 
held many jobs in their lives: between five and ten was probably the average, 
although some, like Damiens, the would-be assassin of Louis XV, served over 
thirty different masters.J2 For such restless spirits, changing employment was 
a way of life: the ideal job always lay just over the hill. 
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Unemploy ment and Downward Mobility 

Changing jobs could have its rewards, of course, but it had its dangers as 
well. Unless a servant lined up a new position ( either through his own contacts 
with friends of his master or through the offices of a friendly servant in a 
household adding to its staff)33 before he quit his old one, job-changing car
ried with it the threat of a long period of unemployment-chomage in the 
French term. Nothing was more dangerous for servants' ambitions, for even a 
few weeks' unemployment could eat up the savings of a lifetime. 

Some unemployment among servants was of course involuntary and there
fore unavoidable. This tended to peak in the summer months, when nobles in 
cities and towns shut up their hotels and adjourned to their country chateaux 
during the hot weather, often taking only a small core of household staff with 
them and firing the rest . 34 Unemployment among servants probably also rose 
with the price of bread,35  because high bread prices usually created commer
cial depressions in the preindustrial economy of the eighteenth century, 
prompting hard-hit artisan and mercantile employers to fire their servants. 
Thus domestics were often thrown on the job market just when the cost of the 
food they needed for survival was at its highest and when competition for what 
few jobs there were was sharpest because the cities were flooded with hordes of 
immigrants looking for work. 

Servants with some savings could survive up to a month of unemployment 
with relative ease. Of course they had to adjust their life style to their new 
circumstances. They pawned their fine clothes, ate the black bread of the poor 
instead of the leavings of haut cuisine, and abandoned the fashionable dis
tricts of the city to seek lodging in the cheapest and most disreputable cham
bres garnies. Marc Botlan was fortunate enough to find the registers of some 
Parisian lodging houses in the 1770s. These show that unemployed servants 
were most often found in the seedy establishments of the rue du Pelican and 
the rue des Vieux-Augustins; they were much less likely to stay in the more 
respectable houses on the rue de Grenelle. 36 With such adjustments, a servant 
could usually manage to survive for a few weeks. When Pierre Jallet, an un
employed valet de chambre, was asked at the Chatelet how he survived with
out a job "he replied that he did not work, that he waited for a position [to be 
obtained] through the protection of M. Du Barry or other employed servants, 
and that he lived on the interest from his loans, the belongings he had sold, and 
a few small rentes." He neglected to mention that his wife worked as a femme 
de chambre, at least until she was fired because her mistress found her con
stant crying about her husband's unemployment too depressing. 37 

Most servants could manage to keep themselves fed and housed for a 
month of unemployment on about 15 livres, one-tenth of the yearly salary of 
a cacher-though more like one-third of that of a servante. 38 But any more 
prolonged chomage could make serious inroads on their resources. Therefore 



Servants' Private Lives / 7 1  

after a month or so of joblessness, most unemployed servants bundled up their 
remaining belongings, left them with a trusted friend, and began to live a 
nomadic life, changing lodgings every few days to avoid paying the rent and 
turning their hands to any work available. Unemployed servantes often 
worked temporarily as laundresses or gardes-malades. But male servants, 
always more conscious of the gulf between themselves and the rest of the menu 

peuple, apparently refused to become day laborers and instead tried to survive 
by hanging around the fashionable districts and running errands for tips.39 If 
these expedients failed, servants would take to the road in earnest, trying their 
luck in another city, or going back home to throw themselves on the mercy of 
their families. When Fran�oise Maugras, a Parisian servante, was fired from 
her job in 1747, she packed up her remaining belongings, "nippes et hardes" 

consisting of a skirt, two chemises, an apron, twelve headkerchiefs, three fi

chus, and a pair of stockings, left them with her friend Lefebvre and his wife, 
and went back home for a stay which would last three years. When she re
turned to Paris she discovered that the Lefebvres, having had no word from 
her and thinking that she had died, had long ago sold all her possessions.40 

Servant Criminality 

A final option for the unemployed and desperate servant was to turn to 
crime-to beggary, theft, or prostitution. And this brings us to one of the most 
misunderstood aspects of servants' lives: their criminality. Most employers 
during the Old Regime were convinced that their servants were basically crim
inal at heart, and that their characteristic crime was vol domestique, the theft 
of money or goods by a servant from his master. And most officials of the 
royal and municipal governments believed that the dishonest servant was re
sponsible for the great increase in theft which plagued French cities and towns 
in the last decades of the Old Regime. These notions were embodied in police 
ordinances, and they have been accepted uncritically by many modern histor
ians.4 1  But these notions reveal more about the attitudes of the master class 
toward its domestics than they do about servant criminality. They reflect the 
subconscious fear and worry masters felt about the strangers who shared the 
intimacies of their households, a worry that grew to hysterical proportions 
with the more rapid turnover among servants in the last decades of the eigh
teenth century. But they do not reflect the realities of servant crime. For anal
yses of actual police and court records from the ancien regime show that in 
fact servants were probably less criminally inclined than other members of the 
lower classes; that when they did commit crimes they were more likely to be 
crimes of violence than theft; and that their thefts were usually not vol domes
tique but instead cases in which an unemployed servant robbed a friend, land
lord, or casual passer-by. 
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Court records reveal that servants in general committed far fewer crimes 
than might be expected, given the size of their presence in urban populations. 
In Paris in the last decades of the eighteenth century, approximately 15 per
cent of the population were servants, but they contributed only 7.6 percent of 
those accused of crimes.42 Similarly, servants formed approximately 8 percent 
of the population of Bordeaux, but only 4 percent of all accused felons.43 Nor 
did servant criminality increase as the century progressed-in fact, the oppo
site occurred. In Toulouse, for example, the Parlement condemned to death 
for theft and other serious crimes an average of 1.09 persons per year between 
1633 and 1728; 12.5 percent of these were servants. But between 1750 and 
1778, the average condemnations per year rose to 7. 79, but only I 0.1 percent of 
these were domestics.44 Paris showed a similar trend. Servants were one of the 
few occupational groups whose proportional contribution to criminality de
clined over the last half of the eighteenth century, and this decline continued 
through the years of the Revolution.45 The only area of criminal statistics in 
which servants appear to have been over, rather than under, represented is 
that of violent crimes. The Chatelet records for the last decades of the Old 
Regime show that only 7 percent of all crimes involved violence, but almost 13 
percent of those of servants did so.46 This tendency toward violence may re
flect the rural backgrounds of most domestics: in early modern Europe vio
lence was the characteristic crime of the countryside, while crimes against 
property typified urban criminality.47 Or it may have grown out of the high 
level of violence traditionally allowed to servants, since one of their duties
and privileges-was to chastise physically anyone who offended their masters. 
But whatever its cause, the penchant of servants for crimes of violence throws 
further doubt on traditionally accepted notions of servant larceny centering 
around vol domestique. 

Defenders of the traditional view of servant criminality might argue that 
criminal statistics of the Old Regime are not convincing, given the wide gap 
between crimes committed and those reported and prosecuted, and that these 
statistics are especially unreliable for cases of vol domestique. For it has been 
suggested that masters became increasingly reluctant to report and prosecute 
the thefts by their domestics during the course of the eighteenth century.48 

Their reluctance is said to have stemmed from the ferocious punishment ac
corded such crimes. Vol domestique was considered worse than ordinary theft 
because it involved a betrayal of trust. A servant owed his primary loyalty to 
his master; his primary duty was the protection of his master's property. 
Therefore a servant who robbed his master was doubly guilty: he was a dis
loyal servant as well as a thief. Given the familial rhetoric that surrounded the 
patriarchal household of the Old Regime, the act was almost equivalent to 
patricide. Thus it is not surprising that the crime was harshly punished. In all 
law codes of the Old Regime, vol domestique carried the death sentence, usu
ally death by hanging. The coutume of Paris mandated that the guilty servant 
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be executed on the doorstep of the master whom he had betrayed. This pun

ishment is said to have been a major factor in dissuading masters from report

ing domestic thefts. Their growing humanitarianism, so the argument goes, 
made them reluctant to exact the death penalty for petty pilfering, and their 

new notions of domestic comfort made the thought of a rotting corpse sus

pended in their doorway understandably distasteful.49 

Doubtless there is something to this argument. Employers' memoirs of the 

period do show a humanitarian reluctance to prosecute servants for petty 

thefts. For example, the famous artist Elizabeth Vigee-Lebrun was robbed by 

one of her servants while in exile in St. Petersburg during the Revolution. She 

was unable to prevent the reporting of the crime, but she moved heaven and 

earth ("I cannot tell you what it cost me in prayers and solicitations," she 

wrote) to see that the thief was pardoned. The young man's parents had once 
been in her employ, and she did not want to inflict on them the grief of having 

their son hanged. 50 But while such cases did occur I find it hard to believe that 
they were prevalent enough to alter substantially the statistics of servant crim

inality. Instead these statistics seem to me an accurate reflection of what we 

know of servants' lives and attitudes. The generally low crime rate of servants 

could easily have stemmed from their passion for "respectability," and their 

relatively high rate of violent crimes could reflect the license for violent behav

ior traditionally allowed male domestics. 

Another way in which the criminal statistics seem to reflect the reality of 
servants' lives is the fact that among at least the reported instances of servant 

thievery unemployed servants predominated. Statistics of servant larceny 
suggest that the typical servant thief was not the employed servante who 

filched her mistress's handkerchief, but instead the out-of-work domestic who 

shoplifted, picked pockets, or robbed his landlord and fellow lodgers simply 

to stay alive. Such is the pattern revealed in thefts of servants prosecuted in the 
Chatelet in the last decades of the Old Regime, summarized in table IO, below. 
Clearly chomage drove the majority of servants to stealing.51 

TABLE JO 

Victims of Theft Perpetrated by Servants, Paris, 1750--89 

Victim 

Master or former master 
Other servants 
Fellow lodgers 
Shopkeepers, passers-by, etc. 

N 

Employed Servants 

49 
7 
0 

30 

86 

Source: Botlan, "Domesticite et domestiques," 300. 

Unemployed Servants 

12 
12 
21 
71 

116 
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Theft was simply the most desperate expedient by which unemployed ser
vants stayed alive. Most thieving servants were not habitual criminals; in
stead, they were trying to survive as best they could. Unfortunately, however, 
the committing of just one theft could easily draw a servant from the paths of 
respectability, and plunge him-or, much less frequently, her52-permanently 
into the criminal underworld which existed in all French cities and towns. This 
was especially likely to happen if a servant stole clothing or table linen, favor
ite targets of servant larceny. Stolen money was easily spent, and stolen food 
was simply eaten, but stolen clothing or linen had to be disposed of through a 
fence. Frequently these were revendeuses, women who wandered the streets 
peddling patched and faded sheets, and skirts and stockings which had al
ready passed through the hands of fifteen or twenty owners. 53  Revendeuses 
were often wives of servants and former servants themselves, like Anne Bau
diere, ditte La Mangonette, wife of Jean Semeze, cacher, arrested for traffick
ing in stolen goods in Toulouse in 1689, and La nommee Faur, described by 
one of her criminal contacts as a former domestic and "married to a man who 
remains in the service of some gros Monsieur."54 For revendeuse, was, like 
laundress, a logical occupation for a female servant forced to give up her job 
upon marriage. Servants were therefore often acquainted with these women, 
and they in turn often put the domestics who brought them goods to fence into 
contact with bands of robbers on the lookout for accomplices who might leave 
a window open or a door ajar for the convenience of thieves. 55 Thus servants 
might be drawn into a permanent life of crime. This happened to Gabriel 
Larrisiere, who began his career as the respected and well-paid cook of Cardi
nal Bonzi of Toulouse and ended it on a scaffold. Unemployment apparently 
drove Larrisiere into petty thievery, and through this he discovered a criminal 
underworld which appealed to him more than the kitchens of /es grands. He 
left domestic service, adopted a nom de guerre, Laforgue, and embarked on a 
career of crime, eventually joining a gang which stole the plate from church 
altars and fenced it through a shady goldsmith in Montauban. Larrisiere was 
executed for vols avec effraction and sacrilege in 17 17. 56 

Stories like Larrisiere's point up the dangers of chomage for servants. 
Long-term unemployment could not only wipe out the savings from decades 
of work; it could also set a servant on a downward spiral to disaster. The same 
also holds true for that special criminal opportunity for women: prostitution. 
The extent of servant prostitution, like servant thievery, has been greatly ex
aggerated by historians. And like thievery, prostitution is best understood in 
the context of servant unemployment and the desperation it induced. 

Ever since Parent-Duchatelet's famous survey of Parisian prostitutes of the 
1830s revealed that almost one-third of them had once been servants (thus 
making domestic service the most heavily represented former occupation 
among them), historians have assumed that servants were especially likely to 
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join the ranks of the world's oldest profession.57 For them the classic prosti
tute is the female servant seduced and then abandoned by her employer or 
swain and forced to sell herself to survive. Olwen Hufton, for example, em
phasizes this type in her discussion of prostitution among the eighteenth
century poor.58 

The notion that servants contributed heavily to the ranks of prostitutes fits 
well with employers' perceptions of the immorality of domestics, but it does 
not accord with what we know about at least professional prostitution in the 
ancien regime. Unfortunately our knowledge is sparse, because lists of profes
sional prostitutes rarely give anything besides their name and crime. Yet what 
information there is suggests that servants were in fact rather unlikely to be
come prostitutes. For example, in the lists of women condemned for prostitu
tion to the H6pital La Grave in Toulouse from 1729 to 1739, former occupa
tions were given for fourteen. Only one was a former servante, although two 
others were, respectively, the wife of a cocher and the widow of a cuisinier. 59 In 
Bordeaux, where prostitution flourished as befitted a great port, 150 profes
sional prostitutes were listed on the capitation roll of 1784. But most of these 
were former lingeres and couturieres; the former servants among them were 
mostly ex-slaves from the West Indies, like Marie La Negresse and La Marti
niquaise.60 In the records of arrest for prostitution in Bordeaux's municipal 
archives, the only servant mentioned is a male domestique condemned for 
patronizing afille de joie .6 1 Even in Paris, which had the most widespread, 
organized, and professionalized prostitution of any city in France, servants 
were surprisingly underrepresented among the inhabitants of brothels. 62 And 
new studies of prostitution in the nineteenth century show that even in that era 
of Parent-Duchatelet servants were not especially likely to take to the streets. 
Instead the needle trades were the largest contributors to the ranks of the /ii/es 
de noce.63 

Thus the traditional conception of the servant prostitute, like that of the 
servant thief, needs some revision. Nevertheless there were two types of female 
domestics who often became prostitutes: inn servants and the unemployed 
servante . That the serving women of inns, taverns, and cabarets would offer 
more than drinks to their customers was a longstanding tradition in European 
society. As M. Fournel, an eighteenth-century jurist, pointed out, in the laws 
of ancient Rome inn servants were classified as prostitutes. This tradition 
lingered in the law codes of the ancien regime: because of their equivocal 
reputation inn servants were denied the legal right to sue their seducers for 
damages if they became pregnant, a right that all other women, including all 
other types of domestic servants, enjoyed.64 This provision reflected the reali
ties of their situation. Even in the eighteenth century, when most servants' 
work had become monetized, inn servants apparently did not receive regular 
wages and lived solely on their tips. In one court case Jeanne Leconte, servante 
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in the Reine de France in Bordeaux, was "interrogated how long she had been 
a servant in the aforesaid cabaret and how much she earned as wages. Re
sponded that she had been a servant for two months and that she got no wages, 
only sharing gifts and tips with another servante. "65 Therefore it is not surpris
ing, given the traditions of the occupation, that inn servants supplemented 
their meager earnings with casual prostitution. Those who made declarations 
de grossesse, statements required by law of unwed mothers in the ancien re
gime, were quite frank about their activities. Marthe Peyrig, servante at the 
Bras d'Or in the Provern;al town of Lambesc, stated that her pregnancy was 
the work of one of the inn's overnight guests, an army officer; she had carried 
his bags to his room, and after what she described as "certain discourses," they 
had sex.66 Rose Michel became pregnant by a frequent guest at the inn where 
she worked, a carter whose name she did not know; and Jeanne Marie La
mere, employed in a cabaret in Orgon, could not identify the author of her 
pregnancy; she confessed to "having been known abandonedly by various 
men."67 

The other type of female domestic likely to engage in prostitution was the 
unemployed servante. Whether out of work because she had been seduced and 
abandoned, or simply the victim of bad luck in the job market, the unem
ployed servante might easily turn to casual, short-term prostitution to survive. 
Such casual prostitution by normally respectable women was in fact the char
acteristic type of prostitution in the late eighteenth century and was far more 
widespread than the "professional" kind practiced by women who made pros
titution their sole support. Part-time prostitution was not automatically con
sidered disgraceful among the poor, who well understood the exigencies of 
survival. Nor did it necessarily represent a first step on the road to ruin. Many 
a woman who sold herself in time of need returned to respectability in better 
times and even eventually married.68 On the other hand, prostitution could 
also easily be the first step on a downward path to the criminal underworld. 
For prostitutes risked, besides the two obvious hazards of their calling, preg
nancy and venereal disease (both of which could make a servante unfit for 
further respectable employment) contacts with the criminal world of shady 
cabarets and backstreet gambling; like servant thieves, servant prostitutes 
could therefore easily be drawn into a lifetime of crime. 

These then were the risks of job-changing and unemployment: loss of sav
ings and of hopes for the future, a hand-to-mouth existence of temporary jobs 
and shelters, an ignominious return to home and family, and an opening to 
criminal temptations which could draw a servant deep into the underworld of 
illegality. How many domestics succumbed to these dangers is impossible to 
say. In her study of nineteenth-century servants Theresa McBride estimated 
that about one-third were downwardly mobile.69 This is probably a good 
guess for the Old Regime as well. 
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Moneymaking and Upward Mobility 

The majority of servants, however, appear to have survived occasional 
spells of unemployment with little difficulty, and marched steadily onward 
toward their goals in life. Paramount among these was making money. Many 
servants were surpringly successful at this. As mentioned earlier, this least 
"capitalistic" of occupations ironically produced some of the shrewdest 
businessmen-and -women-and the largest fortunes among the working 
classes. 

As we have seen, domestic service, with its high salaries and its wide variety 
of perks and perquisites, was at least after 1750, one of the more lucrative 
occupations open to the lower classes. 70 And since their food and shelter were 
usually provided for them, servants could save almost every sou they earned. 
Therefore it is not surprising that they were among the wealthiest members of 
the lower classes. 

It is difficult to compare the fortunes of servants with those other members 
of the lower classes because domestics were not listed under their own income 
level on capitation rolls. The best source for comparison is therefore marriage 
contracts, although admittedly these are biased in favor of the more prosper
ous types who could afford to marry. Analysis of marriage contracts reveals a 
striking pattern. In town after town of the Old Regime servants regularly 
commanded more wealth at marriage than did agricultural workers, wage 
laborers, or even artisans, and in many cases their fortunes matched those of 
the lower levels of the bourgeoisie. 

The value of servant dowries in Toulouse, Bordeaux, and Paris are sum
marized in table 11. The patterns discernible here are not surprising. Male 
servants, as befitted their superior salaries and prestige, generally commanded 
greater wealth at marriage than did their female colleagues. Dowries were 
greater in commercial Bordeaux, with its higher wages, than in Toulouse, and 
they were greatest of all in Paris, that Promised Land of eighteenth-century 
servitude. And in each town and for each sex dowries rose dramatically with 
the rise in servants' wages during the course of the eighteenth century. 

Perhaps the most striking feature of this table is the wide range of wealth it 
reveals. Even in the late eighteenth century there were servants whose total 
possessions at marriage were less than 100 livres. For example, the entire 
dowry of Jeanne Joffres, servante of Toulouse, is described as "a bit of linen," 
so poor that the notary put no monetary value on it; and Magdeleine, an 
illegitimate farm servant, married solely on the strength of a forty-livre charit
able donation from Toulouse's Hopital La Grave.7 1  Yet a substantial and 
growing segment of the servant population was well-off; an example is Gabriel 
Lachasse, Parisian cacher, who started life as the son of a poor farm laborer in 
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TABLE I I  

Dowries of Servants at Marriage 

Livres Average Value Median Va lue 
of Dowry of Dowry 

Less than 1 00 1 00--499 50o--999 l 000+ (in Livres) (in Livres) 

Dowries of female 
servants (in %) 
Toulouse 

1 727-29 53 .4% 46.0% 0.5% 0.0% 1 42 .3  1 00 
1 787-89 39.6 45.6 1 2. I 2 .7 296.4 1 50 

Bordeaux 
1 727-29 30. 1 5 1 . 7 1 7 . 2  0 . 9  249 .7  1 50 
1 787-89 1 0. 5  36.8 25 . 3  27.4 653 . 7  500 

Paris, 1 787-89 7 . 7  23. 1 1 5 . 4  53 .8  1 404. 7 1 025 

Dowries of brides of 
male servants (in %) 
Toulouse 

1 727-29 74.4 23 . 3  0.0 2.3 1 1 5 . 8  60 
1 787-89 22.7 44. 3  2 1 . 6 1 1 . 3  342 .9 300 

Bordeaux 
1 727-29 3 1 .0 54.8 9.5 4.8 323 .5  200 
1 787-89 1 0.9  30.4 2 1 . 7 37 .0 789 . 7  536  

Paris, 1 787-89 8 .2  1 8 .4 20.4 53. 1 1 457. 1 l 000 

Sources: See Bibliography, section I, B . 

Brie but, by the time he married, had accumulated 2,000 livres cash and numer
ous clothes and household goods, and his bride, widow of a master-shoemaker, 
owned property worth almost 4,000 livres. 72 Such wealth was rarely found in 
other working-class occupations. In Bordeaux in the 1780s servants had more 
than double the proportion of dowries of over 800 livres than did masons; in 
Toulouse in the same period the average dowry of a servant was 100 livres 
more than that of an artisan and over 200 livres more than that of an agricul
tural laborer. 73 And in mid-eighteenth-century Paris the percentage of ser
vants with dowries of over 1,000 livres almost approached that of the bour
geois roturiers sans profession. 74 

Why were servants often so much wealthier than other lower class types? 
The answer lies in part in their large salaries and the opportunity for saving 
that their occupation afforded. But it also lies in the fact that their role as 
purchasers of household supplies for their employers gave them experience in 
the techniques of handling large sums of money denied to other members of 
the lower classes. Domestic service exposed them to the ways of wealth as well 
as the ways of the wealthy; they gained a sophisticated knowledge of financial 
practices which often encouraged them to try their luck at commerce. For 
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example, many servants who learned about the wholesale food trade through 
buying provisions for their housenolds eventually began to trade on their own 
account. Philippe Briquet, a maitre d'hotel to a baron in Toulouse, made 
sizable investments in wholesale wheat, financing them by loans from friends 
as well as his own savings. 75 And while servants were especially active in the 
provisioning trades, these were not their only commercial activities. The no
tarial records of the ancien regime reveal servants who trafficked in everything 
from cotton stockings to mulberry leaves for the silk industry. 76 

But the favorite investment of servants was undoubtedly the rente, or per
sonal loan at interest. In the Parisian estate inventories studied by Daniel 
Roche, almost 50 percent of the assets of servants who died intestate from 
1695 to 1715 and over 50 percent of the assets of those who died intestate from 
1775 to 1790 were in rentes. (Comparable figures for salaried workers were 
only 19 percent and 45 percent.)77 Servants were among the major buyers of the 
small rentes sold by charitable institutions.78 They also made many loans to 
private individuals. Servants were probably the major moneylenders to the 
menu peuple; loan transactions like that between Joseph Pidoux, suisse of 
Mme. La Marechale de Broglie, and one Romedon, a secondhand dealer, who 
borrowed 48 Iivres from him, abound in the police and notarial records of the 
ancien regime. 79 Even their social superiors were not above borrowing from 
domestics. A Toulousan avocat owed 300 livres to chef Louis Vintrou; a Jew
ish trader borrowed more than 6,800 livres from Parisian domestique Nicolas 
Cornette dit Champagne at a hefty 20 percent interest. 80 Especially common 
were loans by servants to their employers. Costerine Patou,fille de service of 
the Dile . de Vitry, was asked by her mistress if she had saved any of her wages 
from earlier jobs; she replied, yes, she had 200 livres. Madame promptly bor
rowed that to pay the household expenses. Frarn;ois Pages, a merchant in 
Toulouse, borrowed 550 Iivres at 5 percent interest from his servante; Domi
nique Trilhon, a priest, borrowed 200 livres from his. And a Bordelais maid
servant, Jeanne Jone, loaned her mistress, the widow of a noble, a total of 
1,453 livres in the course of the twenty-five years she worked for her; this 
money probably kept the household going.8 1 So accustomed were servants to 
making loans that one gets the impression that many of them thought of 
money primarily in terms of the interest it could earn. Maidservant Marianne 
Fabruel, urged by her mistress to buy some new clothes, gave her employer 
121 livres to purchase the garments. When her mistress refused to hand them 
over, Fabruel complained to the police: not only had she lost the 121 Iivres, she 
pointed out, but she had also lost the 5 percent interest she could have earned 
by loaning out the money. s2 

Their experience in handling money inspired many domestics to dream of 
leaving service and going into business. Femmes de chambre often hoped to 
set up shop as dressmakers; Anne Lavigne, for example, lady's maid to the 
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Marquise Denointelle, paid 200 livres to a marchande de modes for a two-year 
apprenticeship in that trade. 83 The traditional ambition of male domestics was 
to go into the provisioning trades, following in the footsteps of Audiger, a 
seventeenth-century maftre d'h6te/ and author of La Maison reg/ee, who after 
failing to get monopolies on all the peas and roses (both great luxuries in the 
seventeenth century) sold in Paris, made a fortune selling lemonade and iced 
drinks in his shop near the Palais-Royal.84 By the 1780s, however, many male 
servants were interested in other forms of commerce as well, especially in the 
booming commercial cities like Bordeaux. Bordeaux's newspaper, the Jour
nal de Guienne, often carried advertisements placed by maitres d'h6te/ who 
wanted to become respectable clerks "in an office or shop" and cooks who 
wanted to set sail for the West Indies to make their fortune. 85  Indeed, the sugar 
islands seem to have been the focus of the hopes and dreams of many ambi
tious servants in the eighteenth century. Femmes de chambre in Bordeaux 
offered to serve free of charge during the voyage employers who would pay for 
their passage to the Indies, and Parisian domestique Antoine Gonthier was 
cheated out of his savings by a man who promised to take him to Martinique, 
give him a slave, and set him up as a sugar planter.86 

Servants' grandiose dreams of becoming West Indian sugar planters were 
doubtless doomed to failure. Although there were a few spectacular examples 
of servants who made fortunes-Gourville, Audiger-most of them lived in 
the seventeenth century andiowed a great deal to the generosity of noble pa
trons. The notion propagated by Montesquieu that many financiers of the 
Regency had once been domestics has recently been proven a myth.8 7  But 
servants' more modest hopes of becoming shop clerks or marchandes de 
modes probably were realizable, although we have no way of knowing how 
many men and women deserted domestic service for such ventures or how well 
they fared. 

What attracted servants into the lower levels of commerce was not simply a 
desire for gain, for the financial rewards of such positions were rarely greater 
than those of domestic service. It was instead the bourgeois respectability such 
positions conferred. By the last decades of the eighteenth century the spread of 
the notion that domestic service was degrading made many servants desire to 
leave their occupation and join the ranks of the respectable. The Parisian chef 
L' Amireau provides a good example. His letters show that, although finan
cially successful and proud of his skill at his craft, L' Amireau was self
conscious about and resentful of his position as a servant. He once apologized 
for a present he gave to his fiancee: it was not much, he wrote bitterly, but it 
was "sufficient and even very proper for a person obliged to servitude," as he 
was. And one of his proudest moments came when he alone of all the house
hold was asked to dine on terms of equality by a country cure. 88 It was ambi
tious and touchy servants like L'Amireau who were most apt to desert the 
occupation for the sake of bourgeois respectability. 
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Love, Sex, and Marriage 

A major goal for most servants, and one inextricably bound with their 
other goals of leaving service and moving up in the world, was marriage. Mar
riage was especially important for the female servant. Only in marriage could 
she legitimately seek sexual fulfillment and find real economic security. And 
only when she married could she cease to be a servant and become instead 
mistress of a household of her own. 

Marriage was less crucial for male domestics, both because their financial 
situation was more secure and because they faced fewer penalties if they 
sought sexual fulfillment outside the bonds of matrimony. Nonetheless most 
men servants also wanted to marry, and not only for the personal happiness it 
might bring. In early modern Europe marriage was an economic as well as a 
social rite of passage. Since the lower classes rarely married without some sort 
of economic stake, marriage symbolized the attainment of at least a modest 
financial success. It also marked the period when dependency ceased and a 
man became a true adult, when he left his father's or his master's household to 
found a household of his own and take upon himself the economic responsibil
ities of an adult member of the community. This symbolic aspect of marriage 
appealed to male servants, so conscious of their dependency. Marriage was a 
part of their dreams of achieving economic success and of being recognized as 
independent and respectable citizens by society. Again the correspondence of 
Parisian chef L' Amireau illustrates this feeling. In his letters to his fiancee he 
dwells as lovingly on the joys of being a respectable master of his own house
hold, with a good bourgeois bonne menagere for a wife, as he does on the 
pleasures of sharing their lives together. 89 

But servants who wished to marry faced a number of formidable obstacles, 
the most important of which was their employers' prejudice against married 
domestics. Household manuals of the Old Regime were adamant on this 
point: married servants should be avoided at all costs. The problem with mar
riage was that it created divided loyalties. Married domestics could not devote 
themselves totally to their masters' interests, as good servants should. Instead 
they would alwaysoe tempted to put the interests of their own families first. 
Married servants would be distracted from their duties by family worries; they 
would be tempted to insinuate their dependents into the household, to sneak 
away to visit their spouses, and to rob their masters to feed their hungry child
ren.90 This preference for celibate servants is important, for masters had the 
means to enforce it. Not only could they refuse to hire married servants, but 
they could also prevent the marriages of those already employed, for by a law 
of 1567 employed domestics were required to obtain their masters' permission 
before marrying.9 1 That masters did indeed prevent their servants from marry
ing is suggested by the fact that seventeenth-century confessionals listed a 
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master's denying his servants permission to marry for purely selfish reasons as 
,� mortal sin.92 

The prej udice against married servants never completely prevented their 
employment-in 17 14, for example, the Sieur de Lamourous, Bordelais land
owner, hired Pierre Dupersson and his wife as "valet and servante in the 
house" at a combined wage of fifty-seven ecus per year.93 And signs suggest 
that by the last decades of the eighteenth century employers were less inclined 
to exercise patriarchal controls over the private lives of their servants. The 
newspapers of the 1780s are full of advertisements of married domestics seek
ing employment in the same household : "A husband and wife, aged twenty
eight, want to be placed in a household , the one as domestique, the other as 
femme de chambre. Both know how to read , write, iron, and work in linen."94 

But the prejudice never completely disappeared. Even during the Revolution 
married servants feared dismissal, as the following anecdote, recounted by the 
Due de Bourbon in a letter written in 1798, illustrates : 

A very interesting event . . .  is a secret marriage : that of my servante, 
named Riche . . .  and my intrep id marmiton Ursin. Fear of my whip pre
vented the disclosure while it was not strictly necessary, that is, not forced by 
any symptom of the appearance of any little Ursins . But they were afraid of 
an indiscretion and took the great decision to come and throw themselves at 
my feet to confess the mutual fault . . . .  It was hard not to burst out laugh
ing at the mixture of tears, sadness , happ iness and worry of the new house
hold which waited to be fired .95 

The prejudice against married servants did not mean that servants had to 
forswear marriage completely. Their rates of celibacy were probably only 
slightly higher than those of the rest of the lower classes.96 But it did mean that 
their marriage patterns differed from those of artisans and wage laborers. 
Servants were more likely than any other lower-class group to indulge in pre
marital sex. They married later than artisans or wage laborers, and they mar
ried much more exogamously. They were, as we have seen, generally wealthier 
at marriage than other members of the lower classes, but marriage was for 
them often an economic setback instead of a benefit. All of these oddities in 
servants' marriage patterns are directly traceable to the prejudice against mar
ried domestics. 

We can see how the prejudice against married domestics shaped servants' 
private lives as we follow them on their long road to the altar. Let us begin with 
the sex to whom marriage was most important : women. Most women servants 
began their careers in their mid-teens, but they generally did not marry until 
their late twenties or early thirties.97 The ten or fifteen years between their 
starting to work and their marriage was devoted to two objectives: first, ac
cumulating a dowry large enough to snare a respectable husband , and second , 
avoiding an illegitimate pregnancy which might ruin their marriage prospects. 
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Of the two, accumulating a dowry was infinitely easier. It was almost im
possible for a lower-class woman to marry without a dowry, if only a modest 
lit garni (bed and linens) worth ten or twenty livres. In the south of France 
almost every couple made a marriage contract-91 percent of all servants mar
rying in eighteenth-century Toulouse did so, for example98-and almost every 
contract specified at least a small dowry. Usually the bride's parents provided 
her dowry, but female servants came from backgrounds so poverty-stricken 
that they often had to provide their own. In my sample of marriage contracts 
from Toulouse and Bordeaux, only 10.8 percent of the women servants had 
their dowries given to them by their families, their master, or a charitable 
foundation, while 63.5 percent furnished their own dowries out of their own 
"salary and loans."99 Luckily it was fairly easy for a servant to save a substan
tial sum, since she did not have to spend her salary on food and lodging. 
Indeed probably many women were attracted to domestic service in the first 
place because of the unparalleled opportunity it provided to save for a dowry. 

As shown in table 11, the size of the dowries of female servants varied 
widely. Two factors influenced this: the length of time women worked before 
marriage and the type of job they held. Obviously the longer a woman worked 
the more she could earn and save. In Toulouse marriage contracts often speci
fied the length of time a woman spent in service before marriage: it averaged 
5.3 years in the 1720s and 4.8 in the l 780s. 100 In Toulouse in the I 720s, women 
who worked for less than a year before they married had dowries that aver
aged only 47.3 livres, while those who worked from one to five years had 
dowries averaging 141.3 Iivres and those who worked for over five years had 
dowries averaging 219.3 livres. Equally important in determining dowry size 
was the type of job a woman held. Specialized upper servants usually earned 
higher salaries and therefore accumulated bigger dowries than mere servant es . 

In Toulouse in the 1780s, for example, the average dowry for servantes was 
only 210 livres but cooks, femmes de chambre, and gouvernantes commanded 
dowries averaging 452 livres, 700 livres, and 1,400 livres respectively. Also, 
women who worked in noble and bourgeois households, where salaries were 
more likely to be high-and to be regularly paid-generally found it easier to 
accumulate a large dowry than did farm servants or those employed in lower
class households. 1 0 1 

The size of a servant's dowry was important, for it helped determine the 
sort of husband she could win, although obviously it was not the sole factor 
affecting the choice of a spouse. Servantes who kept up their ties to their 
family often returned home to marry a peasant suitor approved by their par
ents. Others married young men they met while in service: male servants in the 
same household (although masters' prejudices against married domestics 
made such matches rarer than might be expected); artisans and clerks whose 
stores they visited; shop boys who came to the kitchen on errands; day laborers 
whom they met dancing at carnival time. But the size of dowries definitely 
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affected a woman servant's range of choice. As table 12 shows, servants and 
artisans who married female domestics generally demanded bigger dowries 
than did mere peasants or wage laborers. Male servants, after all, were fairly 

well-off and socially ambitious, and they needed a large fortune at marriage in 
case they had to leave service and set themselves up in some other occupation. 
And artisans could afford to be choosy, for they had much to offer a wife: they 
were among the most prosperous and prestigious members of the lower 
classes. Also, they tended to marry endogamously, wedding the sisters and 

daughters of fellow craftsmen; such alliances brought useful contacts within 
their crafts. A servant girl needed a large dowry to compete with such brides. 

The marriage patterns of female servants have been classified in table 13. 
Two trends immediately stand out. The first is the low rate of endogamy-that 
is, marriage between servants. This trend is especially striking in the first half 
of the eighteenth century, when employers' prejudices against married ser

vants were strongest. In the latter half of the century the prejudice lessened, 
and the number of servant-servant marriages rose. But never ( except in Paris, 
where married domestics could easily hire themselves out as servants by the 

day) did it approach the levels of endogamy usual among the menu peup/e. In 
most eighteenth-century towns, after all, at least 40 percent and usually 50 
percent of artisans married within their social group; among daily laborers the 
figure often rose to 60 or 70 percent.102 

The second trend which table 13 reveals is a turn toward more adventurous 
and ambitious marriages as the century progressed. In both Toulouse and 
Bordeaux fewer servants returned to the villages of their birth to marry pea

sants and agricultural laborers in the last half of the eighteenth century; in
stead they increasingly cut themselves off from their families and early roots 
and established themselves permanently in town.103 And among townsmen 

they increasingly chose as husbands not the relatively "undemanding" textile 
workers and wage laborers, but instead domestics, artisans, and shopkeepers, 
who required substantial dowries from their brides. An apparent exception to 
this is Bordeaux, where the percentage of artisan husbands decreases and that 
of wage laborers increases from 1727-29 to 1787-89. But this is the exception 

TABLE12 

Average Dowry of Female Servants, Classified According to Husbands' Occupations (in Livres) 

Toulouse 

1727-29 1787-89 

Agricultural laborer 
Textile worker, wage laborer 
Servant 
Shopkeeper, artisan 

100.4 
126.9 

88.0 
199.4 

Sources: See Bibliography, section I, B. 

249.9 
32.0 

267.7 
356.4 

Bordeaux 

1727-29 1787-89 

140.7 300.5 
178.1 613.9 
200.9 312.0 
358.4 445.7 
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TABLE 13 

Occupations of Husbands of Female Servants (in %) 

Toulouse Bordeaux 

1727-29 1787-89 1727-29 1787-89 

Agricultural laborer 42.4% 26.4% 21.3% 14.0% 
Shopkeeper, artisan 22.4 24.5 40.2 23.3 
Servant 15.2 37.3 17.2 27.3 
Textile worker, wage laborer 10.4 6.3 5.7 24.7 
Food, lodging, transportation 8.0 4.5 5.7 2.7 

worker 
Soldier, sailor, public servant 1.6 0.9 4.9 5.5 

Other 0.0 0.0 7.9 2.6 
--

N 125 110 122 150 

Sources: See Bibliography, section I, B. 

Paris 

1787-89 

0.0% 
15.4 
53.8 
15.4 
0.0 

0.0 
15.9 

13 

that proves the rule. For in Bordeaux crafts became increasingly modernized 

and monetized in the last decades of the eighteenth century: instead of hiring 

apprentice journeymen who hoped to gain the maitrise one day, masters in
creasingly employed laborers who worked for a daily wage. It is these tonne

liers a la journee and gar<;ons platiers a la journee who form the bulk of the 

"wage-laborer" category in Bordeaux in the 1780s. Because of the high wages 
in Bordeaux, they were relatively prosperous, and they could demand the 

substantial dowries traditional to craftsmen, as table 12 shows. 
This turn toward more ambitious marriages on the part of the female ser

vants obviously owed a great deal to the monetization of servants' work and 

the rise in servants' wages over the course of the eighteenth century. Higher 
wages allowed servants to accumulate large dowries and therefore to compete 

successfully with the daughters of artisans and shopkeepers for city-bred 
spouses. But the mere fact that servants could accumulate large dowries was 
not solely responsible for their turn toward more ambitious marriages in the 

late eighteenth century. Opportunity, after all, means little without the will 
to take advantage of it. It was probably the new self-confidence of female ser

vants, bred of their participation in a market economy, which made them 
determined to strike the best possible bargain with life. For them this meant 

becoming the wife of a respectable and prosperous artisan or shopkeeper. 

Attaining this goal was not, however, simply a matter of saving for a dowry 

and looking around for a prospective husband on whom to bestow it. 
Husband-hunting was for female servants a perilous business. From the mo

ment they began to work and save for a dowry until they arrived safely at the 
altar, they faced a danger that could ruin not only their marriage plans but all 
their hopes for the future: the bearing of an illegitimate child. 
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We know a great deal about the women who bore illegitimate children in 
Old Regime France because of the existence of declarations de grossesse, 
statements required by French law of unwed mothers which are full of details 
about their seducers and the circumstances surrounding their pregnancies. 1 04 

Unfortunately no declarations survive for either Paris or Toulouse, and only a 
spotty sample, three half-burned registers covering the years 1772 to 1784, 
exists for Bordeaux. 1 05 I have analyzed these and also used an informative 
sample of over 2,000 declarations covering almost all of the eighteenth century 
and drawn mostly from Aix-en-Provence, a parlementary city very like Tou
louse in its economic and social makeup. 1 06 

In both, and indeed in every sample of declarations that I know of, domes
tic servants formed the largest single category of women who became preg
nant out of wedlock. In Aix they formed 58 percent of the total; in Bordeaux 
almost 20 percent, figures far greater than the proportion of servants in the 
female working population of the two towns. This suggests that there were 
aspects of domestic service that posed special threats to a woman's virtue. And 
this was indeed the case. Declarations show that all lower-class women, no 
matter what their occupation, ran a high risk of an illegitimate pregnancy 
during the months when they were courting. Sex between an engaged couple 
was apparently acceptable during the ancien regime, because of the popular 
tradition, dating back to before the Council of Trent, which regarded a be
trothal as equivalent to marriage. 1 07 If the woman became pregnant and even
tually married, the result was a prebridal pregnancy, fairly widespread and 
easily tolerated by the society of the Old Regime. But if something-lack of 
money, family objections, or the man's simply getting cold feet-prevented 
the marriage, the woman suffered through an illegitimate pregnancy and be
came part of the illegitimacy statistics. Domestic servants, however, faced a 
sort of double jeopardy. For in addition to the normal risks of pregnancy 
during courtship, servants ran the risk of being seduced during their Jong years 
of waiting and saving, before they could really start courtship in earnest, by 
either their masters or by the male servants in the households in which they 
worked. 

This danger is illustrated in tables 14 and 15. Table 14 shows the sexual 
partners of the servants who made declarations in Provence and Bordeaux. 
The largest categories of seducers were, first of all, male servants and second, 
masters and other men of the upper classes. 1 08 Table 15 gives the ages of the 
servants at the time of their declarations. This shows that while female ser
vants involved in relationships with artisans and other lower-class potential 
suitors were usually in their late twenties and early thirties, years when they 
could legitimately begin to think about courting, those involved in relation
ships with their masters and other upper-class men were usually in their teens 
and early twenties, new to town and to their jobs and just beginning the long 
slow process of saving for a dowry. 



TABLE14 

Sexual Partners of Female Servants, Provence and Bordeaux (in %) 

Provence 

1727-49 1750-89 

Master 12.8% 16.1% 
Other upper-class man 20.0 10.8 
Agricultural laborer 3.8 (0.6)' 9.5 (13.1) 
Craftsman 9.3 ( 13.8) 12.2 (16.7) 
Servant 45.5 (67. 7) 32.2 (44.1) 
Textile worker, wage laborer 0.7 (1.0) 2.3 (3.1) 
Food, lodging, transportation 2.8 (4.1) 6.3 (8.5) 

worker 
Soldier, sailor, minor public 3.8 (5.6) 3.3 (4.5) 

servant 
Other 1.4 (2.1) 7.2 (9.1) 
N 290 (195) 304 (222) 

Sources: See Bibliography, section I, C. 
'Numbers in parentheses indicate lower-class seducers only. 

TABLE15 

Bordeaux 

1773-76 

12.5% 
15.0 

4.2 (5. 7) 
29.2 (40.2) 
22.5 (31.0) 
3.3 (4.6) 
2.5 (3.4) 

10.0 (13.8) 

0.8 (I.I) 
120 (87) 

Ages of Seduced Female Servants, Provence, 1727-89, and Bordeaux, 1773-76 (in %) 

Provence 
Bordeaux 

Provence 
Bordeaux 

Provence 
Bordeaux 

19or under 

14.0 
15.4 

13.3 
30.8 

6.4 
17.4 

20-24 25-29 

Seduced by Master 

59.1 19.4 
61.5 15.4 

Seduced by Other Upper-Class Man 

61.7 10.0 
53.8 7.7 

Seduced by Male Servant 

38.1 39.0 
39.1 26.1 

Seduced by Other Lower-Class Man 

Provence 
Bordeaux 

6.2 
20.3 

Sources: See Bibliography, section I, C. 

47.6 29.0 
35.6 27.1 

87 

30 and over 

7.5 
7.7 

15.0 
7.7 

16.5 
17.4 

17.2 
16.9 
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Doubtless these factors lay behind many of the sexual relationships be
tween servant and master. The sheer loneliness of many maids, newcomers to 
the city, away from home and family for the first time, afraid or unable to 
make new friends in the city, must have driven them into their masters' arms. 
For such women their masters' advances were a sign that at least someone 
knew and cared about their existence. The sexual frustration involved in the 
long years of waiting until they could start courting doubtless also made many 
servants enter into relationships with their masters. So too did the temptations 
to cut these years short by accumulating a dowry through "gifts" bestowed by 
enamored employers, for upper-class men often promised to "take care of' 
their lower-class paramours, and offered them gifts of money, clothing, and 
jewelry in exchange for their favors. Such promises were made in 26 percent of 
the master-servant cases in my sample from Provence. A few servants may 
have even fallen in love with their employers, who with their fine clothes and 
manners might be more attractive than the rough cobblers and carters who 
came courting. After all, domestic service exposed its practitioners to a daz
zling new world of wealth and luxury, and it is not surprising that at least some 
of them found this world-and its inhabitants-more alluring than their own. 

The declarations suggest, however, that the majority of servants accepted 
their masters' advances not out of loneliness, desire, or love, but simply be
cause they felt they had no other choice. A servant, after all, shared a house 
with her master ; she had nowhere to hide if he was bent on her seduction. She 
was all too easily approached as she slept on the kitchen hearth or outside her 
master's door, all too easily cornered as she went on her daily rounds. Em
ployers did not scruple to use physical force against their servants. Therese 
Cavaillon, twenty-two-year-old servante of the receveur des gabelles at Berre, 
was raped at knifepoint by the son of the house on carnival day when he knew 
that no one else would be at home to hear her screams. 1 09 But usually force was 
unnecessary ; in most cases economic threats sufficed. Marguerite Angellin 
slept with her master, although, she stated, he "was married and even a grand
father," because "he said that if she didn't he wouldn't pay her wages." 1 1 0 A 
final factor at work was the long tradition of the sexual exploitation of servant 
by master, which doubtless made many maids give in with a sense of resigning 
themselves to the inevitable. 1 1 1  Farm servant Therese Roux expressed this in 
her declaration when she said that she had at first resisted the advances of her 
employer, Louis Seste, "but since he was her master she was obliged to 
consent." 1 1 2 

Many of the same factors were involved in the seduction of servantes by 
their male fellow domestics. Like masters, fellow workers too could offer relief 
from the loneliness and frustrations of the years of waiting ; like masters, they 
too could take advantage of sharing the same household to force themselves 
on reluctant women. And if they lacked the economic threats which masters 
could make, they had an equally potent weapon in the promise of marriage. 
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Declarations suggest that sexual relationships between servants in the same 
household could take three forms. Some were clearly exploitative: male ser
vants taking advantage of living under the same roof to trap their prey. Ser
vante Magdeleine Comte was raped on the dining room table by the domes
tique of the household while she was folding linen. 1 1 3 Often servants were 
attacked as they made the bed, not only for reasons of comfort, but also be
cause of the suggestive overtones of the task. 1 1 4 Not all servant-servant rela
tionships were exploitative, however; in the two other types the female ser
vants were willing and even eager victims. One type was the "courtship gone 
wrong"-relationship in which two servants fell in love and planned to marry 
but were prevented from doing so, usually by money problems. This was espe
cially likely to happen in the seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries, when 
the prejudice against married domestics meant that both of the potential 
partners often had to find new careers if they married. In fact marriage was so 
difficult for domestics in this period that it seems probable that any female 
servant in earnest about getting married would not become serious about a 
servant suitor. She would instead indulge in a servant-servant relationship
the other type-a love affair with no thought of marriage. Doubtless many 
cooks and maids found that such affairs enlivened their long years of waiting 
with flirtation and romance. Declarations show that such relationships often 
began during the summer months when households adjourned to the country. 
It is easy to imagine how the fine weather and the relaxation of household 
discipline turned servants' thoughts to love. 1 15 

In the last half of the eighteenth century the dissipation of the prejudice 
against married domestics seems to have changed romance within the house
hold. Servant could now court servant in earnest. Therefore it seems likely 
that in the last half of the eighteenth century fewer servant-servant relation
ships were "waiting games" and more were genuine courtships, and that more 
servant-servant relationships ended in marriage rather than in an illegitimate 
pregnancy, as was the case earlier. Evidence for this comes from a comparison 
of tables 13 and 14, showing the husbands and seducers of female servants. In 
the last decade of the Old Regime the proportion of servant-servant illegiti
macies declined dramatically, while the proportion of servant-servant mar
riages rose. 1 1 6 

Masters and fellow servants were of course not the only sexual partners of 
female domestics. As table 14 shows, they also slept with artisans, day labor
ers, soldiers, sailors, and other members of the lower classes. The advanced 
ages of the female servants in such cases (see table 15) suggest that they entered 
these relationships with marriage in mind-that these were either cases of 
genuine "courtship gone wrong" or cases in which the servant slept with a man 
in hopes of receiving a marriage proposal. During their courting years female 
servants were probably more likely to end up seduced and abandoned than 
other women of the lower classes, both because they had much greater free-
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dom of action than girls living with their families and because, uprooted as 
they were, they could not bring to bear the pressures of parents and commun
ity on their suitors to make them do their duty. For despite the premises of 
patriarchy, masters did not act in loco parent is in this matter. In Old Regime 
households servants could come and go more or less as they pleased, and they 
could entertain their suitors in the kitchen or their rooms more or less at will. 
Eighteenth-century police records are full of complaints like that of Sr. Jean 
Dure, master tailor in Paris, who employed a servant named Nanette who had 
always behaved "with dignity." But one day Dure entered the kitchen unex
pectedly and surprised Nanette in the arms of a young man named Gaillard, 
who during the ensuing shouting match fled naked except for his shirt. 1 1 7  

Declarations show that the majority of sexual relationships between female 
servants and lower-class suitors were consummated not in the man's lodgings 
but in the household where the servant worked. Given their freedom of action 
and their lack of protection it is not surprising that many servantes were taken 
advantage of by unscrupulous suitors; instead it seems amazing that any man
aged to marry at all. 

Servants who were seduced and abandoned faced a bleak future. To be 
sure, an illegitimate pregnancy did not inevitably ruin a servant's life. In my 
samples of wills I found two made by women servants who acknowledged 
bearing bastard children; they had left their babies with peasant nurses and 
gone on working. 1 1 8 An illegitimate pregnancy did not even necessarily ruin a 
servant's prospects for marriage. But on the other hand, it took an enormous 
dowry to wipe out such a stain on one's character. This is shown by the case of 
Marie Pradel, a twenty-eight-year-old servante who gave birth to a bastard in 
172 1. The next year she robbed her master of over 2,000 livres, most of which 
she handed over to Louis Bonamy as part of the substantial dowry he had 
demanded before he agreed to marry her. 

Marie's act is a measure of the desperation an illegitimate pregnancy could 
induce. Most servants found it difficult to survive one. They usually lost their 
jobs when their condition became apparent, especially if their mistress 
thought the husband or son of the house might be responsible for their preg
nancy. They could not go home for fear of bringing disgrace upon their fami
lies. Therefore they took to the road, sleeping in the open and supporting 
themselves by beggary, theft, and/ or prostitution. The interrogations of ser
vants arrested for infanticide offer glimpses of this life on the road. For exam
ple, Anne Coignet gave birth to her baby in the open, by a river bank, and left 
the child behind a tree stump, although when arrested she maintained that she 
had given it to a passer-by to take to a hospital. Bertrande Fouquelle bore her 
child in an abandoned hut. After it was born she simply reached up through a 
hole in the thatch and left it on the roof. She too denied her guilt and main
tained that the baby had been born dead. 1 1 9 Such unconvincing lies are fre
quently found in infanticide interrogations; they represent, I think, what the 
woman desperately wished was the truth. 



Servants ' Private Lives / 9 1  

Disgrace, dismissal, descent into vagabondage, theft, and prostitution, 
perhaps even the killing of one's child on one's conscience: the price female 
servants paid for their sexual indiscretions could be heavy. Young girls who 
entered servitude in order to marry were therefore taking a risky gamble. The 
circumstances of the occupation made it easy for them to save for a dowry, but 
it also exposed them to heightened risks of seduction, illicit pregnancy, and all 
the problems they entailed. Those servantes who managed to marry were not 
only very clever-they were also very lucky. 

For male servants marriage was neither so vital nor so difficult as it was for 
their female counterparts. Obviously men could relieve the sexual frustrations 
of the long years of waiting for marriage without the disastrous consequences 
that befell their female colleagues. Menservants appear to have taken full ad
vantage of this fact. In most samples of declarations male servants formed the 
largest single occupational category of accused seducers (see table 14). After 
all, they had certain advantages which their rival craftsmen and artisans 
Jacked. First of all, menservants were usually handsome, because they were 
hired to look well in livery, and their fine clothes and sophisticated manner, 
adopted in imitation of their masters, might well turn a woman's head. Sec
ond, unlike most other workers, they had a Jot of free time from their not very 
arduous duties to spend in the pursuit of women. Third, they often inhabited a 
special servant subculture which encouraged both exploiting women aqd 
boasting about it. Traces of this subculture appear in police records. The re
ports of the Parisian commissaires de police, for example, memorialize one 
twenty-year-old lackey, Jean-Jacques Toussaint, who bragged in a cabaret to 
two male friends, both also servants, about his seduction of a seventeen-year
old laundress, Marie-Jeanne Dubuisson. He said that Marie was his mistress, 
that he had had her maidenhead, that he had made her reach climax three 
times the previous night, and that he was sure he had made her a baby. 1 20 

Fourth, male domestics had virtually unlimited access to a captive group of 
women-the female servants in their household. And finally, male domestics 
found it easier than other young men to abandon rather than marry their 
victims, not only because the households in which they worked traveled fre
quently, but also because they themselves changed jobs so often. 

All these factors facilitated their careers as lady-killers. As table 16 shows, 
male servants most often bestowed their sexual attentions on their fellow ser
vants, but they also seduced laundresses, peddlers, and textile workers. They 
were also attracted to couturieres, whose fine clothes and lady-like demeanor, 
adopted in imitation of their customers, appealed to men who themselves 
imitated the appearance and adopted the manners of their upper-class 
masters. 

Yet despite the ease with which male servants found sexual companionship, 
most wanted to marry. Marriage was for male domestics a badge of the suc
cess and respectability they craved. Their choice of wives reflected this. Table 
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TABLE16 

Women Seduced by Male Servants, Provence and Bordeaux (in %) 

Provence 

1727-49 1750---89 

Servant 88.4 86.7 

Widow 6.9 2.2 

Laundress 1.5 0.0 

Peddler 1.7 0.0 

Textile worker 0.0 3.3 

Coururiere 0.0 0.0 

Other 1.5 7.7 

Total given 130 90 

Total cases 224 204 

Sources: See Bibliography, section I, C. 

Bordeaux 

1773-76 

87.1 

0.0 

0.0 

0.0 

3.2 

9.7 

0.0 

31 

31 

Note: This table is incomplete, since women's occupations, apart from domestic service, are 
not often given in the declarations. 

17 gives the family backgrounds ( derived from the occupations of their fa

thers) of the brides of men servants in our sample of towns and periods. This 

shows that male domestics had a strong tendency to "marry up" on the social 

scale, especially in the last half of the eighteenth century. It was a popular 
truism in the ancien regime that respectable young women shunned male ser

vants because of their bad sexual reputation; in an anonymous Misere des 

domestiques a lackey complained: "Mais bien plus qu'une fille ait en soit peu 

d'honneur/D'un habit de livree elle aura de l'horreur." 121 Yet their marriage 

contracts show that male servants successfully wooed the daughters of respect
able artisans and shopkeepers and even members of the petite bourgeoisie, 

like surgeons and schoolmasters, and sometimes even the daughters of mar

chands and negociants. In 1787 in Bordeaux, for example, Pierre Georges, 
cook ofapresident a mortier in the Parlement, married DIie. Jeanne-Claudine 

Groy, the daughter of a small-scale negociant with a respectable dowry of 
7,000 livres. 122 Male servants favored the daughters of artisans and shopkeep
ers not only because of their respectability, but also because their fathers 

might help them leave service and make a new start in a shop or craft. The 

same reasons made the daughters or widows of cabaratiers, bakers, and other 
members of the food and lodging trades attractive to domestics; such busi
nesses were logical places for ex-servants to put their skills to work. And the 

daughters of marchands and negociants of course offered a chance to go into 
commerce. This tendency of menservants to make ambitious, hardheaded 
marriages which offered both respectability and new careers increased notice

ably in the course of the eighteenth century. By the last decades of the Old 

Regime most male domestics were themselves the sons of the poorest agricul
tural laborers, but their brides were increasingly drawn from the artisanate, the 
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TABLE 17 

Family Backgrounds of Wives of Male Servants (in %) 

Agricultural worker 
Shopkeeper, artisan 
Servant 
Textile worker, wage laborer 
Food, lodging, transportation 

worker 
Soldier, sailor, public servant 
Petit bourgeois 
Unknown 
N 

Toulouse 

1727-29 1787-89 

45.5 35.3 
21.2 29.4 
9.1 4.4 
3.0 5.8 

9.1 13.2 
3.0 1.5 
0.0 5.0 
9.1 4.4 

33 68 

Sources: See Bibliography, section I, B. 

Bordeaux 

1727-29 1787-89 

53.3 28.8 
6.7 17.3 
0.0 1.9 
6.7 1.9 

13.3 21.2 
13.3 7.7 
0.0 15.4 
6.7 5.8 

15 52 

Paris 

1787-89 

17.0 
39.0 
2.4 
4.9 

22.0 
0.0 

14.6 
0.0 

41 

food and lodging trades, and the bourgeoisie. For male servants, as for their 
female counterparts, marriage was intimately bound up with their hopes for 

the future. 

The Obscure Later Years 

Given the importance that most servants attached to marriage, it is sad to 

report that for many of them their wedding day marked the beginning of a 
period of financial and personal problems. Little is known about the middle 

and old age of servants-or indeed about that of the lower classes in general. 
But what we do know suggests that for domestics marriage often marked the 

beginning of financial setbacks that would darken their later years and 

heighten the tensions between spouses that seem to have marked the mar
riages of servants. 

The evidence that many servant marriages were unhappy comes mainly 
from police records-admittedly a biased source, since only couples who 
fought called in the police or were reported by the neighbors. But the marital 
problems recorded in police records appear to have been widespread; when 
divorce was legalized during the Revolution servants were in the forefront of 

those taking advantage of the new laws. 123 

Why were servant marriages so often troubled? In part their problems seem 
to have stemmed from the fact that they married so late. By their early thirties, 
both bride and groom were usually set in their ways, and it was difficult for 
them to adjust to the give and take of married life. Late marriages also meant 
that often servant couples did not have the children who might have held 
together a bad marriage. Jean-Pierre Gutton has reconstructed the families of 
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servants who married in the parish of Saint-Nizier in Lyons in every tenth year 
from I 7 10 to 1790. He found that only 22. 7 percent of all married servant 
couples had children, and that of these more than one-third had only one 
child. 1 24 

The prejudice of employers against married servants was another source of 
tension. For this meant that a servant couple either had to quit their jobs and 
find new ones when they married, or live apart. In the former case the financial 
problems of making a new start often put strains on the union. In his com
plaint to the police Anglebert Theodore Berg, a former Parisian valet de 
chambre, stated that the trouble between him and his wife, a ladies-maid, 
stemmed from their decision to leave service and set up in business as mar
chands de vin. His wife became a drunkard and drank up all the profits. The 
couple fought and finally separated, each eventually going back into domestic 
service. 1 25 

Remaining in service could lead to problems as well. The prejudice against 
married servants meant that the couple could rarely find work in the same 
household and therefore had to live apart. If both stayed in service, they lived 
in their separate households, like our chef L'Amireau and his Rose, who, 
despite L' Amireau's dreams of having his own home and turning his wife into 
a proper bourgeoise menagere, refused to give up her job when she married. 1 26 
More often, however, only the husband continued in service. The wife became 
a laundress, ouvriere en tinge, marchande de biere, or the like, and was estab
lished in rented rooms, where her husband visited her whenever he could get 
away from his duties. Such was the arrangement adopted by Jean Le Doux, 
domestique of the Marquise de St. Sulpice. In a complaint to the police he was 
described as living in the Marquise's household on the rue des Vieilles H uiler
ies, while his wife, Marie-Magdeleine Fosinier, a revendeuse de bas, lived in a 
nearby apartment on the rue Sts. Peres. 1 27 Either way, the couple saw each 
other only at infrequent and irregular intervals. L'Amireau and his wife, for 
example, met mostly for walks in the public gardens of Paris. just as they had 
during their courtship. 1 2s 

In these circumstances relationships were easily corroded by misunder
standings and suspicions, especially about sexual fidelity. This is shown in 
police records. In complaints to Parisian commissaires de police, both Fran-
9oise Guillet and Marie Quidou, wives of the cocher of the Comte de Guehry 
and the valet de chambre of the Comte de Vaugrenon, respectively, were ac
cused of taking lovers during their husbands' frequent absences, and Fran-
9oise Baudouin, married to Nicolas Poivre, cocher of M. de Berque, suspected 
her husband of carrying on an affair with the wife of his employer, whose 
household he of course shared. 1 29 Even when there were no such suspicions 
servant marriages were often precarious; separated for so much of the time, 
the spouses often simply drifted apart. One such couple was Fran9ois Tourn
ier, domestique of the Comtesse de Bonnevaille, and his wife Fran9oise Braty, 
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a marchande de tinge. Braty complained to the police that over the years her 
husband had gradually grown indifferent toward her and no longer took an 
interest in their children. ! JO 

The marriage of L'Amireau and his wife Rose shows a similar history of 
love turning to indifference and finally hatred. During their courtship L' Ami
reau idolized his bride-to-be; he wrote a poem to her and stood in the rain for 
hours waiting for their rendezvous. 1 3 1 But after they were wed in 1 786, they 
argued over Rose's reluctance to give up her job and turn herself into a mena
ge re, and despite the birth of a daughter, Caroline, whom they both seem to 
have loved, they grew apart. The relationship between them became so bad 
that in 1 79 1  L' Amireau refused to attend a farewell party given for his father
in-Iaw, Pierre Farcy, a valet de chambre, who was emigrating to Switzerland 
with his employer. He explained that he wished to avoid meeting his wife 
there. In a letter of apology to his father-in-law he wrote: "Now I still love my 
wife enough, in spite of all the trouble she has caused me, not to give her the 
discomfort of finding herself face to face with me." 1 32 The L'Amireau mar
riage was probably unique only in being so well documented. Its problems 
were common enough. 

If marital tensions cast a shadow over the later years of many domestics, so 
too did financial difficulties. As we have seen, when they made their marriage 
contracts servants were in general wealthier than other members of the lower 
classes. But by their death they had lost this advantage, and were often worse 
off than artisans and even agricultural laborers. In Toulouse for example, in 
the late 1 780s, servant marriage contracts averaged 434 livres, while those of 
petty craftsmen averaged 29 1 Iivres, and those of agricultural laborers a mere 
228 Iivres. But inventaires apres deces, the official evaluation of estates of 
people who died without leaving a will, paint a different picture. The average 
estate of an intestate domestic was only 9 1 2  Iivres, while that of petty crafts
men was 1 ,84 1 livres. 1 33 This pattern was common in most cities and towns. 
Only in Paris, home of the highest salaries and most ambitious domestics, did 
servants manage to retain their financial superiority over other members of 
the lower classes into their old age. There, in 1 790, the median of servant 
inventaires was 3,000 livres, and many female servants left estates of I 0,000 to 
15,000 Iivres, while those of men servants could rise as high as 55,000 livres. 
But the median estate of a day laborer was only 500 livres. 1 34 

Except for the prosperous Parisians, servants clearly lost ground finan
cially in the years between their marriages and their deaths. Why did this 
happen? A number of factors seem to have been at work. If a husband or 
wife-or both-changed jobs when they married, they were faced with the 
financial difficulties of starting out on a new job or launching a new business, 
and often, especially for female servants, their new career-laundress, 
revendeuse-was much less lucrative than the one they had left behind. And if 
the couple set up their own household, they lost the great financial advantage 
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of having their food and shelter provided for them. A valet de chambre's 250-
300-Iivre annual salary did not seem nearly so princely when, instead of being 
saved and invested in loans and rentes, it had to be spent on the basic necessi
ties of life. 

Another factor which contributed to the relatively precarious financial sit
uation of older servants was the expensive tastes many acquired during their 
service in wealthy households. Servants were much more likely than other 
members of the lower classes to spend their money on fine clothes and furnish
ings, on pocket watches and other marks of social status. Daniel Roche has 
analyzed inventaires apres deces from eighteenth-century Paris, and he found 
that servants spent more than twice as much on their beds and bedding-fine 
woolen coverlets, feather pillows-than did artisans, and that femmes de 
chambre usually had clothes worth four to six times as much as those of the 
humble wives of compagnons. 1 35  Obviously a taste for the little luxuries of life 
could have a disastrous effect on a servant's financial situation. 

The other spending habit that servants acquired from their employers
investing in rentes and other sophisticated liquid assets, rather than in land 
and shops as artisans and peasants did-also seems to have contributed to 
their gradual decline in fortune. For while such investments could provide 
larger immediate returns than land or a shop, they were also much more risky. 
Debtors could all too easily run away without repaying their loans. But in
vestments in land or a business usually retained their value-and could be 
passed on to children. 

A final factor in the relative penury of older servants was their unique 
family pattern. In the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries the care of those 
too old or infirm to work was generally a family responsibility. Sons and 
daughters, grandchildren, and even nieces and nephews accepted, albeit 
grudgingly, their duties toward the elderly.136 Servants, however, were often 
deprived of the security of having someone to care for them in old age. As we 
have seen, they were more likely to remain unmarried than were other 
members of the lower classes. They were also less likely to have children. And 
their relationships with more distant relatives, with their nieces and nephews, 
the children of the brothers and sisters who remained behind in their native 
villages, were often remote. The following letter, sent to Nicolas Petit, of/icier 
in the Parisian household of the Due de Villeroy, by his brother, also named 
Nicolas Petit, a farm laborer back home in their native village of Mennecy, 
near Corbeil, and probably written by the village letter-writer, shows this: 

My dear brother and my sister, it is to have the honor of writing you, it is to 
inform myself of the state of your health [and] at the same time to assure you 
of my respects and hopes for a happy New Year for you and my dear sister 
[that I write] . I wish you health like mine; by the grace of God I am well; I 
hope by the grace of God that your health is similar, my brother and my sis-
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ter. I have nothing else to say except to extend the compliments of M .  Ro
maine and his wife and similarly M. Appez and his wife. 

I am with respect and submission your humble servant Nicolas Petit. 1 37 

Servants seem to have returned to their native villages only rarely. When 
they did they made a show of their prosperity, parading their fine clothes and 
city manners before their relatives, whom they treated as country bump
kins.1 38 And their relatives appear to have accepted this role. They apparently 
regarded servants as the successes of the family, sources of financial help and 
advice in the ways of the world. Among the papers of Pierre Farcy, valet de 
chambre in fashionable Parisian households, are letters from his brother, an 
itinerant wine peddler, begging for loans to pay his debts, and among Nicolas 
Petit's papers is a letter from his wife's brother, a peasant in Berey, describing 
a fire which wiped out the family homestead. "I and my children are without 
clothing and linen; we have no other resource than your humanity," he 
wrote.1 39 It was difficult for elderly servants to return home and throw them
selves on the mercy of the distant relations whom they had patronized all their 
lives-and who were often even worse off than they were. 

Thus their lack of normal family ties left most servants to face old age 
alone. In theory they might expect help from their employers, for it was one of 
the premises of patriarchalism that masters should continue to care for their 
domestics when they became too old or infirm to work.1 40 But in practice 
employers do not seem to have taken this obligation very seriously. To be sure, 
a few, mostly nobles, made careful provision that a favored servant be cared 
for in old age. For example, Toulousan noble Dile. Marie de Boussac, charged 
her heir, her brother, to house her servante, Guillamette, during her lifetime 
and provided a yearly pension of five setiers of wheat, one barrique of good 
wine and one-half chauveau of demi-vin for her nourishment.1 4 1 Other em
ployers bought their elderly servants a bed in a charitable hospital, or left them 
yearly pensions so that they could make provision for themselves. 1 42 But such 
generous employers were the exception. Most masters refused to pay or feed a 
servant who could no longer work. Lucie De bat, servante of a notary, made her 
will from a bed in the hotel-Dieu in Toulouse after having been fired from her 
job "because of her illness. " 1 43 The provisions of the testament of Anne Lacan, 
widow of afaiseur de chapeaux, suggest that firing servants when they were ill 
was common. She stated that she had "much affection" for Catherine Maigne, 
her servant for over thirty years, and left her a substantial pension of 500 
livres, but only on the condition that she was still in her service at her death. 
However, if Maigne was "put out of the house because of illness or infirmity," 
the legacy would still stand.1 44 The wills of most elderly and infirm servants 
show that they were living out their lives not in their masters' households or 
even in the care of their children but instead in cheap rented lodgings, like the 
third-floor room with a window over the courtyard of a house in the unsavory 
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neighborhood of the Porte St. Martin in Paris where former cook Marguerite 
Claude ended her days. 1 45 They were looked after by a hired garde-malade, if 
they could afford the few sous for her wages; otherwise they were dependent 
on the kind hearts of their landlady and neighbors for whatever care they 
received. 1 46 

Abandoned by their employers and lacking a family to sustain them, most 
servants found that old age was like an unending period of chomage: a time 
when the carefully husbanded savings of a lifetime could disappear in a matter 
of months. Joseph St. Laurans, a former cook in Bordeaux, rather bitterly 
described the process in his will. He apologized for having so little to leave. He 
had once owned a piece of land, part of his wife's dowry, worth a thousand 
livres, and much fine furniture and clothing. But he had "sold in the past and 
little by little all the surplus to pay for our food and other needs." Now he had 
nothing, and he "would have been greatly embarrassed without the help of my 
daughter and son-in-law." 141 

St. Laurans's experience was probably typical of many elderly servants. On 
the one hand their plight should not be exaggerated. Even those like St. Lau
rans who lost almost all their property were still better off than elderly farm 
laborers or gagne-deniers, who, if their families could not support them, were 
reduced to beggary or public charity in order to stay alive. Most servants at 
least avoided the fate so dreaded by the poor of the Old Regime: dying in a 
public hospital. 1 48 In the eighteenth century, unlike the nineteenth, servants 
were the one lower-class group underrepresented among the inmates of public 
hospitals and other charitable institutions. In Aix-en-Provence, for example, 
only 1 1.6 percent of the inmates of the town's hopital-genera/ were servants, 
although the group formed over 30 percent of the town's menu peup/e. 1 49 

But if dying alone in a rented room was preferable to a deathbed in a charity 
ward, it was nevertheless a sad end for all the high hopes most servants cher
ished. For most domestics the possibilities for soc:ial mobility were strictly 
limited: their dreams of attaining bourgeois respectability, of becoming pros
perous grain dealers or West Indian planters, were destined to remain unful
filled. The best the majority could realistically hope for was to transplant 
themselves successfully to the city and enjoy a modest prosperity equivalent to 
that of the lower levels of the urban artisanate. That this was so is indicated 
not only by the modest estates servants left at their deaths, but also by the 
social position of their children. Most sons and daughters of servants seem to 
have either become artisans themselves or married artisans. Among my sam
ples of marriage contracts I found nine that involved children of domestic 
servants. In every case but one of the six from Toulouse and Bordeaux these 
children were either artisans themselves or wives of artisans: tailleurs de pier
re, doreurs, mar;ons, and the like. The exception is an alliance even lower on 
the social scale: the daughter of a Bordelais cook who married a sailor. Only in 
Paris did the children of domestics apparently have a chance to marry higher 
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up on the social scale . One of the Parisian contracts followed the standard 
pattern: it involved the son of a cook who was himself an apprentice carpenter. 
But the other two were extremely respectable matches: a cook's daughter who 
married a haberdasher and the daughter of a secretary who married an archi
tect. 1 50 Servants' wills reveal the same pattern: the children mentioned either 
are overwhelmingly artisans themselves or married to artisans. Thus many 
servants successfully transplanted their families from country to town, but few 
were able to make the difficult leap into bourgeois respectability for either 
themselves or their children. Servants could easily attain what one eighteenth
century observer called "the front ranks of the poor," 1 5 1  but real social mobil
ity eluded them. 

Two themes stand out in the private lives of the domestic servants of the 
Old Regime . The first is that of ambition. Servants seem to have had, as de 
M uralt noted in the passage quoted at the beginning of this chapter, a mania 
for bettering themselves and making their fortunes. In the last decades of the 
eighteenth century rising salaries and a sense of self-worth derived from the 
spreading values of a market economy fed their growing ambitions. These 
were manifested in many aspects of servants' lives: in their passion for chang
ing jobs, in their increasingly ambitious marriages, in their financial maneu
vers, and in their dreams of commercial careers and bourgeois respectability. 

But such dreams were, as we have seen, all too often doomed to failure . 
And this forms the other theme that runs through servants' lives. The road to 
success was fraught with perils. A prolonged spell of unemployment, an illegit
imate pregnancy, a financially unfortunate marriage, a prolonged and penur
ious old age-all were hazards built into the occupation, and all could spell 
doom to a servant's high hopes for "a happy future of jobs and money in 
abundance," as the chef L' Amireau once characterized his dreams in a letter to 
his fiancee . 1 52 Domestic service was probably the best pathway to social mo
bility open to the lower classes, but by the very nature of the occupation op
portunities for a permanent, long-term improvement of one's fortunes were 
strictly limited. Yet they did at least exist. And it was this, I think, which 
attracted men and women to the occupation despite the bad public reputation 
of domestic servants and despite the indignities and humiliations involved in 
the master-servant relationship. 
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The Psychology of 
Servanthood: Servants ' 

Attitudes toward 
Their Master s 

It is a general belief that those whom necessity subjects 
to servanthood consider their masters as so many enemies. 

-BN Manuscrits FF 2 1 800, Collection Delamare, Serviteurs et manouvriers, C76, 
Proposition d'un reglement pour les cochers , laquais, et servantes 

No aspect of the lives of servants is 
more difficult for the modern historian to reconstruct than their attitudes 
toward their masters. In part the problem lies in the simple lack of sources. 
Servants left even fewer traces of their inner psychology-of what they 
thought and felt about their jobs, their masters, themselves than they did of 
the outer aspects of their lives: their births and marriages, their wages and 
employment patterns. 

Even when servants do appear in court records and the like, it is hard to tell 
whether the opinions and sentiments they express are in any way authentic. 
For servants were of necessity skilled actors and actresses, constantly engaged 
in and extremely adept at hiding their true feelings from their masters. Of 
course everyone in eighteenth-century France was an actor to at least some 
extent. As one historian of the theater has written: "In eighteenth-century 
France, the competition between life in actuality and life on the stage had 
reached the point where no one could say which was more theatrical. In both 
there were pompous, overstudied phrases, a mannered refinement of bows, 
smiles and gestures; in both, showy costumes . . .  powder, rouge, beauty 
spots, monocles, and very little of one's "natural" face." 1 The men of 
eighteenth-century France were, in Richard Sennett's phrase, "public men," 
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never alone with themselves, instead always striking attitudes for the beholder 
whose inevitable presence, as Michael Fried has shown us, obsessed the visual 
artists and art critics of the period. 2 But this was especially true of domestic 
servants, whose very livelihood depended on their ability to conceal grum
blings and discontents and to present an always cheerful countenance to their 
employers. For them role-playing was a way of life. It is no coincidence that 
both Talma, the pioneer of naturalism on the stage, and Rousseau, the chief 
advocate of emotional authenticity in real life, had been servants in their 
youth. 3 But servants' skills in role-playing hide their true feelings from us as 
well as from their masters. 

The greatest barrier to our understanding of servants' attitudes is, however, 
the simple fact that the attitudes themselves were extremely ambiguous and 
complex. Perhaps the cliche of a love-hate relationship sums them up best. 
Servants displayed neither the unquestioning devotion to their master and his 
interests expected of them by patriarchal theory nor the perpetual rebellion 
and discontent too often attributed to them by modern social historians, who 
are accustomed to searching for class-consciousness among the proletariat 
and who would themselves find domestic service so distasteful.4 Instead they 
displayed a strange combination of both these reactions. Domestics manipu
lated their masters, gossiped about them, laughed at them, insulted them, hit 
them, robbed them, and occasionally even murdered them. But they also 
fought for them, served them devotedly, admired them, imitated them, and 
occasionally even loved them. For every Samuel Coffy, the black servant who 
robbed his master, a Bordelais merchant, of 138 louis d'or "in reprisal for the 
blows he had frequently received," there was a Le Tellier, the valet de chambre 
of the Marquis de Barthelemy, who during the Directory volunteered to ac
company his master into exile in the hellhole of French Guiana, a gesture of 
devotion which eventually cost him his life . 5 

In this chapter we will attempt to see through the role-playing of servants, 
and to disentangle their complex and contradictory attitudes toward their 
masters. We will examine the psychological experiences which shaped these 
attitudes and the means through which servants expressed both their devotion 
and discontent. 

The Psy chological Experience 
of Being a Servant 

Whether docile or rebellious, most servants seem to have shared two psy
chological traits. They displayed, first of all, an extremely shaky sense of their 
personal identity, as their penchant for role-playing suggests. Second, they 
showed a deep sense of inferiority vis-a-vis their employers. These traits seem to 
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have been the sources of both their admiration and their resentment of their 
masters. And they also seem to have been the inevitable psychological byprod
ucts of servanthood. For domestic service was what sociologists have come to 
call a "total institution." It controlled every aspect of servants' lives and 
stripped them of many elements necessary for a sense of identity, while at the 
same time exposing them to a new and by definition superior culture which 
they found strange, frightening, and hard to master. 

Domestic service could be an intensely depersonalizing experience. Old 
Regime peasants had a strong sense of personal identity, derived from their 
village and their place in its traditions. Artisans too felt a sense of identity 
which grew from the traditions of their craft. But servants were often uprooted 
from their village and stripped of their contacts with their home and family 
when they moved to town to enter service. When they entered a household, 
they were often not only forced to assume many elements of a new identity, 
but also treated by their masters as if they had no identity at all. 

Take, for example, the matter of that recognized badge of selfhood, one's 
name. Often servants were given a new name when they entered a household. 
There appear to have been many masters in Old Regime France like that 
Edwardian Scottish laird, Christian Miller's father, who never bothered to 
call his servants by their rightful names: "All our footmen were called John, 
irrespective of what name the parson had bestowed on them at baptism. My 
father announced firmly that he couldn't be bothered to learn a new name 
every time the footman changed."6 One French master with a similar attitude 
was the father of Alexandrine des Echerolles. He found the name of his Italian 
manservant Saapa too difficult to remember; Saapa was St. Pierre for the 
duration of his stay in that household. 7 Nicknames, whether self-bestowed, 
the gift of admiring friends, or the legacy of indifferent masters, were common 
among servants. Especially frequent was St. Jean, which seems to have been 
used almost as a generic name for lackeys during the Old Regime. One Tou
lousan household, that of the Marquis de Barneval, appears to have employed 
no less than seventeen different St. Jeans as lackeys between 1769 and 1783. 8 

Nicknames usually reduced the personality of servants to one trait which 
caught the eye: appearance (Julien Brunet dit Le Brun; Jacques dit La Gran
deur); smooth manners or the lack of them (Joseph Burfoy dit Courtois); an 
accent which betrayed a birthplace (Jean Branche dit Dumaine; Nazaire Bro
card dit Champagne-the latter a common servant nickname in Paris where 
many lackeys came from the Champenois).9 

Doubtless even more demoralizing was a master's refusal to address his 
servants by name at all. Many called them "cocher," "laquais," or even 
"l'homme," or simply shouted "hey" whenever they wanted them. This was 
considered extremely uncouth-Mme. de Maintenon warned her pupils at St. 
Cyr not to do it-but the practice was apparently widespread. 1 0 Servants 
clearly resented these insulting forms of address, as the following anecdote 
illustrates. One day an abbe addressed his coachman as "l'homme." The ser-
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vant replied by calling his master "l'abbe": " Vous etes un insolent! Does the 
word Monsieur hurt your mouth?" "Well, you called me 'l'homme!'  I can call 
you 'l'abbe . '  " 1 1  But of course he could not. 

The ultimate weapon for the depersonalization of domestics was, however, 
the wearing of livery. When they entered a household servants usually had to 
put on new clothes as well as a new name, dressing themselves in their masters' 
castoffs or donning livery. Either way, they had to abandon their own gar
ments, reflections of their personality, for something chosen by another. Ad
mittedly servants, like the rest of the lower classes, rarely if ever could afford 
new clothes of their own. But as Richard Cobb has shown, they treasured their 
second-, third-, and fourth-hand garments, choosing bright colors and luxur
ious touches to mark them out from the crowd. 1 2 In service they were robbed 
of this means of expression. Their clothes were fine, to be sure-often too fine 
to be comfortable in-but they were not their own. Especially galling was the 
wearing of livery, that badge of servitude which inescapably marked a man as 
a domestic. The wearing of livery not only often humiliated a servant, it also 
depersonalized him and objectified him. As Alison Lurie has written, "Fash
ion is free speech, and to put on livery is in some sense to be (willingly or 
reluctantly) censored, to be reduced from a person to a thing." 1 3  When they 
donned their gold-laced coats, lackeys became a part of the decorative back
ground of their masters' lives; a liveried domestic was all too often in the eyes 
of his employer just one more fancy object d'art adorning the antichambre. In 
a sense, livery made servants invisible to their masters: their masters saw them, 
to be sure, but they did not recognize them as individual human beings. It was 
this "blindness" to their domestics that enabled employers to live out the most 
intimate moments of their private lives in the constant presence of swarming 
hordes of retainers. 

It should be noted that this did not always work to a servant's disadvan
tage. A young coachman was once fired by the Prince de Conde for drunken
ness. He compounded his fault by announcing: 

"Well ! Monseigneur, if I cannot drive you today, I will never again drive you 
in my __ Jife." . . .  When the vapors of wine had dissipated, the young 
man felt all the enormity of his fault; his family had long been employed in 
the household of the prince; his father and mother came to throw themselves 
at the feet of His Highness to demand his pardon; Mlle. de Conde and Mme. 
de Monaco [the prince's sisters] wished to intercede for him . . .  all was use
less; the prince was inexorable. It was only a short while later that the young 
man, who had not ceased to show his repentance, took his job again: his first 
name was changed and the prince appeared not to recognize him. 14 

Nonetheless, the psychic damage inflicted by this sort of treatment usually far 
outweighed any advantages it might bring. Much servant "misbehavior," es
pecially "insolence" toward their masters, had its roots in a desperate desire to 
make their employers notice and acknowledge that they actually existed. Even 
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the most horrific of servants' crimes, Damiens's attempted assassination of 
that most powerful master, the king, seems to have been inspired by a desire to 
be noticed and recognized as a human being. Damiens told his interrogators 
that he had wanted above all to "talk" to the king. 1 5 This of course implied that 
he and the king would carry on a conversation, that the king would listen and 
respond to him-would in short recognize his existence. 

The psychic damage caused by depersonalization was compounded by the 
deep sense of cultural inferiority servants often felt in the presence of their 
masters. Domestic service not only robbed its practitioners of a sense of iden
tity; it also exposed them to a continual bombardment of new ideas, values, 
manners, and ways of doing things-to a whole new culture, in short, a culture 
that society labeled infinitely superior to their own. Firmly convinced that 
their manners and mores were preferable to those of mere peasants, employers 
exercised a sort of cultural imperialism over their domestics similar to that 
which European settlers exercised over the indigenous populations they en
countered in Africa and America. Masters did their best to reshape the 
manners and outlook of their servants in their own image-at least insofar as 
this transformation contributed to their own comfort and convenience and 
did not challenge their sense of innate superiority. To masters the exposure to 
superior beings and their superior ways of doing things was one of the great 
advantages that domestics derived from their employment. Gilbert Cousin, 
for example, lamented that servants thought of their jobs only in terms of the 
salaries they earned: 

Most valets . . .  always only say: / have served so many years and I received 
per year such and such a sum. Instead this gain should be supplemented thus: 
I have been separated for so many years from dissolute company; I have had 
so many years of board and have been well-treated in this household; I have 
lived in gentlemanly [honneste J company; I have seen the manners of men; I 
have learned many things; I have made the acquaintance of gentlemanly peo
ple; I have been stripped of my rusticity. 1 6  

Domestic service, after all, had long been a school of manners. In the Middle 
Ages young noblemen-and often women-had lived as servants in the 
households of great lords in order to acquire the graces of courtly life. 

Servants themselves, however, often took a less sanguine view of their ex
posure to the cultural world of the elite. For them it presented a series of 
difficult and sometimes impossible challenges which all too often resulted in 
their complete humiliation. To leave one's village to go to town and enter 
domestic service was to step into a new and frightening world. First of all, 
there was the city itself, with its overwhelming size, dirt, and noise, and its 
complex rituals of life in street and shop which had to be mastered. Next came 
entrance into a household, which, if rich or noble, was an unfamiliar and 
disconcerting world of luxury. Mlle. A vrillon, premiere femme de chambre to 
the Empress Josephine, mentioned in her memoirs how frightening it had 
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been to be led through a seemingly endless succession of exquisitely decorated 
corridors and antichambres for her first interview with her prospective em
ployer, and Mlle. Avrillon should have been as comfortable in rich surround
ings as any servant could be, for her parents had been domestics of the 
Condes, and she had grown up at Chantilly. 1 7 And once accustomed to their 
new surroundings, servants had to master the often unspoken rules of a new 
and infinitely more complex way of life. They had to acquire the skills of their 
employment: to learn to drive a coach, powder a wig, iron lace, and serve 
chocolate with eclat. They had to learn to detect the subtle social distinctions 
among Madame's callers, and to survive cutthroat backstairs intrigues. 

Often too they had to learn to function in what was in essence a foreign 
language: the proper, grammatically correct French of their social superiors. 
Most domestics of rural origins spoke the local patois of their birthplace: the 
Breton spoken by many Parisian servants, the Occitan of the gouvernante in a 
parlementaire household in Toulouse, the German dialect of the Baronne 
d'Oberkirch's Alsatian maid. 1 8  If and when they did learn French it was the 
French of the menu peup/e of the towns to which they migrated, the French of 
the streets and markets, crude and ungrammatical, with its dropped syllables, 
misplaced possessives, added "z" sounds, and its wealth of scatalogical and 
sexual imagery, which came naturally to people who lived out the most inti
mate moments of their lives amid the sights and smells of the streets. 1 9 Such 
French was almost as "foreign" to masters as their servants' various patois. 
Moliere got much comic mileage out of the two different sorts of French 
spoken in most households. Here, for example, is a scene from his Les Femmes 
savant es, in which Philaminte, the mistress of the house, is shocked by a vul
gar word spoken by her maid, Martine: 

Philaminte 
This creature, who for insolence has no peer, 
Has, after thirty lessons, shocked my ear, 
By uttering a low, plebeian word 
Which Vaugelas deems unworthy to be heard . 

Martine 
I'm sure your preachings is all well and good 
But I wouldn't talk your jargon if I could . 
Philaminte 
She dares describe as jargon a speech that's based 
On reason, and good usage, and good taste ! 
Martine 
If people get the point, that's speech to me; 
Fine words don't have no use that I can see. 
Philaminte 
Hark ! There's a sample of her style again: 
"Don't have no !" 
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Good Lord , Ma'am, I ain't studious like you; 
I just talk plain, the way my people do . 20 

Many employers insisted, as Philaminte did, on proper French, but the 
success of servants in ceasing to "talk plain" varied. A few became remarkedly 
adept at picking up languages, and mastered not only French but foreign 
tongues as well. The cosmopolitan port of Bordeaux, with its German, Swiss, 
Dutch, English, Portuguese, and West Indian traders, boasted servants with 
extraordinary language skills. Bordeaux's newspaper, the Journal de Guienne, 
carried this advertisement in the 1780s : "Man of thirty-six, native of Luxem
bourg, knowing how to dress hair, shave, and speak French, English, Dutch, 
German, Russian, and Italian, possessing good references, wants a job as do
mestique; he will attach himself, by preference, to someone who wishes to 
travel. "2 1  Even in relatively provincial Toulouse there were valets de chambre 
who could speak English and Italian. 22  

But for most servants just mastering proper French was a difficult struggle. 
Many, like the Baronne d'Oberkirch's maid, Schneider, never did succeed: 
"Poor Schneider was never capable of learning a word of French, even in 
Paris; she constantly made the most comical errors; she said one word when 
she meant another: for example, 'je vais mal' when she meant 'je vais bien.' "23 

Others tried to cover their ignorance by the use of impressive words and 
phrases. The Marquise de Villeneuve-Arifat remembered all her life one such 
domestic in her grandfather's household: "One of his coachmen had preten
sions, especially in language, and when he was on duty, ' It is my turn,' he 
would say, 'to lead the body.' When his master had a carriage made whose 
interior details were extremely complex, he decided, after an inspection, that 
the carriage was a veritable chimique [ chemical]; he meant chimere [chimera]. 
The name stayed with it: 'I will take the chimique,' my grandfather would 
say."24 

These anecdotes suggest not only the difficulties servants faced with lan
guage but also their employers' amusement at their plight. This amusement 
was real, and it extended to all the difficulties servants had in adjusting to life 
among the elite. Eighteenth-century French literature has a wealth of what we 
might call "ignorant servant stories," anecdotes about domestics newly come 
to the city who betray their rusticity at every turn. In N ougaret's Tableau 
mouvant de Paris, ou varietes amusants, for example, published in I 787, we 
find a lackey who, ordered by his mistress always to keep his head covered, 
answered a nocturnal summons in his nightcap; another lackey who, when sent 
to read the time from a sundial in the garden, uprooted the thing and carried it 
back to his master saying, "Well, Monsieur, read the time yourself, because I 
can't"; a suisse who, when asked when his master would return, replied, "Oh, 
when Monsieur ordered me to say that he was not here, he did not say when he 
would come back"; and a domestique who, when asked how he had enjoyed 
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his first visit to the theater, replied that he found the salle and the decorations 
impressive. "But didn't you like what the actors were saying?" he was asked. 
"Mafoi, no; they spoke of their own affairs, and that didn't interest me."25 

These are not just literary conceits; such humiliating incidents really happened 
to servants. In The Horse of Pride, Pierre-Jakez Helias's marvelous recollec
tions of Breton village life in the early twentieth century, the author tells of 
village girls who went to the city to work as domestics and who had never seen 
oysters until ordered by their masters to serve them. They either thought they 
were stones and threw them out or carefully disemboweled them and pre
sented the cleaned shells at the table. 26 And in his study of nineteenth- and 
twentieth-century American servants, David Katzman memorializes a cook 
who, when asked during a job interview how she made mock turtle soup, 
replied cheerfully that she first prepared the stock and then, before serving, 
" 'I gets the little mock turtles and throws them in.' "27 

Most servants of course adjusted to their new lives sooner or later. How 
quickly and successfully they did so depended not only on their native wit but 
also on the type of job they had and the type of household they entered. 
Grooms who spent all their time in the stables obviously had fewer problems 
of adjustment than valets de chambre who were constantly in their masters' 
company. Servants in small artisan and middle-class households faced less of 
a cultural gulf between themselves and their masters than did the domestics in 
large noble establishments, although in large households there were other ser
vants to ease the shock, while the servante of, for example, a maitre /ibraire 
faced her problems alone. 

The painful problems and humiliations servants encountered in adjusting 
to the world of the elite gave servants, I think, a deep-seated sense of inferior
ity vis-a-vis their masters, those beings who moved so confidently in that cul
ture which their servants found so difficult and alien. This sense of inferiority, 
combined with the precarious sense of identity produced by the depersonaliz
ing treatment they so often experienced, probably explains much that is puz
zling about servants' attitudes toward their masters. It explains, above all, 
their tendency, so striking to the modern observer, to reject their own back
grounds and personalities and devote themselves totally to their masters, to 
identify with them and adapt their value system, even when that presupposed 
their own unimportance and worthlessness. 

The Loy al Servant: Self-Abnegation and 
Identification with the Master 

The memoirs of nobles who lived through the French Revolution are full of 
stories of faithful domestics who hid their employers from revolutionary 
crowds, interceded for them with revolutionary tribunals, worked to support 
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them when they returned penniless from exile, or, like the Marquis de Barthe
lemy's Le Tellier, accompanied them to detention and death. 28 Such stories 
are too abundant to be dismissed as mere royalist wishful thinking. Clearly 
many servants both before and during the Revolution were genuinely devoted 
to their masters. Servants like Jean Dorne, domestique of the Sr. de Boudri
ville, were willing to fight to defend their masters' honor. (Boudriville sent 
Dorne to collect a debt; the debtor started abusing Boudriville, stating that he 
was not fit to drink from his shoes; Dorne fought back, saying he could not let 
his master be insulted.)29 Servants like those of the Remusat family were so 
proud of the house they served that it was they, not the master, who taught the 
heirs of the family its past glories. 30 There were servants who continued to 
work faithfully for masters who never paid them and beat them regularly: 
Julien Brunet dit Le Brun, servant of Sr. Bonnier, went unpaid for four years 
and was given a worthless promissory note when he quit his job in 1748, yet the 
next year he returned to work for Bonnier again; Le Franc, domestique of the 
Marquis de Fimarcon, by his master's own admission regularly endured beat
ings and punishment in a cachot during the ten years he remained in the Mar
quis's service. 3 1 Some servants were fond enough of their masters to leave 
them legacies in their wills: 14.8 percent of the wills of servants in my sample of 
wills from Bordeaux and Toulouse for the years 1727-29 and 1787-89 in
cluded legacies to masters.32 And there were servants who did not wish to be 
separated from their masters even by death, and asked to be buried near them 
or their families. 33 

Much of this devotion is easily explained as a product of the inevitable 
intimacy of master and servant in patriarchal households. No man may be a 
hero to his valet, as Hegel noted, but few are total scoundrels either. When one 
knows another human being as well as most valets knew their masters, when 
one sees him at his best and worst and shares his triumphs and tragedies, it is 
hard not to feel at least a little understanding and sympathy for him. 

This natural sympathy that could develop between master and servant was 
often heightened by kind treatment. Employers were capable of extraordinary 
acts of kindness toward their domestics, and servants naturally responded 
with gratitude and devotion. One of the few pieces of direct evidence we have 
about a servant's feelings toward his or her employer is the testimony given by 
the Toulousan servante Jeanne Viguiere during the famous trial of her master 
Jean Calas. 34 Viguiere testified that she had worked for the elderly M. and 
Mme. Calas for many years. She was very fond of them, she said simply, 
because they had gentle characters and had always treated her well. Even after 
she stopped working for them, they took her in whenever she needed a place to 
stay, and once when she fell in the street and broke her arm, they fetched a 
surgeon and cared for her during the forty-one days it took her arm to knit. 
Viguiere thought it only right to repay the Calas's kindness by testifying for 
them at their trial, even at the risk of being accused of complicity in their 
crime. 
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Often, however, servants showed other and more startling forms of devo
tion than simple loyalty given in return for kind treatment. One example is the 
rather amazing tendency of servants to pay their masters the sincerest form of 
flattery by imitating their dress, speech, and manners. It was almost a maxim 
during the Old Regime that, as Rousseau put it, "valets imitate their masters," 
so much so, in fact, that "in Paris I judge the morals of the women of my 
acquaintance by the air and tone of their femmes de chambre, and this rule has 
never played me false."35 Servants imitated their masters' mannerisms, ges
tures, and modes of speech, as Mme. Roland discovered on that famous occa
sion when she was invited to dinner by a noblewoman and then forced to dine 
with the servants: 

the .femmes de chambre played at grandeur. . . .  Toilette, carriage . . .  
nothing was forgotten. Booty fresh from their mistresses gave their appear
ance a richness forbidden to the honest bourgeoise; the caricature of good 
taste was joined with a kind of elegance as strange to bourgeois modesty as to 
the taste of artists. . . . The men were worse: . . . politeness and brilliant 
clothing of the valets de chambre could not hide the gaucheness of manners, 
the embarrassment of language when they wished it to appear distinguished . 36 

Servants' imitation of their employers frequently went beyond superficiali
ties of dress and manners. Quite often domestics adopted and internalized 
their masters' ideals and values, displaying, for example, an aristocratic dis
dain toward the lower classes and especially toward the peasantry from which 
they themselves had come. A marvelous example of this is found in one of the 
rare surviving letters of servants, one written by a lackey, Nicolas Brocard, to 
his employer during a visit Brocard made to his native village to see his father: 

Monsieur, this is to have the honor to let you know that I know that I have 
arrived at my father's house in good health, Dieu merci. I hope that yours is 
the same, also that of Mme. your wife, without forgetting that of M lle. your 
daughter. Monsieur, I tell you that my arrival occupies and worries very 
much the world of Bassencour: to see me dressed as I am, as they have never 
seen a man dressed before. You know country people: I have made them be
lieve that the buttons of my vest are gold , that my clothes cost five louis d'or, 
which astonished them very much. Moreover, I have made them believe that 
I have a suit chez vous which cost me 272 livres; that it is braided with gold , 
but that I have not brought it for fear of having it stolen. That astonished 
them even more, so much that M. Lear, of Doulencour, has said that he will 
ask you if that is true . I beg you to say what I have said if someone asks 
you.37 

The disdain Brocard shows toward the ignorance and incredulity of country
folk, the familiarity with which he addresses his employer, and his naive con
fidence that his employer will back up his boasts all reveal how strongly Bro
card identified with his master and how completely he had internalized his 
master's value system. 
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Some servants carried their identification with their masters as far as it 
could go: they fantasized about becoming their masters and occasionally they 
even acted out their fantasies. Servants notoriously enjoyed dressing up in 
their masters' clothing, not only wearing the castoffs they were given but also 
"borrowing" temporarily their masters' best apparel,38 for literally standing in 
their masters' shoes helped bring their fantasies closer to reality. Marc Botlan 
maintains that servants so often stole clothing and pocket watches from their 
employers not simply because they were obvious items to steal, accessible and 
easily negotiable, but also because they brought a touch of reality to servants' 
fantasies of taking on their masters' identities.39 If Nougaret is to be believed, 
servants often called each other by the names and titles of their masters: " It is 
well known that lackeys when together give themselves their masters' names; 
when they are in the cabaret, Champagne is called by his comrades the Due 
de ___ ; Bourguignon is gratified by the name of Comte de ___ ; Picard is 
styled the Marquis de ---, etc., etc."40 At times they actually tried to pass 
themselves off as their employers. Damiens, the would-be regicide, often 
dressed in his master's clothing and wandered about Paris pretending to be a 
wealthy bourgeois, wasting all his hard-earned wages in generous charity to 
the poor.4 1 Nougaret tells the story of La Fleur, a fictional lackey who proba
bly had many real life counterparts. When his master went away, La Fleur 
dressed up in his clothes and counterfeited his voice and manner so success
fully that the other domestics in the house were fooled. He feasted on pdte and 
drank the best wine in the cellar until his employer returned and unmasked 
him.42 The ultimate example of these servant fantasists is probably one Fran-
9ois Nyon, valet of Sr. Bouttemont, cure of Tourville in Brittany, who mur
dered his master so that he could take his place. One day in 1699, Nyon hit Sr. 
Bouttemont over the head and hid his body in the scullery. For the next four 
days he passed himself off as his late employer, using the time to sell the con
tents of the house and accumulate a cash reserve so that he could make a 
getaway.43 

Clearly such intense identification of servant with master, such pervasive 
fantasies of replacement and inversion, had deeper psychological roots that 
the simple gratitude for kind treatment that lay behind the less spectacular 
forms of servant devotion. It is here that the psychological consequences of 
servanthood we have postulated may play a role. For if, as suggested, servants 
tended to suffer from an insecure sense of personal identity and an inferiority 
complex vis-a-vis their masters, what could be more natural than to compen
sate by identifying with, emulating, and even trying to take on the identity of 
those beings who seemed so superior to servants and so secure in their sense of 
self? After all, servants had always derived ego-boosting power and status 
from their association with /es grands. As we have seen, servants were a great 
family's ambassadors to the outside world, and they were (in theory at least) 
received in the deferential society of the seventeenth and early eighteenth cen-
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turies with all the respect and honor due to the master they served. Such defer
ence was often given spontaneously. Mme. Fran�oise Verberque employed a 
maid whose husband, a lackey in the Destrades household, often mistreated 
her, but Mme. Verberque hesitated to summon the police out of "considera
tion for the livery that he wore."44 And if this deference was not freely given it 
could be easily compelled. The wearing of the livery of a great noble house
hold was a license for servants to bully tradesmen, make scenes in cafes and 
theaters, and rough up innocent passers-by. Clearly this license to mistreat the 
menu peuple provided domestics with considerable psychic compensation for 
their own lowly status and sense of inferiority and for the mistreatment they 
themselves experienced. One servant even explained how this worked. A 
garde-chasse employed by Due d'Orleans told a visiting English gentleman, 
Mr. Cradock: "Toward you, Monsieur, or toward people of your rank, I am as 
polite as possible, but faced with des petites gens, oh, then I take on my digni
fied air, that of my master the duke, and I am not afraid to speak to them de la 
bonne f a9on. "45 

The opportunity to bully the public was psychologically important to ser
vants. Mme. de Crequy tells in her memoirs of a coachman who refused to 
work for her because, when he asked to whom he would have to yield the right 
of way in the street, she replied, to everyone. To financiers? to parlementaires? 
the coachman asked incredulously. " 'I am used to yielding only to princes of 
the blood, therefore I will not work for Madame. '  "46 Servants frequently 
exaggerated the status and honor of their master simply because it brought 
more status and honor to them. One petty Auvergnat noble, the Comte de 
Montlosier, was often embarrassed by his servant Fran9ois, who had the habit 
of addressing him as "Monseigneur" and pretended to all and sundry that his 
master was a great prince traveling in shabby incognito.47 Given the psychic 
compensation servants received from their association with the great and 
powerful, it seems logical that some of them would carry this association a 
step further, and try to turn themselves into copies of-or even imagine them
selves in the place of-those people who could command such respect and 
deference. 

Whatever its causes, the tendency of servants to imitate their masters is 
important historically, for it has prompted some historians to picture domes
tic servants as cultural "mediators," transmitters of manners, values, and as
sumptions of the elite to the popular masses. In the term of one of the best 
known historians of popular culture, Peter Burke, domestic servants were 
"amphibians," participants in both the popular folk culture of their peasant 
backgrounds and the learned culture of the elite to which their service ex
posed them.48 J. Jean Hecht, in his treatment of eighteenth-century English 
domestics, portrays them as a vital link in the chain of cultural emulation 
which bound together the upper and lower classes. Servants, he argues, im
itated their masters, and they in turn were imitated by their lower-class rela-
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tives and friends. Thus elite manners and ways of doing things spread down 
the social scale.49 Similarly, Daniel Roche depicts the servants of Paris as a 
bridge "between the world of the dominant classes and the popular classes . 
. . . Appropriating the marks of good taste and the ways of living of the 
privileged, servants participated in a decisive transformation of comport
ment. Through them, attitudes spread from the sphere of the dominant elites 
to become the patrimony of the people."50 Domestic service is thus portrayed 
as the classic "bridging occupation" of sociologists, providing not only a path 
by which individual servants could transcend their social origins but a bridge 
between elite and popular cultures as well. 5 1  

It i s  true that servants did fulfill this role, at least on the very superficial 
level of dress, manners, and consumption patterns. Domestics like Nicolas 
Brocard who returned to their villages in their silks and satins and told their 
friends and relatives tall tales of the wonders of the city did expose the lower 
classes to the life style of the elite. But it is not clear that their roles as trans
mitters of popular culture to the elite and learned culture to the masses went 
any deeper than that. Admittedly servants did expose their masters to at least 
a few elements of folk culture. Children raised by domestics learned to chatter 
in patois (much to their parents' disapproval), and they were entertained by 
servants' folk tales of ghosts and goblins. Cardinal Bemis remembered all his 
life the childhood terrors induced by the folk tales of his nursemaids. 52 Even 
grown-ups occasionally made use of the "folk wisdom" of their servants. 
When the young would-be philosophe Samuel Dupont de Nemours sought to 
make a name for himself in the Republic of Letters, he decided that agriculture 
was a topic that would attract attention, but, having lived most of his life in the 
city, he knew nothing about farming. Therefore he consulted the only peasant 
of his acquaintance: the family cuisiniere.53 But such cultural interchanges 
were severely limited by parental vigilance against the "bad influence" of ser
vants and by the general disdain of the cultured for peasant "ignorance. "54 

Eighteenth-century France was not nineteenth-century Russia, where the folk 
tales and wisdom of peasant servants were treasured as part of the genius of 
the Russian people.ss 

Cultural interchange that flowed in the other direction, was severely lim
ited by formidable barriers of language and literacy which kept servants 
from any real understanding of or participation in the learned high culture of 
the elite. As we have seen, many servants did not even speak or understand 
proper French, the language of the learned culture; some remained ignorant 
of it throughout their lives. Further, many servants were illiterate even to the 
extent of being unable to sign their names. The proportion of servants able to 
sign their names to their marriage contracts in my samples, along with some 
comparative figures, is summarized in table 18. It shows, first, that servant 
literacy varied according to the location and the type of town in which the 
servant was employed. Paris, north of the famous Maggiolo line which di-
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TABLE 18 

Servants Signing Their Marriage Contracts (in %) 

Men 

Servan/s 

Toulouse 
1727-29 38.6% 
1787-89 63.0 

Bordeaux 
1727-29 37.7 
1787-89 54.0 

Paris 
1787-89 89.8 

All inhabi1ants 

Rural areas, Haute-Garonne, 1686--90 12.9 
Rural areas, Haute-Garonne, 1786-90 19.8 
Bordeaux, 1776-86 57.5 
Towns of Bordelais, 1776-86 39.5 

Women 

1.4% 
IO.I 

11.0 
17.0 

61.5 

4.7 
8.1 

36.8 
21.1 

Sources: The figures for servants were derived from the marriage contracts listed in the Biblio
graphy, section I, B. The comparative figures for the rural Haute-Garonne are from Fram;ois 
Furet and Jacques Ozouf, Lire e/ ecrire (Paris, 1977), I :33, note. Those for Bordeaux and the 
towns of the Bordelais are from J. -P. Poussou, "Recherches sur l'alphabetisation de l'Aquitaine au 
XV Ille siecle," in ibid., 2:309-I 0. The following towns were included in the Bordelais: Lombez, 
Condom, Lectoure, Libourne, Bayle, La Reale, Bazas, Agen. 

vided the generally literate north and east from the more uninstructed south 
and west, shows a striking but typical superiority to southwestern Toulouse 

and Bordeaux.56 Typical too is the superiority(with regard to male literacy at 
least) of Toulouse over Bordeaux. Administrative centers were generally more 

literate than commercial cities in the ancien regime.57 

Servant literacy also clearly varied according to sex. Of course, women in 
general were less likely to be literate than men in Old Regime France, and the 

gap between the sexes was usually wider in the towns than in the countryside. 

But the gap between male and female servants was even wider than the 15-20 

percentage points that commonly separated the sexes in cities.58 Except for 

those in the north of France, female servants were still mired in illiteracy at the 
end of the Old Regime, despite their advances in the course of the eighteenth 

century. Servantes were much less likely to know how to read and write than 
the other women of the towns in which they lived (compare, for example, the 
proportion of the female servants of Bordeaux who signed in 1787-89 with the 

figures for all the women of Bordeaux from 1776-86). They were even gener
ally less likely to be literate than the peasant women of the country towns of 
their birth (compare the figures for Toulouse servantes with those of the 

women of the rural Haute-Garonne, where many of them were born, and 
those for the female domestics of Bordeaux with those of the women of the 

Bordelais). Male servants, by contrast, were much more likely to be literate 



114 PART I. SERVANTS 

than the peasant boys of the villages they had left behind, as table 18 shows. 
Their literacy was usually on a par with that of the citizens of their adopted 
towns. On the scale of literacy in most eighteenth-century cities, male servants 
ranked below artisans (who were often urban born and therefore exposed to 

educational opportunities and who needed to read and write to keep their 
accounts) but above their fellow immigrants who ended up as day laborers. 59 

Obviously, then, a large percentage of male servants learned to read and 

write sometime between their birth and the signing of their marriage contract. 
The question is when. Did they learn as children in the peasant villages of their 
birth? Was it in fact the acquisition of these skills and the possibilities for 
social advancement which they brought that inspired them to set out for town 
and careers as domestics in the first place? Or did they learn while in service? 
Did their employers teach them? Or did exposure to the learned culture of the 
elite inspire them to try to learn on their own? 

Unfortunately these questions are difficult to answer. Perhaps the best 

chance of shedding light on them lies in analyzing servants' literacy patterns 

by their birthplaces. Urban-born servants had a fairly good chance of acquir

ing literacy while young, since there were schools in major towns, but rural
born servants did not. Therefore a great gulf between the literacy rates of the 

urban and rural born would seem to suggest that most servants who could 
read and write learned as children. If, however, the gap was narrow, or if the 
rural-born outdistanced the urban-born, then we can assume that literate ser
vants acquired their skills in service. Table 19 summarizes the results of such 
an analysis. The high proportions of rural-born men and women of the 

1727-29 samples who somehow learned to read and write suggests that in the 
seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries the latter pattern prevailed: those 
servants who were literate learned not as children but instead while in service. 

It was, after all, in theory at least, one of the duties of a patriarchal master to 

provide "instruction" for his domestics. This obligation meant primarily in
struction in the basic tenets of religion, but it also meant teaching them how to 

TABLE 19 

Servanls Signing Their Marriage Contracts, Classified by Birthplace (in %) 

Toulouse Bordeaux Paris 

Birthplace 1727-29 1787-89 1727-29 1787-89 1787-89 

Rural-born 
Men 44.8% 55.8% 30.0% 51.7% 89.7% 
Women 2.0 6.5 15.3 14.5 55.6 

Urban-born 
Men 25.0 85.7 33.0 IOO.O 100.0 
Women 0.0 50.0 25.0 66.7 50.0 

Sources: See Bibliography, section I, B. 
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read and write, skills that would enable them to read moral tracts and other 

improving literature.60 At least some masters took this duty seriously. Dile. 

Marie Anne Brun, for example, widow of a surgeon in Bordeaux in the I 720s, 

stated in her will that she had taught her servante, Jeanne Fanouil, to read and 

write and that she intended to provide a dowry for her when she married.61 

Other seventeenth- and early eighteenth-century servants acquired their skills 

on their own. An example is Gabriel Larrisiere, a chef in the noble households 

of Toulouse before he abandoned service for a life of crime. He was asked 

during his police interrogation when and how he had learned to read and 

write. He replied that he learned while in service; his father spent the enor

mous sum of fifty ecus in the course of two years for his lessons.62 

Servants probably looked on the acquisition of such skills as a good in

vestment. Certain types of jobs required literacy: secretaires and maitres d'ho

tel obviously needed it, since they had to keep records and accounts.63 It was 

also useful for femmes and valets de chambre, who might be asked to read 

aloud to their employers, and for nursemaids (gouvernantes) who might be 

required to teach their charges the alphabet. The analysis of servant literacy 
patterns by the type of jobs they held in table 20 shows that servants in such 

positions were in fact much more likely to be literate than coachmen, lackeys, 

and servantes.64 Literacy apparently could also help a servant get a well-paid 

and prestigious job in a noble household. Analysis of servant literacy patterns 
by type of household shows that servants employed by nobles generally 

tended to have rates of literacy above that of servants employed in bourgeois 

or lower-class establishments. 65 

By the end of the eighteenth century, however, the basic pattern of servant 

literacy appears to have changed. Table 19 shows, in the samples of the 1780s, 

TABLE 20 

Types of Servants Signing Their Marriage Contracts (in %) 

Men 
Secretaires, ma1tres 

d'h6tel 

Valets 

Cuisiniers 

Others 
Women 

Gouvernantes 

Femmes de chambre 

Cuisinieres 

Servantes 

Toulouse 

1727-29 1787-89 

100.0% 
0.0 

33.3 
27.2 

1.4 

100.0% 
100.0 
100.0 
49.2 

100.0 
50.0 
0.0 
2.6 

Sources: See Bibliography, section I, B. 

Bordeaux 

1727-29 1787-89 

100.0% 
50.0 60.0 
33.3 60.9 
39.4 48.2 

100.0 
50.0 60.0 
0.0 17.4 

10.4 16.1 

Paris 

1787-89 

100.0% 
100.0 
83.3 
92.1 

100.0 
66.7 
50.0 
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a wide gap between the urban-born who were highly likely to be literate, and 
the rural-born, whose literacy was rising but was now, unlike the 1720s, de
cidely inferior to that of urban-born servants. This suggests that by the last 
decades of the Old Regime servants got whatever education they might have 
had before they entered service. Therefore it was probably the founding of 
schools in rural areas which fueled the general rise in servant literacy in the last 
half of the eighteenth century. This is borne out by a study of the spread of 
schools in Aquitaine which shows that many of the towns that furnished ser
vants, especially men servants, to Bordeaux had primary schools by the eve of 
the Revolution. This study also helps explain the gap that still remained be
tween male and female servants, for in Aquitaine only the towns near large 
cities still lacked schools by the end of the eighteenth century, and it was 
precisely from such towns, like Entre-Deux-Mers, that Bordeaux's servantes 
came.66 

If these hypotheses are correct, by the end of the eighteenth century em
ployers were faced with an employment pool of literate domestics. This fact 
does not seem to have pleased them. A distinct change in tone appears in 
discussions of servant literacy in the domestic manuals of the late eighteenth 
century. Earlier manuals had emphasized the favorable aspects of servant lit
eracy: servants who could read and write could take messages for their masters 
and read devotional literature in their free time. But manuals of the immediate 
pre- and postrevolutionary decades took a dimmer view of the literate domes
tic. The ability to read, they stated, would allow servants to pry into family 
secrets67-a real concern for employers once they began to value their privacy. 
The Princess Louise de Conde, for one, endlessly worried that her love letters 
might fall into the wrong hands, and was careful to entrust them only to the 
illiterates among her household staff.68 Domestic manuals also argued that 
reading exposed servants to morally corrupting novels, and, most impor
tantly, to dangerous ideas which might make them discontented with their 
place in life.69 

Such concern was, I think, needless. Literacy seems not to have liberated 
servants from their dependence on their masters. Instead it deepened it. Being 
able to read and write seems to have made servants all the more conscious of 
the cultural gulf between them and their employers. For literacy alone could 
not make them comfortable in the learned world of the elite. Although proba
bly more servants could read than show up as literate in our statistics,70 few 
servants seem to have read well enough to read for pleasure, as suggested by 
the contents of their libraries. Servants were more likely to own books than 
were other members of the lower classes. In one sample of Parisian inventaires 
apres deces from the prerevolutionary decades, 4 1  of 196 servant estates con
tained books.7 1  But most of these servant libraries (27 of the 4 1  cases cited 
above, for example) were made up exclusively of devotional works, often gifts 
from their employers. Typical was the library of Parisian servante Charlotte 
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Cousin, who was so proud of her ability to read that she left I 00 livres in her 
will to be used for reading lessons for her rural nieces and nephews. She owned 
a six-volume edition of L'A rmee chretienne and twelve volumes of lives of the 
saints. All were probably given to her by her master, a cure.72 Male servants 
were likely to own practical books as well as devotional works. The library of 
Bernard Arnaud, of/icier in a fashionable Parisian household, for example, 
came to 143 volumes, most of which were cookbooks, lawbooks, medical and 
business handbooks, and scientific treatises.73 In general, servants did not own 
or read novels or romances. During the Old Regime there was no French 
equivalent to the English mass audience of literate female servants whose taste 
for the sentimental romance, so Ian Watt argues, was important in shaping the 
eighteenth-century English novel.74 Not until the Restoration, with its grow
ing servant literacy and its cheap lending libraries, the cabinets de lecture, 
which put novels and romances within their reach, did French servants begin 
to read for pleasure as a leisure-time activity.75 Instead, Old Regime servants 
seem to have read as autodidacts engaged in a desperate attempt to close the 
cultural gap between them and their masters. An example is Le Tellier, the 
devoted valet of the Marquis de Barthelemy, who voluntarily joined his mas
ter's revoluntionary exile in French Guiana. When the Marquis, a diplomat, 
was stationed in England, Le Tellier tried to learn all about the country: 

Instead of abandoning himself to idleness like all the other embassy servants, 
one always saw him [Le Tellier] in the antechamber occupied in reading solid 
books on England . He learned the language of the country and came to un
derstand it very well. It  was only after his death that I found in his papers an 
English grammer annotated very carefully in his hand . He also studied the 
form of government, the administration, the agriculture, the navigation, every
thing that concerned industry; all this without affectation, without noise, and 
with so much modesty that his comrades respected him. 76 

This passage reveals not only Le Tellier's frantic attempts at self-education, 
but also the condescension of his employer, an attitude that would keep ser
vants from any true and equal membership in the Republic of Letters. 

Apart from a certain Mme. Colletet, a seventeenth-century poetess, and 
Mascarille, an eighteenth-century man of letters, I know of no servants who 
made any contribution, however minor, to the imaginative literature of Old 
Regime France.77 If servants were not yet accustomed to reading for pleasure, 
they were even less comfortable with expressing their thoughts in writing. Far 
fewer domestics could write than could read, as we have seen, and the very act 
of forming their letters was difficult for many. Servants' handwriting was no
toriously bad: a poorly educated friend of the Baronne de Montet once said of 
herself, "I write like a cook," and servants who could write a good hand, like 
Roch, valet de chambre and tutor to the young Due de Lauzun, were inordi
nately proud of that accomplishment.78 It is not surprising therefore that so 
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few letters from servants survive, and that those that do are generally short, 
stiff, and impersonal. And even those servants who learned to use the pen 
fluently to communicate their private thoughts and feelings never made the 
leap into the realm of the more public expression of their personalities through 
imaginative literature. L' Amireau, the Parisian chef discussed in the last chap
ter, was extraordinarily spontaneous and eloquent in his descriptions of his 
feelings about his fellow servants, his masters, and his beloved Rose, but when 
he attempted something self-consciously literary, like this poem in praise of 
his fiancee, the results were disastrous: 

Mais Pourquoi ete vous aimable 
Car en verite voila le mistere 
en Yous aimant on n'est point Blamable 
je l'annoncerois ainsi a toute la terre. 79 

The stiffness of these conceits suggests that even the most "verbal" of domes
tics was not really at home in the literary culture of the elite. 80 Again not until 
the Restoration do we find equivalents in France to the eighteenth-century 
English servant poets Mary or Molly Leapor, Elizabeth Hands, and Robert 
Dodsley, the last a footman who wrote A Muse in Livery, or the Footman 's 
Miscellany ( 1752) and eventually became a noted bookseller and publisher. 8 1  

In Old Regime France the muses were not yet comfortable in livery, nor were 
servants at ease in their presence. 

All of this suggests that the role of servants as conduits between the learned 
and popular culture was limited to the superficialities of dress and manners. If 
servants were, in Burke's term, "amphibians" at home in both cultures, with 
respect to learned culture they most resembled those sea creatures who first 
scrambled onto the shore millions of years ago and lay gasping for breath in an 
unfamiliar and dangerous environment. However much they might desire to 
participate in it, servants were not really comfortable in the learned culture of 
the elite. What few elements of learning they managed to pick up were usually 
barely assimilated and badly misunderstood. The Due de Croy, who inter
viewed the would-be assassin Damiens after his attempt on the life of Louis 
XV, thought that the inspiration for his act had come from the political dis
cussions in his master's house which he had overheard and only half under
stood: "Here is what comes of talking in front of servants !"82 And Karamzine, 
an aristocratic Russian traveling in France, was convinced that a servant he 
knew committed suicide because he had read-and misunderstood-the 
"dangerous works of the new philosophes. "83  The conviction that servants did 
not really comprehend elite culture was not just upper-class prejudice. The 
minds of servants were in fact a strange jumble of traditional folk wisdom and 
peasant superstition mixed with imperfectly comprehended bits and pieces of 
learned culture they picked up from their masters. The Parisian chef L'Ami
reau referred in his letters to the "Supreme Being" with all the aplomb of a 
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philosophe, but he also made a donation to the shrine of Ste. Anne Neuville in 
the hopes that the saint would make his Rose look favorably on his suit. 84 

Servants did not know enough of high culture to act as true cultural transmit
ters. Instead, they knew just enough to make them aware of the enormous 
cultural gap between them and their masters. Thus the historical significance 
of servants' cultural emulation is not that it enabled them to act as ambassa
dors between elite and popular culture; rather that it increased their already 
well-developed sense of inferiority vis-a-vis their masters and therefore con
tributed to that peculiar form of self-abnegation which passed for servant 
"devotion" during the Old Regime. It is no coincidence that Le Tellier, the 
anxious autodidact, sacrificed his life for his master during the Revolution. 

The Interested Servant: Survival through 
Role-Play ing and Manipulation 

Despite the strong psychological pressures in that direction, not all ser
vants developed the persona of the "devoted" servant. In fact many, indeed 
probably most, domestics withstood the psychological shocks of servanthood 
and retained a strong sense of their own identity, which was reinforced by 
their contacts with family, friends, and fellow servants. The whole web of 
servant sociability discussed in the last chapter doubtless helped servants to 
preserve their sense of selfhood against the cultural onslaughts of their mas
ters, and probably created in many domestics a sense of solidarity with their 
fellow servants, of "us" versus "them," which counteracted the strong pres
sures toward admiration and emulation of their social superiors. Restif tells of 
a nursemaid in a fashionable household who became extremely proud of the 
fine clothes and proper French she necessarily acquired during her employ
ment. Her pretensions toward gentility were mercilessly ridiculed by her hus
band and friends, as she recalled: "Dame, c'fallait voir, en c'temps-Ia [when 
she worked in the household], comme j'parlais fran�ais! Mais, du d'puis, mon 
mari et mes camarades m'ont dit qu'i'fallait que j'parle tout comme eux, et 
j'm'y suis s'habituee."ss 

Servants who retained their sense of identity usually viewed their employ
ment only as a means of fulfilling their private ends: survival or marriage or 
saving for old age. They tended to regard their masters with detached con
tempt. And they used their skill in role-playing which formed, as we have seen, 
one of the major psychological legacies of servanthood, not to emulate their 
masters but to manipulate them toward their own ends. Archetype of the 
self-interested domestic was Sgnarelle in Moliere's Don Juan, whose only 
reaction as he watched his master disappear into the fiery furnace was to shout 
after him "My wages! My wages !"86 
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The self-interested manipulator was probably the type of servant most fre
quently found in Old Regime France; he was probably much more common 
than either his loyal and docile or his more openly rebellious counterparts. But 
he is the hardest to trace, for the same skill at deception which hid his true 
feelings from his employer also hides them from us. Yet the correspondence of 
L' Amireau, the lovelorn Parisian chef, offers some sense of how such servants 
reacted to their masters. L' Amireau definitely fit the mold of the self
interested servant; his letters show that he had a strong sense of self, took great 
pride in his skill as a chef, and had great hopes and dreams for the future, 
hopes that centered on escaping from servitude into bourgeois respectability. 
His letters suggest that these private hopes and dreams rather than his rela
tionships with his employers dominated his life. In his letters he mentioned his 
masters only when they interfered in some way with his private concerns. 
(Admittedly he, as a cook, had little contact with his employers; the letters of a 
valet de chambre might be very different.) The few times that L'Amireau did 
discuss his employers, his tone was usually a mixture of irritation and con
tempt. He had a good word to say about them only when they did him some 
special kindness: a master's sympathetic inquiries about L' Amireau's daughter, 
ill with smallpox, showed "great sensibility," and another employer's offer to 
take L'Amireau along on a trip that would include a stop at the latter's native 
village earned the grudging observation that "this offer by a master could not 
be more obliging." Otherwise, however, his masters were "those beings who so 
often torture my poor spirit." Of one mistress he complained that she bored 
him with her constant lectures, of another that she spoiled her daughter so 
dreadfully that the child made the whole household suffer from her tantrums. 
Still another employer had an extraordinarily quick temper, which, as L' Ami
reau noted, was a luxury only "men of his position" could afford. 87 L'Amireau 
himself was quick to take offense, but he knew that he had to disguise from his 
employers the anger and contempt he felt for them. Here is his account, in a 
Jetter to his fiancee, of a quarrel with one master: 

My dear love, I am so angry. I was just getting ready to go out last night 
when M.  Amirisson [sp?] asked for me to tell me to clean the pots and pans. I 
told him that they would do as they were . At that he was overcome with 
anger against me, telling me that I wished to poison him, with an accompani
ment of other similar idiocies. I was entirely beside myself; I had just seen the 
success of my supper; a thousand compliments awaited me; so life goes, from 
pain to pleasure and from pleasure to pain. . . . But here is the outcome of 
the business: as soon as I returned I asked him for my decision [i . e . ,  his deci
sion about my future] and for the honor of his protection, a thing I was far 
from feeling, but necessary for form's sake. Here is a man who is often over
come with a fury mingled with derision, something that is not appropriate in 
a man of his station in life .  I cannot describe to you all the idiocies I suffered 
in terms strong enough to make you see them; in another more calm moment 
I will tell you about that time. 
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A postscript says, "You can judge my anger by my [bad] handwriting,"88 and 
that is certainly true. This extraordinary letter reveals not only the sort of 
treatment which created resentment among servants but also the extent to 
which they contrived to hide such feelings from their employer. Here is servant 
role-playing carried on before our very eyes. 

Self-interested and manipulative servants like L'Amireau rarely showed 
their true faces to their masters; instead they presented their employers with a 
series of stereotypes that conformed to and reaffirmed their own ideas of ser
vant behavior. The posture of the "devoted servant" often masked anger and 
resentment, as L' Amireau's example suggests. Servants also often played on 
their general reputation for idleness, for it allowed them to work at their own 
pace and shape their tasks to suit themselves.89 Servant "stupidity" was 
another convenient mask: it could conceal misdemeanors (the young aide de 
cuisine accused of poisoning Mme. de Genlis's brother maintained steadfastly 
that "a giant" had done it),90 and it could cover those intentional "mistakes" 
and "misunderstandings" which so annoyed and embarrassed masters. No less 
a personage than Napoleon was once a victim of this sort of masked insolence 
from a servant. When he was a young officer, desperate to leave behind his 
Corsican roots and gain acceptance among the French, he was accosted, in the 
presence of his fellow soldiers, by the servant of an old family friend, who 
addressed him in Italian. " 'What is all this nonsense?' " Napoleon asked in 
French. 

He (the servant] replied in Italian, though he could speak French very well, 
"Signor Napoleon, I do not understand you. You know that in Corsica we 
poor devils speak only our patois . . . .  " Bonaparte surveyed the man with a 
look of surprise : "I left Corsica too young to be able to express myself easily 
in Italian . . .  besides I see no necessity to speak your patois . . . .  For Sig
nora Catalina tells me in her letter that you have been living for fifteen years 
on the coast of Provence . . . .  Surely, then, you can speak French," said 
Bonaparte, with impatience . "What do you mean by this insolence, fellow?"9 1  

This sort of insolence seems to have been commonplace; in eighteenth
century France veiled insults, too witty or subtle to be openly complained of, 
yet nonetheless wounding, were known as "mots de laquais."92 Many servants 
could judge the border between mots de !aqua is and punishable insolence to a 
nicety, for they were acute psychologists, who knew their masters through and 
through and could predict and play upon their reactions. One example is the 
femme de charge in one household where L' Amireau worked, who played up to 
her mistress's piety by pretending to be devout herself; "she has already been 
discovered four or five times on her knees, doubtless reciting all the funeral 
orations of M. Grace, archbishop of Bourges," her fellow servant L' Amireau 
wrote in disgust.93 Another is the ten-year-oldjockei, who, with a pathetic story 
of being abandoned by his family, managed to cadge free food, lodging, and 
transportation from Blois to La Rochelle from a soft-hearted traveling En-
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glishwoman, Lady Craven. It is obvious from Lady Craven's remarks in her 
memoirs that her own servants saw through what he was doing (they kept 
trying to dissuade her from helping him), but she did not.94 It was through 
such expedients that servants survived and prospered, and it was through such 
veiled insolence and such manipulation that they gained a sense of ascendancy 
over their masters and found some consolation for the indignities of their 
lives. 

The Rebellious Servant: Occasions for 
Protest and Rituals of Defiance 

There were, however, occasions when replacement fantasies, manipula
tion, veiled insolence and other such subtle forms of revenge were no longer 
satisfying; occasions when servants entered into openly rebellious behavior 
against their masters, and risked dismissal, severe corporal punishment, or 
even public prosecution for insolence (for this was in theory at least a crime 
punishable by public shaming, although it does not seem to have been widely 
prosecuted. )95 As might be expected from what we have said about the psycho
logical effects of servanthood, most of these occasions arose when servants felt 
their always precarious sense of identity and autonomy threatened. And as 
might be expected from their penchant for role-playing, most servant rebel
lion took the form of public theatrical rituals of protest and defiance. 

Rebellious servants were not modern industrial workers. They were not 
moved to confrontation with their employers over economic issues or over 
what labor historians term "the conditions of the work place." They do not 
appear to have resented long hours, low pay, or bad working conditions. 
What they resented, and what spurred them to active protest, was personal 
mistreatment. For both domestics and their employers, the master-servant 
relationship was in essence personal rather than economic. Servants were not 
hired to perform specific tasks, but instead to present a general posture of 
obedience and devotion to their employers. And servants did not define them
selves primarily in terms of the work they performed. Many factors, including 
the absence of a guild tradition, the dispersal and isolation of their work place, 
the uneven rhythms of their work, and the immense variety of their tasks, 
militated against this. But they did define themselves as servants: as men and 
women who had entered into a certain personal relationship with their em
ployers. Therefore it was the treatment they received within the bounds of this 
relationship which concerned them most. And because being a servant was so 
damaging to their sense of self-hood, it was when the actions of their masters 
threatened their personal autonomy and independence that they were likely to 
rebel. 

The major exception to this generalization is the issue of wages. Police 
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complaints show that this issue was the single most frequent cause of clashes 
between master and servant.96 But this was in many ways the exception which 
proved the rule. For wages had a psychological importance for servants that 
went beyond purely monetary considerations. They represented for domestics 
a measure of their worth,97 a guarantee of their independence (a servant who 
had some savings could after all always leave a position that had become 
intolerable), and a hope for the future. Wages represented to a servante the 
dowry that would enable her to marry and leave service, to a cuisinier the 
cabaret that would make him a respectable independent proprietor. Therefore 
it is not surprising that they were willing to fight for them. 

Another reason conflicts over wages were so frequent was the fact that mas
ters and servants held opposite views about what a servant's wages were. As we 
have seen, the eighteenth century was a period when the long tradition of non
or partial payment of servants' wages was gradually being replaced by a sys
tem of true contractual wage labor. But masters naturally tended to cling to 
the traditional view of servants' wages: to regard their domestics as more than 
amply compensated by being fed, clothed, housed, and exposed to the com
pany of their betters, and to look upon money wages as a bonus given for 
extraordinary service purely out of the goodness of an employer's heart. They 
therefore felt justified in withholding payment if a servant was insolent or 
otherwise unsatisfactory-or even for no reason at all. One Parisian em
ployer, summoned before the commissaires de police in the 1780s for not 
paying his lackey's wages, stated testily that he had fed and clothed the fellow 
and supplied all his bodily needs. What more could he possibly desire?98 Ser
vants, on the other hand, had by the eighteenth century come to take a more 
modern view of their wages: to them they were compensation for services 
rendered, something they were unconditionally entitled to. It is not surprising 
then that many conflicts arose, especially since no written contracts specifying 
wages existed, and the oral agreements that sealed bargains between employ
ers and domestics were often vague. 

After wages, the next most frequent point of conflict seems to have been 
corporal punishment, and here the threat to servant autonomy and self
esteem was manifest. Until the last decades of the Old Regime masters viewed 
their right to use corporal punishment on their domestics as unquestionable. 
It was a basic tenet of patriarchalism, a reflection both of the property rights 
of a father of a family in the bodies of his wife, children, and servants and of his 
duty to act as their moral guide and corrector. The right of a master to beat his 
servants was even sanctified by the Bible: St. Paul had enjoined, "Servants, 
obey your masters . . .  with fear and trembling."99 

But fundamental as this right was, it was never unlimited. Laws forbade 
"exces et mauvais traitements" of domestics, 100 and writers of domestic manu
als and advice literature constantly enjoined restraint. The late seventeenth
century writer Sylvestre du Four, for example, maintained that employers 



1 24 PART I .  SERVANTS 

should "limit . . .  their threats and even more their blows," and suggested 
that they always remember that their servants were their brothers in Christ: 
"treat them like that, and, however stupid they may be, don't let their conduct 
arouse your insensibility." 1 0 1 And the Abbe Goussault urged masters never to 
punish servants immediately after the discovery of a mistake, because their 
justifiable anger and outrage might make them lose control and thus lead to 
severe injuries to the servant: "All correction made with anger loses its merit 
and destroys its effect. Punishment is a meat which must be seasoned to be 
rendered good and useful ." He even went so far as to suggest that children and 
servants were "half justified" in their resentment when their fathers and mas
ters punished them in anger. 1 02 

"Half justified" but not totally: beatings and blows were part of a servant's 
lot, something that had to be endured. Despite laws and warnings, masters 
struck their servants for the slightest misdeed-or none at all. Losing his em
ployer's wallet earned Nicolas, domestique of Sr. Duhamel, a German mer
chant in Paris, a caning; maidservant Sara Cerfs arguments with her fellow 
domestics were punished by "blows on the head and face" which left her bleed
ing from the mouth, and Costerine Patou's attempt to collect the wages due 
her provoked her mistress to pull her hair and try to scratch her eyes out. 1 03 
For the surely minor offense of interrupting his master's dinner to report the 
results of an errand, Fran�ois Joseph Pourvin, suisse of Sr. Foyer, Parisian 
banker, was locked in his room, beaten, and hit over the head with the flat of a 
sword. 1 04 Violence against servants was almost a reflex action, automatic in a 
society that had not yet developed modern notions of personal bodily auton
omy and the bodily "space" of individuals, a society in which strangers shared 
beds, street brawls occurred at the drop of a hat, and wives and children as well 
as servants were regularly beaten, not only for offenses against patriarchal 
father-figures, but also simply to break their will. 1 05 

At least until the last half of the eighteenth century, servants seem to have 
accepted such abuse as their inevitable lot. At any rate they did not complain 
about it to the police, or use it as an excuse for revenge against their masters. 
All of the cases mentioned above occurred in Paris in the 17 1 Os and I 72Os, and 
we know about them only because those servants mentioned their beatings to 
the police during complaints that were primarily concerned with something 
else. 

After 1750, however, attitudes toward corporal punishment seem to have 
changed. Masters resorted to it less frequently, and servants were more resent
ful of it when it did occur. Many factors contributed to this transformation. 
The decline of patriarchal notions of a master's responsibility for the moral 
conduct of his domestics robbed corporal punishment of its main justifica
tion, while the emergence of modern notions of bodily autonomy made it seem 
insulting, and the humanitarianism of the Enlightenment, which deplored all 
physical abuse of the helpless, children and animals as well as servants, labeled 
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it as cruel. 1 06 Household manuals of the late-eighteeenth- and early-nineteenth 
centuries reflected the change in attitude. As we have seen, earlier domestic 
advice books merely warned against excessive severity in corporal punish
ment. But those from the last decades of the Old Regime through the Revolu
tion and Restoration come close to repudiating its use entirely. The Abbe 
Gregoire's De la Domesticite ( 18 14) contained a cautionary tale about a 
young princess who, caught slapping her maid, was forced by her parents to 
beg the woman's pardon on bended knee and to serve her her meals for several 
days. Mme. de Genlis's Le La Bruyere des domestiques ( 1828) noted approv
ingly that in Switzerland servants who received even the least blow could quit 
their jobs immediately without losing any pay. 1 07 

Police records suggest that servants' attitudes changed similarly. Their 
growing sense of independence and self-worth, fostered by the spread of the 
market economy and its values, made corporal punishment increasingly intol
erable. By the 1750s servants had no hesitation about reporting their beatings 
to the police. In 1753, for example, Jean Benger, coachman of the Comte de 
Villefort, tried to quit his job after the comte used "mauvais traitements" 
against him: when his employer gave him "four blows with his whip, despite 
the exactitude with which he performed his task," Benger trotted off imme
diately to the commissaires de police to lodge a complaint. 1 08 And if the ser
vant thought he could get no satisfaction from the police, he took his revenge 
for beatings in other ways. A Bordelais lackey named, naturally, St. Jean, 
responded to a caning by sending an anonymous threatening letter to his em
ployer, and, as we have seen, another Bordelais servant, Samuel Coffy, stole 
his master's purse containing 138 louis d'or "in reprisal for the blows he had 
frequently received." 1 09 By the late eighteenth century corporal punishment 
was clearly a major point of conflict between domestics and those employers 
who continued to use it. Servants regarded it as a personal insult and a blow to 
the fundamental equality which they believed existed between themselves and 
their masters. Therefore it was something to be avenged. 

Servants also protested verbal insults, and again the majority of their com
plaints on this issue occurred in the last half of the eighteenth century. 
Despite-or perhaps because of-the psychological assaults which domestic 
service entailed, many servants clearly had a strong sense of personal auton
omy, and they resented their masters' attempts to regulate their behavior. The 
servante of Marguerite de Beauregard insulted her employer when the latter 
admonished her about her excessive drinking; Picard, a lackey, quit his job 
over his master's interference in what he viewed as a private quarrel with a 
fellow servant. 1 1 0 

Servants also resented what they regarded as insults to their honor. Their 
employers might have scoffed at the idea, but servants did have a sense of 
personal honor. In their own minds they were, as they stated to the police in 
their complaints, "honnetes hommes" and "filles d'honneur et de probite ." 
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Their honor consisted of being good servants: of doing their jobs well, being 
honest and reliable, and faithfully upholding their masters' interests. There
fore imputations of dishonesty or dereliction of duty offended them. Louis 
Robert and his wife, employed by the Abbe Boulher, complained to the police 
when their master's nephew insinuated that they could not be trusted to care 
for his house in his absence, and Franc;oise Bezin, Ji/le domestique, com
plained when her mistress accused her first of being pregnant and then of 
being a thief. 1 1 1  Le Franc, domestique of M. Emeric de Cassagnac, had en
dured ten years of severe corporal punishment, according to his master's own 
account, but it was an unjust accusation-dropping a valuable rifle while 
drunk-that caused him finally to flare up in anger. "Je suis un honnete 
homme," he shouted at his employer, and then proceeded to insult him and 
walk out. 1 1 2 Genevieve Berthelemy, employed by the Comtesse Dojelin, 
walked off her job when, during a dispute over the household accounts, the 
angry Comtesse began to call her a thief and a slut. Berthelemy explained to 
the police that it was "in her interest to conserve without stain or damage her 
reputation as a woman of honor and probity, a reputation on which depend 
her success and her happiness in her calling." 1 1 3 

The withholding of wages, corporal punishment, and insults to pride and 
honor-these were the causes that aroused servants to active protest. Such 
protest took many forms, running the gamut from the spontaneous and rela
tively innocuous ritual insult to the premeditated criminal actions of theft and 
even murder. But most servant protests had two elements in common: they 
were, first, as we might expect from these chronic role-players, highly public, 
theatrical, and ritualized, and second, they harked back to traditions, deeply 
embedded in the popular culture of the peasant villages from which most 
servants came, of a public appeal to the collective judgment of the community 
in cases of behavior which violated accepted standards. 

The public and ritualized elements of servant protest are clearly visible in 
its most common form, the ritual insult. I have given it this label because, 
while insults were spontaneously shouted in the heat of angry moments, they 
nonetheless followed distinct patterns and rhythms. At their heart were scato
logical epithets. The same ones recur over and over in police records with 
monotonous frequency: gueuse, putain, coquine if the employer is a woman; 
foutre and bougre de gueux if he is a man. These epithets were not confined to 
master-servant confrontation. They are found in almost all the brawls of street 
and marketplace recorded in police archives, and they therefore mark, I think, 
an assertion of the servants' lower-class identity after years of enforced respec
tability. 1 1 4 What was unique to master-servant confrontations was not their 
vocabulary but their rituals of inversion. Each master-servant shouting 
match was a carnival in miniature, where roles were reversed and servants 
could in ritualized gestures express their anger and contempt. 1 1 5 Here is a 
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typical master-servant battle, one between the Marquis de Fimarcon and his 
domestique Le Franc. The Marquis had accused Le Franc of being drunk 
when he apparently was not; Le Franc was so annoyed that he threw down the 
rifle that he had been cleaning and yelled that he was not drunk: "Je suis un 
honnete homme! Allez faire foutre !" ("I am a respectable man! Go fuck!") 
The Marquis "felt it his duty to stop this insolence," and slapped him. This set 
off another round of insults: "Foutin ! Jaufort ! Va te fair foutre, foutre maitre, 
je me fou de toi et de ton fusil !" ("Fucker ! Fatty ! Go fuck yourself, fucking 
master, you and your rifle are driving me crazy!") ' 16 The elements of inversion 
here are obvious: Le Franc destroys his master's property (the rifle) he had 
been hired to care for; such symbolic destruction was common in these 
cases. 1 1 7 And it is the master who is now "tutoyed" and the servant who has 
become the "honnete homme." 

Equally theatrical and ritualized was the departure from one's job. Ser
vants often turned their leave-taking into a grand gesture of protest. There was 
a right way and a wrong way to go. The wrong way was to disappear quietly 
after being fired. The right way was to quit, and in doing so, show your em
ployer what you thought of him. Picard, /aqua is of M. Frarn;ois Pichon, Pari
sian lawyer, was admonished by his master for fighting with the cook. He 
disliked this interference in his private life, and responded insolently, where
upon Pichon fired him. But Picard said, "I will not leave like that," and de
parted in high style, throwing the back wages he had just been paid in his 
master's face and flouncing down the stairs, stripping off his livery as he 
went. 1 1 8 

The satisfactions derived from such theatrical gestures were intense but 
fleeting. For more lasting revenge servants harked back to the traditions of 
village popular culture and appealed to the collective judgment of the com
munity against their masters. It was common for a servant who believed him
self wronged to complain about his employer to the latter's relatives, friends, 
and neighbors, in the hope of embarrassing him and ruining his reputation. 
Marguerite Grolau, for example, avenged herself on a former master who had 
cheated her out of her wages by the simple expedient of going around to his 
relatives and telling them what he had done. 1 1 9 Another mistreated servante, 
Madelon Nanby, shouted out her accusations against her former master in 
front of all his friends and neighbors. 120 At times servants' accusations against 
their masters were farfetched and clearly malicious. A lackey with a grudge 
against his former employer, Dile. Marie Elizabeth Parent, spread rumors 
among her neighbors that that elderly and highly respectable lady was a pro
curess who lived off the illicit earnings of her two maidservants. 121 And two 
servantes fired by Sr. Antoine Picard, Parisian painter and member of the 
Academy of St. Luc, made life uncomfortable for him by telling his neighbors 
that a noxious smell which had been plaguing the district originated in the 
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extremely malodorous sizing for his canvases which Picard brewed in his fifth 
floor studio. In his complaint to the police Picard angrily denied the charge: he 
made his sizing, he said, only in a garden he had rented for the purpose in the 
faubourg St. Antoine, where bad smells were unlikely to be noticed ! ' 22 But 
whether well-founded or simply malicious, such accusations accomplished 
their purpose of embarrassing masters and damaging their public reputations. 

A similar aim, I suspect, rather than any real hope of legal redress, prompt
ed the numerous complaints servants made to the local police. These at first 
sight are puzzling, for not only did they go against the strong rural tradition of 
distrust of the police which most peasant-born servants probably shared, but 
they also were probably foredoomed to failure, since policemen were more 
likely to be sympathetic to a respectable property owner than to a poor ser
vant, and indeed many courts-the Chatelet in Paris, for example
automatically took the word of an employer over that of his domestic in cases 
involving master-servant disputes. 1 23 But having a policeman come round to 
your door within sight of the neighbors was certainly embarrassing, and this 
was probably all that most servants hoped to accomplish. Fetching the police 
was just one more way to expose a master to the tribunal of public opinion. 

In their reliance on public humiliation for revenge against their masters, 
servants clearly harked back to the village traditions of their rural back
grounds. And the role of village traditions in shaping their protests is even 
more obvious in those cases in which servants preferred, as La Croix, a cuisi
niere with a grudge against her mistress, put it, "to take justice into their own 
hands," 1 24 and not only appeal to the judgment of the community but also to 
execute it themselves. To do this they borrowed forms and rituals deeply em
bedded in popular culture: the charivari and "rough music," which collectively 
and ritually rebuked violators of village notions of correct behavior, and the 
carnival, with its license for social inversion and public insult of !es grands. 1 25 

For example, carnivalesque elements are obvious in the public and ritual hu
miliation suffered by M. Jean Petit, master architect of Bordeaux, who had 
apparently mistreated his cuisiniere. In revenge three male domestics, friends 
of hers, invaded Petit's home while he and his wife were having a dinner party 
for their neighbors. They stayed for hours, demanding food and drink, spilling 
wine on the floor, insulting and dancing "a minuet" with the women, and 
finally roughing up everyone. 1 26 And the Baron de Jouquieres was subjected 
to a one-woman charivari by a disgruntled former servante, who for several 
nights stood beneath the window of the Baron's apartment yelling and other
wise creating tapages. 1 27 So firmly tied to popular culture were servant pro
tests that when popular culture changed, servant protests did too. Historians 
of popular culture have noted that in the late eighteenth century, with the 
spread of literacy among the lower classes, new and more "modern" forms like 
the anonymous threatening letter gradually began to replace the traditional 
charivaris as vehicles for the expression of community judgments and dis-
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contents. And from the mid-century on disgruntled servants began to send 
anonymous threatening letters to their masters. 1 28 

With the anonymous threatening letter, servant protest reached the border
line of illegality. The types of protest already discussed, the insult and the 
defiant gesture, the public exposure and humiliation of masters, left the ser
vants who perpetrated them liable, at most, to dismissal and corporal pun
ishment if they were still in their masters' employment (but few were) or to 
prosecution for "insolence" if they were not. Such prosecutions were rarely 
undertaken, however, for bringing the police into the case often simply deep
ened a master's public humiliation. But other forms of servant protest-theft, 
violence, murder-were clearly illegal and carried severe penalties. Not unex
pectedly, then, such protests occurred much less frequently than the more 
innocuous types: they were usually the last resort of the truly desperate. 

As we saw in the last chapter, servant thievery was in reality much less 
frequent than their master's obsession with vol domestique would suggest, 
and the majority of thefts were committed not by employed servants who 
robbed their masters but by unemployed domestics who stole from their land
lord, fellow lodgers, or chance passers-by. 1 29 Even many of the cases of appar
ently genuine vol domestique were in reality not thefts at all. Instead they were 
the result of misunderstandings between employer and employee. Such mis
understandings could easily arise. As we have noted, a certain amount of petty 
pilfering ("shoeing the mule") was permitted to servants; it is easy to imagine 
accusations of theft might result when master and servant disagreed on the 
limits of the permissible. Clothing was another issue that produced misunder
standings. Since employers frequently provided livery and other clothing for 
their servants, and gave them garments as gifts or in lieu of wages, who actu
ally owned which items of a servant's wardrobe was often unclear. In a typical 
case servante Marianne Faburel was pitted against her mistress, wife of Sr. 
Jofre, Parisian marchand quinquail/ier. Faburel's mistress had ordered her to 
get a new dress, and, contrary to the usual practice, Faburel had paid for it 
herself. But when she left, her mistress forgot that and refused to let her take 
the dress. 1 3° Finally, at least some accusations of vol domestique were totally 
false. Police records suggest that masters often accused their servants of theft 
to avoid paying them their wages. An example concerns Frarn;oise La Vigne, a 
marchande de biere in Paris, who accused her servante Frarn;oise Bezin of 
taking a six-ecu piece left on a commode. But Bezin told the police: "This is a 
maneuver to fire the plaintiff without paying any of her wages except the 
modest sum of 33 sous . . .  this mistress often does such things to her domes
tics. The purpose of these false accusations is to make them afraid to demand 
anything." 1 3 1 

Elimination of such cases leaves only a few genuine vol domestiques. Some 
of these were undoubtedly motivated by nothing more than a simple desire for 
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money, such as the thefts by Guillaume Fournier, a twenty-year-old lackey 
from Toulouse, who regularly pilfered money and gold watches from the var
ious houses in which he was employed. Another Toulousan thief, Pierre 
Dubedat, also known as Jean Dangla, aged "about thirty," had worked for 
over fifty masters in his career and had apparently stolen something from 
every one of them. 1 3 2 On the other hand, many domestic thefts were inspired 
directly or indirectly by servants' grievances against their masters. As we have 
seen, the black servant Samuel Coffy stole 138 /ouis d'or "in reprisal for the 
blows he frequently received." Maidservant Marie Pradel robbed the master 
who had seduced and impregnated her of enough money to give herself a 
dowry. 1 33  And farm servant Guillaume Mazet robbed his employer when he 
refused to pay his wages: 

interrogated if it is true that he stole . . .  a mule, money, clothes and other 
effects from Sr. Aubanet . . .  of whom he was the servant. . . .  Re
sponds . . .  that it is true that he stole the mule, the money, and the clothes 
. . .  that he had loaned to the aforesaid Aubanet the sum of 72 livres and 
that the aforesaid Aubanet also owed him 1 2  ecus in wages and that the 
clothes that he took belonged to him except the vest and a pair of culottes 
valued 30 sous which were mixed in with his clothes. 1 34 

Note Mazet's insistence that he took only what was owed him, except for the 
vest and culottes which were inadvertently mixed up with his own clothing. 
Clearly he did not view his act as a theft: he was only reclaiming his own 
property. Servants who robbed for revenge felt their crimes were justified, and 
some employers may have agreed with them. The underreporting of servant 
thievery that historians have postulated may have stemmed as much from 
guilty consciences as it did from a distaste for rotting corpses hanging in the 
family doorway. 

A servant's ultimate means of revenge against his master was of course 
murder. But while cases of domestics striking their employers in the course of 
an argument were relatively commonplace-although by no means as fre
quent as cases of masters using violence against servants-instances of the 
premeditated murder of a master by his or her servant were quite rare. Most 
spontaneous servant violence arose out of the rituals of insult discussed above, 
and its victims were usually women, either female employers (like the Widow 
Chabert, a loueuse de carosses, beaten by one of her employees, Frarn;ois 
Bulelot), 1 3 5 or wives who received blows as surrogates for their husbands, like 
the wife of M. Jean Jourdan, ecuyer and secretaire du roi. The Jourdans em
ployed a lackey named Masson, whom they frequently had to reprimand for 
laziness. One morning Masson slept late, then emerged "half-dressed and 
spouting a thousand insults against the plaintiff and his wife." M. Jourdan left 
to go to Mass, telling his wife to fire Masson. When he returned he found her 
on the floor, suffering from "several infamous injuries." 1 36 
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Premeditated murder was rather different. It was extremely infrequent: in 
one sample of court cases I looked at, the death sentences handed down by the 
Parlement of Toulouse between 1633-1728 and 1750-1778, I found only two 
cases of servants killing their employers. 1 3 7 Interestingly enough, neither of 
these murders seems to have grown out of servant grievances. In one, mistress 
and servant were rivals in love, and in the other a servant was apparently 
goaded into killing his master by the man's brother. This suggests that "re
venge" murders by servants were quite rare. 1 38 Yet the upper classes seem to 
have been possessed by a fear that their servants would rise up and murder 
them in their beds. This fear is reflected in the extremely brutal punishments 
allotted to servants who killed their masters. The sentence was inevitably 
death, as it was in other cases of murder, but not by the normal hanging: 
servants who killed their masters were usually burned at the stake or broken 
on the wheel. 1 39 One young servante who murdered her mistress in Cambrai in 
the 1770s was herself judicially "murdered" in an exact reenactment of her 
crime, a ritual of inversion staged this time not by a servant but by society. She 
was driven to the scene of her execution in a garbage cart, then seated in the 
chair where her mistress had died and (after having her right hand cut off) she 
was stabbed in the same way that she had killed her mistress with the very 
knife she had used. 140 Such punishments were a public lesson to any domestic 
who contemplated challenging the natural order of society by raising his hand 
against those whom God had set over him. 

Masters' fears of harm from their servants appear to have centered on being 
poisoned. This is not surprising, for fears of poisoning were common in this 
period. Poison was the standard eighteenth-century explanation for any sud
den and unexpected death which the medical profession could not otherwise 
account for; in this it played the role that witchcraft had in earlier periods. 14 1 

Therefore people often suspected poisoning in quite innocent deaths. But 
masters were especially fearful of being poisoned by their servants, for poison
ing seemed the natural weapon of domestics. They had unparalled opportuni
ties to administer it, and the stealthiness involved in its use seemed to accord 
with the character of servants, those creatures who listened at keyholes and 
indulged in petty pilfering. We can see this obsession with poisoning in inci
dents like the following. Mme. de Genlis was visiting her brother-in-law one 
day when he became sick after drinking from a glass that had been left stand
ing on a sideboard. He immediately jumped to the conclusion that a servant 
had put poison in it. "That idea sent a chill into all of us," Mme. de Genlis 
wrote. After an extensive investigation which upset the household for weeks, 
suspicion centered on a young aide de cuisine, who at first denied the misdeed, 
but finally admitted putting something in the glass, although he said it was 
only a mild emetic. He was fired, and his livery was ceremoniously burned. 142 

Another case where poisoning by a servant was suspected threatened to end 
more tragically . A certain M. Huet-Duparc died mysteriously in Caen in the 
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1780s. Naturally his servante, Victoire Salmon, was accused of poisoning him. 
She was tried and sentenced to be burned alive. But many thought her inno
cent and raised a public outcry for an appeal to the Paris Parlemcnt, which 
decided that Huet-Duparc's son was the true culprit and overturned the 
verdict. 1 43 

Masters' concern for poisoning, like their obsession with domestic theft, 
reveals more about their own fears and guilts than it does about servant pro
test. The psychological pressures on servants were enormous: the depersonali
zation and challenges to their sense of identity, the feelings of inferiority which 
grew out of the forced acceptance of a "superior" culture, the constant blows 
to pride and self-esteem, the irritants of associating with and ministering to 
people one hated and despised. As Rousseau put it in a famous passage of La 
Nouvelle Heloise, "Servanthood is so little natural to man that it cannot exist 
without some discontcnt." 1 44 But servant discontent was as likely to be subli
mated into an awe and admiration for their masters or compensated for by 
inversion fantasies and manipulation as it was to take the form of open pro
test. And protests were more likely to be spontaneous, ritualized, and theatri
cal expressions of discontent than to take the form of theft or murder. All 
servants probably at heart regarded their masters, in the words of the Old 
Regime police ordinance quoted at the beginning of this chapter, "as so many 
enemies." But their means of expressing their hatred were often ambiguous 
and oblique. 

Until now the picture we have presented of the psychological pressures on 
servants and their consequences suggests few changes over time. But it is 
tempting to argue that the transformations in servants' private lives in the last 
decades of the Old Regime-their increasing wealth, ambition, and 
independence-were paralleled by what might be termed a growth in class
consciousness, as servants became increasingly resentful of their masters and 
of the insults and degradation that filled their lives. If this were so, we might 
expect an increase in the active protest by servants as the Revolution neared. 
But this does not seem to have happened. It is true that servants appear to have 
been less affectionate toward their masters during the last decades of the Old 
Regime. This is suggested by a decline in the proportion of servants who left 
legacies to their masters. In Toulouse in 1727-29, 28.6 percent of all wills of 
servants contained such legacies; by 1787 only 11.1 percent did so. In Bor
deaux the percentage dropped from 17.6 percent in the 1727-29 sample to 5.3 
percent in that of 1787-89. 1 45 It is also true that servants seem to have become 
increasingly touchy about corporal punishment and other insults to their per
sonal pride in the last decades of the Old Regime. But there does not seem to 
have been any marked rise in the level of servant protest as a whole. Instead, at 
least some types of protest, theft as revenge for example, appear to have de
clined by the eve of the Revolution. An admittedly impressionistic reading of 
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Parisian police records suggests that in the I 770s and 1780s servants were 
much more likely to become involved in clashes with ordinary citizens than 
they were in the conflicts with their employers which dominated the police 
blotters of earlier periods. Many servants continued to display devotion and 
loyalty to their masters up to and indeed through the Revolution. The revolu
tionaries themselves recognized this; one reason they denied the vote to ser
vants was their conviction that most domestics identified with their masters 
and would vote as they were told. The revolutionaries made active efforts 
among servants toward what today would be called consciousness-raising. In 
1789 a pamphlet appeared in Paris entitled A vis a la livree par un homme qui 
la porte. This reminded domestics that however much they identified with 
their masters, the latter did not necessarily accept this identification or appre
ciate their loyalty: "to most masters we are less precious than their horses or 
dogs." In the coming struggle servants should remember that they are "of the 
people," and they should not turn their backs on their friends and relatives. 146 

Such consciousness-raising was clearly necessary. 
The failure of servants to identify more completely with the other members 

of the lower classes and to express this identification in increasingly rebellious 
behavior is, I think, attributable to two factors. First were the very changes in 
servants' lives that might have been expected to contribute to their increasing 
discontent-the rise of servant independence and ambition. For it was proba
bly the servant who was canny, literate, and anxious to get ahead who was 
most likely to be sensitive to the cultural gulf between himself and his master, 
and consequently to feel the identification and devotion that often grew out of 
this. And it was the clever and ambitious servant who was more likely to 
disguise his resentment in role-playing and manipulation rather than express 
it in overt rebellion. 

A second factor behind the relative quiescence of servants on the eve of the 
Revolution is the fact that their masters probably treated them better than 
they had in earlier periods and therefore gave them Jess cause for complaint. 
There is much to suggest that this was so. By the last decades of the Old 
Regime patriarchalism was dying, and masters no longer tried to control ser
vants' behavior so strictly or to inflict corporal punishment upon them, thus 
eliminating basic causes of earlier protest. Also, the increasing physical dis
tancing between master and servant meant that contacts between them were 
lessened and therefore passions were cooler on both sides. And finally the 
growing conviction of the equality of all men made at least the more enlight
ened masters more conscious of their servants' independence and pride and 
more tactful in their handling of them. Master-servant relationships are two
sided equations, after all. 
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"He is my domestic enemy." 
-A master, describing his thirteen-year-old valet, in Marana's 

L' Esp ion dons /es cours des princes 

The Patriarchal Master in Theory 

Masters' relationships with their "do
mestic enemies" should be easy to define, for in theory they conformed to a 
model widely disseminated in domestic manuals and religious tracts during 
the seventeenth century: that of the patriarchal household. While some ele
ments of this model were as old as the ancient world (Xenophon and Quintil
lian were frequently quoted), the classic texts of French patriarchy were prod
ucts of the Counter-Reformation, especially of its last phase in the 1 670s, 
1 680s, and 1690s. They came from the pens of churchmen like the Abbe Gous
sault (Le Portrait d'un honneste homme, 1 692 ; Le Portrait d'unefemme hon
neste, raisonnable, et veritablement chretienne, 1694) and their devot follow
ers like Claude Fleury (Les Devoirs des ma it res et des domestiques, 1688) who 
opposed the political and social innovations of the reign of Louis XIV. Pa
triarchal theory was therefore a product of religious movement devoted to the 
moralizing of society (hence the emphasis in patriarchal writings on the reli
gious and moral duties of masters) and of a political movement based on a 
vision of traditional, agrarian, static, and deferential society outmoded even 
as it was propounded. 1 

1 37 
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The fact that the patriarchal theory of the household grew out of the most 
important religious and political movements of its time points up the univer
sality of its concepts. In the seventeenth century patriarchy was not simply a 
theory of the way families and households should function: it was a paradigm 
for all social organizations, political and religious as well as familial. The 
family and the household were the basic units of the social order. As Claude 
Fleury put it, "The family is the image of the state, which is only an assemblage 
of many families."2 The authority of the father of the family was the model for 
all authority: a king was the father of his people, God was the Father of all 
mankind. 

While its precepts held true for all power relationships, the patriarchal vi
sion of authority was especially applicable to master-servant relationships, for 
the seventeenth-century household by definition was a family, and a master by 
definition was the father of his servants. The conviction that the household 
was a family carried with it important implications about the proper roles and 
demeanor of master and man. It implied, first of all, that servants were the 
"adopted children" of the family. They were, therefore, like children, imma
ture, helpless, and dependent. They lacked the essential characteristic of 
adulthood: the ability to be responsible for their own welfare. In the sixteenth, 
seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries adulthood implied a certain level of 
economic self-sufficiency. An adult man was one able to support himself and 
his family through his own efforts. Those unable to do so, like servants, had to 
subordinate themselves to someone who could provide for them. In return for 
financial support, they surrendered their labor, a certain amount of bodily 
autonomy (see the discussion of corporal punishment in the last chapter), and, 
most importantly, the freedom of will that was the mark of an adult. Subordi
nation to the will of another was in the seventeenth and early eighteenth cen
turies considered the essence of servanthood. One patriarchal writer even 
compared domestic service to the monastic life, for servants like monks gave 
up their freedom of will: "if a monk never does what he wills, a lackey too must 
do what he is ordered to do."3 The duty of servants listed first in every domes
tic manual was obedience. Only when ordered to do something against the law 
or the principles of religion could they go against their master's orders.4 

If the servant was a child, condemned to a child's perpetual submission to 
adult authority, the master was of course a father, with a father's privileges 
and responsibilities. A master had certain rights, amounting almost to prop
erty rights, over the bodies of his servants, analogous to the rights of a hus
band over the body of his wife and a father over the bodies of his children. A 
master had a right to his servants' labor, a right to regulate their behavior and 
to inflict corporal punishment if necessary, and a right to supervise their sex
ual conduct and control access to their sexual favors. 5 In return for these 
rights, however, a master incurred responsibilities similar to those a patriar-
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cha! father bore for his wife and children. The conscientious fulfillment of 
these responsibilities formed in patriarchal theory the essence of mastership. 

What were these responsibilities? A master was, first and foremost, respon
sible for the material welfare of his domestics. He owed them food, shelter, 
and some sort of financial reward for their services, although not necessarily, 
as we have seen, a regular wage.6 Masters, like fathers, were also expected to 
see that, when their servant-children left the household to fend for themselves, 
they had an adequate start in life. Employers were expected to provide dow
ries for their female domestics and apprenticeships for their young men, in 
sums adequate to place them in their proper station in life, "in the front ranks 
of the poor. "7 And if his servants fell ill or grew too old to work, the ideal 
master would not turn them out to starve or die, but instead would care for 
them as he would for aged or infirm relatives.8 

Besides providing for the daily bodily needs of his domestics, a master was 
also required to oversee their moral and spiritual welfare. In patriarchal 
households the master was in effect a "priest in his house," the intermediary 
between his wife, his children, his servants, and God, responsible before God 
for their conduct. Therefore a master owed his domestics spiritual instruction 
and guidance. This duty was never taken so seriously in Catholic countries as 
it was in Protestant England. Household prayers, in which the master literally 
acted as "priest in his house," leading his dependents in worship, were never so 
widespread in France as they were in England, and unlike English heads of 
households, French masters were not exhorted to teach their servants to read 
so that they could read the Bible.9 But in the France of the Counter
Reformation masters were at least expected to see that their domestics at
tended Mass and Confession regularly, and to make certain that the ill and 
dying received the last rites. 1 0  Masters were also expected to oversee the sexual 
conduct of their servants, and to discourage drinking, gambling, idle quarrel
ing, and other vices. 1 1  

Yet another responsibility of masters was to see that their servants did not 
break the law. According to most French legal codes, an employer could be 
held legally responsible for his servants' crimes only if they were committed 
under his direct and explicit orders. 1 2 But public opinion nevertheless tended 
to hold employers accountable for their servants' misdeeds, and masters 
themselves shared this notion, often preferring to punish their erring servants 
themselves rather than handing them over to the police. 13 For the final duty a 
master owed to his servant was protection against all other authorities. If a 
servant submitted himself to a master, that master had the duty to see that he 
was forced to submit to no one else. 

Thus in patriarchal theory masters and servants took the roles of fathers 
and children, bound together by the same sort of network of mutual rights and 
duties that bound real fathers and their offspring. Relations between masters 
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and servants should be affectionate, but in the same way that relationships 
between parents and children were affectionate in the heyday of patriarchy: 
that is, the affection was measured, distant, decorous, tinged on the child
servant's side with a healthy fear of the all-powerful father-master, and on the 
father-master's side with a firm conviction that overindulgence was morally 
harmful for his charges. 1 4  Bound together by ties of affection and duty, mas
ters and servants would, in theory, take their places in the great chain of sim
ilarly obligated superiors and inferiors that constituted the God-ordained so
cial order in the sixteenth, seventeenth, and early eighteenth centuries. 

The Patriarchal Master in Reality 

How closely did this elaborate theory of patriarchy match the reality of 
relationships within the household? How seriously did masters take their re
sponsibilities toward their domestics? Did Old Regime France deserve the 
label that some historians have applied to the antebellum American South: 
was it "a patriarchy that worked"? 

It is hard to know. On the one hand, there definitely were masters who fit 
the patriarchal model in every respect. One example is Sr. Sentou Dumont, a 
minor noble who lived near Toulouse from 1690 to 174 1. Sentou Dumont 
took his servants from a small circle of local families; he employed, for exam
ple, not only Fran9oise Dauban but also her niece, Marie Baradate, and he 
hired the daughter of his valet Louis Gilede when she was old enough to work. 
He knew his domestics well and treated them generously, caring for them 
when they were sick, providing dances for them on holidays (his livre de raison 
noted for March 19, 1736, "I have celebrated the feast of St. Joseph, my pa
tron saint, with eclat," at a cost of 24 livres), and opening his purse for their 
daily needs. He was also concerned to establish them in life. When Fran9oise 
Dauban married the son of a fellow servant, Sentou Dumont paid for the 
banns and the ring, attended the ceremony, provided a house for the couple, 
and kept them on in his service. When Fran9oise's niece Marie married yet 
another of his employees he gave the couple a 100-livre rente and 50 livres' 
worth of household goods, and also spent 15 livres on the wedding feast. But if 
Sentou Dumont was generous he was also strict, as a good patriarch should 
be. When his son's tutor seduced the nursemaid, he packed off the guilty cou
ple, although when the woman returned, penniless and repentent, he took her 
in again. 1 5 M. Sentou Dumont was not an isolated example. M. Fran9ois de 
Mongaillard arranged for his servant to be apprenticed; Dile. Marie de Bous
sac left hers a pension for her old age; Marie Ann Brun taught her servante to 
read, cared for her when she was ill, provided her with a dowry, and left her a 
legacy besides ! 1 6 

Thus there were masters who behaved like model patriarchs. But they seem 
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to have been few and far between. The drinking, gambling, and sexual license 
rampant below stairs in most households suggests that only a minority of 

employers took their responsibilities for the moral guidance of their domestics 
seriously. Responsibilities for their material needs were similarly neglected. 

As we saw earlier, few employers hesitated to fire servants who were too old or 

too ill to work. And few seem to have felt they owed their servants a dowry or 
an apprenticeship to give them a good start in life. Only 3 percent of the mar

riage contracts in my samples from Toulouse, Bordeaux, and Paris stated that 
employers had contributed to their servants' dowries, and of all the wills I read 
only three contained provisions by which masters arranged apprenticeships 

for their domestics. 17 

Probably the best barometer-and certainly the most convenient in terms 

of making comparisons across periods and classes-of the degree to which 

masters took their patriarchal obligations seriously are legacies to servants in 

their wills. In the Old Regime such legacies were not simply generous gestures; 
they were part and parcel of a master's obligation to provide for the future of 

his servants. Remembering one's domestics at one's dying moments was essen

tial to a "beautiful death." Priests and notaries present at deathbed scenes 

constantly exhorted the dying to fulfill their "Christian obligations" toward 

their faithful domestics.18 Yet wills show that only a minority of masters took 

these obligations seriously. 

Table 21 summarizes the legacies to servants in testaments from Toulouse 
and Bordeaux in the late 1720s. Column I shows the percentage of all wills 

leaving legacies to domestics, classified by social category. But these figures 
are not a true indication of patriarchal generosity, for the relatively high fig

ures for the nobility and low figures for the lower classes probably simply 

reflect the fact that many more nobles were more likely to have servants in the 

first place. Therefore I corrected these figures for patterns of servant employ
ment.19 The results are shown in Column II. 

These figures suggest that only a minority of masters took their patriarchal 

TABLE 21 

Percentage of Wills Including Legacies to Servants, by Class, 1727-29 

Toulouse Bordeaux 

I II I II 
- -

Nobility 32.2 35.6 35.6 39.0 
Middle class 18.8 35.9 14.5 27.0 
Lower class 7.2 28.7 3.4 23.2 
Clergy 23.6 39.0 26.7 30.8 

Sources: See Bibliography, section I, B. 
Note: I= percentage of legacies in total wills, and II= percentage of legacies in wills corrected to 

reflect patterns of servant employment. 
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obligations seriously, and that this was true of all social classes. We might 
have expected bourgeois and lower-class masters to have been more generous 
with their domestics, since the small size of their households could encourage 
intimate ties between master and servant. Or, conversely, we might have ex
pected more concern from the nobility because of their sense of noblesse 
oblige. Yet the figures for all social groups are quite similar-in each only 
around one-third of the masters remembered their servants in their wills. Not 
even the clergy, who might have been expected to take the religiously founded 
precepts of patriarchy more seriously than the laity, were especially generous 
toward their domestics. 

If the social class of masters had little effect on generosity toward servants, 
neither did their gender. Historians of households have often suggested that 
relationships between women employers and their female servants were much 
warmer and closer than those between master and man; that there often devel
oped a mother-daughter relationship between a mistress of the house and her 
young servant girl or a sisterly affection between mistress and maid who grew 
old together, sharing the cares of the household. 20 But in Old Regime France it 
is not clear that this was so. Table 22 suggests that, at least as measured by the 
barometer of legacies in wills, there was little difference in the relationships of 
mistress and maid and master and man. It is true that women heads of house
holds, spinsters and widows, were often more generous to their servants than 
were men. 2 1  This generosity probably reflected the sisterly relationships that 
often grew up between such women and their servantes. In the ancien regime 
widows and spinsters usually had little money and little social life. They lived 
modestly, employing a single servante who often remained in their service for 
decades and became companion, counselor, and friend as well as servant. The 
warmth of such relationships infuses wills like that of Marguerite Chauvel, 
widow of a conseiller in the Parlement of Bordeaux: "I declare that Marie 
Philip my femme de chambre who has been near me for more than twenty-five 

TABLE 22 

Percentage of Wills Including Legacies to Servants, by Gender, 1 727-29 

All men 
All women 
Female heads 

of households 

7.4 
1 2. 8  

1 5 . 1  

Toulouse 

Sources: See Bibliography, section I ,  B. 

I I  

32 .7  

38 .4 

1 0. 1  
9 .9 

1 4.4 

Bordeaux 

II 

30. 8 

34. 5 

Note: I = percentage of total wills, and I I = percentage of legacies in wills corrected to reflect 
patterns of servant employment. The figures for all women could not be corrected for patterns of 
servant employment because they include married women who are not listed on tax rolls. 
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years and who has always served me with the rarest of fidelity and affection 
. . .  merits the greatest kindness from my children."22 

But married women were rarely so generous with their servants as single 
women and widows were, in part because they had little control over their 
money,23 but also probably because relationships between married women and 
their domestics were often difficult. For unlike the situation in the nineteenth 
and twentieth centuries, married women of the Old Regime did not necessarily 
have undisputed authority over the servants in their households. In the seven
teenth century at least the running of a household and the supervision of do
mestics seem to have been male rather than female responsibilities. 24 Domes
tic manuals of the period were addressed to men rather than women. 25 In 
patriarchal theory, and seemingly in practice, the male head of the household 
bore the ultimate responsibility for its functioning; his wife was at best a lieu
tenant carrying out his orders. The correspondence of men like the Comte 
d' A vaux reveals that they were deeply involved in the minutiae of running a 
household. 26 To be sure, some wives did exercise considerable control over 
their households, but they often had to fight for this. An example is the Duch
esse de Liancourt, who was truly mistress in her house, but only as the result of 
a bargain with her dissolute husband: he "rendered her mistress of everything, 
and in return she 'closed her eyes to all which she had to ignore' " in his private 
life. 27 Other wives were not so fortunate. The Marquise de Courcelles was 
denied any voice in domestic affairs by her husband: "I did not even have in 
that household the authority to ask for a glass of water, and I remember that 
one day [when] I called for a horse . . .  my husband's grooms had the inso
lence to ask me who I was and by what right I gave orders. "28 The seventeenth
century mystic, Mme. de la Mothe Guyon, was not only deprived of control 
over her servants but also bullied and even physically abused by her maid. 29 

Such experiences did not make married women fond of their servants. 
Thus while relationships between employer and domestic differed by gen

der, they did not do so in ways that necessarily made women more generous 
toward their servants. In fact, for all classes and both sexes levels of legacies to 
servants in wills hovered around 30 percent in the early years of the eighteenth 
century. If such legacies are a reflection of an employer's acceptance of his 
patriarchal responsibilities for his domestics, they suggest that only a minority 
of masters took these responsibilities seriously. 

After all, there was little to make them do so. Admittedly some social op
probrium came with being known as a mean master (such employers were the 
butt of proverbs: "De maistres gourmans, serviteurs et chiens ont toujours 
faim"),30 while to be loved by one's servants reflected well on one's personal 
reputation. Mme. de Pompadour counted "the attachment of my domestics," 
along with the kindness of the king, the respect of courtiers, and the fidelity of 
her friends as one of the blessings of her life, and a conscience-stricken Mme. 
de Montespan asked the forgiveness of her servants on her deathbed. 3 1 
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But the mild social disapproval accorded the mean master seems to have 
weighed little against the temptations to tyranny inherent in the very nature of 
the master-servant relationship. For patriarchal theory, with its network of 
reciprocal rights and duties binding master and man, was in reality little more 
than a social myth. It masked a much more unequal relationship in which the 
master had all the rights while the servant had all the duties. Patriarchal theo
rists themselves dimly recognized this: their constant exhortations to masters 
to recognize their servants as their "brothers in Christ," to treat them kindly, 
"however stupid they may be," to overlook their faults and incapacities, are 
acknowledgments of the realities of a relationship in which all power lay on 
the side of the master.32 In such circumstances there was little to induce mas
ters to behave toward their servants with the benevolent concern of model 
patriarchs. 

Masters' Attitudes toward Their 
Servants: Indifference and Contempt 

I f  only a minority of masters regarded their servants with paternalistic be
nevolence, what was the attitude of the rest? In the seventeenth century, in 
striking contrast to later periods, memoirs and letters offer no clues, only 
silence. Masters rarely mentioned their servants in their memoirs and letters. 
A good example is the famed letter-writer Mme. de Sevigne. She wrote liter
ally thousands of letters to her beloved daughter, and few events in her life 
were too trivial to merit a mention. Yet the thirty-odd servants who shared her 
household garnered only a handful of comments.33 And in this she was, I 
suspect, typical of the men and women of her time. Perhaps this very silence is 
the key to masters' attitudes toward their servants: they were indifferent to and 
almost oblivious of their existence. The cliche "domestic enemies," so often 
used to refer to servants in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, was prob
ably an inaccurate representation of the feelings of masters toward their do
mestics, for it implied an awareness of servants, an active engagement with 
them, which most masters simply did not have. 

The roots of employers' indifference to their domestics lay, I think, in the 
extraordinary intimacies of households of the patriarchal period. As we have 
seen, masters rarely had a private moment away from their servants. Em
ployer and employee often shared the same room and sometimes the same 
bed; and masters lived out the most intimate moments of their lives in full view 
of hordes of liveried retainers. This intimacy could stimulate close and affec
tionate relationships between employer and employee, as in the case of single 
women and their servantes,  but it did not necessarily do so. For it could also 
drive masters to indulge in a sort of psychological distancing which served as a 
substitute for the actual physical distancing separating employer and domes-
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tic in the households of later periods. Masters may have preserved their sanity 
in the face of the immense psychological pressures created by the constant 
presence in their lives of people who were, in essence, unknown and judgmen
tal strangers by simply refusing to recognize their existence. Thus the intimacy 
of the households of the patriarchal period was probably at best a pseudo
intimacy; the familiarity of master with servant bred not just contempt but 
also indifference. 

The techniques of psychological distancing were many and varied. We have 
already discussed some of them: the bestowal of nicknames and sobriquets, 
which robbed servants of their personal identities, and the enforced wearing of 
livery, which reduced them from people to things, to ob jets d'art forming part 
of the decorative background of their masters' lives. Servants were simply 
there, like the furniture; employers took their presence for granted, and re
fused to recognize or acknowledge their existence as individuals. Masters re
garded servants almost as extensions of themselves, not only as instruments to 
do their will but also as extensions of their very physical being. One early 
seventeenth-century mistress, the notorious libertine Mme. d'Olonne, saw 
nothing incongruous in replying, when told by her confessor that she must do 
penance for her sins, "I'll have my servants fast."34 

Even when servants did succeed in penetrating their master's conscious
ness, their employers seem rarely to have recognized them as individual hu
man beings with unique personalities of their own. They saw them instead as 
representatives of the genus servant-a social type characterized by a variety 
of unfortunate personality traits. Masters seem to have thought of their ser
vants (when they thought of them at all) in terms of stereotypes which were 
uniformly negative. Servants were widely regarded as licentious, as the L'Etat 
de servitude, ou La Misere des domestiques (an eighteenth-century biblio
theque bleue peddled cheaply by wandering booksellers) suggests. In it a 
lackey laments: 

On le [the servant] croit entache de 
l'humeur libertine, 

Naturelle et commune a la gente 
Lacquesine. 35 

Servants were also perceived as gluttons and drunkards; in seventeenth
century comedies domestics often bore names like Brodevin (Wine jug), 
Ferme-a-table (Fixed at the table) and Trinequeboc (Drinking mug). 36 They 
were also thought notoriously lazy and shiftless. They were cowards, who 
bullied passers-by whenever they got the chance but trembled before the wrath 
of their masters: the cringing servant ducking his master's blows was a stan
dard comic turn in seventeenth-century plays. 37 They were fundamentally 
dishonest ("to lie like a lackey" was a common figure of speech in the Old 
Regime) and indeed inclined to crimes of every sort (according to Des Essarts' 
Dictionnaire universe/ de police of 1787 servants were prone to "perfidy, de-
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bauchery, corruption, cupidity, and the ignoring of all social virtues; theft, 
assassination, and poison are the crimes common to them.")38 

But, above all, servants were stupid and ignorant. This was the most com
mon servant stereotype in the ancien regime, as the abundance of "ignorant 
servant stories" in the literature of the period attests. Employers regarded 
stupidity as not only one of the most common traits of servants but also as one 
of the most desirable. A sixteenth-century nobleman once recommended a 
maitre d'h6tel to his son in the following terms: "he writes very well and is very 
docile-that is, very stupid (fort sot)."39 The stupidity employers attributed to 
their domestics was of a certain sort, as the use of the word sot in the preceding 
quotation suggests. Servants' stupidity was the loutish stupidity of country 
bumpkins, who wallowed happily in their ignorance as pigs wallowed in barn
yard filth. Servants were "gros rejouis," as the Comte de Montlosier referred 
to his valet; "sotises gens," as Mme. de Sevigne called her domestics one of the 
few times she mentioned them.40 

The connotations of animality in these expressions are noteworthy, for 
they betray the deeply rooted associations of servants with animals in their 
masters' minds. Religious tracts and domestic manuals often admonished 
employers not to think of their servants as "animals of a different species," but 
they seem to have had little effect.4 1 Employers constantly borrowed meta
phors and similies from the animal kingdom when referring to their domes
tics. To Mme. de Sevigne a rough-housing domestic "played like a dog"; to 
Mme. de Crequy a group of angry lackeys resembled "furious beasts" ; and to 
the Baronne d'Oberkirch a favorite valet de chambre was her "chat de mai
son."42 The association of servants with domestic animals was a favorite motif 
in French art of the period (see figure 7). The similarities of pose, treatment, 
and function of servant and pet in such paintings suggest that artists viewed 
them as more or less interchangeable. Indeed, a whole genre of popular wood
cuts in the sixteenth century endowed domestics with the features and attri
butes of animals: pigs' snouts, asses' ears, and the like.41 Here is a contem
porary verbal exegesis of one such image du hon valet : 

He wears on his head a well-made red hat and on his body a proper shirt ;  he 

has the snout of a pig, ears of an ass, hoofs of a deer; his right hand is raised 

and always open, and he has on his left shoulder a yoke, from the two ends of 

which are hung two sacks of water. . . .  In his left hand he carries a pail full 

of burning coals. The interpretation of this figure is apposite. The good ser

vant must be properly dressed . The pig's snout means that a valet must not be 

choosy about his food, and that he must be content with all sorts of viands .  

The ass's ears signify that he must hear and support with patience the harsh 

words that his master says to him. The raised right hand signifies fideli-

ty . . . the deer's hoofs mean that he must be prompt to execute his orders .  

The water and fire show with what swiftness and industry he  must apply him

self to his household chores. 44 



FIGURE 7 .  Antoine Coypel, Jeune fille caressant un chien . Reproduced by 

permission of the Louvre. 

The servant as household pet. In  seventeenth- and eighteenth-century French 

art, domestics were often portrayed in close association with animals and oc

casionally given animalistic characteristics themselves. Note the similar expres-

sions of the pampered lapdog and equally pampered blackamoor. 



1 48 / PART I I .  MASTERS AND SERVANTS 

The prevalence of such images suggest that servants were seen almost as a 
separate race of men, more animal-like than human in fundamental character
istics. As Fenelon noted in the seventeenth century, "Servants are regarded 
almost like horses; people believe them to be of a separate race and suppose 
that they were made for the convenience of masters. "45 Such attitudes were 
natural to a society like that of sixteenth- and seventeenth-century France, 
which viewed each estate and occupation as a distinct race and believed that 
character traits and occupational attitudes-for example, the military prow
ess and "virtue" of the nobility-were passed down in the blood from genera
tion to generation.46 

This tendency to see servants as a separate race-surely the ultimate step of 
psychological distancing-was useful to masters. It relieved the psychological 
pressures created by the constant presence of servants in their lives, for if 
domestics were of a separate and inferior race, their judgments on what they 
saw and heard of their masters' lives simply did not matter. It also justified not 
conforming to the behavior expected of an ideal patriarch, for if servants were 
animals, they were simply not worthy of benevolence. Thus it justified the 
automatic bullying, blows, and scornful insults which seem to have been the 
normal demeanor of masters toward their servants in the sixteenth, seven
teenth, and early eighteenth centuries. It justified the caning Sr. Duhamel 
meted out to his domestique Nicolas when he lost his wallet, the beating Fran
c;ois Joseph Fourvin received when he interrupted his master's dinner to re
port the result of an errand.47 It justified the indifference with which Mme. de 
Sevigne watched the physical suffering of her servants: "the abbe's lackey 
played like a dog [ note the automatic animal simile] with the amiable Jacquine 
[ a servant of Mme. de Sevigne]. He threw her on the ground, breaking her arm 
and dislocating the wrist. The cries that she made were frightful; it was as if a 
Fury had broken her arm in hell." Madame's reaction to this? "This novelty 
amused me. "48 This attitude was, I suspect, much more typical of sixteenth-, 
seventeenth-, and early-eighteenth-century employers than the benevolent 
concern of Sr. Sentou Dumont. 

Masters' attitudes toward their domestics may have a broader historical 
significance than is obvious at first glance, for they may have helped to shape 
the general pattern of relationships between the elite and the lower orders in 
the hierarchal society of the ancien regime. Certainly the way masters viewed 
their servants, whether as the childlike dependents of the patriarchal model or 
as the lazy, licentious, and animal-like creatures of the standard stereotypes, 
were strikingly similar to the way in which they viewed the lower classes as a 
whole. This was especially true of the poor, who were thought of as lazy, 
shiftless creatures who wallowed animal-like in their drunkenness, debauchery, 
and ignorance of the basic tenets of religion, needing the firm moral guidance 
of their betters.49 This coincidence of views may reflect nothing more than 
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masters' recognition that their servants were drawn from the poor; masters 
may have simply applied to their servants the views they held of the lower 
classes in general. But it is at least possible that the process worked the other 
way, and that masters' opinions of the lower classes as a whole grew out of 
their contacts with their servants, who were, after all, the segment of the menu 
peuple they knew best. A major theme of class relationships in seventeenth
century France was a growing gulf between the elite and the lower classes, and 
a determined assault by the elite on the laziness, licentiousness, and irreligion 
of the poor.50 It is possible that this assault had its ultimate psychological 
roots in the intimacies of master and servant in the patriarchal household. For 
their experiences with their servants may have taught masters to view the poor 
in general as in need of reformation. And masters may have tried to achieve in 
society as a whole the separation from and regulation of their servants, those 
psychologically threatening presences, which they simply could not achieve 
within the patriarchal household. 

Masters' relationships with and attitudes toward their servants may have 
further historical significance as well. Their experiences with their servants 
may have convinced masters not only of the innate inferiority of their 
domestics-and by extension, of the lower classes as a whole-but also of 
their own innate superiority and the fact that they fully deserved their position 
at the apex of the social hierarchy. For surely the major products of the psy
chological experience of being a master were an affirmation of personal iden
tity and a conviction of superiority, just as the major psychological products 
of servanthood were a shaky sense of identity and a feeling of inferiority to
ward one's employers. The superiority of master over servant was implicit in 
the very relationship itself. It was obvious in both the patriarchal and the 
indifferent and contemptuous models of mastership. For a patriarchal father 
was by definition superior to his dependents, while the negative servant stereo
types of the contemptuous model implied that masters had opposite and 
therefore positive characteristics. This sense of superiority was surely deep
ened by daily experiences within the household, where masters had their every 
whim catered to and bullied, beat, and fired their servants with impunity. And 
it was further confirmed by the behavior of the servants themselves, no matter 
what they did. Obedient and devoted servants legitimized their masters' right 
to order them about, while disorderly and rebellious servants confirmed the 
negative stereotypes of servanthood and thus also, albeit indirectly, con
firmed their masters' innate superiority. 

A deferential society like that of seventeenth- and early-eighteenth-century 
France can function only when both those at the top and at the bottom of the 
social hierarchy are convinced of the innate superiority of the former and the 
innate inferiority of the latter. What we saw of servants' attitudes in the last 
chapter suggested that the deference of servants and their acquiescence to a 
social order that assumed their own inferiority was more complex and 
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problematic than is usually thought. If this was true of servants, whose expe
riences tended to create a sense of inferiority vis-a-vis their masters, how much 
more was it likely to be true of artisans or peasants, who had no such experi
ences? But if the lower classes' acquiescence in their inferior position in 
seventeenth-century society cannot be taken for granted, the upper classes' 
conviction of their own superiority was clearly firm and untroubled by 
doubts. This may have derived in large part from their experiences of master
ing servants. The household may have been, in the seventeenth and early 
eighteenth centuries, a school in which noble, officeholder, and rich bourgeois 
learned the attitudes and techniques of social dominance. 

Changes in Master-Servant 
Relationships in the Last Half 

of the Eighteenth Century 

In Old Regime France the presentation of servants on the stage closely 
paralleled the way their masters viewed them in real life, and in the last de
cades before the French Revolution this theatrical presentation underwent a 
profound transformation. 5 1 In earlier centuries, on stage as in reality, servants 
were everywhere: in the 250 seventeenth-century comedies studied by Michel 
Lemain, there were no less than 784 domestics, or more than 3 per play. 5 2  But 
on the stage as in reality, these swarming servants were scarcely recognized or 
recognizable as human beings. Their major functions were those traditional to 
stage servants since the comedies of ancient Greece: through their asides they 
explained the plot to the audience; through their machinations they kept it 
moving along. They also provided comic relief with their loutish manners and 
fractured French, and their stupidity, ignorance, and licentiousness served as 
dramatic foils for the noble qualities of their masters. On stage the presenta
tion of servants rarely went beyond the level of stereotype. They bore outlan
dish names: the Pierrots and Columbines of the com media de//'arte; the Mer
lins and Zelis, Sgnarelles and Dorines of their creators' imaginations. 5 3  Their 
behavior conformed to the common image of servants: they were lusty, lout
ish, cowardly, dishonest, and stupid (except when they had to be conniving to 
help the plot along). 54 Only in Moliere do we find more well-rounded and 
sympathetic portrayals of servants, and his domestics, with their refreshing 
common sense and their attractive mixture of sturdy independence and loy
alty to their masters, did not influence his immediate successors. 55 

But during the course of the eighteenth century the presentation of servants 
in French theater underwent a remarkable transformation, one that I think 
reflected the changed way their masters viewed them in real life. The tradi-
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tional stereotypes of servants disappeared, drowned in the wave of realism 
that washed across the stage. With the emergence of the "comedie lar
moyante" in the last decades of the Old Regime, true-to-life family conflicts 
replaced the whirligigs of stratagem and disguise which had earlier passed for 
plots.56 Therefore servants were no longer necessary to explain the plot and 
carry it forward. As a result, they almost disappeared from the stage-a paral
lel to the contraction of real life households. In, for example, the comedies of 
Sedaine, who wrote at the end of the Old Regime, there were only four valets 
in twenty-eight plays.57 

Those servants who remained were presented much more realistically than 
servants had been in the seventeenth century. They lost their exotic names in 
favor of the "Guillaumes" and "Champagnes" they bore in real life.58 They 
also shed their stereotypes, displaying instead the characterisitics real servants 
displayed. They were ambitious, manipulative, self-interested, and often 
highly critical of their employers, especially in the last half of the century, 
when they were used as the spokesmen for their creators' increasingly devas
tating criticisms of the nobility and its way of life.59 At the same time stage 
servants took on many of the "good" qualities formerly reserved for their 
masters: they became increasingly intelligent, dignified, and worthy of re
spect. They became the /ii/es de chambre of Marivaux, as attractive, witty, 
virtuous, and much more warmhearted and sympathetic than their mis
tresses. 60 And they became of course Figaro, the servant respectable enough to 
bear his creator's name, 6 1 the servant as honnete homme, the counter-ideal to 
all the traditional stereotypes of servant licentiousness, cowardice, and stupid
ity. With Figaro the servant was not merely the auxiliary who explained the 
action and provided comic relief; he was the focus of the play, a man of emo
tions complex enough to make his master look like a wooden stereotype. 

This changing image of servants on the stage reflected, I think, changes in 
the ways masters viewed their domestics in real life. In the last half of the 
eighteenth century, both the myth and the reality of the patriarchal household 
disappeared, and with them went the traditional attitudes and patterns of 
behavior toward servants. In place of the condescending paternalism of pa
triarchalism came a recognition of the servant's essential equality with his mas
ter; in the place of the old automatic assumptions of servant loyalty and devo
tion came suspicion and uneasiness; in the place of extraordinary intimacies of 
the traditional household came the physical distancing of master and servant; 
in the place of the traditional indifference and stereotyping came a fascination 
with domestics and a recognition of their dignity as human beings. In general 
master-servant relationships in the last half of the eighteenth century were 
colder, more distant, and more formal than they had been in earlier periods, 
but they were also more egalitarian. And at least some masters and servants 
developed genuine friendships which would have been impossible in an earlier 
era. 
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The Demise of Patriarchalism and 
the Disappearance of the Patriarch 

In the last half of the eighteenth century patriarchy as an organizing princi
ple of the social order was in retreat on all fronts. In politics the family and 
household ceased to be the basic units of society; they were replaced by a 
society composed of equal and autonomous individuals. And in the family the 
tyrannical patriarch lost his absolute authority over his wife and children, and 
became a concerned and loving father and an affectionate and indulgent hus
band. In these circumstances it was probably inevitable that the patriarch 
would disappear from master-servant relationships as well. 

In the late eighteenth century the patriarch apparently abdicated his tradi
tional authority over household and servants in favor of his wife, the mistress 
of the house, la menagere. The newly affectionate family life of the last half of 
the eighteenth century led to a firmer identification of woman as wife, mother, 
and housekeeper, and this in turn encouraged a new and more strict division 
of sex roles. Man's role was to go out in the world and work for the sustenance 
of his family; woman's was to remain at home and organize their daily exist
ence. Or as one domestic manual put it: "All exterior affairs are the domain of 
the husband; that cannot be doubted. As for the wife, her duty is to oversee all 
the cares of the interior. "62 

Within the interior the menagere now reigned supreme. It was now she and 
not the patriarchal head of the household who hired, fired, and supervised 
domestics. This is reflected in the domestic manuals of the immediate pre- and 
postrevolutionary eras. Pere Collet's Traite des devoirs des gens du monde, et 
surtout des chefs de Jami/le, published in 1763,63 is the last domestic manual I 
know of to assume that a male household head would supervise its function
ing. Later domestic manuals like Mme. Ga�on-Dufour's Manuel de la mena
gere a la ville et a la compagne ( 1805) and Mme. Demarson's Guide de la 
menagere ( 1828)64 reveal in their very titles the assumption that the running of 
a household is the responsibility of its mistress. Mme. Ga<;on-Dufour even gave 
to the menagere responsibility for hiring and overseeing not only domestic ser
vants but farm servants as well.65 This change seems to have reflected the way 
households actually functioned. By the 1780s wives like the Marquise de 
Courcelles, denied any voice in the running of their households, were clearly 
things of the past. Instead self-confident and energetic menageres like Mme. 
d' Al bis de Belbeze, wife of a conseil/er in the Parlement of Toulouse, had carte 
blanche to hire, fire, and supervise the servants. When Mme. d'Albis de Bel
beze wrote her husband that she had fired their daughter's governess, his reply 
indicated that it was unlikely he would ever challenge her authority in house
hold matters. "I am delighted that you fired Thereze," he wrote. "Anyway, 
you know that I always approve of everything you do."66 
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The substitution of the menagere for the patriarchal head of the household 
had an important impact on master-servant relationships. For the mistress of 
the house was not, in the late eighteenth century at least, burdened with the 
foil weight of responsibilities for the moral and spiritual welfare of her domes
tics that had been the lot of the patriarchal master. Later this would change, 
and by the middle of the nineteenth century the menagere would be trans
formed into an "angel in the house," the moral guide and exemplar of her 
husband and children as well as her servants.67 But in the late eighteenth cen
tury only a few precursors of this type, like Rousseau's Julie in La Nouvelle 
Heloise, had appeared. This meant that neither the master, who had relin
quished his control in the household, nor the mistress, who had not yet be
come the "angel in the house," was responsible for the morality of their domes
tics . Instead this responsibility fell on the servants themselves, who were 
increasingly recognized as adults capable of seeing to their own welfare. 

This dismantling of moral responsibilities of the patriarchal master is 
clearly visible in the domestic manuals of the last decades of the Old Regime. 
Pere Collet's Traite des devoirs des gens du monde, dating from I ?63, empha
sized, as befitted a tract written by a priest, that employers should give their 
servants a chance to attend Mass and receive religious instruction. But unlike 
earlier domestic manuals, the Traite des devoirs denied that employers had 
either the right to use corporal punishment on their domestics or the primary 
moral responsibility for their misdeeds.68 

Similarly, domestic manuals of the immediate pre- and postrevolutionary 
decades disavowed a master's traditional patriarchal responsibilities for the 
material welfare of his servants. No longer did masters have the duty to pro
vide for their servants' futures through dowries or apprenticeships, or to care 
for them in illness and old age. In fact such duties were explicitly denied. Pere 
Collet stated that firing a servant just because he was too old or too ill to work 
and sending him away "like a rejected parcel" often "smacks too much of 
inhumanity," yet on the other hand "a master does not owe a salary to his 
servant when illness makes it impossible for him to work."69 

In the domestic manuals of the last years of the Old Regime only a single 
duty remained to masters, one barely mentioned in earlier handbooks: that 
they pay their servants' salaries promptly and without complaint. As Pere 
Collet put it : "He [a master] must pay them [his servants] exactly. To treat 
them badly, even to fire them, because they dare to demand their wages at the 
end of the year is conduct in which there is neither reason nor justice."70 Thus 
the patriarchal father of his servants had become simply an employer. After 
the middle of the eighteenth century, the language of a market economy in
vaded domestic manuals, replacing the familial rhetoric of the patriarchal 
period. The cash-nexus had become the sole tie which bound master and 
servant. 



1 54 / PAHT I I .  M A STERS A 's O  S E R V A �TS 

The Discovery of the Servant: Fear and 
Fascination within the Household 

The master was not the only one to change with the demise of patriarchal
ism. The intrusion of the language and values of a market economy into the 
relationships of the household also necessitated a redefinition of the servant. 
No longer the "adopted child" of a patriarchal family, he became instead an 
employee, bound to his employer only by the wage he was paid. The new 
definition of the servant as wage laborer is clearly visible in the domestic man
uals of the last years of the Old Regime. To Pere Collet a servant was "that 
man who is paid by you" to perform domestic chores, and this definition was 
echoed by later writers like the anonymous author of Des Devoirs des servi
teurs, des maitres, des enfants, des parents, de tous /es hommes envers / 'eglise 
et l 'etat, published in Lyons in 1830. He defined servants solely in economic 
terms: they were "workers obliged to employ their time in return for a daily 
salary."7 1 

The new definition of the servant brought with it a number of implications 
disturbing to masters. The servant was no longer a docile child; he was instead 
an adult, the equal to his employer. He was no longer a member of the family 
circle but instead an unknown stranger. And he was no longer automatically 
loyal and deferential. He was instead an economic man, motivated by self
interest; he would be loyal to his employer only when it was profitable for him 
to be so. He was therefore potentially dangerous to his master, and indeed to 
society at large. 

How troubling this new view of servants was to their masters is in the letters 
and memoirs of the future revolutionary politician Mme. Roland, whose atti
tudes were probably as typical of those of late eighteenth-century employers 
as Mme. de Sevigne's had been of those of an earlier era. Mme. Roland ex
pressed much more awareness of her servants than Mme. de Sevigne had been 
and constantly mentioned them in her memoirs and letters . Indeed, the last 
letter she wrote before her execution was addressed to her maid. 72 But Mme. 
Roland was also much more uneasy in her relationships with her domestics 
than the imperious Mme. de Sevigne had been. 

An aspect of the new view of master-servant relationships especially dis
turbing to Mme. Roland was the fundamental equality of master and servant, 
a notion implicit in the conception of a cash-nexus relationship binding em
ployer and employee. The two parties to such a contract were equal in a way 
that the two parties to the "pseudo-contract" binding master and servant ( or 
for that matter, king and subject) in a patriarchal society were not. 73 As Pere 
Collet told masters, "Between you and the man who is paid by you, all is 
equal in the eyes of humanity."74 

In the late eighteenth century the recognition of the fundamental equality 
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of domestics inspired a more just and humane treatment of servants. They 
were paid promptly and in full, and the incidence of corporal punishment 
declined. But the recognition of the equality of servants also created a certain 
uneasiness in master-servant relationships, especially among that segment of 
the population increasingly prominent as servant-employers in the last years 
of the Old Regime, the bourgeoisie. Bourgeois employers found the equality 
of servants troubling because their own social status was often insecure. Mme. 
Roland, that future spokesperson of Egalite, is a good example of this atti
tude. Although she married a robe noble, Manon Philipon's own social ori
gins were modest. Her father was an engraver, a mere artisan. Her parents had 
always employed a servante , but they also had a relative in service: Manon's 
aunt was femme de charge in a noble household. Mme. Roland was ashamed 
of this fact and disliked the assumption that servants were her equals . It was 
this feeling that prompted the famous tirade in her memoirs commemorating 
the time when her aunt's noble employer invited her to lunch and then made 
her eat in the office with the servants. 75 This passage is often interpreted as an 
attack on noble arrogance in the name of equality for the bourgeoisie. But in 
reality it is an attack on servants and their assumption of equality with out
raged Mme. Roland. 

A second troubling implication of the new view of the servant, and one that 
also bothered Mme. Roland, was the notion that he/ she was no longer a fam
ily member but instead an outsider, a stranger. This troubled those late
eighteenth-century employers who cherished their newly felicitous family life 
and wished to conduct it in private, hidden from the view of those outside the 
family circle. It was this desire which prompted the physical distancing of 
servants within the household which we discussed in chapter 2.  

Again Mme. Roland provides a good example of this attitude. She had 
grown up with servants, but her youthful letters reveal that she felt uneasy 
with them, simply because they were always around, always watching her, 
always privy to the secrets of her private life . As a teen-ager she resented the 
family servante's attempts to help along her flirtations with young men. She 
wrote, in a passage that epitomizes the new uneasiness many employers felt 
with their domestics, "I hate the hidden services one receives from that type of 
person. I boss them, I pity them, but I do not wish to be obliged to them."76 

These sentiments persisted throughout her life. As a young wife and mother 
Mme. Roland fought running battles to keep her servants out of her private 
affairs and away from her husband and child. 77 

A final implication of the new definition of servants, and perhaps the most 
upsetting to their masters, was that as employees servants were self-interested 
and therefore potentially disloyal. When servants cease to be members of a 
patriarchal family, employers could no longer expect them to display their 
traditional devotion to that family and its interests. Instead they were thought 
to be devoted only to their own advantage. Self-interest was in fact regarded as 
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the salient characteristic of servants in the late eighteenth century. The Ger
man traveler J. C. Nemeitz found it a national trait of French domestics; they 
were, he reported, "interested to the last degree."78 The Marquise de Born
belles also found self-interest the prime characteristic of her employees. 
Forced to bribe the homesick Swiss nurse of her infant son with the promise of 
a gold watch if she stayed at her post, the disgusted Marquise wrote to her 
husband, "So true it is that you cannot count on the attachment of those 
people except insofar as it is guided by interest."79 The Princesse Louise de 
Conde concurred. When a former servant came to visit, the Princesse received 
her with resignation, asking how large a loan she needed. She was astonished 
to learn that the servant was prospering and had visited her out of simple 
devotion. 80 

The recognition that their servants acted primarily out of self-interest, and 
that their devotion to their masters was therefore often feigned, was a blow to 
the egos of many employers. The traditional loyalty and affection of servants 
had flattered masters and had seemed to legitimize their right to rule. Now 
these props to masters' self-esteem were gone. Many found this hard to bear. 
The memoirs of the servant-employing classes of the immediate pre- and post
revolutionary decades echo with laments similar to those of the Emperor Na
poleon, who discovered that the domestics he had thought devoted refused to 
go with him into exile on Elba. When even his personal body servant left him, 
Napoleon wailed: "A servant whom I believed devoted, because I have done 
everything possible to attach him to me, abandons me on the day of my depar
ture! and I remain at the mercy of people I do not know!"8 1  

The revelation of servant self-interest was not only demoralizing for mas
ters, it was also frightening. For what was to prevent these disloyal strangers 
from making off with the family linen or silver or even murdering them in their 
beds? In the last years before the Revolution the respectable classes were 
obsessed with the problem of vol domestique and the necessity of policing 
servants-direct outgrowths, I suspect, of the new view of the �ervant as self
interested stranger. Lying and dishonesty had always been among the quali
ties attributed to servants in the traditional negative stereotypes, but they had 
never before seemed threatening, for they had been counterbalanced by a 
loyalty taken for granted. Now that this was no longer the case, the servant
self-interested stranger, potential thief, potential murderer-had indeed be
come the "domestic enemy" of his frightened master. 

Therefore it is not surprising that one of the major themes of master
servant relationships in the prerevolutionary decades concerns attempts to 
guarantee the loyalty and fidelity of domestics. One way to do this was to face 
up to the fact the servant self-interest and appeal to this very quality to get 
better and more faithful service. The 1770s and 1780s saw a proliferation of 
proposals to reward good and faithful servants with prizes, bonuses, and offi
cial honors and recognition-proposals that would have been thought absurd 
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and unnecessary in an earlier era. One M. de Montyon founded a prize for a 
loyal domestic, and the Societes d'Agriculture of both Paris and Toulouse 
awarded faithful farm servants. Even so august a body as the Academie Fran
�aise gave prizes to servants. 82 There was also a proposal for an honorary 
royal order, similar to the Chevaliers de St . Louis, for servants who stayed 
with the same master for at least twenty years . The order was to be called the 
Chevaliers de la Constance. Members would be nominated by their employ
ers . Each would receive as badges of membership a ribbon for the lapel and a 
medal "as big as a three-ecu piece" with a star in the middle and the words 
"Chevalier de la Constance" around the rim. 83 This proposal, which takes the 
ambition and self-interest of servants for granted yet assumes that these can be 
satisfied within a traditional society of orders, is, in its mixture of the notions 
of corporatism and those of a market society, typical of the social thought of 
the last years of the Old Regime. 

Another solution to the problem of potential servant disloyalty was a strict
er policing of the background and references of domestics. This had not been 
necessary in earlier periods .  The trust in servants characteristic of patriarchal 
society came in part from the fact that masters generally hired only servants 
they knew something about: children of local families (the Chevalier de la 
Renaudie, a seventeenth-century Toulousan noble, took his farm servants al
most exclusively from what he described in his livre de raison as the "village of 
Poumies in my parish"), 84 relatives of servants already in the household, do
mestics recommended by friends . But in the late eighteenth century the rapid 
turnover among domestics, as ambitious servants moved from job to job in 
hope of bettering themselves, made the traditional methods of hiring impos
sible. Employers now had to deal with an impersonal labor market and hire 
unknown strangers, a practice they found frightening. 

To cope with this new situation, in towns like Toulouse local governments 
passed numerous ordinances to limit the movement and guarantee the bona 
fides of domestics. In Toulouse an ordinance of 1754 (significantly, the first 
law concerning domestics service passed in the town in the eighteenth century) 
cited "the facility with which domestics leave their masters," and required 
servants to serve out the full term of their contracts .  It also required that they 
provide adequate references of their background and good conduct, and for
bade the hiring of servants lacking these. 8 5  The municipality of Toulouse also 
tried to regulate the labor market in servants and guarantee their honesty by 
founding a municipal bureau d'adresse, or employment agency. The bureau 
not only matched employers to employees but also vouched for the back
ground and respectability of every servant on its list. 86 Bureaux d'adresse 
were not a new idea; Paris, with its large and impersonal labor market, had 
one as early as the 1620s . 87 But they did not come to provincial towns like 
Toulouse and Bordeaux until the 1770s and 1780s, and their foundation was 
testimony to the new concerns over the potential disloyalty of domestics . 
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Yet another solution to the problem of servant disloyalty was to hire only 
those types of servants who could be expected to be docile and devoted to their 
masters. This helps explain the growing tendency in the late eighteenth cen
tury to hire women and boys instead of men servants. It also helps explain 
employers' preferences for servants fresh from the countryside, uncorrupted 
by city ways. Newspapers of the 1780s like Bordeaux's Journal de Guienne 
carried many requested from employers seeking: "a servante, honest, hard
working, and by preference a peasant" (Journal de Guienne, December 27, 
1784) and "a robust servant girl, fit to be aide-de-cuisine in a good household; 
preference given to a girl newly arrived from the countryside" (Journal de 
Guienne, January 19, 1786). Servants were not above playing up to the prefer
ence for rural naivete. One young woman seeking a job in Bordeaux adver
tised herself as "newly arrived from Saintonge"; another described herself as 
"dressed in the village costume" of the countryside around Clermont in the 
Auvergne.88 

Another type of servant popular because of his supposed loyalty in the 
waning years of the ancien regime was the black domestic. There were only 
about 5 ,000 blacks in France in 1789, and most of them worked as servants.89 

They were concentrated in ports that served the Indies and in Paris. Apart 
from the ports, where even quite modest merchants with connections to the 
islands might employ a black, they were generally found only in the households 
of the highest levels of the court nobility. In Paris in the 1780s the fashionable 
Marquise de La Tour du Pin, Madame de Genlis, and all the ladies of the 
house of Orleans had their black.femmes de chambre, valets, and pages. There 
were in fact so many blacks in the households of the Parisian haut monde that 
during the Revolution they provided a whole company of soldiers, com
manded by the black servant of Philippe-Egalite.90 One reason for the popu
larity of black domestics was therefore sheer snobbery. 

But black servants had other attractions besides their social cachet. They 
were also popular because they could still be viewed and treated in terms of the 
traditional servant stereotypes, something that was no longer possible with 
white servants by the end of the eighteenth century. The philosophes may have 
worked for the abolition of slavery, and they may have found the "noble sav
age" a useful weapon in their attacks on the abuses of their own society. None
theless, like everyone else in eighteenth-century France, they regarded blacks 
as fundamentally lazy, stupid, and licentious-precisely the same characteris
tics traditionally attributed to servants.9 1  Blacks were frequently compared by 
their masters to animals, just as servants always had been. The most common 
comparison was with the singe, or monkey, but they were also likened to 
numerous other household pets. One M. de la Croix, author of the Peinture 
des moeurs du siecle, maintained that they were the successors to "parrots, 
greyhounds, spaniels, cats" in the affection of their mistresses.92 And in paint
ings black servants were portrayed with animals long after such poses of white 
servants had fallen out of fashion. (See figure 7.) 
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Black servants were not only regarded as pets, they were also treated like 
them. This was especially true of the little boys dressed as blackamoors who 
became the indulged playthings of their female employers.93 Even adult black 
servants were treated with more generosity and indulgence that white domes
tics. Their masters were less apt to report them for crimes (the courts were even 
less apt to convict them), and they were much more likely to set them up with 
dowries and apprenticeships and to leave them substantial legacies.94 For in 
their relationships with blacks masters could still assume the patriarchal pos
tures no longer acceptable in their dealings with their fellow Frenchmen. 
Blacks were, after all, genuinely a race apart. They were seen as childlike and 
dependent creatures needing care and indulgence. And they were thought to 
repay these with the traditional servant's virtues of unswerving, doglike devo
tion and loyalty-qualities so deplorably lacking in the self-interested white 
domestics of the late eighteenth century. Their loyalty is the characteristic 
most frequently mentioned in the commentaries on black servants. In the Le 
La Bruyere des domestiques of Mme. de Genlis, for example, a section entitled 
"true heroic actions by black domestics" contains innumerable stories of black 
servants who saved their masters' lives. Unlike white servants, who saved their 
masters by their wits, they did this through sheer physical courage, and they 
were motivated by the "gentleness, naivete, and kindheartedness" which 
Mme. de Genlis saw as fundamental to the character of blacks. 95 This childlike 
devotion, so similar to the patriarchal stereotype of the ideal servant but so 
unlike the late eighteenth-century reality, made blacks popular as domestics. 
Their popularity was a sign of the nostalgia many masters felt for the good old 
days of the patriarchal household. 

There was, however, another and happier side to master-servant relation
ships in the last years of the Old Regime. If the disappearance of the patriar
chal household made servants into threatening strangers it also made them 
into adults, equal to their masters and deserving of respect. And if the growing 
distancing between master and servant reflected a new uneasiness in their rela
tionships, it also lessened the psychological pressures that had formerly made 
masters ignore and stereotype their domestics. When the models and stereo
types of patriarchal society disappeared, employers could for the first time 
recognize their servants as individual human beings. Therefore while master
servant relationships were in general more distant and uneasy on the eve of the 
Revolution, at least some masters felt a new affection for their servants, an 
affection based not on the condescending concern of patriarchalism but in
stead on respect and even admiration. 

The new recognition of servants as individuals is clearly visible in the letters 
and memoirs from the last years of the Old Regime. Mme. Roland was far 
from the only employer to fill her letters with references to her domestics. The 
teen-ager Laurette de Malboissiere wrote her closest friend of the doings of 
her.femme de chambre; the young wife of the Conseiller d'Albis de Belbeze 
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wrote him about the peculations of the cook; the Comtesse de Sabran relayed 
to her lover her problems in finding a tutor for her son; the Due de Bourbon 
entertained his mistress with an account of the clandestine marriage of two 
servants in his household.96 A court beauty writing her memoirs devoted al
most as much space to the doings of her domestics as she did to the state visit 
of Joseph 1 1; a nobleman writing his memoirs devoted almost as much space 
to the amatory triumphs of his valet de chambre as he did to his own.97 It was 
as if the elite for the first time woke up to the fact that there were servants all 
around them. 

In these letters and memoirs servants are described not in the traditional 
stereotypes but instead as individuals, portrayed with accuracy and insight. 
We get capsule biographies of individual servants. We are told how they 
looked (the Comte Dufort de Cheverny's valet Marnier was "a man of 5'11", of 
the handsomest figure that a woman could see, with the strength of an athe
lete"), how they talked (the Marquise de Villeneuve-Arifat noted the impres
sive if misused vocabulary of her grandfather's coachman, and the Baronne 
d'Oberkirch described the fractured French of her Alsatian maid), and how 
they behaved.98 Employers like the Baronne de Gerando, who wrote a long 
account to a friend of her maid's unhappy marriage, displayed at least some 
knowledge of the private lives of their servants and some empathy with their 
personal problems.99 

There was, to be sure, an amused tone to these references which suggests 
that condescension lurked just below the surface. In the last decades of the Old 
Regime most masters still undoubtedly felt superior to and contemptuous of 
their domestics. This contempt showed in their unthinking use of the word 
valet and other servant titles as terms of insult. The Due de Lauzun, who 
disliked the American diplomat Arthur Lee, once described him as having 
"very much the air of a gros palefrenier"; the young Laurette de Malboissiere 
found M. de St. Chamas "not worthy of being valet to M. de Choiseul"; and 
the Restoration essayist J. Joubert called the Devil himself a "mauvais 
valet." 1 00 

But in the prerevolutionary period the general contempt for the genus ser
vant which such passages reveal was often modified by a genuine empathy 
with and affection for individual domestics. Once servants were seen as indi
viduals, their good qualities could be recognized; once their loyalty and devo
tion could no longer be taken for granted, servants who displayed such quali
ties could be appreciated. The memoirs of especially the court nobility show 
that they sometimes developed genuine friendships with their servants, friend
ships that cut across class lines and were solidly based on mutual admiration 
and respect. The relationship of Mme. de La Tour du Pin with the governess 
who raised her was of this type, as was that of the Comte Dufort de Cheverny 
and his valet-companion Marnier. Even the relationship between the Marquis 
de Barthelemy and Le Tellier, the valet de chambre who died in exile with him 
during the Revolution, showed something of these qualities.101 
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The possibilities of such affection may explain an otherwise puzzling phe
nomenon: the fact that legacies to servants in wills rose to what was probably 
an all-time high in the years right before the Revolution. Table 23 shows the 
percentages of wills leaving legacies to servants from Toulouse and Bordeaux 

from 1787 to 1789. Both the corrected and uncorrected figures are substan

tially higher than those from the 1720s shown in table 21, and this is true of all 
social classes. This generosity may simply reflect the monetization of servants' 
work in the period; legacies may have become by the 1780s an expected sup
plement of servants' wages. 102 Or it may reflect the philanthropic impulse 

characteristic of the age; John Mc Manners maintains that by the 1780s public 
opinion judged the generosity of people by the size of their legacies to domes
tics.103 But these legacies may also reflect the genuine affection and apprecia
tion many masters felt for their loyal and hard-working servants. 

At times the affection of master for servant threatened to turn into idealiza

tion. Indeed during the last years of the Old Regime employers showed some 
danger of falling into a new sort of stereotyping of their servants opposite to 
that of an earlier era. Their masters' memoirs often pictured servants as Rous

seauist children of nature, uneducated but intelligent, with a natural instinct 
for goodness uncorrupted by civilization. Such was the presentation of the 

valet Marnier by his admiring master, and such was the portrait of the govern
ess Marguerite by Mme. de La Tour du Pin's portrait of her. Marguerite, in 
fact, resembled no one so much as the totally good and innocent peasant 

heroine of Flaubert's Un Coeur simple. In part such portrayals reflect a senti

mentalizing of the "child of nature" common to pre-romanticism, a yearning 
among the nobility for natural simplicity in their overcivilized lives. Noble 
memoirs of the late eighteenth century show that many masters harbored fan

tasies of replacement and inversion similar though opposite to those of their 
domestics. They fantasized about what it would be like to be a servant,just as 
their servants dreamed of being masters, and occasionally they made their 
fantasies come true. Mme. de La Tour du Pin often daydreamed about being 

TABLE 23 

Percentage of Wills Including Legacies to Servants, by Class, 1787-89 

Nobility 
Middle class 
Lower class 
Clergy 

I 

56.2 
25.9 
3.2 

26.0 

Toulouse 

Sources: See Bibliography, section I, B. 

II 

61.2 
61.7 
58.1 
28.6 

39.2 
25.0 
2.9 

50.0 

Bordeaux 

II 

49.2 
54.9 
54.0 
52.9 

Note: l = percentage oflegacies in total wills, and II= percentage of legacies in wills corrected to 
reflect patterns of servant employment. 
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Marguerite's daughter; when her maid went home for a visit, "I made her tell 
me all that she did in her village. For several days after, I imagined what I 
would do if I was a peasant." 1 04 Mme. de Genlis was so fascinated with her 
servants' lives that she once disguised herself as a maid and accompanied her 
femme de chambre to a village wedding, dancing with all the local lads. 1 0 5  The 
Due de Lauzun disguised himself as a royal footman during his pursuit of 
Marie Antoinette, and the Due de Richelieu dressed up as a femme de cham
bre, no less, to gain access to his lady-love, Mlle. de Valois . 1 06 These are just a 
few of the numerous inversion stories in nobles' memoirs of the period. They 
suggest a certain amount of play-acting on the part of a social group secure in 
its privileges, finding titillation in contact with the lower orders. But they also 
suggest that the fascination servants exercised on their masters was deep and 
real. 

In the twilight of the Old Regime, as in the patriarchal period, masters' 
attitudes toward their servants may have helped shape their attitudes toward 
the lower classes as a whole. Certainly the prerevolutionary decades saw a 
discovery of the "people" similar to the discovery of the servant, and the elite 
showed the same ambiguities in its attitudes toward the people as it did toward 
its domestics. On the one hand, the late eighteenth century saw a growing gulf 
between the elite and the menu peuple as the traditional society of orders 
became a society of classes, and this gulf paralleled that between master and 
servant with the decline of the patriarchal household. The most marked char
acteristic of social thought of the period was a rise in social fear. Social theo
rists and government officials were obsessed with the problems of vagabond
age, theft, and social disorder; they were convinced of the need to discipline 
the people to make them more productive. 1 07 These concerns had of course a 
basis in the realities of late-eighteenth-century French society. But they may 
also have grown out of the new tensions between master and servant within 
the household. For social theorists of the period showed a striking tendency to 
blame servants for the ills of French society . It was the unemployed servant 
who became a vagabond; it was the employed servant who was responsible for 
the rise in theft. Servants were even blamed for what was perceived, wrongly, 
as the depopulation of the French countryside and the consequent weakness 
of French agriculture, for domestic service was thought to draw able-bodied 
men away from the countryside and into unproductive idleness in towns. 1 0 8  

Thus the servant was the representative of the people at their most threaten
ing; he became the scapegoat for the social ills of France. 

But there was also another side to the discovery of the people, and this too 
paralleled the changing attitude of the elite toward their servants in the last 
years of the Old Regime. The private generosity of master to servant was 
echoed in the public spirit of philanthropy characteristic of the age; needy 
servants came in for their fair share of the proposals for charities and asylums 
for the aged, the ill, and the unemployed which were popular at the time. 1 09 
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And the people too were romanticized and idealized just as masters romanti
cized and idealized their servants, they too were seen as children of nature, 
sources of folklore, embodiments of the French spirit. 1 1 0 

Thus in the last years of the Old Regime the household may still have func
tioned as a laboratory for social attitudes. Masters may have acquired there 
the social fear that marked the years of the Revolution and the early nine
teenth century, but they may also have discovered there, in the guise of their 
servants, the "people" in all their glory. The Revolution would, however, 
lessen the attraction of the "people"; only the social fear would remain. 
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Sexual Relationships 
between Master and 

Servant 

The ideal serving-woman is faithful, ugly, and unapproachable. 
-Bonacossa, De Servis homnibus proprius etfamilies. quoted in Abbe Gregoire, 

De la Domesticite chez /es peuples anciens et modernes 

Most intimate of all the relationships 
between the "domestic enemies" were sexual affairs between master and ser
vant. Such relationships are worthy of the historian's notice not only because 
they form an important chapter in the until recently little explored history of 
sexual behavior and attitudes, but also because they reflect the broader pat
terns of relationships within the household-and indeed in Old Regime so
ciety as a whole. For even this most intimate form of the master-servant rela
tionship was strongly conditioned by the basic assumptions about the social 
positions and roles of master and servant which governed all associations 
between employer and domestic within the household. The relationships of 
the bedroom grew naturally out of those of the antichambre, and each affected 
the other. It was the fundamental premises of patriarchalism that condoned 
and indeed encouraged the formation of certain types of sexual relationships 
between master and servant-the seduction of a female servant by her male 
master, for example-and discouraged others. And it was the atmosphere of 
what we have termed pseudo-intimacy within the patriarchal household that 
allowed these acceptable forms of master-servant sexual relationships to 
flourish. And when, in the last decades of the eighteenth century, the underly
ing assumptions of patriarchy were challenged and relationships within the 
household transformed, sexual relationships between master and servant 
changed too. Revelations of the "secrets of the alcove," as French specialists in 
petite-histoire like to put it, can therefore show us a great deal about master
servant relationships in general. 

1 64 
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The Psychology of Sexual Relationships 
between Male Masters 
and Female Servants 

The most common type of sexual relationship between master and servant 
was of course that between a male employer and his female domestic. Just how 
common such relationships were is impossible to say, but all evidence suggests 
that they were widespread. The major source of information on illicit sexual 
activity during the ancien regime is the declarations de grossesse, and in every 
sample of declarations studied by historians a fairly substantial proportion of 
the women (ranging from a low of 3 .6 percent in my sample from Provence for 
1750-89 to the high of 36 percent which Depauw found in Nantes in 1737-46) 1 

were female servants who stated that they had been made pregnant by their 
masters. These figures, substantial as they are, probably represent only a small 
proportion of all master-servant sexual encounters. Many masters who se
duced their servants were probably not identified as such in the declarations, 
and therefore escape our notice. Many doubtless persuaded their servants 
either to make a false declaration blaming a fellow servant or other lower-class 
type for their plight, or to conceal or terminate their pregnancy and make no 
declaration at all. These too would escape our samples. And many servants 
may have had intercourse with their employers without becoming pregnant, 
or may have had sexual encounters with their masters that took forms other 
than completed coitus. Lawrence Stone's well-documented explorations of 
the sexual habits of English gentlemen show that, in their sexual contacts with 
female servants, such men often preferred, because of fears of venereal disease 
or emotional involvement, to stop short of full intercourse and content them
selves with fondlings, gropings, and mutual masturbation.2 There is no reason 
to believe that the French gentilhomme behaved any differently; in fact, the 
phrase "he wanted to play with me," found frequently in the declarations, 
probably denotes this kind of behavior. All of these possibilities suggest that 
master-servant seductions that eventually resulted in a declaration formed 
only a small proportion of the sexual encounters between masters and ser
vants during the Old Regime. It seems probable that most female servants, 
unless they spent all of their working lives in exclusively female households, 
experienced some form of sexual harassment by their masters at one point or 
another in their careers. 

Why were master-servant sexual relationships so widespread? Why did 
masters pursue their servants so assiduously? And why did servants so often 
give in to their masters' demands? Of these questions the last is probably the 
easiest to answer. As we have seen in chapter 3, servantes sometimes entered 
into sexual relationships with their masters from motives of loneliness, sexual 
frustration, and even genuine affection. But more often they were spurred by 
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self-interest: by promises of care or money if they gave in, by threats of with
held salaries and dismissal if they did not. Living under the same roof as her 
master, a servant had nowhere to hide if he was bent on her seduction. She was 
all too easily cornered on her daily rounds or attacked as she slept. Given the 
immense and inescapable economic, physical, and psychological pressures 
that masters could bring to bear on their employees, it is not surprising that 
most servantes felt as Therese Roux, a farm servant, did . She stated in her 
declaration that she had at first resisted the propositions of her employer, 
Louis Seste, but finally gave in to what seemed to her to be inevitable: "since 
he was my master I was obliged to consent."' 

Yet if a servante was "obliged to consent" to her seduction, her master was 
not obliged to seduce her . Why so many masters did so is more difficult to 
answer. In a society like that of Old Regime France, where both arranged 
marriages and the double standard flourished, it was doubtless inevitable that 
upper-class men would indulge in pre- and extramarital sexual affairs. And it 
was only slightly less inevitable that the bulk of these affairs would be with 
women of inferior social status. A gentleman could not seduce an unmarried 
girl of his own class without ruining her marriage prospects, and he could not 
sleep with the wife of a friend without challenging the legitimacy of families 
and the lawful descent of property. The former prohibition seems to have been 
effective: in Old Regime France unmarried upper-class girls were rarely se
duced by their social equals. Adulterous relationships were more common, 
especially at the highest levels of the court nobility, where one gathers from the 
memoirs of noble Don Juans like the Due de Lauzun and the Comte Dufort de 
Cheverny that any married woman was fair game.4 But in the more closely 
knit and moralistic society of the provincial robe nobility even such adulter
ous relationships were rare. This left for the sexual adventures of gentlemen 
only lower-class women: kept mistresses installed in rooms in town; textile 
workers or street peddlers encountered by chance, who, as the declarations de 
grossesse show, could be persuaded to have sex by promises of food or money; 
habitual prostitutes-and the household servante. 

Among these types of women the servant had certain clear advantages. She 
was likely to be cheaper than the kept mistress, more certain than the chance 
pickup, and the less disease-ridden than the prostitute. The servant was there, 
like Mount Everest: under his eye every day, she was bound to catch her mas
ter's notice. If she had no other physical attractions (and it is hard to imagine 
that these ill-nourished country girls did), she usually at least had the bloom of 
youth, attractive no doubt in a period when the posturing nymphets of Greuze 
were worshiped. For as we saw in chapter 3 ,  most servant girls seduced by 
their masters were in their late teens and early twenties. The servant also had 
the appeal of what has been called "the eroticism of inequality"5-the attrac
tions of helplessness and dependency. That many men find such qualities erot
ically appealing is suggested by the large numbers who have affairs with 
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women dependent upon them: the bosses who sleep with their secretaries, the 
professors who seduce their female students. Finally, servants had another 
attraction, probably the most important of all: they were convenient and easy 
to seduce, eaily cornered as they went about their work, easily pressured by 
promises or threats. 

Perhaps these simple factors are all we need to explain the majority of 
master-servant seductions. Yet so widespread were such relationships and so 
automatic was the impulse to seduce one's servant that we cannot help but 
suspect that these obvious explanations are inadequate, and that sexual at
tractions of servants stemmed from factors deeply rooted in their masters' 
psyches. Isolating these factors is not an easy task. Conventional psychologi
cal theories offer little help, for few psychologists have explored the question. 
Historians too have generally ignored it, and those few who have treated it 
have dealt with nineteenth-century situations which have little relevance for 
earlier periods. A good example is Leonore Davidoffs ingenious reading of 
the sexual obsession of English Victorian gentleman Arthur Joseph Munby 
with his female servants as stemming from his association of them with the 
forbidden delights of dirt and disorder.6 But it is hard to imagine that in 
seventeenth-century households, whose standard of cleanliness fell deplor
ably short of those espoused by Mrs. Beeton, dirt would have had such an aura 
of the forbidden as to make it the root of sexual obsessions. 

It seems probable that the clues to masters' sexual interest in their servants 
during the Old Regime can be found in the way the household functioned in 
that period. Here two possible explanations emerge. One grows out of the 
longstanding tradition that made sexual relationships between master and 
servant seem "natural" and socially acceptable: the tradition that the enjoy
ment of the sexual favors of his female domestics was part of the privileges of a 
patriarch. The belief that a master had the right to exploit his servants sexually 
was as old as domestic service itself, and like the occupation it had its origins in 
ancient Greece and Rome. In the ancient world household slaves had no con
trol over their own sexuality. Instead, their sexual favors were controlled by 
their masters, just as their labor was. Both formed a part of the owner's prop
erty rights in his slave. Masters regularly took the female slaves as concubines, 
and the bastard children of these unions were usually acknowledged by their 
fathers and raised within his household. Slaves could not bring their masters 
to court for rape, but owners could sue anyone who raped or seduced their 
slaves. And slaves of course could not marry without their masters' 
permission. 7 

The tradition that a master had rights over the sexuality of his servants 
persisted through the coming of Christianity and the transformation of the 
slavery of the ancient world into the domestic service of the Middle Ages. 
Where slavery itself remained, as in fourteenth-century Florence, masters re
tained their legal rights of access to the sexual favors of female servants, and 
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slaves could not marry without their masters' permission.8 Where it died out, 
as in the feudal West, masters gradually lost their legal rights over the sexual
ity of their domestics, but they continued to behave as though they had not. In 
medieval France the droit de seigneur may have been largely a myth, but the 
seduction of female servants and other dependent women by their lords was 
standard practice. In the medieval domus master-servant sexual relationships 
were often self-perpetuating. The bastard offspring of such encounters were 
raised in the household, and the women among them became what Georges 
Duby has described as "a kind of pleasure reserve": they in their turn worked 
as servants and were available for seduction by the young knights of the 
domus.9 

Even as late as the sixteenth century the legal and popular traditions of a 
master's right to control the sexuality of his underlings persisted. By a French 
law of 1567 servants could not marry without their masters' permission, and 
legally any child of a female servant conceived while she was in her employer's 
household was automatically considered the offspring of the master unless he 
could prove otherwise. 10 This law was similar to the legal custom that re
garded any child borne by a married woman as the issue of her husband. Both 
had their roots in the notion of the right of a patriarch to control access to the 
sexual favors of the women of his household. 

Thus there was by the Old Regime a long and quasi-legal tradition of the 
sexual exploitation of female servants by their masters, a tradition that had its 
ultimate foundation in the supposed property rights of a master over the bod
ies of his servants. But this tradition was not without its ambiguities. For by 
the late seventeenth century there had grown up around the patriarchal 
household an elaborate ideology whose basic tenets denied a master the right 
to exploit his servants sexually. In traditional theories of patriarchy, a mas
ter's rights over his servants supposedly rested on his performance of certain 
duties, among the most important of which was the moral supervision of the 
members of the household. Obviously masters who seduced their servants 
were not acting as model patriarchs. Indeed, in the light of the familial rhetoric 
that pervaded the discussions of patriarchy, such masters committed a sin 
equivalent to incest. It was to this tradition of patriarchal duty that Richard
son's Pamela, the most famous seduced servant of the eighteenth century, 
appealed when she fought off her master's assaults on her virtue. When Mr. B. 
demanded, "Do you know whom you speak to?" she replied, "Yes I do sir, too 
well! Well may I forget that I am your servant when you forget what belongs to 
a master." 1 1  

Thus on the question of sex between master and servant, patriarchal theory 
was paradoxical. A patriarch had a clear right to the sexual favors of his 
servants, but he also had an equally clear duty to refrain from exercising that 
right. But as we argued in the last chapter, patriarchal theory was generally 
little more than an ideological veil drawn over the naked reality of a relation-
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ship based solely on power. Most masters forgot their inconvenient "duty" 
and exercised their traditional "right" at will. 

The notion that masters had a right to the sexual favors of their servants 
encouraged sexual relationships between them in two ways. First of all, it 
provided an excuse for such relationships: they were acceptable because they 
had always been so. Second, it heightened the awareness of both parties of 
each other as sexual objects. For if both master and maid have in the back of 
their minds from the day of her hiring the possibility of an eventual sexual 
relationship between them, they doubtless act toward each other in ways 
which help make the possibility a reality. 

Similar effects stemmed from another psychological factor that promoted 
sexual relationships between master and servant: the widespread popular im
age of the lusty servant. Masters seem to have been convinced that domestics 
of both sexes were uncontrollably lusty, even more so than other lower-class 
types, and that their sex lives were a steady series of guiltless gratifications of 
their base desires. 

This is how servants are inevitably portrayed in the literature of the Old 
Regime. When, for example, the sixteenth-century poet Christophe de Bor
deaux wrote his "Le Varlet a Jouer a tout faire," and "La Chambriere a Jouer a 
tout faire," verses that supposedly captured the thoughts and feelings of typi
cal male and female domestics, he had them boast about their amatory ac
complishments as proudly as they detailed their skills in the kitchen and anti
chambre. The servante announced that she could take her mistress' place in 
the master's bed and do 

Aussi bien qu'elle ce qu'il fault, 
Soit pour coucher en bas, en haut, 
Au grand lict . . . . 

and the valet was even more frank. He bragged of being a: 

Grand despuceleur des nourrices 
Ramonneur de bas et de haut 
Femelles qui ont le cul chaut 
Je les guaris avec froide glace . 1 2  

Similarly outspoken servants populated the popular comedies of the seven
teenth and eighteenth centuries. Plays are full of the love affairs of servants, 
which are usually deliberately contrasted with those of their masters. Not for 
servants were the conflicts between Jove and honor, inclination and interest, 
which bedeviled their betters. The wooings of servants were straightforward 
rather than circumlocutory, lewd rather than courtly, and they ended in sex
ual gratification rather than marriage, 1 3 On the stage, the world below stairs 
was, as Michel Lemain, one of the most perceptive commentators on French 
drama, put it, "a world of liberated sexuality,"14 and servants were creatures of 
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unbridled lust and untrammeled libido, almost pagan in their instinctual en
joyment of the pleasures of the flesh. 

Lemain suggests that the image of the lusty servant arose from the necessity 
in plays of what he calls "doubles." In real life, people are mixtures of good 
and bad characteristics, but, Lemain maintains, in a drama the single mixed 
personality is often split in two, creating two characters, one embodying all 
the good and the other the evil. The stark contrast between the two creates the 
dramatic tension necessary for the play to succeed on the stage. Lemain argues 
that in plays servants embodied the "bad" characteristics denied to their noble 
masters. Masters were all conscience and honor, while servants were pleasures 
easily and guiltlessly gratified. The lusty servant in plays therefore symbolized 
the instinctual life which his master had to deny himself in order to remain a 
gentleman. 1 5 

There is much to suggest that servants played the same role for their mas
ters in real life. Certainly the image of the sexually promiscuous domestic is 
found as frequently in memoirs and advice books as it is upon the stage. Do
mestic manuals take the lustiness of servants for granted. "Finding [sexual] 
modesty in a lackey," one states, "is like finding the fruits of autumn in the 
spring . . . .  It appears that the name of 'modesty' and that of 'lackey' are so 
contrary that as soon as a young man puts on livery, he must cease to be 
modest." 16 Manuals abound with suggestions of how masters might control 
this lustiness: by keeping male and female servants apart as much as possible, 
by seeing that they slept in separate beds, and above all, by setting them a good 
example. 1 7 

The image of the lusty servant had of course a certain basis in fact. The 
difficulties servants faced in marrying and the intimacies of life below stairs 
did tend to encourage illicit sex among them, as shown in chapter 3. But so 
pervasive was the association of servants with unbridled sexuality that this 
seems inadequate to account for it. Instead I think that a psychological phe
nomenon similar to Lemain's notion of "doubles" was at work. The origins of 
the image of the lusty servant may lie in masters' association of servants 
with the darker side of their own sexual impulses. This association arose be
cause servants were witnesses to and accomplices in the most private and inti
mate details of their masters' lives. Servants made their masters' beds, washed 
their soiled linen, and emptied their slop pails. Servants, even those of the 
opposite sex, saw their masters and mistresses naked, as the famous example 
of Mme. du Chatelet bathing in front of her lackey suggests. Domestics per
formed the most intimate bodily services for their employers. Lackeys laced 
their mistresses into their stays, and maids combed through their masters' hair 
for fleas and lice. Servants frequently saw their masters having sex, and not 
simply because the sharing of a room or even a bed with their masters made 
this unavoidable. Servants were at times deliberately summoned to watch. 
Thefille de service of the newlywed wife of the sixteenth-century apothecary 
Felix Platter was called in to see her mistress enjoying the privileges of the 
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wedded state, and the seventeenth-century Marquis de Combalet was so 
proud of his sexual endowments that he frequently summoned his domestics 
to watch him make love to his wife. 1 8 

Often servants were not only witnesses but also accomplices in their em
ployers' sexual adventures. Every Old Regime Don Juan knew that the first 
and most important step in the seduction of a married noblewoman was the 
bribing of her suisse and her femme de chambre: the former so that he could 
have easy access to the lady's hotel at all hours, the latter so that she could be 
relied on to carry messages, stand guard over the bedroom door, and, if neces
sary, pretend that she rather than her mistress was the object of his attentions. 
In his seduction of his first great love, Mme. de Stainville, the Due de Lauzun 
followed the classic pattern, bribing the suisse to leave open a small gate near 
the stables, and setting the femme de chambre to guard the bedroom door and 
warn the couple if Madame's husband should approach. 19 Servants also often 
served as procuresses and pimps for their masters and mistresses. If, for ex
ample, the Comte Dufort de Cheverny wanted to spend a quiet evening in 
female company he had only to give the word-and ten louis d'or-to his 
invaluable servant Marnier, "the most intelligent man possible," to find, when 
he left the theater that night, a discreet hired house at his disposal, with a 
supper all laid out and a complaisant young woman waiting. Both the supper 
and the woman were exactly to the Comte's taste.20 

Sometimes servants' involvement in their masters' sexual lives went so far 
as to include the sharing of a sexual partner. Stories of noblemen who sur
prised their mistresses in the arms of their lackeys are legion, as are those of 
noblewomen who found their lovers courting their maids.2 1  At times these 
cross-class triangles created painful jealousies. A Toulousan servante, Jeanne 
Bellegarde, poisoned her mistress, the Dame de Lesmitoire, in a quarrel over 
the favors of their joint Jover, the noble Fran�ois de Timbourne de Montjoie.22 

But more often all parties accepted the situation as inevitable. In the early 
seventeenth century Mme. de Cornuel had an affair with the Marquis de 
Sourdis, who amused himself with her maid while he waited in the anticham
bre for Madame to receive him. When the maid eventually gave birth to a son, 
Mme. de Cornuel had the child raised in her household, "because," as she 
cheerfully explained, "he was produced in my service. "23 

Thus servants were bound up in the most intimate moments of their mas
ters' lives to a degree that is hard for us to comprehend. This helped to encour
age sexual relationships between master and servant in two ways. First of all, 
the intimate tasks that domestics performed for their employers were often so 
charged with erotic overtones that they aroused the sexual appetites of both 
parties. Of course we must be careful here not to project the standards of our 
own culture back into an earlier one. What would seem sexually charged to us 
did not necessarily appear so to a society with different standards of privacy, 
modesty, and shame. Public nakedness, for example, was taken much more 
lightly in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries than it is today. It was 
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shameful only to expose the body in the presence of one's superiors; to do so in 
front of one's inferiors was, on the contrary, a mark of special favor.24 But it is 
hard to believe that even in a society with different standards the physical 
intimacies of the type that occurred between master and servant were com
pletely without erotic overtones. Certainly the act of delousing, to take just 
one example, had been a standard preliminary to making love ever since the 
Middle Ages.25 In the previously quoted boast of the Varlet a tout faire that he 
was a "grand despuceleur des nourrices," the play on the word despuceleur, 
which meant both "delousing" and "deflowering," suggests the close associa
tion of the act with sex in the public mind (see figure 8). And Lawrence Stone's 
researches indicate that at least one English master, Samuel Pepys, took ad
vantage of the intimacy of delousing to make advances to his female ser
vants.26 It is probable that the other intimate tasks that servants performed 
were invested with erotic invitation as well. For example, Restif de la Bre
tonne, surely an expert in eroticism, maintained that the notorious Comtesse 
du Barry was born of an affair between a noblewoman and her lackey, first 
consummated when the noble lady summoned her servant to help undo her 
stays.27 

Thus the intimate nature of servants' tasks helped promote master-servant 
sexual relationships by creating erotically arousing situations. But it also con
tributed to sexual relationships within the household in another way. For it 
was the intimacy of daily contacts between master and servant which created 
and reinforced in the minds of employers the image of the lusty servant. Be
cause of servants' close association with the most private and "shameful" as
pects of their lives, masters projected onto them their own worst impulses. The 
resulting image of the promiscuous domestic became something of a self
fulfilling prophecy. It encouraged the master-servant affairs both by heighten
ing employers' awareness of their servants as sexual objects and by providing 
excuses for masters who wished to seduce their servants, since they could 
easily convince themselves that their servants welcomed such seduction. In 
these ways the image of the lusty servant functioned similarly to the tradition 
of the sexual exploitation of domestics discussed earlier. Both combined to 
create a situation in which the collective erotic imagination of the master 
classes was haunted by images of its domestics.28 It is not surprising then that 
they so frequently seduced them. 

Sexual Relationships between Male 
Masters and Female Servants 

While sexual relationships between master and servant shared a common 
psychological background, they were not all alike. From the information 
about them in memoirs and declarations de grossesse, it is possible to distin-
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FIGURE 8. Nicolas Lancret, La Chercheuse de puces, ou La Cuisiniere. 
Reproduced by permission of the Trustees of the Wallace Collection, London. 

The image of the lusty servant. A cook, her legs apart, examines her bodice for 
fleas. Such tasks of bodily grooming were standard preliminaries to sex in the 

seventeenth and eighteenth centuries .  

guish five different patterns of master-servant sex. Three of these involved a 
male master and a female servant. The other two were relationships of a fe
male mistress and her male servant and homosexual relationships between 
employers and domestics of either sex. 

The first of the male master-female servant relationships, in the chronolog
ical order of the master's life at least, was the sexual initiation of a young man 
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of the elite by a female domestic in his father's household. The memoirs of 
noblemen that discuss such matters almost always tell of a sexual initiation by 
a female servant at an early age-thirteen or fourteen, or even, in some cases, 
as early as nine or ten. So typical were such experiences, in fact, that when an 
anonymous author decided to concoct the fake memoirs of the "Comte de 
Bonneval" he included a scene of the young man's introduction to sex by afil/e 
de lingerie as a matter of course.29 And Jest it be thought that such seductions 
were mere literary conventions, we should note that a servante was hanged in 
eighteenth-century Paris for "seducing" and "communicating a venereal dis
ease" to the ten-year-old son of her master.30 

The extremely early ages of such seductions suggest that these relationships 
show a reversal of the usual pattern of master-servant sex: in this instance the 
servant was the aggressor and the master the largely innocent victim. These 
relationships seem to have been outgrowths of the sexual teasing to which 
adults regularly subjected children in the seventeenth and early eighteenth 
centuries. The taunting and abuse endured by the young Louis XIII, whose 
genitals were caressed by his ladies-in-waiting, and who was encouraged by 
them to play sexually with himself, his younger sister, and the adult serving 
women at court, were probably more typical of the experiences of the young 
men of the French elite than historians have been willing to believe.31  We 
know of at least one other victim of such games, Cardinal de Bemis, who 
wrote a solemn warning about them to parents: "Nothing is so dangerous for 
morals and perhaps for health than to leave children too long under the care of 
femmes de chambre . . . .  l would add that the wisest among them are not 
always the least dangerous. One dares with a child what one would be 
ashamed to risk with a young man.32 

As the boy grew into his teens, these games began to take the form of 
invitations to sexual intercourse. But the pattern of servant as the aggressor 
remained, as the Due de Lauzun's account of his experience as fourteen-year
old with Mlle. Julie, femme de chambre of the Duchesse de Gramont, sug
gests: 

At this time she (the Duchesse) brought me to Menais, to the household of 
Mme. de Pompadour. Mlle. Julie .femme de chambre, who had all her confi
dence . . . believed that what her mistress kept for herself suited her well 
also, and destined for me the honor of being initiated into worldly matters by 
her. She gave me many caresses and provocations [which were] useless, be
cause I was very innocent. One day she put my hand on her throat. My whole 
body burned for several hours afterward , but I did not advance any further. 33 

The Comte Alexandre de Tilly tells a similar story of an abortive sexual initia
tion, which occurred at the early age of nine: 

I was nine years old, and my father saw that I was too susceptible to the ro
bust charms of a femme de charge named Mme. Roher, whose caresses, pro-
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voking my desires, made him suspect my  innocence . He  wanted to  clear every
thing up, and ordered her to encourage me. I soon came, by pure instinct I 
believe, to beg her to receive me in the modest alcove where (she slept]. 
. . . Mounting to the distant room which would become the theater of my 
precocious felicities, I proposed to receive a lesson which I was scarcely able 
to render when my father entered quickly by another door armed with a 
hunting crop. He beat me severely . . . I felt that there had been a plot 
against me, and this hurt my proud and generous character.34 

In both these stories we sense uneasiness below the surface bravado. Both 
young men were exposed to situations and emotions that they simply could 
not handle, and they knew it. Both got little help from the adults around them. 
The intervention of Tilly's father, for example (this was one of the few times he 
paid any attention to his son), obviously did more harm than good. We sense 
that he staged the scene more for his own amusement than for the edification 
of his son. Finally, both boys sensed that they were being manipulated, used as 
playthings, by adults, and both consciously or unconsciously resented this. 

For the young men's families the major concern posed by such relation
ships seems to have been the fear that an unscrupulous servant could manipu
late the boy, helpless in the throes of his first love, into an unsuitable marriage. 
This situation was sketched in the apocryphal memoirs of the "Comte de Bon
neval": the seduced thirteen-year-old wanted to marry his mistress, but his 
mother talked him out of it.35 It was to guard against such mesalliances that 
the famous Ordinance of Blois of 1579 was promulgated, outlawing the mar
riage of minors without their parents' consent. This ruling was reinforced by a 
royal ordinance of 1730 which defined the seduction of a minor child under 
twenty-five, male or female, by a household servant, for the purpose of luring 
him or her into an unsuitable marriage, as the crime of rapt de seduction, 
punishable by death.36 

For the modern historian the greatest danger of such relationships lies in 
the psychological damage they could do to the young men involved. It is prob
able that many men who were sexually abused as children had difficulty form
ing normal heterosexual relationships as adults. Certainly Cardinal de Bemis 
did, although admittedly his position as a churchman may also have been an 
inhibiting factor. At any rate, Bemis grew up to be a notorious voyeur, best 
known for watching Casanova service two nuns simultaneously in the court
yard of a Venetian convent.37 It also seems probable that the teen-agers who 
suffered through such anxious sexual initiations developed unconscious de
sires for revenge which poisoned their later relationships with women, espe
cially with women servants. This was apparently true of Lauzun and Tilly at 
least. Both grew up to be archtypical Don Juans, manipulators of women, 
whose memoirs are endless catalogs of loveless, heartless seductions. Both 
were especially nasty in their encounters with female servants. Tilly, for ex
ample, once seduced the maid of his former mistress simply to have an excuse 
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to continue to visit the household and see the real object of his pursuit, his 
mistress's niece . He wrote smugly of this episode: "I put all my effort into 
corrupting one of her women, and I succeeded ."38 

After their uncomfortable sexual initiations upper-class young men con
tinued to enjoy the sexual favors of female servants, especially while they 
remained unmarried . In my sample of declarations de grossesse from Pro
vence, 58 .8 percent of the master-servant relationships from 1727 to 1749 and 
42 .0 percent of those from 1750 to 1789 involved young men (sons, nephews, 
etc .) of the household . But as the youths grew into their teens and twenties, the 
balance of power in these relationships shifted, and the female servant aban
doned her unaccustomed role of aggressor to take up her more usual stance as 
victim . One example is eighteen-year-old Therese Cavaillon, servante to the 
receveur des gabelles in Berre, who was raped at knifepoint by the son of the 
house . 39 Such incidents suggest in the households of seventeenth- and early
eighteenth-century France, master-servant sexual exploitation was a self
perpetuating syndrome, which drew generation after generation into a (truly) 
vicious circle of abuse . Female servants got revenge for the misuse they suf
fered through the exploitation of the children of the household, and these 
exploited children grew up to misuse servants in their turn . 

For the adult male master, female servants filled two sexual roles. One was 
that of servante-maitresse, or servant-mistress. She was precisely what her 
name suggests: a domestic who was the long-term mistress of her employer, 
and more or less openly acknowledged as such . The servant-mistress was most 
common among single men . She was the obvious companion of the scion of a 
robe family waiting to complete his legal studies before marrying, and of the 
wealthy widower who had suffered through one arranged marriage and could 
not stomach a second . She was especially likely to be found in the countryside, 
as the mistress of the cadet of a petty noble family too poor to marry off any 
son but the eldest .40 In such households the servant-mistress was a wife in 
everything but name . She not only shared her master's bed and bore his chil
dren (which he often acknowledged), but also ran the household and super
vised the other servants, if any . 

The servant-mistress seems to have been tolerated by her master's family, 
as long as she did not attempt to alienate his affection from them, or, worse 
yet, try to marry into the family herself . It was, for example, the former situa
tion that aroused the ire of the Marquise de Ferrieres against Mlle . Guignard, 
the servant-mistress of her father-in-law . The Marquise noted indignantly in 
her memoirs that Mlle . Guignard "looked only to blacken us in the mind of 
her master by bearing a thousand tales, true and false, against us. This woman 
was a troublemaker (mechante) and had similarly aroused my father-in-law 
against his daughter, whose femme de chambre she had been ."4 1  

Even more likely to cause family tensions was the prospect of a marriage 
between master and servant-mistress. If the man in question was a minor son 
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of the house, below the age at which he could marry without his parents' 
consent, the match could of course easily be blocked . In such cases it was 
apparently the fact that the woman was the young man's servant ,  rather than 
the fact that she was his mistress, which parents found objectionable. At any 
rate, when the father and mother of Antoine Demortain petitioned the church 
court to dissolve his engagement to Anne Marie Ghislain, they gave as their 
reason that she "was a servante in the household of the petitioners, at a yearly 
wage of twelve ecus, taking care of the cows and going to sell in the market at 
Quesnoy like other servantes . . . .  her father is ajournalier and her sisters 
and relatives are of the same occupation. . . . Because of this difference of 
condition the petitioners never dreamed that their son wished to marry a girl 
of this type. "42 

If, however, the man in question had reached his majority-if he were an 
elderly widower, for instance-relatives could do little to prevent the match. 
Widowers did sometimes marry their servants: Sr. Charles Cadithon, Borde
lais widower and cabaretier, married his servant Marie Surin in 1 778, for 
example.43 Though not uncommon, such marriages nevertheless met with 
widespread social disapproval. The memoirs of the Baronne d'Oberkirch re
cord an anecdote that illustrates this. The Duchesse de Bourbon, while doing 
charity visiting, met an old man, "a sort of King Lear, who complained 
harshly about his daughters. She gave him money and ended by asking: 'Have 
you done any wrong to your children? Consult your conscience. '  'No, ma
dame, they have nothing to reproach me for, apart from having married my 
servant.' 'Isn't that enough?' she answered impatiently. 'You needn't say 
anything more. '  "44 

Because of such disapproval, few servant-mistresses could hope to regular
ize their position through marriage. Nonetheless they could expect other, 
often substantial, rewards .  Masters usually felt a duty to "take care of" a 
servant-mistress ''for the rest of her days," as M.  Franc;ois promised his maid 
Marguerite Donnat when he propositioned her.45 Such care might take the 
form of gifts of money, clothing, or jewelry, in the case of widowers often 
those belonging to their late wives . (One M.  Caillol, eager to make his laun
dress, Marguerite Guierand, his mistress, jumped the gun a bit and gave her 
his wife's clothing before the sick woman had actually died).46 Servant
mistresses were also provided for by legacies in their masters' wills . Pierre de 
Lavaissiere, an ecuyer living in Bordeaux, left land and a house in the country 
to Franc;oise Brune "who lives at present in my service," and 6,000 livres to 
Franc;oise's (and probably his) bastard daughter Jeanne "to give her an educa
tion and favor her establishment" in life.47 Finally, the future of a servant
mistress might be assured through an arranged marriage with a fellow servant 
or other lower-class dependent of the master. Such matches usually carried 
the understanding that the master would support the couple financially and 
would of course continue to have access to his mistress .48 The Seigneur de 
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Haucourt even tried to inveigle his nineteen-year-old nephew into such a 
match, first getting the youth drunk and then calling in a notary to witness the 
marriage contract. This marriage was, however, annulled by the church.49 

While it was fairly common for a bachelor or widower to take a servant
mistress, it was quite unlikely that a married man would do so. This had not 
always been true. From ancient Greece down through the sixteenth century, 
married men lived openly with servant concubines and raised their bastard 
children along with their legitimate families. The sixteenth-century nobleman, 
Geri de Rabutin, great-grandfather of Mme. de Sevigne, kept an acknowl
edged servant-mistress, and the Sieur de Gouberville, a sixteenth-century 
Norman gentilhomme campagnard, was raised in a household that included 
his father's four bastards. 50 But the Reformation and Counter-Reformation, 
with their emphasis on the conjugal bond and their repression of sexual activ
ity outside its limits, made the flaunting of a servant-mistress by a married 
man unacceptable. 51 From the seventeenth century on, husbands might still 
seduce their servants, but they could not live openly with a servant-mistress. 
What wives apparently found objectionable in these relationships was not the 
adultery itself, but rather the mistress's public usurpation of honors and atten
tions that should belong to the lawful spouse. Wives might tolerate a series of 
casual flirtations with servant-girls who were easily dismissed. But they ran to 
the church courts to demand separations if their husbands behaved like the 
Sieur de Henin, who, when his beloved servante Marguerite fell ill, had his bed 
moved into her room and cared for her himself, even emptying the chamber 
pot; or like Joseph Lecherq, who allowed his servante Marguerite to eat at the 
family table and showed his affection for her by "serving her the best cuts."52 

These two erring husbands at least confined their display of affection within 
the household. But the Sieur de Biseau, madly in love with his servant, 
" 'showed her off in front of the whole parish, walking with her, accompany
ing her to Mass, giving her his arm.' "53 In this case not just de Biseau's 
wronged wife but also his neighbors complained to the church court; the open 
flaunting of a servant-mistress had created a public scandal . 

It was this public disapproval which put an end to the acknowledged 
servant-mistress for married men from the seventeenth century on. Husbands 
of course continued to seduce the household servants, but now they tried to 
keep these exploits from public knowledge. If a man wanted a long-time rela
tionship with his servant, he usually removed her from the household and 
installed her in a room in town which he could discreetly visit. This is what Sr. 
Louis Cloche did with his servant Suzanne Laugiere in a relationship that 
lasted for nine months. 54 More typically, however, married men contented 
themselves with short-term affairs, seducing their servants and sleeping with 
them until either the servant became pregnant, or the wife discovered what 
was going on, or both happened at once, as was usually the case. 55 When any 
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of the above occurred, the servant was inevitably fired, and the master usually 

wasted little time in regrets before setting his sights on her replacement. 

This sort of casual short-term seduction forms the third and final category 

of male master-female servant sexual affairs, a category for which I have bor

rowed the French phrase "ancillary amours." 

The ancillary amour was by no means confined to married men; the unmar

ried who wished to avoid the economic, social, and emotional burdens of a 

servant-mistress also made use of it. Therefore it was undoubtedly the most 

common form of sexual relationship between master and servant. 

But common as it was, it was by no means inevitable. Evidence from the 

declarations suggests that it was more likely to occur in some types of house

holds than in others. The major determinants seem to have been household 

size and location. These are summarized for the "ancillary amours" in my 

sample of declarations from eighteenth-century Provence in tables 24 and 

25.56 

Table 24 shows that the ancillary amour was more common in rural areas, 

and that this became increasingly true as the eighteenth century progressed. 

Most women servants were employed in urban areas, yet even in the first half 
of the eighteenth century towns contributed only 63 percent of the master
servant seductions. And in the last half of the eighteenth century almost three

fourths of the cases occurred in the countryside.57 As table 25 shows, certain 

types of households were more conducive to the ancillary amour than others. 
Servants employed in the small households of the bourgeoisie and artisanate 

were more likely to be the victims of their masters' sexual approaches than 

were servants in the hotels of the nobility. Noble masters contributed rela
tively few of our cases-only 8.8 percent of the cases of master-servant sex in 

our sample of declarations from Provence during 1727-49. This was much 

lower than we would expect, given the high proportion of female servants 

employed by the nobility. I have no accurate figures for Aix, but in Toulouse, 
a city much like Aix in social makeup, in 1750 the nobility employed 18.6 

percent of all female servants. Conversely, lower-class households in Tou-

Rural 
Urban 
N 

TABLE 24 

Master-Servant Sexual Relationships, by Location, Provence, 1727-89 (in%) 

1727-49 

37.0% 
62.9 
35 

Sources: See Bibliography, section I, C. 

1750-89 

74.0% 
26.0 
50 
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TABLE 25 

Master-Servant Sexual Relationships, by Type of Household, Provence, 1727-89 (in%) 

Household 

Noble 
Middle class 
Lower class 
N 

Sources: See Bibliography, section I, C. 

1727-49 

8.8 
50.0 
41.2 
34 

1750-89 

13.7 
49.0 
37.3 
51 

louse employed only 16 percent of all female servants. Yet in Aix lower-class 

households contributed 41.2 percent of all master-servant seductions.58 

Two factors seem to lie behind these patterns: the extreme physical vulner
ability of servants in small and/ or rural households, and the lack of alterna
tive sexual outlets for their masters. The female farm servant on an isolated 

bas tide was obviously at her master's mercy. So too was the lone servante in a 
bourgeois or artisan household, forced to sleep on the kitchen hearth or on a 
lit de domestique outside her master's room. In large noble households, by 
contrast, servants were more likely to have their own quarters and female 
servants came into contact with their employers relatively rarely. Also, in 
large households the presence of male domestics provided sexual competition 
for masters, and the other female servants provided counsel and advice to the 

object of their attentions. The Jone servante in a modest household Jacked 
these protections: she was constantly in her master's company, and she had to 

deal with his advances alone. 
Thus the extreme vulnerability of the lone servante in small and rural 

households seems to have been an important factor in the pattern of incidence 

of the ancillary amour. But probably equally important were the sexual alter
natives available to masters. A townsman could take his pick of shopgirl and 
comedienne, textile worker and tavern wench, street peddler and prostitute, 
but these sexual alternatives to the servante were scarce in the countryside. 
Similarly, noblemen had the money and leisure time to pursue any lower-class 

woman they wished. And the court nobility also apparently had the option of 
adulterous relationships with the wives of their friends and acquaintances. But 
if an artisan or a bourgeois wanted an extramarital fling, his servant was not 
just his obvious choice but often his only one. 

These patterns of the incidence of master-servant sexual relationships are 
strikingly similar to the patterns of master-slave miscegenation in the antebel
lum American South. It was on small rural plantations, where slaves lived in 
the same house as their owner and the owner had few sexual outlets other than 
his slave women, that master-servant sexual relationships were most likely to 
take place.59 But while master-servant sexual relationships may have been 
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more likely in some households than in others, no female servant was really 
immune from sexual harassment by her master, just as no southern slave 
woman was immune from the white man's sexual attentions. In both these 
patriarchal societies, the sexual exploitation of dependent women revealed 
the hollowness of patriarchal pronouncements about the reciprocity of rights 
and duties between master and servant, master and slave. In both societies 
patriarchal relationships were based in reality not on reciprocity but on naked 
power, and in both societies the female servant, doubly vulnerable because of 
her status and her sex, was this power's most likely victim. 

Sexual Relationships between Mistress 
and Male Servant 

While seduction of a female servant by her master was the most widespread 
type of sexual relationship between masters and servants, obviously it was not 
the only possibility. There were also cases of liaisons between a mistress and 
her male domestic. These relationships were not the simple obverse of the 
seduction of a maid by her master. In both law and public opinion the two 
situations were poles apart. A male master had what amounted to a quasi
legal right to the sexual favors of his female servants; socially he suffered few 
ill-effects if his amorous activities became known. By contrast, sexual rela
tionships between mistress and man were illegal and might carry the death 
penalty for the servant involved. And any woman rumored to sleep with her 
male domestics could have her reputation ruined for life. The different way in 
which the two relationships were regarded is perhaps best epitomized in the 
royal ordinance of 1730 on rapt de seduction . This ordinance made it illegal 
for a female servant to marry her young master, but it prohibited both mar
riage and sexual relationships between a male servant and the daughter of the 
house.60 

More lay behind this distinction than the simple fact that in a society with a 
double standard respectable women were expected to be chaste while respect
able men were not. The most basic notions of the proper functioning of a 
patriarchal society were involved. Male master-female servant sexual rela
tionships were treated so leniently they offered what was in reality a confirma
tion of one of the most basic principles of patriarchy: the power of a master 
over the bodies and souls of his servants. Sexual relationships between mis
tress and man, by contrast, constituted a flagrant betrayal of patriarchy's most 
sacred precepts. In patriarchal theory women were regarded as the property of 
their fathers or husbands, and their chastity was thus a family asset. And in 
patriarchal theory the first duty of a loyal servant was to guard his masters' 
property. A servant who seduced his master's wife or daughter therefore was 
doubly disloyal, robbing his master of the very thing he was to guard. These 
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attitudes were probably summed up best by Saint-Preux, the low-born tutor 
in Rousseau's La Nouvelle Heloise. When he realized that he was falling in 
love with his employer's daughter Julie, he wrote to her: 

What am I really to your father . . .  ? A mercenary, a man paid by him, a 
kind of valet ; and he has for my part , to guarantee his confidence , and for the 
security of that which belongs to him, my tacit word . . . .  Now, what is 
more precious to a father than his only daughter . . .  ? [ If I seduced her] 
would I not seem to such a master a scoundrel who tramples on the most 
sacred rights, a traitor, a domestic seducer whom the law very justly con
demns to death?6 ' 

Death was indeed the penalty faced by a domestic seducer. In the coutume de 
Bordeaux and other law codes of the Old Regime, the rape of his master's 
daughter by a male servant was classified as vol domestique, and it carried the 
same penalty, death by hanging.62 

Perhaps because of this, cases of seduction of the daughter of the house by a 
male servant were relatively rare. I found none in the two samples of declara
tions de grossesse I analyzed. This of course does not mean much, since fami
lies had strong motives to conceal their dishonor by obtaining an abortion, 
preventing a declaration, or acquiescing in a forced marriage for their daugh
ters. Nonetheless, the scarcity of such cases among declarations suggests that 
they were in fact infrequent. 

The few cases that were recorded suggest that these relationships followed a 
certain pattern. The flirtation was often initiated by the girl: the Dile. Eliza
beth de Regnoval, daughter of a lieutenant de robe-courte in Beauvais, con
fessed at the trial of her lover, her father's farm servant, " 'that she herself had 
solicited the valet to make love, and that she had had and still had the desire to 
marry him.' "63 Apparently flirtations with household domestics were a diver
sion allowed to young ladies, so long, of course, as they remained platonic. 
Such relationships gave girls a chance to test their skills with the opposite sex 
without serious risk to their reputations or their hearts. Typical of these rela
tionships is one of the best documented: that of the future Mme. de Sevigne 
with her tutor, Gilles Menage. The sixteen-year-old girl described him as her 
"dearest Friend," wrote love letters to him and allowed him to embrace her 
publicly. But apparently she never granted him what her contemporaries 
called the last favors. The tenor of their relationship is summed up in the 
following exchange: when Menage complained of her cruelty and described 
himself as her "martyr," she tartly replied, "And I, Monsieur, I am your 
virgin. "64 

But it was not always easy for the girl to control these relationships. She 
might be betrayed by her own appetites, as Dile. de Regnoval was, or an 
unscrupulous servant might take advantage of her interest to try to force a 
wealthy marriage. This was the motive universally attributed to servants in 
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such cases during the Old Regime . For example, public opinion said of the 
clerk of the mayor of Cessenon in Languedoc, who seduced his master's 
daughter, Marie-Louise Milhe: " 'to make his fortune, he had to make the 
Milhe girl pregnant; he deserves to be shot . ' "65 

But the most frequent target of the male servant on the make was not the 
daughter of the house but instead the well-off widow. A widow who hired a 
domestic to help her farm the land or run the shop her husband had left her 
quite often found herself the object of his advances, and these were not always 
pleasant . Either because the common reputation of widows for lustiness 
(Lawrence Stone tells us of an English proverb: "he that wooeth a widow must 
go stiff before") made their suitors disregard refusals, or simply because their 
obvious lack of masculine protection made them easy victims, widows were 
often the targets of sexual violence by their male servants .66 Typical of the 
relationships involving a widow and her male domestic is that of forty-year
old Catherine Boule, widow of a Proven�al menager, who was raped by Pierre 
Guivre, the valet she hired to help her work her land. According to Boule, 
Guivre had propositioned her and proposed marriage for months, but she had 
always turned him down, and she tried to stay out of his way . One night, 
however, she had to leave her chamber and come into the kitchen where he 
slept because she had to fix a meal for her young daughter, who was ill. Guivre 
came up behind her, grabbed her, threw her on the floor, and raped her .67 In 
my samples of declarations there were three cases involving widows, and in 
two of these violence was used . 

The most puzzling type of sexual relationship between mistress and man 
was that between a married woman and her domestic . Were such relationships 
relatively frequent, or were they not? Certainly rumors of such liaisons 
abounded in fashionable Parisian and court circles . A German traveler, Baron 
Pollnitz, wrote of Paris in the 1730s: 

there are Ladies, even of the first Quality, who don't always treat their lack
eys like servants . 'Tis true, they most commonly take them out of the Livery, 
and in order to bring them near their Persons, they make them their Pages or 
Valets de Chambre. Nothing is thought too good for these Favorites of Ve
nus; they are rigg'd out like Princes, and were you to see one of these fortu
nate Lackeys, you would naturally take him for some Person of 
Consequence.68 

Eighty years earlier, Parisian society had rocked with the scandalous behavior 
of Mme. d'Olonne, who openly pursued her servants . She became so noto
rious that her tastes were immortalized in song sheets hawked on street 
corners: 

La d'Olonne 
N'est plus bonne 
Qu'a ragouter Ies Iaquais .69 
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And fifty years after Pollnitz wrote, rumors of liaisons between mistress and 
servant touched even the royal family. The Baronne d'Oberkirch recounted in 
her memoirs, with a relish not very well concealed by her pious assertions that 
she, of course, believed not a word of them, the rumors surrounding the Com
tesse d'Artois. She was said to display an undue interest in one member of her 
household, a man, the Baronne wrote, "of a fabulous handsomeness, of a 
beauty that passes into proverbs and serves as a point of comparison." When 
he began to boast publicly of his intimacies with the Comtesse, Louis XVI had 
him arrested and forced him to retract his statements. The Comtesse was ap
plauded at the Opera the first time she appeared in public after the scandal. 70 

Even the most notorious crime of the eighteenth century was said to have its 
roots in a flirtation between mistress and servant. It was rumored that Da
miens, the would-be assassin of Louis XV, was in love with his employer, 
Mme. de Sainte-Rheuse, who was in turn the mistress of the Marquis de Mar
tiguy, brother of Mme. de Pompadour. The assassination attempt was said to 
be a blow of revenge against the brother and sister. 7 1 

How much credence should we give such rumors? It is hard to know. On the 
one hand, cases of sexual relationships between married mistress and domes
tic undoubtedly occurred. In 1778 in Toulouse, for example, forty-three-year
old Claire Raynaud, wife of a menager and mother of four children, poisoned 
her husband in order to marry Pierre Coulet, her young servant. 72 We know of 
this case only because of its tragic ending. Many others could have occurred 
leaving no traces for historians to find, since married women who took lovers 
did not have to make declarations; they could simply pass off the fruit of their 
illicit adventures as their husband's work. But on the other hand, it is hard to 
imagine that many women, especially those of high social position, would 
undertake the risks involved in such relationships. For a married noblewoman 
who chased her servants appeared not only wanton, but what was even worse, 
ridiculous. Ridiculous because declasse :  a woman, unlike a man, sank to the 
social level of her sexual partner. And wanton because, given the stereotype of 
servants as good for bed but little else, it was impossible to imagine that a 
woman who slept with her domestic could be genuinely in love with him; only 
overpowering lust could make her do it. Indeed, so deeply embedded was this 
notion in the common psyche that to accuse a married woman of sleeping with 
her servants was apparently equivalent to labeling her a common whore. It 
was for this reason a favorite insult of the scorned lover. An admirer repulsed 
by the Marquise de Langallery is said to have snapped at her, "Aren't you in 
the mood to give me what you give your pa/efrenier every day?," and Restif 
has a story about the would-be lover of a respectable married woman who 
threatened that if she did not yield to him, "he would dishonor her by writing 
to her husband, and proclaiming to all the world, that he has surprised her 
with the lackey."73 

Given the risks to their personal dignity and reputation, it is hard to imag-
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ine that many married noblewomen had affairs with their servants. And the 
noblewomen of the I 770s and 1780s, newly enchanted with the charms of 
domesticity and energetically devoting themselves to being model wives and 
mothers, seem especially unlikely candidates for the role of Lady Booby. Yet 
in precisely these years rumors and accusations of such behavior were most 
prevalent. The libel/es of the gutter press of pre-revolutionary Paris were full 
of insinuations that "an epidemic [ venereal] disease is raging among the girls 
of the Opera, it has begun to reach the ladies of the court, and it has even been 
communicated to their lackeys." Or again, that "The devout wife of a certain 
Marechal de France (who suffers from an imaginary lung disease), finding a 
husband of that species too delicate, considered it her religious duty to spare 
him and so condemns herself to the crude caresses of her butler, who would 
still be a lackey if he hadn't proved himself so robust."74 

As the most devoted chronicler of Old Regime smut, Robert Darnton, has 
pointed out, such insinuations proliferated because they made effective politi
cal propaganda. The impotent noble husband whose wife was forced to seek 
sexual satisfaction with her (inevitably) lusty lackey was a striking metaphor 
for his whole degenerate class. Sexual relationships between mistress and ser
vant symbolically reversed most basic principles of patriarchy. This explains 
both their scarcity in real life and their abundance in the mass of rumor, scan
dal, and innuendo that formed much of the political discourse of prerevolu
tionary France. 

Homosexual Rela t ionsh ips be tween 
Master and Servant 

A similar dichotomy between facts and rumor is evident in those sexual 
relationships that reversed not only the principles of the patriarchal social 
order but also (so it was thought in the eighteenth century at least) those of the 
order of nature and of nature's God-that is, homosexual relationships be
tween master and servant. Undoubtedly there was a male homosexual subcul
ture in eighteenth-century Paris, as there was in all large European cities, a 
subculture in which both masters and servants probably participated, separ
ately or as partners. But because of the penalties for homosexual activities
throughout the Old Regime sodomy was punished by burning at the stake
this gay world was necessarily a hidden, underground one. 75 It surfaces for the 
historian only in police records, especially in the relatively rare legal prosecu
tions for sodomy (the standard reference, Les Proces de sodomie au 16e, 1 7e, 
et J8e siecles, discusses only ten cases for a period stretching from 1540 to 
1789.)76 Because these are so rare, one gets the impression that the homosex
ual world of Paris was rather small. This may not be true, because historians 
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of France have not yet done the sort of digging necessary to uncover a large 
and socially complex homosexual subculture of clubs and coffee houses sim
ilar to that which Randolph Trumbach and Lawrence Stone have found in 
eighteenth-century London. 77 But on the other hand, it may be that homosex
uality was indeed in the eighteenth century "the English vice," and that there 
were no French equivalents to London's relatively large and visible gay world 
or of the increasingly open toleration of homosexual behavior which Stone 
found among the eighteenth-century English elite. The less rigid divisions be
tween male and female spheres in France, the prominence of leisure-time ac
tivities in which both sexes took part (the female-dominated salon, so impor
tant to both the social and intellectual worlds of eighteenth-century France, 
had no English counterpart), the absence of the English public school tradi
tion, and the prevalence of early heterosexual experiences among noble 
youths all may have given the sexual activities of at least the nobility of France 
a more heterosexual orientation than those of their English contemporaries. 
This is not to suggest that homosexuality was nonexistent among the French 
elite. Among those prosecuted for sodomy in the ten published cases were an 
ecuyer and two bourgeois. 78 Yet the memoir literature of the period suggests 
that transvestism, which appealed to the elite's obsession with role-playing in 
a society of changing social roles (see Rameau's Nephew), and voyeurism, 
increasingly fascinating as conceptions of privacy and prudery altered, were, 
rather than sodomy, the fashionable eighteenth-century French "vices ."  The 
haut monde of the salons had goodly numbers of Cardinals de Bemis and 
Chevaliers d'Eon, but seemingly few Oscar Wildes. 

Yet rumors of homosexual activities, especially between master and ser
vant, were plentiful. The ubiquitous Baron Pollnitz has his usual salacious 
anecdotes about Parisian lackeys: 

There are others of the menial class that enjoy the Favour of their Young 
Masters, in a Way so uncommon that one knows not what to think of it; and 
many of those young Gentlemen, forgetting the Respect that is due to their 
own Persons and their Families, make Parties at Supper with 'em, at which 
Time I fancy Conversation is the least Part of the Entertainment. But such is 
the Spirit of Debauchery, that has infected the Generality of the young Peo
ple at Court . 79 

Restif has tales of noble youths corrupted by their lackeys, for example, the 
beautiful young woman he followed at a carnival, who turned out to be a 
beautiful young man: "The youth wanted to run away. Two lackeys stopped 
him: they put him in a carriage . . . .  I draw a veil over the next episodes of 
this horrible story. Suffice it to say that the boy is today a homosexual; that he 
occupies a place at---, that this deadly adventure has caused, besides the 
loss of his morals, the despair of his parents."80 The libel/es also have tales of 
innocent lackeys corrupted by their masters: "The Count de Noail . . .  hav-
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ing taken some scandalous liberties with one of his lackeys, this country 
bumpkin knocked over Monseigneur with a slap that kept his lordship in bed 
for eight days . . . .  The lackey . . . is a Picard of the first order who had 
not yet been instructed how to serve a Spanish grandee, Knight of the Royal 
Orders, Lieutenant General, Governor of Versailles . . . .  "8 1 

But such tales apparently had little basis in fact. None of the published 
cases involved a master-servant relationship. The prevalence of rumors about 
such affairs therefore seems to have stemmed less from the facts than from 
their effectiveness as political propaganda. For whether they pictured the no
ble as the passive "effeminate" partner, traditionally the object of popular 
contempt,82  or as the debauched corrupter of innocent lower-class youth, the 
stories of the master-servant homosexual relationships conveyed powerful 
images of a nobility unfit to rule. Doubtless there was a homosexual milieu in 
Paris and other large French cities, and doubtless both masters and servants 
were a part of it. But the present, admittedly limited, state of research suggests 
that tales of male homosexual relationships within the household are simply 
that: tales with only a slight foundation in fact. 

With regard to lesbianism, the situation is reversed. There were probably 
more lesbian affairs between mistress and maid than there were rumors about 
them. What lesbianism there was in eighteenth-century France (and in the 
present state of research we have no idea how much) probably occurred within 
the household, for lesbians, on the one hand, lacked the public milieu in which 
male homosexuals could find partners, while, on the other hand, the tradi
tional closeness between mistress and maid may have encouraged physical 
intimacies to blossom. At any rate, the one lesbian affair for which we have 
evidence involved an employer and her servant. Parisian police records yield 
the story of La Marechale, a petty informer and spy whose specialty was help
ing prisoners buy their way out of jail. She obtained the release of one Gene
vieve Pounnier from La Salpetriere in exchange for her services as maid and 
sexual partner. When Pounnier complained of mistreatment to the police, La 
Marechale replied that "if she knew the pleasure two women could give to one 
another, she would give up Durot [her lover] and men would cease to mean 
anything at all to her. "SJ 

How many other such relationships existed we simply cannot know. Ru
mors about them are scarce, but this is probably because lesbianism did not 
provoke the public interest and indignation that male homosexuality did, for 
it was always considered more "innocent" and less sinful. 84 Also, rumors 
about lesbian affairs between mistress and servant lacked the social and politi
cal overtones that made those about mistress and male servant and master and 
man so titillating. To modern feminists lesbianism may be the ultimate chal
lenge to the patriarchal organization of society, but it did not appear so in the 
eighteenth century. In the Old Regime the alliance of two by definition subor
dinate members of a household was neither an affirmation nor a denial of the 
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patriarchal order. Therefore such an alliance attracted little attention. For, as 
we have seen, it was the fundamental premises of patriarchy that determined 
both how master and servant behaved toward each other sexually and how 
society viewed such behavior. 

Master-Servant Sexual Relationships 
after 1 750 

Sometime around 1750 a major change occurred in the legal position of 
domestic servants seduced by their masters. Whereas in the seventeenth and 
early eighteenth centuries it was assumed that any child born to a servant 
living under her master's roof was his unless he could prove otherwise, in the 
last decades of the Old Regime the master was no longer automatically held 
responsible: it was now up to the woman to prove his paternity.85  This change 
is indicative of the revolution in sexual relationships between master and ser
vant which came about with the disappearance of patriarchal conceptions of 
the household in the last half of the eighteenth century. By the eve of the 
Revolution masters had lost both their traditional rights over the bodies of 
their servants and their moral responsibility for their servants' conduct which 
had characterized the traditional patriarchal household. Servants were now 
considered free, independent, and adult human beings who were tied to their 
masters by the terms of their labor contract, but were otherwise totally re
sponsible for their own behavior. The sexuality of a servant was now his or her 
own property and responsibility, and no longer that of the master. Whereas 
domestic manuals of the Old Regime had ignored the problem of master
servant sex, those of postrevolutionary France treated it openly, and they 
stressed that it was the servant's responsibility to see that nothing untoward 
occurred. For example, Des Devoirs des serviteurs, des maitres, des parents, 
de tous /es hommes envers /'eglise et /'etat, published in Lyons in 1830, stated 
emphatically that if a master made unseemingly advances a servante should 
immediately "shake the dust of that household off her shoes," although it 
added reassuringly that such incidents were becoming increasingly rare. 86 This 
seems to have been true, for the disappearance of the master's traditional and 
quasi-legal right to the sexual favors of his servants spelled the disappearance 
of the subtle psychological encouragement this had given to sexual relation
ships between employer and domestic. 

Other factors involved in the decline of the patriarchal household also dis
couraged sex between master and servant. One was the rise of domesticity, 
with its emphasis on the joys of family life and of the love and devotion be
tween spouses. The notions of romantic love between husband and wife that 
appeared among the nobility and upper bourgeoisie in the late eighteenth 
century may not have made married men less inclined to be unfaithful to their 
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wives, although this is certainly possible. But they definitely made them more 
anxious to conceal their lapses from their loving spouses. Consequently illicit 
sexual adventures had to take place outside the home. The household, that 
nest of conjugal love and domestic felicity, was now a refuge from the dangers 
and corruptions of the outside world, and it was not to be sullied by sordid 
sexual encounters. The well-known if rather odd provision of the Code Napo
leon that allowed a wife to divorce her husband if he forced her to share a 
house with his mistress is a testimony to the new inviolability of the conjugal 
nest. 

Another aspect of the decline of the patriarchal household which contrib
uted to the decline of sexual relationships between masters and servants was 
the emergence of new standards of privacy and decorum. By the late eigh
teenth century the standards of decorum that we now associate with the nine
teenth century were beginning to emerge. The major bodily functions were 
now considered shameful and performed in isolation; private (let alone pub
lic) nakedness was avoided as much as possible. In the sixteenth century 
Christophe de Bordeaux had his Chambriere a tout faire say of her mistress, "I 
have often seen her nude, but it's all one between her and me."87 But in the 
1780s Marie Antoinette wore a shift when bathing in front of her servants. 88 

As the body was hidden from the gaze of servants, so too was the heart. The 
newly affectionate nuclear family wanted to enjoy its domestic happiness in 
private, and did its best to conceal its emotional life from the prying eyes of 
servants. In the seventeenth century Mme. de Cornuel made her maid her 
confidante in her love affairs, and even shared her lover with her. But in the 
1780s Princess Louise de Conde lived in terror that her servants would dis
cover her quite innocent epistolary flirtation.89 By the eve of the Revolution 
servants had lost their old role as witnesses and accomplices in the most inti
mate details of their masters' lives. This not only reduced the moments of 
intimate contact which had earlier provided occasions for sexual relationships 
between master and servants, but also divested domestics of that aura of sexu
ality which had made them so attractive to their masters. 

The result of all of these changes within the patriarchal household was a 
massive transformation of the sexual habits of the elite. Upper-class men in
creasingly refrained from seducing lower-class women, and when they did, 
they increasingly chose as their sexual partners women outside the home
street peddlers, couturieres, prostitutes-rather than their servants. The de
clarations, analyzed in table 26, indicate that the proportion of women se
duced by their social superiors decreased over the course of the eighteenth 
century, as did the proportion of cases involving master-servant relationships, 
while a growing proportion of women chose a sexual partner from their own 
social class. Of the female servants who made declarations in the years 
1727-49, 32 .8 percent claimed their master or some other gentleman as the 
author of their pregnancies, while in the period from 1750-89 only 26.9 per
cent did so. (see table 14) . And of the upper class men cited in the declarations, 
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TABLE 26 

Patterns of Illicit Relationships, Provence, 1727-89 (in %) 

1727-49 

Women seduced by upper-class men 
Women seduced by lower-class men 
Short-term encounters 

28.7% 
66.5 
4.7 

796 

(4.5)' 

N 

Sources: See Bibliography, section I, C. 
'Numbers in parentheses indicate servants seduced by masters. 

1750---89 

I 9.4% (3.6) 
71.2 
9.3 

1,772 

41.9 percent chose servants as their sexual partners in the first part of the 

eighteenth century, while only 34.5 percent did so in the years from 1750 to 

1789. 
These patterns are visible in other samples of declarations as well. In De

pauw's from Nantes the proportion of illegitimacies resulting from sexual re

lationships between master and servant shows a dramatic drop, plunging from 

36 percent in 1737-46 to 9 percent in 1780-87.90 Historians have long noticed 
these trends but they have consistently misinterpreted them. Edward Shorter 

used Depauw's findings as part of his evidence for a revolution in the sexual 

mores of lower-class women. He argued that this revolution had its roots in a 

rejection of traditional values fueled by industrialization and urbanization, 
was characterized by a search for personal fulfillment through sexual plea

sure, and had as its ultimate result the rising rate of illegitimacy in the nine

teenth century. Ever since then these statistics have been interpreted as show
ing a rejection by lower-class women of the sexual advances of upper-class 

men in favor of relationships with presumably younger and more attractive 
men of their own social class.91 But the controversy that grew out of Shorter's 
hypothesis of a sexual revolution has, I think, proven conclusively that the 

sexual attitudes of lower-class women did not change during the late eight
eenth or indeed during most of the nineteenth century. Levels of illegitimacy 

seem to have been characterized by immense local variations that grew out of 

traditional courtship customs and persisted even through industrialization 
and urbanization. 92 This persistence of traditional modes of behavior in new 

economic conditions seems to have caused the rise in illegitimacy in the late 
eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries.93 And when the lower classes finally 

did discard their traditional modes of behavior, they apparently did so not in 
order to assume the individualism and hedonism Shorter postulated, but in
stead to adopt a middle-class family-centered domesticity.94 In the face of 
this evidence, it seems sensible to turn our attention to the other side of the 
equation, and to interpret the changing patterns of the declarations as the 
result of a transformation of the sexual behavior of upper-class men rather 
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than lower-class women. The changes that had revolutionized master-servant 
relationships within the houshold probably made women domestics less at
tractive sexually to their masters, and men of the upper classes increasingly 
sought partners for their illicit sexual activities outside the home. This is not to 
say that sexual relationships between masters and servants disappeared com
pletely. Anne Martin-Fugier's study of late-nineteenth-century Parisian 
bonnes shows that they were still common in that period.95 Indeed, sexual 
abuse remains one of the hazards of domestic service to this day, as reports of 
the sexual exploitation of so-called Tiajuana maids (illegal Mexican immi
grants employed as domestic workers in southern California) attests. None
theless, the evidence of tables 24 and 25 suggests that in late-eighteenth
century France and probably in the early nineteenth century as well, sexual 
relationships persisted longest in the sorts of households where they had al
ways been most common: the small households of petty rural landowners and 
urban artisans. But employers of servants among the urban elite increasingly 
sought alternative sexual outlets. One of these was the couturiere, who in the 
last half of the eighteenth century made her first timid appearance on the 
sexual stage. The assistant in the shop of a dressmaker or purveyor of other 
aspects of feminine finery, she copied as well as she could the dress and 
manners of women of fashion, and this made her attractive to upper-class 
men-and to male servants who aped their masters' tastes. In my sample of 
declarations from Bordeaux, 1.5 percent of the seduced women were coutu
rieres, and of these 24 percent had upper-class lovers and another 4 7 percent 
had been made pregnant by male servants.96 

The ultimate beneficiary of the sexual reorientation of men of the upper 
classes was, however, the prostitute. Prostitution increased dramatically in 
the nineteenth century. Most of this increase had its roots in the changes that 
urbanization and industrialization brought to women's work in the nineteenth 
century, changes that made more and more women depend on prostitution for 
survival.97 But the increased demand of gentlemen of the elite for the services 
of prostitutes also was a factor. Indeed, Alain Corbin argues in Les Fil/es de 
noce, his extremely perceptive study of prostitution in nineteenth-century 
France, that it was the growing demand from gentlemen of the elite that trig
gered the major change reshaping prostitution in the late nineteenth century: 
its transformation from the pattern inherited from the Old Regime of casual 
and part-time "amateur" and uncontrolled prostitution practiced by lower
class women for economic survival to a closed and organized profession that 
catered to the sexual fantasies of its increasingly middle-class clientele.98 By 
the 1880s, when this transformation was complete, the sexual reorientation of 
the male members of the French bourgeoisie was obvious: the focus of their 
illicit sexual lives had shifted from the household to the brothel. The moneti
zation of servants' work had therefore an ironic parallel in a monetization of 
sexual activity: just as masters now had to pay their servants for the labor they 
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had formerly expected as a duty, they now had to pay for the sexual services 
that had formerly been their "right." 

For in the course of the nineteenth century the prostitute took over the 
sexual functions formerly performed by the female servant. It was the prosti
tute who now provided the sexual initiation of the young men of the elite, 
ceremoniously introduced to brothels in their mid-teens by doting uncles or 
their school fellows. In one nineteenth-century survey 47 percent of the male 
respondents said they had received their sexual initiation from a prostitute.99 

The prostitute now also provided the sexual outlet of the unmarried student or 
clerk. The menage of a bourgeois bachelor and his demimondaine mistress is a 
fixture of nineteenth-century literature, as the novels of Huysmans and Al
phonse Daudet attest. 1 00 The prostitute also became in the nineteenth century 
the ancillary amour of the respectable married man, as visits to the brothel 
grew to be a standard part of "Jes depenses de Monsieur" among the French 
bourgeoisie. 101 And the prostitute even took over one final sexual role which 
had fallen to the servant: that of literary symbol of unbridled sexuality. The 
ultimate hedonist in nineteenth-century literature was not a servant: she was 
Zola'a Nana. The transformation of relationships within the household in the 
last half of the eighteenth century had stripped servants of their aura of sexual
ity, and therefore they ceased to haunt their master's erotic fantasies. 1 02 By the 
nineteenth century the traditional patriarchal household was gone, and with it 
the sexual tensions which had formerly bulked so large in the relationship 
between master and servant. 
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Relationsh ips between 
Servants and Their 
Masters ' Ch ildren 

� 

My mother . . .  neglected me a little, and left me too much 
to the care of the women [servants}, who neglected me also. 

-La Vie de Mme. J.M.B. de la Mathe Guion, ecrite par e//e-meme 

The child is not for one hour in the fortnight left 
to the servants; I never take a step without her. 

-Mme. Roland, writing of her daughter Eudora, to 
M. Birville, April 28, 1 785,  in Memoires de Mme. Roland 

Probably the most intimate and psy
chologically important of all relationships between master and servant were 
those which developed between the children of the elite and the domestics who 
cared for them. Before the last decades of the Old Regime, child-raising in 
most noble and bourgeois households was left almost totally to servants, as 
the quote from the autobiography of the seventeenth-century mystic Mme. de 
la Mothe Guyon suggests. Even in the 1 760s, '70s and '80s, when women like 
Mme. Roland became converts to the cults of domesticity and motherhood, 
and began to breast-feed their infants and supervise their children's upbring
ing, household servants still played major roles in child-rearing. The psycho
logical influence of these surrogate parents over their charges was far
reaching. The sort of emotional bond a child developed with the domestics 
who cared for him-cold and distant, or warm and loving-was crucial for the 
future development of his personality. The nature of a child's relationship 
with the household servants also often determined how he would treat his own 
servants in later life, and indeed it may have helped shape his attitudes and 
behavior toward all of his social inferiors. Thus relationships between child 
and domestic did not, like our other "special case," sex between master and 
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servant, simply reflect the broader patterns of relationships within the house
hold: they also helped to form them. The relationships between servants and 
the children of the household were a vital, though as yet little explored and 
acknowledged, factor in the social and even political history of the Old 
Regime. 

Child-Raising in the 
Patriarchal Household: The Nourrice 

The role of servants in child-rearing began almost at the moment of birth, 
when the newborn infant was handed over to a hired wet nurse, or nourrice. 
The predilection of French mothers for employing wet nurses instead of them
selves suckling their children is well known. The custom was deep-rooted in 
France-Paris had a bureau of recommanderesses, which arranged for the 
hiring of nurses, as early as the thirteenth century-and the practice lingered, 
despite the total disapproval of the medical profession, until after 1900. 1 In the 
eighteenth century the hiring of nourrices was customary not just among the 
aristocracy but throughout the bourgeoisie and the artisanate as well. 

The reasons for the prevalence of wet-nursing were many and various. It 
was, of course, a necessity if the mother's milk failed, since no adequate substi
tute nutrient for children was known. To be sure, a few hardy babies thrived 
on alternative diets. In the sixteenth century the infant Thomas Platter was 
given cow's milk successfully, and in 1739 the future Mme. de Genlis was fed a 
mixture of rye bread and watered wine passed through a sieve.2 But children 
who could live on such food were definitely the exception rather than the rule. 
Other motives for wet-nursing were economic: in artisanal families the moth
er's labor was so vital to the family economy that she could not afford to be 
incapacitated through nursing. Still others were social: nursing was consid
ered a "vulgar" and "degrading" undertaking which ruined the figures and 
strained the supposedly delicate constitutions of aristocratic mothers. The 
hiring of a wet nurse also allowed a father to enjoy a quick resumption of his 
marital privileges, something that would have been impossible had the mother 
herself suckled the child, given the folk taboos against sexual intercourse dur
ing lactation. And putting children out to nurse spared the parents the sight of 
their suffering if they died, an all too likely eventuality in the seventeenth 
century, when one-quarter of all babies born died before their first birthday.3 

Thus the hiring of a wet nurse was both a necessity and a convenience for 
parents, and it formed the logical beginning of a pattern of child-rearing in 
which almost all of the care and nurturing was done not by the child's mother 
and father but instead by hired lower-class parental surrogates, the domestic 
servants. 
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Whether or not the nourrice herself was a servant was a question of some 
complexity during the Old Regime. Nurses, like gardeners, were one of those 
fringe groups which hovered on the edge of domesticity, sometimes defined in 
law and practice as servants and sometimes not.4 The difficulty arose because 
while some nourrices moved into their employers' households to perform their 
duties, more often the child was sent to the nurse's home. Live-in nurses were 
rare, and they were usually found only in the households of the aristocracy. 
There were only eleven in Toulouse in 1695, and of these seven were employed 
by nobles or officeholders.5 Even noble families often employed a live-in 
nourrice only for the eldest son, putting all the other children out to nurse (this 
was the custom in the family of the future Cardinal de Bemis, for example).6 

The few live-in nurses were in the eyes of the law true domestic servants, at 
least according to M. Salle, an avocat who discussed the problem in 1759.7 
Their employers paid a capitation for them, as they did for their other ser
vants, and they were subject to the jurisdiction of the police des domestiques. 
But nurses who took infants into their homes had no legal ties to parents, and 
were mere hired waged laborers in the eyes of the law. 

In practice, however, these distinctions blurred, and all nurses were consid
ered the servants of their employers. Indeed, they were the one sort of servant 
acknowledged to have a special emotional tie with their masters that went 
beyond that of the reciprocal duties of the patriarchal household. Nursing was 
thought to create a sort of mystical bond between a child and the woman who 
fed him. A baby was thought to absorb the personality traits of his nurse when 
he drank her "whitened blood"; he became in this way as much her child as his 
parents'. As one seventeenth-century doctor, Jacques Guillemeau, put it: "It is 
an accepted thing that milk . . .  has the power to make children resemble 
their nurses in mind and body, just as the seed makes them resemble their 
mother and father."8 This resemblance supposedly accounted for the affection 
nurse and child sometimes felt for each other. The baby was in a sense the 
nurse's child, and this meant that he incurred certain filial obligations toward 
her. His nurse (and indeed her whole family) therefore became his relatives 
and dependents. The French nobility apparently took this obligation se
riously. Mme. de Chastenay's mother took her nurse's elderly father into her 
household and cared for him in his old age.9 An especially strong emotional 
bond was thought to exist between the child and hisfrere or soeur de la it-the 
nurse's child who shared his or her mother's milk with the stranger. Suckled at 
the same time by the same woman, these babies supposedly acquired similar 
personality traits through the milk they imbibed. Their temperments were 
thought to match perfectly, much more closely than those of blood siblings, 
making thefrere de lait the ideal future servant for his young master or mis
tress. Some indeed eventually played this role. A certain Weber, son of a 
Viennese magistrate andfrere de lait of Marie Antoinette, joined her house
hold as a superior sort of servant when she married, accompanied her to 
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France, and remained with her to the end, heroically defending her against 
revolutionary crowds-at least according to his memoirs. 1 0 

The role milk supposedly played in the formation of a child's personality 
made the selection of a nurse a matter of vital importance. Obviously the ideal 
nurse would have abundant milk, and would be free of diseases which she 
might transmit to the nursling. She should also be free of undesirable charac
ter traits which might be passed on to the child: nervous, vicious, and melan
cholic nurses were to be avoided at all costs. Other factors to consider when 
choosing a nurse were her age (between twenty-five and thirty years was con
sidered best), the sex of her baby (mothers of boys supposedly produced better 
milk than mothers of girls), the length of time after delivery (right after birth a 
mother's milk was thought to be thin and watery; it thickened and became 
more nourishing as time went on), and the nurse's diet (English doctors rec
ommended white bread, veal, mutton, poultry, and fruits; pickles and spices 
were to be avoided because they heated the milk and made it hard to digest). 1 1  

Nurses seeking employment were always careful to specify such characteris
tics as their age and the birth date of their child in their newspaper 
advertisements: 

A woman of thirty, with a healthy complexion, of good morals, and newly 
delivered , wishes to find a child to nurse . . .  (Journal de Guienne, Sep
tember 24, 1 784.) 

A nurse, aged eighteen, who is ready to wean twins, of whom she was deliv
ered six months ago, desires to find a child to nurse. (Journal de Guienne, 
February 28, 1 786) 

But in fact the process of finding a nurse was a haphazard undertaking. 
Nurs·es were quite scarce, certainly much more so than other servants, and 
their scarcity was reflected in their higher wages. In the 1650s a nurse received 
twenty livres per year, more than twice the salary of a servante, and during the 
Revolution nourrices charged twenty livres per month, while maidservants 
got seventy-five livres per year. 1 2  Because wet nurses were so hard to come by, 
parents tended to hire the first one they found, accepting any woman pro
duced by a newspaper advertisement or a bureau des recommanderesses with 
no questions asked. 1 3 As M. de Chamousset noted disapprovingly in 1787, 
despite the importance of the nurse to the health and well-being of their child, 
most parents "do more research when it is a question of hiring a servante than 
when they choose a nourrice" and hire any "newly arrived woman about 
whom nothing is known." ' 4 

Similar insouciance characterized parental attitudes throughout the nurs
ing process. Parents were extraordinarily incurious about the care their chil
dren received. Those of Mme. de Gentis, for example, never discovered that 
the nurse they had hired for their daughter was pregnant and therefore without 
milk and that she fed the baby exclusively on solid food-even though both 
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infant and nurse were living under their roof ! 1 5 Parents whose children were 
sent away to nurse seemed to have rarely visited them, or even inquired after 
their progress. And when they did discover something wrong, they were reluc
tant to do anything about it, for it was thought dangerous to interfere with the 
bond between nurse and nursling. It was proverbial wisdom in the Old Regime 
that a child's nurse should not be changed if that could possibly be avoided; 
Louis Liger, in an agricultural manual written in 1700, advised against chang
ing tenant farmers, "because lands are like infants, who never prosper from a 
change of nurse." 1 6 

This parental indifference, stemming both from the superstitions surround
ing the nursing bond and from the parents' reluctance to become too attached 
to their fragile infants, so liable to die, left the nourrice free to care for the child 
as she pleased. We know little about how nurses treated the infants in their 
care, for neither the evidence of doctors, who had their own professional rea
sons for attacking the wet-nursing system, nor that of memoirs, written by 
adults recalling experiences that happened when they were too young to re
member, is really trustworthy. Yet these are all we have. They suggest that 
nourrices were extremely careless and neglectful of their charges, although 
this neglect was occasionally punctuated by loving indulgences that could in 
their own way be equally dangerous for the future physical and psychological 
health of the infants. 

The system of sending a child out to a wet nurse contained hazards to the 
infant's health which even the most loving care could not prevent. Babies often 
died of starvation or exposure before they even reached their nurse. Newborn 
infants were usually not fed until they arrived at their nurse's home. It was 
customary to send a child off chez nourrice immediately after baptism, which 
usually took place the day after birth. 1 7  But sometimes the delay was longer. 
One Helie Robert, son of a lieutenant of the election of Saintes, was born on 
May 30, 1642, but not sent out to his nurse, a master mason's wife. until June 
3. Probably the only nourishment he received in the interval was a little sugar 
water. 1 8 And the journey itself, often made in an open wagon in inclement 
weather, was frequently dangerous for the child's health. 

If the child survived the perils of his first journey, the next challenge he 
faced was getting enought to eat. It was not easy to achieve a proper "match" 
between the baby and the nurse's milk and establish a successful nursing bond. 
Infants often found the milk of their hired wet nurse indigestible. A well
known example is the infant Louis XIII, who went through three different 
nourrices and almost died of starvation before he achieved a satisfactory nurs
ing relationship. 1 9 Often, too, a nurse's milk failed, either because of ill-health, 
undernourishment, overwork, or because the nurse, contrary to all medical 
advice, slept with her husband and became pregnant. Unwilling to give up 
their lucrative employment, nourrices regularly concealed their loss of milk 
and fed their charges indigestible solid food. The infant Samuel Du Pont de 
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Nemours almost died at the hands of his wet nurse, who "had no milk at all 
and gave me only bouillie" (the unappetizing mixture of flour or bread soaked 
in water or wine which was the major alternative to human milk for babies).20 

The future Cardinal de Bemis was also cared for by a milkless nourrice; he was 
fed exclusively on "a soup of cauliflower and lard," to which he attributed his 
subsequent lifelong good health.21 

The possibility of starvation was only one of the perils an infant faced en 
nourrice. There was also the danger of serious infection, for nurses frequently 
took on babies even when they themselves were ill. The sister of Alexandrine 
des Echerolles was mentally retarded; her family was convinced that this was 
caused by the mercury her nourrice took to cure her syphilis.22 In addition to 
illness, infants might fall victim to a variety of accidental injuries. Jacques 
Guillemeau, a doctor and partisan of maternal breast-feeding, summed these 
up early in the seventeenth century: "The welfare of infants is left to the discre
tion of [the nurse], who by accident could suffocate it, or let it fall (the fall 
killing it instantly), or let it be eaten, bitten or disfigured by some beast, wolf 
or dog. "23 To which we can add death or injury by burning, drowning, or other 
household accidents. Nurses seem to have been incredibly careless and callous 
about the safety and welfare of the children entrusted to them, so much so that 
Claude Fleury in his handbook for servants felt it necessary to warn nourrices 
that "the life and death of infants lie in their hands, and that if they die by their 
fault, they are guilty of homicide in the eyes of God."24 This carelessness is 
understandable. These peasants' wives were busy women who had to cook, 
clean, sew, do their share of the endless farm chores, and tend to the needs of 
their husbands and children. And after all the baby was not theirs; indeed, he 
was all too often the reason that their own child had to be denied necessary 
sustenance and care. But understandable as it was, carelessness took a high 
toll in infant lives. In Lyons on the eve of the Revolution, of the 6,000 babies 
born each year, between I ,500 and 2,200 died en nourrice.25 

Those children lucky enough to stay alive during their nursing period were 
apt to emerge from it with grave psychological damage. Modern child psy
chologists such as Erik Erikson and John Bowlby emphasize that the expe
riences of the first months of life are vital for the formation of the future adult 
personality.26 Especially important is the nursing experience. When infants 
nurse, they not only take in the nourishment necessary to sustain life-they 
also make their first explorations of the world outside themselves and their 
first attempts at human relationships. It is essential that these efforts meet a 
warm and loving response. But such a response is exactly what was missing in 
the lives of most infants in the seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries. As 
we have seen, getting nourishment was itself immensely difficult. The delay in 
the beginning of feeding, the problems of adjusting to the nurse's milk, and the 
frequent substitution for milk of indigestible solid food must have inspired in 
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many infants what Erikson called a state of "oral pessimism": a deeply rooted 
conviction that the world is cold, cruel, and unloving, 27 

This sense of pessimism was probably reinforced by the response these 
infants received to their first efforts at reaching out to others. Nourrices seem 
to have paid as little attention to the emotional needs of their charges as they 
did to their physical safety. Babies were swaddled, a practice that produced 
acute sensory deprivation and therefore retarded both their motor develop
ment and the growth of their intelligence.28 For long periods they were left 
alone, lying in their excrement, which was thought to be good for them.29 
Nurses seem rarely to have cuddled, caressed, or cooed over their nurslings, 
but instead just left them to cry. Du Pont de Nemours wrote of his nurse that 
she was "neither good, nor careful, nor attached to me . . . .  She let me make 
myself sick with crying, and with [my] irritable disposition that was very dan
gerous."30 One wonders how he remembered this, but nevertheless it was 
probably true. The frequent suggestions in servants' handbooks and child
raising manuals that nourrices pick up and caress their charges and sing to 
them and play with them imply that these practices were quite rare.3 1  This lack 
of love, caresses, and responsive care for their bodily needs could only have 
deepened in children their conviction that the world was cruel and unloving. 
Even the rare indulgences of nurses could be harmful psychologically. Ac
cording to contemporary doctors, many nurses fed their charges on demand, 
whenever they cried, whether they were hungry or not, in keeping with folk 
beliefs, natural to a society of scarcity, that a fat baby was a healthy baby. But 
such overfeeding frequently caused digestive upsets and increased the psycho
logical perils of weaning.32 Occasionally nurslings became the pets of their 
foster families, but this too could have its dangers. The infant Du Pont de 
Nemours was the favorite companion of his nourrice's husband, who showed 
his affection by taking the infant along to the cabaret and giving it eau-de-vie 
to drink!33 And of course, the stronger the attachment that developed between 
the child and his nurse and her family the more painful was the inevitable 
parting, when, anywhere from the age of twelve months to three years, the 
baby was weaned and sent home to its parents.34 Figure 9, Les Adieux a la 
nourrice, by Etienne Aubry, captures the poignancy of the moment : when the 
mother takes the child, the baby struggles and looks longingly back at its 
nurse. 

Retarded motor development, "oral pessimism," weaning traumas, and an 
overwhelming sense of the world as cold, cruel, and unloving: such were the 
legacies of an infancy spent en nourrice. Historians have repeatedly pointed 
out that such infantile experiences were a perfect apprenticeship for the cold 
and unloving world of the seventeenth century: they produced adults who 
were suspicious, prone to violence, and incapable of forming warm and loving 
relationships with other human beings-in other words, ideal citizens of tradi-
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FIGURE 9. Etienne Aubry, Les Adieux a la nourrice. Reproduced by permission 
of the Sterling and Francine Clark Art Institute, Williamstown, Massachusetts .  

The pains of parting from a wet-nurse. The peasant couple, with their fine 
clothes and cottage resembling a Roman ruin, is hopelessly romanticized . 

tional patriarchal society. 35 Such infantile experiences also served as a suitable 
beginning to the typical noble childhood of the seventeenth century, a child
hood spent in the hands of servants whose care of their charges was similar to 
that of the nourrice: unsuitable indulgences punctuating long stretches of 
neglect. 

Care for the Toddler: The Gouvernante 

Upon return home from the nourrice the childhood experiences of the no
bility began to diverge from those of other classes. Most children from social 
classes above the peasantry or the urban poor shared the physical and psycho
logical perils of being put out to nurse. But only the offspring of the nobility 
and the upper levels of the office-holding bourgeoisie returned home to the 
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hands of hired servants, as table 27 suggests. This shows that in Toulouse at 
least most specialized children's servants were found in such households, es
pecially in the eighteenth century, when the wage rise and other rising costs of 
servant-keeping made the employment of domestics by the lower bourgeoisie 
and artisanate increasingly rare. 

Youngsters from households that did not employ special servants for chil
dren faced a difficult period of adjustment when they returned from their 
nurses. They were confronted with a new environment, a new mother figure, 
and new and usually stricter standards of behavior. Mme. Roland remem
bered all her life her troubles in adjusting to her parents' home. Her mother 
and father laughed at her amazement at her first sight of a street light, and she 
disgraced herself because she had not been taught to use a chamber pot. 36 

Similarly, Du Pont de Nemours recalled vividly his parents' shock when he 
first asked for his customary drink of eau-de-vie. 37 But once the initial period 
of adjustment was over, such children usually settled into a fairly warm and 
close relationship with their mothers. To be sure, child-raising in the seven
teenth and early eighteenth centuries had its elements of harshness-the beat
ings to break the child's will, for example. 38 But there is little real evidence that 
mothers were cruel or neglectful. Both Mme. Roland and Du Pont de Nem
ours became very attached to their mothers and had happy memories of their 
childhood. 

But the children of the nobility and the office-holding bourgeoisie faced a 
different situation. They returned not to the arms of loving parents but to the 
hands of hired servants. Therefore their initial adjustment was easier, but ul
timately their childhoods were bleaker and psychologically more damaging. 

The first servant that the noble child encountered when he or she returned 
was the gouvernante, or nursemaid, who had charge of the child from the end 
of the nursing period until the age of seven. Before Rousseau described in 
Emile the development of intelligence during infancy, young children were 
considered incapable of learning, and therefore the gouvernante's responsi-

TABLE 27 

Employment of Children's Servants in Toulouse, by Households, 1 695, 1 750, and 1 789 

1 695 1 750 1 789 

N G p T N G p T N G p T 

Nobility 7 8 29 44 0 5 0 5 0 1 6  I 1 7  
M iddle class I 0 33 34 0 I 0 I 0 7 I 8 
Lower class 3 I 5 9 0 0 0 0 0 I 0 1 

Total I I  9 67 87 0 6 0 6 0 24 2 26 

Sources: See Bibliography, section I, A, I .  
Nore: N = nourrice, G = gouvernante, P = precepreur, and T =total. 
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bilities centered primarily on her charge's physical well-being rather than on 
intellectual or moral training. Chard in, who posed his La Gouvernante (figure 
I 0) brushing her young master's hat instead of hearing his lessons, understood 
this. The duties of a governess, according to Audiger's La Maison reglee of 
1692, were to feed and clothe the children of the household, keep them, their 
clothes, and their rooms clean, make certain that they woke up and went to 
bed at proper hours, and see that they did not suffocate or approach too near 
the fire. She was also to teach them to pray and take them to Mass, to allow no 
"naughty" or "bizarre" behavior, and to discipline them "without harshness," 
but these responsibilities were clearly secondary to those involving the clean
liness and health of her charges.39 Indeed the gouvernante was more akin to a 
housemaid than to our modern notion of a governess. Often she had other 
duties in the household besides child care. She might act as femme de chambre 
for her mistress, or care for the household linens, as the following advertise
ment shows: "One seeks a femme de chambre, fit at the same time to be a 
gouvernante d'enfans [sic], having good recommendations [and] knowing 
how to work in linen and to iron; wages will be proportionate to her talents" 
(Journal de Guienne, January 28, 1789). 

If the duties of a gouvernante scarcely differed from those of a housemaid, 
neither did her qualifications. Young girls looking for work seem to have 
viewed the jobs as interchangeable, advertising for positions as either Ji/le 

d'enfants or femme de charge, and citing skill at ironing and working in linen 
as their only recommendations.40 Gouvernantes, like most servantes, were 
very young; Chardin's earnest adolescent in The Young Gouvernante in the 
National Gallery is a charming example of the species.4 1 Again like most ser
vantes, they were usually uneducated. The gouvernante of Mme. de la Tour du 
Pin, who as we shall see had immense influence over her charge, was a peasant 
who could neither read nor write.42 Gouvernantes also enjoyed a reputation 
for sexual promiscuity even above and beyond that of other servants; so no
torious was their conduct that the name gouvernante was often used as a 
synonym for "mistress" in the Old Regime.43 That an unskilled, uneducated, 
and perhaps promiscuous teen-ager had complete responsibility for the care 
of their young child seems not to have worried noble parents. The one quality 
they might insist upon in a gouvernante was a good French accent, so that 
their children would be exposed to proper pronunciation when they learned to 
talk. Candidates for the position advertised themselves as "speaking good 
French," or, shorthand for this, "Parisienne" (a great attraction in provincial 
towns like Bordeaux and Toulouse).44 Restif in his Les Contemporains had a 
former governess exclaim, as she recalled her days in the nursery, "Dame! i' 
fallat voir, en c'temps-la, comme j'parlais frarn;ois !"45 But apart from insis
tence on proper French, parents seem to have paid little attention to the quali
fications or qualities of the young women who cared for their children. 



FIGURE 1 0. Jean-Baptiste-Simeon Chardin, The Nursemaid / La Gouvernante. 
Reproduced by permission of the National Gallery of Canada, Ottawa . 

A gouvernante and her charge. The boy's solemnity suggests some of the lone
liness and unhappiness of noble children raised by neglectful servants . 
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Education of the Noble Youth: 
The Precepteur 

Only when a child reached the age of seven was he or she considered educa
ble; only then was his or her adult personality thought to take shape. The age 
of seven was an important watershed for children: they ceased to wear baby 
clothes, they received their first lessons, and, in the case of noble children, new 
servants were hired for them, servants who would educate them as well as see 
to their bodily needs. 46 This change was more radical for boys than girls, since 
noblewomen were thought to need little in the way of education apart from 
domestic skills and the social graces. This had not always been true. In the 
early seventeenth century, when the Renaissance ideal of the educated no
blewoman still lingered, girls might be given a male tutor who trained them 
rigorously in the classics. Mme. de Sevigne, who, as we have seen, flirted with 
her tutor, Gilles Menage, is a good example.47 But the triumph of Counter
Reformation notions of female piety and domesticity put an end to this sort of 
education for women, and in the eighteenth century most noblewomen were 
taught only the basics of reading and writing, domestic skills like sewing and 
embroidery, and social accomplishments like dancing.48 They might be "edu
cated" in a convent or in a boarding school like the famous St. Cyr. Often, 
however, they simply remained at home with their gouvernantes (who meta
morphosed into ladies-maids as their mistresses grew older) and were taught 
by a series of visiting masters. In the 1780s, for example, the daughter of the 
Due de Fitz-James had six different masters to teach her English grammar, 
history and geography, music, dancing, and the clavichord. Her dancing mas
ter was paid twice as much as the man who taught her history and geog
raphy.49 Almost the sole recommendation of this sort of education was that it 
gave noble girls the reassurance of having around them as they grew up the 
same servants who had cared for them in early childhood. 

For noble boys, however, the age of seven brought a drastic change of 
personnel. They left their gouvernantes behind, often with tears (like poor 
Elzear, son of the Comtesse de Sa bran, who did not eat or sleep for three days 
and nights after his governess was sent away), 50 and passed "into the hands of 
men" to begin their educations. They were given a precepteur, or tutor, who 
either taught them the basic skills until they could be sent to a college (board
ing school) at the age of ten or eleven, or, if education at home was preferred, 
had complete charge of their pupils until they reached manhood. The choice 
between education at home or at school was a complicated one, and through
out the Old Regime books were published with titles like L'Honneste gar<;on 
( 1642), De L'Education christienne des enfants ( 1666), De L' Education d'un 
;eune seigneur ( 1728) and A vantages de /'education des coleges sur l'educasion 
domestique ( 1740), 5 1 full of advice on the thorny problems of choosing be-
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tween tutor and college and picking the right precepteur. The arguments such 
books gave in favor of the college were primarily moral, not educational: a 
college provided greater surveillance and control of behavior, and above all, it 
kept noble youths out of the hands of servants, who might corrupt them with 
their bad examples. (" A child is a sort of monkey, who imitates everything he 
sees," one book cautioned parents; if he is overly exposed to servants he will 
begin acting like them.)52  In fact, however, social status more than anything 
else seems to have influenced these choices. The appeal of colleges grew during 
the eighteenth century, and it was especially strong among the provincial robe 
nobility and the anoblis and bourgeois officeholders who aped their style of 
life.53 Consequently in towns like Toulouse where these social groups domi
nated the private tutor virtually disappeared. As table 27 shows, in 1695, sixty
seven precepteurs were employed in Toulouse, but by 1750 there were none.54 

But while certain colleges like La Fleche and Louis-le-Grand were fashionable 
among the highest levels of the nobility, most court nobles preferred to keep 
their sons protected from the prospect of mingling with anoblis and had them 
educated at home by tutors.ss 

Advice books maintained that the primary qualities to look for in a tutor 
were moral ones: "probity, gentleness, sincerity, moderation, compassion, 
candor, [and] justice" made up one formidable list.56 In the seventeenth cen
tury education was thought to consist of two parts, education (moral training) 
and instruction (reading, writing, etc.), and the former was far more impor
tant than the latter. 57 This was especially true for young men of rank, who, 
unlike future lawyers or officials, had little need of book learning, but who 
needed to learn how to be good and kindly masters to their families, servants, 
and underlings.58 Therefore it was more important that the precepteur of a 
young lord be moral than learned. Intellectuals were "corrupt and un
disciplined" -and anyway, specialized masters could always be hired to fill in 
any gaps in the tutor's knowledge. 59 It was for their moral qualities that elderly 
clergymen like the one portrayed in Nicolas de Largilliere's A Young Man 
with His Tutor (figure 11) were preferred to the younger and probably more 
intelligent seminarians and law students who were the other obvious candi
dates. The Comte Dufort de Cheverny remembered his tutor, the elderly Abbe 
Pupin, as "a very good man, but not very bright."60 

Many tutors, however, did not have even goodness to recommend them. 
Despite the reams of advice literature, noble parents seem to have paid no 
more attention to the choice of a precepteur than they did to that of a gouver
nante or nourrice. Memoir after memoir of noblemen of the Old Regime 
chronicles a woefully neglected education administered by a totally unsuitable 
precepteur. Charles Pinot-Duclos recalled: "My father apparently thought 
that a son was not an heir, because he was never concerned with my education: 
he trusted that I would learn from experience. I was given one of those tutors 
who come directly from a bureau d 'adresse, who became just one more servant 



FIGURE 1 1 . Nicolas de Largilliere, A Young Man and His Tutor. Reproduced 
by permission, Samuel H. Kress Collection, National Gallery of Art, 

Washington. 

A seventeenth-century noble youth and his elderly clergyma,1 tutor. 
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to me."6 1 Similarly, Comte Alexandre de Tilly wrote of his father, "He occu
pied himself very little with my education . . . .  I was left to the valets, and to 
a sort of precepteur who resembled them in most respects."62 The precepteur 
of the Due de Lauzun actually was a valet: 

The difficulty of finding me a good tutor prompted my father to confide my 
care to a lackey of my late mother, who knew how to read and write pass
ably, and who was honored with the title of valet de chambre to give him 
more respect. I was also given all kinds of the most fashionable masters, but 
M. Roch (that was the name of my mentor) was not able to direct their les
sons and give me the means to profit from them. He contented himself with 
passing on to me his talent for penmanship, which was a great source of van
ity to him. Here he succeeded very well. At the same time he taught me to 
read aloud more fluently and more agreeably than is ordinarily done in 
France . 63 

A lackey's education administered by a lackey may not seem the proper 
upbringing for a future duke and peer of France, yet Lauzun's experience was 
probably typical of that of young men of his social status. A court noble's real 
education came in the ranks of the army, which he entered as an adolescent 
(Lauzunjoined the Guards at age twelve),64 and in the arms of the beauties of 
the court, which he entered at about the same time. Before this he could be 
safely left to servants. 

Psy chological Consequences of 
Servant Child- Care 

How did domestics treat the children relegated to their charge? This ques
tion, like most that deal with the psychological realities of master-servant 
relationships, is quite difficult to answer. Relationships between servants and 
the children they care for can take many forms. In Czarist Russia and the 
antebellum South servants loved, indulged, and spoiled their infant charges.65 

In Edwardian Britain a camaraderie often developed between child and ser
vant, similar in age and in the subordinate positions they occupied within the 
household.66 But in seventeenth-and early-eighteenth-century France neither 
of these patterns is visible. In the memoir material about childhood in this 
period two themes, one minor and one major, stand out. The minor one is the 
physical and sexual abuse of children by servants; the major one, overwhelm
ing in its presence in memoirs, is simple neglect. 

Servants clearly could treat their charges as they wished, for parents seem 
to have paid as little attention to how servants did their jobs as they did to their 
qualifications for them. Some domestics took advantage of this situation to 
take psychic revenge for the mistreatment they themselves had experienced by 
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abusing the one member of the upper classes too helpless to strike back.67 The 
sexual abuse of children by servants, already discussed, probably was not 
common, but it did happen. Physical abuse was much more widespread. Par
ents apparently expected servants to use physical discipline on their children, 
and interfered only in the most extreme cases. One seventeenth-century child
raising manual urged parents not to dismiss domestics when their children 
complained about mistreatment; seeing that they could cause servants to be 
fired would make children insolent, and this was much more dangerous for 
their future welfare than a few blows.68 We can see what this could lead to in 
the case of Cardinal de Bemis, who was abused physically as well as sexually 
as a child. Bemis was given as precepteur a young seminarian of devout habits: 

This good man made me fast on bread and water on the eve of religious festi
vals, ordered me to leave half of my dinner for my good angel, made me pray 
four times a day kneeling on pointed iron, ordered me to wear armbands of 
the same material equally pointed , and gave me the discipline [scourging] not 
to correct me, but to nourish in me a spirit of penitence. It was a great crime 
to complain, and this crime would have been punished very severely. 

It speaks volumes for the lack of parental supervision over the child-raising 
process that although Bemis boasted in his memoirs of his close relationship 
to his mother, "My parents only learned of my secret austerities from the 
abscesses that developed on my knees and fingers."69 

Luckily there were relatively few servants as abusive as Bernis's precepteur; 
much more characteristic of servant child-care was simple neglect. The 
seventeenth-century Quietist, Mme. de la Mothe Guyon, summed up many 
childhoods besides her own when she wrote in the passage quoted at the be
ginning of the chapter that her mother neglected her and left her to the ser
vants, who neglected her also. This neglect is not surprising. As we have seen, 
parents did not closely supervise their children's upbringing. Gouvernantes 
were young and irresponsible, and they often had other duties in the house
hold besides child-care. Precepteurs were frequently intellectually unfit for 
their tasks, and therefore unlikely to be assiduous about their duties. And the 
house servants had their own work to do-or, in the overstaffed households of 
the court and robe nobility, their own lives to lead and love affairs and in
trigues to pursue. Little wonder then that children were often left to their own 
devices. Even their most basic physical needs were often neglected. Hunger 
was apparently a frequent complaint of noble children. The Due de Lauzun 
characterized his boyhood as "like that of all children of my age and class: the 
most beautiful clothes for going out, but dying of hunger at home," and Mme. 
de Crequy reported in her memoirs that the children of the Bethune family 
were reduced by hunger to eating cat food, and that those of the Prince de 
Montbarrey ate wax. 7° Children were frequently left alone for hours at a time. 
Mme. de Guyon was so little supervised that she often wandered out into the 
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street, where she played with the neighborhood children "games that were not 
at all in conformity with my birth." She also had a series of dangerous acci
dents: "I even fell several times down an airshaft into a very deep cellar filled 
with wood. A number of other accidents happened to me which I will not 
speak of because it will take too long. I might have been killed . . .  but you 
protected me, 0 my God!"7 1 

Such neglect caused psychological as well as physical damage to children. 
The memoirs of seventeenth-and early-eighteenth-century women, especially, 
have passages about their childhood that display a fear of being abandoned 
similar to the syndrome of "separation anxiety" which modern psychologists 
have traced in motherless and/ or neglected children. 72 For example, the one 
childhood incident the Marquise de Ferrieres wrote about in detail in her 
memoirs concerns a time when she, no more than four years old, was aban
doned by the servant who was supposed to care for her. The girl had been left 
in town over the summer while the rest of the family moved to the country; she 
was cared for by a young gouvernante (the Marquise refers to her as "the 
child") who spent most of her time visiting and gossiping with her friends: 

I remember still a little adventure which earned me a cruel punishment. I or
dinarily woke up at eight o'clock; my young girl, counting on that, went out 
[at night] and left me alone in my bed . One day, waking up earlier than I or
dinarily did, I called [to her] to get me up. No one answered . Fear seized me. 
I left my bed without dressing, wearing only a nightgown; I went down to the 
entrance to the courtyard; I called but found no one. I went into the court
yard and saw that I was all alone; I went to the gate and saw no one that I 
knew; I went out into the street, terribly frightened . 

She continued her panic-stricken wandering until a passing priest recognized 
her and took her home. 73 What comes across most clearly in this passage is the 
child's hysteria on finding herself alone, characteristic of separation anxiety; 
even the running away to look for the missing mother-figure is symptomatic of 
the syndrome. 74 

Another account of separation anxiety comes from the pen of Mme. de 
Genlis, who tells what happened when her five-year-old cousin, the future 
Mme. d' Arcamballe, was abandoned by her governess. The child wandered 
disconsolately from room to room, until she stumbled into an antechamber, 
where she saw someone who sent her into hysterics: a visitor's black servant, 
the first black man she had ever seen. She screamed and screamed, finally 
calming down to say, "in a trembling voice, 'Monsieur, if you promise not to 
eat me, I beg you to lead me to my servant.' "75 Such overreactions to the 
strange and unexpected are again characteristic of the syndrome. 

Both these accounts of separation anxiety concern young girls, and this is 
not surprising. Child psychologists have found that little girls are much more 
prone to this syndrome than boys. 76 The memoirs of noblemen show fewer 
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traces of separation anxiety. They reveal instead a different pattern of servant 
neglect with different psychological consequences. Characteristic of the 
childhoods of male nobles is a pattern of conflict between the youth and his 
precepteur, a conflict in which the youth inevitably emerges the victor, gaining 
ascendancy over his tutor and forbidding him to interfere in any way with his 
will or pleasure. An example is Charles Pinot-Duclos, who simply made it 
clear to his precepteur ( a man who came "direct from a bureau d'adresse") at 
their first meeting that he was not to try to discipline him: "He was simply 
ordered to follow me, and I forbade him to give me any orders. He played his 
part well, and he awaited tranquilly the time he would be sent away with the 
same recompense that he would without doubt have received if he had done 
anything to deserve it."77 

For the Comte Dufort de Cheverny establishing independence from his 
tutor was more difficult. Throughout his childhood he had numerous clashes 
with his precepteur, the "good" but "not very bright" Abbe Pu pin. Once he left 
the poor man marooned in the middle of a lake on an island populated by 
indignant swans. Their conflict came to a head one evening in Paris when the 
fifteen-year-old youth wanted to go to the theater: 

My Pupin, as usual, put on his cloak and took his place in the carriage beside 
me. We were not yet in the rue aux Ours when a sermon and an argument 
aroused us; I ended by saying that I believed myself the master in my own 
household and still more in my carriage. I took a tone of authority; that an
gered him, he wanted to get down; I took him at his word, and right away I 
gave orders to go to the Comedie ltalienne. 

Pupin left after this. His replacement was a M. Portier, an ex-music master, 
with whom the young Cheverny struck a cynical bargain. 

I said to him: "Do you want to attach yourself to me, or to my grandmother 
[his guardian, who had urged Portier to discipline him]? If the latter, I'll fire 
you. If the former, on the contrary, I will attach you to me, I will pay all your 
expenses, I will let you handle my finances, and I will set you up for life." The 
agreement was soon struck, and from that day we were the best friends in the 
world . He was complacent, gentle, amiable . . . and I received from my 
grandmother compliments I did not at all deserve. 

After this young Cheverny spent his time as he pleased, mostly attending the 
theater and patronizing prostitutes. 78 

The most emotionally taxing of these battles for autonomy was that of the 
Due de Lauzun. At the age of fourteen he acquired a mistress, the Duchesse de 
Gramont, much to the disapproval of his tutor: "I was overcome with joy, but 
M. Roch [his precepteur, the ex-lackey who was so proud of his ability to 
write], who discovered it, and whose high moral standards never weakened, 
wanted me to go to Mass the next day, which was a Sunday. I refused; we 
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fought; he threatened me with my father, whom I feared very much; I yielded 
with profound chagrin." At Mass he fainted, for the first and last time in his 
life. He woke up on the steps of the church, "surrounded by old women who, 
to help me breathe, had pulled my pants down." When he recovered, he re
newed the battle with the aid of his mistress; M. Roch was reprimanded and 
eventually fired.79 From that moment on Lauzun led the life of a libertine. 

Both the separation anxiety that haunted the childhoods of noblewomen 
raised by servants and the lack of loving care and discipline that young noble
men who broke free of their tutors experienced seem to have had grave psy
chological consequences for their adult personalities. Psychologists have 
found that victims of separation anxiety often suffer "acute or chronic anxiety 
and depression, and difficulties of every degree in making and maintaining 
close affectional bonds, whether with parent figures, with members of the 
opposite sex, or with their own children."80 This might have been written 
about the neglected noble children of seventeenth- and early-eighteenth
century France. An extreme example is Mme. de Guyon. Unloved and unlov
ing as a child, and forced into an arranged marriage at fifteen, she W"' � con
vinced that everyone in her husband's household hated her, and that e, :n the 
servants spied on her. Her only friend in this sea of hostility was the God '"ho, 
she thought, had watched over her wretched childhood. Her life became a 
desperate battle to escape from her family into a convent. In her descriptions 
of the religious transports she experienced in her later career as a Quietist and 
her accounts of the emptying of her mind and spirit of selfhood and the filling 
of her "unworthy vessel" with the presence of the Holy Spirit, we can detect 
the guilt feelings and dependency needs of the classic deprived child.8 1  

The total permissiveness young noblemen enjoyed also left psychological 
scars. Children need not only the reassurance of the constant presence of a 
loving and caring parental figure, but also the reassurance of rules and disci
pline as well. Yet young noblemen like Lauzun and Cheverny were left totally 
free to do as they pleased, and moreover it was clear to them that they were 
thus indulged not because their precepteurs loved them but because (with 
perhaps the exception of M. Roch, who seems to have genuinely tried to do his 
best for young Lauzun) they were totally indifferent to their welfare. Psychol
ogists suggest that childhood experiences of total permissiveness stemming 
from indifference tends to produce "expedient" children, who constantly 
"manipulate the people and events around them . . .  in an effort to get as 
much personal gratification as possible . . .  and avoid as many social duties 
as possible which would require them to act in a positively socialized way." 
They become total hedonists. Their emotional relationships are undertaken 
for instant gratification, and they never find in them "the human warmth and 
approval they vaguely but intensely want."82 Again, this might have been writ
ten as a description of Cheverny or Lauzun, whose lives, on the evidence of 
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their memoirs, seem to have been totally devoted to the pursuit of pleasure, 
especially sexual pleasure. They indulged in endless rounds of seductions, 
pursuing every woman who crossed their paths, from court beauties to the 
lowest prostitutes, but they seem never to have achieved any relationships of 
genuine warmth or affection. 

The psychological aftereffects of childhood neglect by servants obviously 
can explain much about the emotional coldness of the family life of the high 
nobility in the seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries. But it is possible 
that they shaped other attitudes and behavior patterns as well. It seems likely, 
for example, that the childhood experiences of the nobility with servants af
fected their behavior toward the domestics they employed as adults. Memoirs 
suggest that emotionally deprived children like Mme. de Guyon had as much 
difficulty in forming satisfactory relationships with their servants as they did 
with everyone else. Mme. de Guyon had terrible problems with the servants in 
her husband's household, and regarded them as her sworn enemies.83 Is it 
not possible that the psychological distancing that characterized relationships 
within the patriarchal household evolved because it allowed masters to coexist 
with the servants who were so necessary for their existence but who also 
evoked, from childhood memories of cruelty and neglect, deeply buried but 
nonetheless powerful feelings of suspicion and hatred? 

The relationship of "spoiled" young men like Cheverny and Lauzun with 
their domestics was rather different. Because they had established clear ascen
dancy over them, such men were much more comfortable with their servants. 
Indeed, their memoirs suggest that they were more at home with them than 
with their social equals. For example, the one person the Comte de Cheverny 
singled out for praise in his memoirs was his valet Marnier, so expert at ar
ranging intimate soupers for the Comte and his sweetheart of the moment. 84 

Men like Cheverny felt most comfortable in the world below stairs, which was 
a reminder of that lost paradise of their youth when they could do completely 
as they pleased. This explains, I think, the nostalgie de la boue of their sexual 
tastes, and also the penchant for disguising themselves as servants, a major 
theme of their memoirs. (Lauzun, as we have seen, even pretended to be a 
servant in the king's household during his apparently fruitless pursuit of 
Marie Antoinette. )85 But below the surface camaraderie these masters showed 
to their inferiors lurked a pervasive arrogance and contempt. Such men had 
learned in their childhood that servants were easily bullied and corrupted, and 
the lesson had sunk in. The Comte de Cheverny might praise his Marnier, but 
it was for qualities-physical attractiveness, skill in pursuing women-that 
confirmed the "lusty servant" stereotype. By his own confession Cheverny 
knew so little about his valet as a person that he was unaware that the man 
suffered from a grave illness through long stretches of his employment.86 We 
can see here the characteristic posture of familiarity masking contempt and 
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indifference which most nobles of the Old Regime displayed toward their ser
vants and toward the lower classes in general . Thus it is at least possible that 
many of the social attitudes and stances of the elite of the Old Regime toward 
their inferiors-attitudes and stances that helped bring about the French 
Revolution-had their roots in the childhood experiences of the nobility at 
the hands of their servants. 

New Attitudes toward Children, 
1 75()-1800 

In the last years of the eighteenth century, as we have seen, traditional pat
terns of patriarchal behavior were under attack in both the family and society 
at large. On the home front emerged a new concept of the family as a small, 
close-knit nuclear unit bound together by ties of affection rather than duty. A 
most important part of this new family was a new attitude toward children and 
child-rearing. Children came to be recognized as unique and fragile beings 
who needed infinite love and cherishing, and the care and nurturing of chil
dren came to be considered the most important and fulfilling of women's 
roles. Mothers, even aristocratic ones, now took much more personal interest 
in child-rearing, and the care children received was much improved. This new 
interest in mothering did not completely eliminate servants from the child
rearing process. But it did change the way servants treated their young 
charges, and it altered the relationship between child and servant almost 
beyond recognition. And since childhood experiences at the hands of servants 
may have helped shape the general social attitudes of the elite, it is not surpris
ing that these attitudes underwent a profound transformation as well. 87 

The Revolution in Mothering: 
Maternal Breast-Feeding 

The best known and most widely studied aspect of these new attitudes to
ward children and child-rearing was the craze for maternal breast-feeding in 
the I 770s and especially the 1780s, a craze that caused countless mothers to 
renounce hired wet nurses and breast-feed their own offspring. 88 Usually 
Rousseau's famous passages in Emile are cited as its inspiration, but Rous
seau's voice was just one of many. 89 From the 1750s through the French Revo
lution books like Ballexserd's Dissertation sur /'education physique des en
fans ( 1762), Raulin's De la Conservation des enfans ( 1768) ,  Mme. Le 
Rebours's Avis aux meres qui veulent nourrir leurs enfants ( 1775), and 
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Verdier-Heurtin's Discours sur /'allaitement et /'education physique des en
fans ( 1804) preached the gospel of maternal breast-feeding with equal enthu
siasm if less literary skill than the great Jean-Jacques.90 

The arguments of these books reveal much about the causes and underlying 
assumptions of the eighteenth-century revolution in child-care. The case for 
maternal breast-feeding was presented in both positive and negative terms. 
The positive argument was that maternal nursing was what nature, that god of 
the eighteenth century, had intended. A mother's milk was the most natural 
food for an infant; only his or her own mother could produce milk exactly 
suited to a child's unique nutritional needs. Furthermore, nursing itself was a 
healthy natural process which not only improved a mother's physical well
being but also satisfied her maternal instinct, which doctors, like almost ev
eryone else in the eighteenth century, were coming to identify as the core of 
female nature.9 1 

The emphasis on the natural was characteristic of the broader revolution in 
child-rearing of the eighteenth century. For all the thorny problems of parent
ing the burden of the advice of eighteenth-century doctors and educators was 
to let nature take its course. Don't swaddle children; that restricts the natural 
movement of their limbs. Don't force children to learn to walk; they will start 
walking when they are ready to do so. Don't ignore a crying child; cries are 
nature's warning signals that something is wrong.92 The key to raising children 
successfully was to watch them closely, and anticipate their needs with loving 
common sense. 

This was precisely what a hired wet nurse would not do. Every argument 
for maternal breast-feeding was also an argument against the mercenary 
nourrice. Not only did she lack a mother's instinctive knowledge of her in
fant's needs; she was also too much a "slave of custom and prejudice," as 
Mme. Le Rebours put it, to adopt the new and more natural methods of 
child-care, clinging instead to outmoded practices like swaddling.93 Even 
worse, she was criminally careless and callous toward the infants left in her 
charge. Books like Chamousset's Memoire politique sur !es enfans and the 
Memoire sur la conservation des en/ants by Prost de Royer, the lieutenant
general de police of Lyons, documented the high cost of mercenary nursing in 
infant lives. The horror stories in these books were not new, but the great 
debate over the French "depopulation" in the late eighteenth century gave 
them a new significance; wet-nursing, like the employment of male domestics, 
was seen as one of the chief causes of this national tragedy.94 

Most of the pro-maternal breast-feeding and anti-wet-nursing propaganda 
came from doctors, whose position on this question was not entirely disinter
ested. As Jacques Donzelot has pointed out, the eighteenth century was the 
period of the professionalization of medicine and the "medicalization" of fam
ily life.95 Doctors were seeking increased respect and social status. One road to 
this was the colonization of the field of infant care, previously left to the folk 
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wisdom of women. Hence the need to discredit the wet nurse, and hence the 
effort to replace her with the anxious mother, ever vigilant over the health of 
her child and willing to call in a doctor when the least little thing went wrong. 

The propaganda for maternal breast-feeding attracted so much attention 
both then and now because it brought together so many themes of Iate
eighteenth-century thought: the obsession with nature and the natural, the 
new definition of female nature, the rise of the medical profession, and the 
depopulation debate with all its ramifications. But the effects of this propa
ganda were surprisingly muted. Mercenary wet-nursing did not disappear. To 
be sure, in the I 780s nursing one's own child was a la mode. Earnest bour
geoises like Mme. Roland, eager to do the best for their children, perused 
Rousseau and Mme. Le Rebours and took their infants to their breasts.96 The 
craze even reached the court. The Marquise de Bombelles nursed her son, 
nicknamed Bombon, while she was on duty at Versailles as lady-in-waiting to 
the Princess Louise, and Marie Antoinette herself expressed an interest in 
breast-feeding her children.97 In fact, the fashion for maternal nursing was 
most prevalent in the upper levels of society. It never spread to shopkeepers 
and artisans; they still needed their wives' uninterrupted labor in the house
holds, and therefore still put their children out to nurse. In 1787 only one
tenth of the babies in Paris were nursed by their mothers.98 And the Revolu
tion put an end to the craze even among the nobility, for amid the disruptions 
of noble family life, the enforced sojourns in the country and the flights to 
England and Austria, it was often easier and safer to leave newborn infants in 
the hands of wet nurses.99 

Thus the craze for maternal breast-feeding had little lasting impact. The 
great majority of children were still put out to nurse. But their experiences en 
nourrice were quite different from those of infants born earlier in the century. 
Late-eighteenth-century parents were deeply concerned about their children's 
welfare, and therefore they went to great trouble and expense to exercise con
trol over the nursing process. One example of such a concerned parent is 
M. Nicod, a modest Parisian watchmaker. Nicod wrote to the parish priest of 
his son's nurse asking him to keep an eye on the baby, and he underwrote the 
cost of postage and of the hiring of a scribe so that the illiterate nourrice could 
send him frequent reports on his son's progress. 1 00 Other parents made regular 
visits to the nurse, expeditions immortalized in paintings like Etienne Aubry's 
The First Lesson in Brotherly Feeling, and Fragonard's A Visit to the Nurse. 
The golden glow that bathes the latter picture, with its triangular composition 
focusing on the sleeping baby, shows that a deep concern for infants was not 
incompatible with mercenary nursing. 1 0 1 It seems likely that this increased 
parental vigilance made nurses take better care of their charges, which in turn 
may have saved at least some children's lives. Infant mortality in France shows 
a slight decline by the I 770s, and it is at least possible that better nursery care 
contributed to this. 1 02 
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The New Maternal Vigilance 

Although the revolution in infant care monopolized attention then as it 
does now, the care of older children underwent equal and strikingly similar 
changes in the last decades of the Old Regime. For older children, too, new 
methods of "natural" child-rearing emerged that greatly expanded the role 
and responsibilities of the mother. As with infant nursing, some mothers re
sponded to these new theories by taking over full responsibility for their chil
dren. Most, however, retained their traditional hired help, but they now made 
much greater efforts to supervise and control the care their children received. 

At the heart of the new methods of child-rearing lay the doctrine of mater
nal vigilance. All children, it was thought, were born good, and if they were 
allowed to develop according to nature's plan, all would be well. But such 
development was possible only in a controlled environment where all corrupt
ing and dangerous influences were carefully excluded. And only a mother 
could care enough about her children to spend the time and effort necessary 
to create such an environment. Only she would undertake the ceaseless vig
ilance necessary to her children's welfare.103 

Some mothers interpreted this to mean that they themselves should per
form all the tasks involved in child care. To them, the hired servants who had 
earlier cared for children were not only incapable of the ceaseless vigilance 
necessary to raise a child; they were in fact among the dangerous and corrupt
ing influences which the new protective environment was designed to exclude. 
Two famous and well-documented cases of mothers who undertook to raise 
their children without servants have come down to us: Mme. Jacques Necker's 
care of her ony child, Germaine, the future Mme. de Stael, and Mme. Ro
land's mothering of her only child, her daughter, Eudora. 

Suzanne Curchod, beloved of two of the eighteenth century's most famous 
men, Edward Gibbon and Jacques Necker (whom she married), was the 
daughter of a Swiss Protestant minister. Before marrying Necker, she had 
worked as a gouvernante, a most unusual undertaking for a woman of her 
respectable background in that period. Probably this experience, as much as 
her reading of Emile, prompted her to raise her only child, Germaine, born in 
1766, without servants if possible. Mme. Necker herself nursed the baby until 
she was informed that the four-month-old infant was starving. Then she reluc
tantly called in a wet nurse. When the child was weaned, Mme. Necker briefly 
employed a gouvernante, but she found her unsatisfactory. "What I should 
like," she wrote, "is a simple Protestant chambermaid, gentle, pliable, and 
educated, who can read with perfection and who is well-versed in her reli
gion." Unfortunately what she found was a woman she described as "excellent 
as far as physical care is concerned, reliable, gentle and virtuous-but stupid, 
Catholic, uneducated and clumsy."104 She lasted only until Germaine was two 
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and a half years old; then the gouvernante was banished and Mme. Necker 
took sole charge of her daughter. Until she reached her late teens, Germaine 
Necker had not only no servants but no playmates as well. She never even left 
her house. Her sole companions were her parents, especially her mother, who 
devoted incredible amounts of time and energy to her daughter's education. 
Germaine knew her catechism before the age of three; at five she could recite 
long poems in English and Latin, and throughout her girlhood she was a 
fixture in her mother's salon, trading views on governmental reform and the 
nature of love with the leading philosophes of the day. 

In some ways, Mme. Roland's care of her only child, Eudora, born in 1781, 
was even more thoroughgoing. Mme. Roland also nursed her child until the 
baby starved, but unlike Mme. Necker she refused to hire a wet nurse, and 
instead fed the baby solid food.105 Throughout the nursing period Mme. Ro
land fought a running battle to keep the household servants away from the 
child. She blamed Eudora's stomach upsets on "the feeling of Marie-Jeanne 
and the bonnes femmes who are always afraid that the little creatures are not 
eating enough," and who fed the baby after her mother had gone to bed, 
"thinking they were doing a service for both of us. "106 Mme. Roland's distrust 
of servants and her determination to keep Eudora out of their clutches in
creased as the girl grew older, especially after Eudora began to use a swear
word she had picked up from St. Cloud, the family manservant.107 She never 
hired a gouvernante and took care of the child herself. Throughout Eudora's 
girlhood her mother's proudest boast was the one quoted at the beginning of 
this chapter, that "the child is not for one hour in a fortnight left to the ser
vants; I never take a step without her."108 Mme. Roland, however, lost interest 
in what she had once described as "the most sacred and at the same time the 
sweetest of duties"109 of motherhood earlier than Mme. Necker did. When 
Eudora was only eight she was packed off to a convent so that her mother 
could pursue her political career in Paris. 

Unsurprisingly, these experiments in good mothering turned out rather 
differently than their perpetrators had hoped. Germaine Necker grew up to 
hate her mother, while her love for her father (more or less excluded from the 
child-rearing process) was such as to raise eyebrows in this post-Freudian age. 
"I adore my father," she wrote. "It is a cult." And: "Of all the men in the world 
it is he whom I would have wished for a lover."110 Germaine de Stael's spectac
ular romantic career was not only an avid pursuit of the perfect lover which 
fate had denied her when it made him her father, but also a complete and total 
repudiation of her pious and straight-laced mother's childhood precepts. Eu
dora Roland was of course a much less flamboyant personality (perhaps be
cause her mother lost interest in her so much earlier) . But in the course of a 
long and retiring life she attracted public notice at one point: when she pro
tested that Lamartine's History of the Girondins had glorified her mother at 
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the expense of her father. 1 1 1  Obviously being a good mother in the context of 
the modern affectionate nuclear family was more complex than these heroic 
pioneers had realized. 

Mme. Necker and Mme. Roland had in common a basic distrust of ser
vants (typical of many employers in the last half of the eighteenth century), a 
restless intelligence which had few outlets other than mothering, and an iron 
determination to succeed. Probably all these qualities were necessary for the 
sort of heroic mothering they undertook. Most women interpreted the new 
mothering in a less strenuous fashion. To them being a good mother did not 
mean doing without servants-something that at least the noblewomen 
among them would have found utterly strange and unnatural. 1 1 2 Instead it 
meant exercising constant vigilance over the care servants gave to their off
spring. Such mothers were extremely particular about the servants they hired 
to care for their children and they supervised them closely. 

Evidence of the new and strong maternal involvement in the child-raising 
process appears in the correspondence of noblewomen in the decades before 
and during the Revolution. A good example is the Marquise de Bombelles, the 
domestically minded noblewoman who had nursed her infant son Bombon 
while a lady-in-waiting at Versailles. Her letters suggest that to the Marquise 
the finding and keeping of competent personnel to care for Bombon was a 
source of endless worry. Probably influenced by Rousseau's panegyrics on the 
domestic habits of the Swiss, the Marquise imported a Swiss nurse, Mme. 
Giles, to help her care for the baby. Unfortunately Mme. Giles became home
sick and wanted to leave just as Bombon was being weaned. This upset the 
Marquise: "I was not expecting to see her leave at the moment when the baby's 
teeth are going to appear and when it needs her most." 1 1 3 Mme. Giles's defec
tion was especially troublesome because the only other servant available was 
too young and inexperienced to help at such a crucial time. But the nurse was 
persuaded to stay by the promise of a gold watch, and the crisis of weaning 
passed peacefully. When Mme. Giles finally did depart, the Marquise faced 
the problem of finding a successor. A long search yielded only one likely can
didate, a certain Agatha, who did not seem entirely satisfactory. She was hired 
on a trial basis, and the Marquise ordered her femme de charge, "who under
stands children perfectly," to watch her and report back on how she treated 
Bombon. 1 1 4 Meanwhile she made contingency plans to find another gouver
nante. Fortunately, Agatha worked out well and Bombon was spared the or
deal of another "new face"-and his mother the problems of another hiring. 

The Marquise de Bombelles was not the only noblewoman who anguished 
over finding the right servant to care for her child. Another concerned mother 
was the Comtesse de Sa bran, who was perhaps even more upset than her son 
Elzear when the time came to replace the boy's gouvernante with aprecepteur: 

I am very disturbed right now because of Elzear; the grief that he feels at be
ing parted from his nurse has upset him so much that he is sick. For the last 
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three days he has neither eaten nor slept and he has a slight fever. . . . I 
can't tell you how unhappy this makes me, how worried I am. . . . Luckily 
the abbe who is near him [the new precepteur] is an extremely gentle and un
derstanding man, and he gives him all his patience and gentleness . 1 1 5 

But unfortunately for the Comtesse's peace of mind, Elzear did not like his 
new tutor. He was fired, and a number of others were tried before one was 
found whom the boy accepted. In her letter recounting this the Comtesse 
noted: "He [the new tutor] will not come to live here until next Monday. I want 
to have some time to accustom myself to him. It is hard for me to give up 
suddenly the notion of all the dangers that my poor child is facing, and not to 
shudder to think that I am putting him in the hands of a man whom I do not 
know at all." 1 1 6 

Such letters clearly indicate that aristocratic mothers of the I 770s and 
1780s expended a great deal of time and thought in finding and keeping the 
right servants to care for their children. It is also clear that their primary 
criterion in hiring was that the person be gentle and kind with the child, and 
that the child accept him or her. But finding a servant whom the child liked 
could create its own problems, as Mme. Necker once noted. "Gouvernantes," 
she wrote, "always have one great disadvantage; if they are qualified for their 
calling, they intercept the child's affection for its mother." 1 1 7 It was a com
monplace in the late eighteenth century that infants could develop strong 
emotional attachments to those who cared for them, so strong in fact that they 
might die of grief if parted from the loved one. So common were such notions 
that even as unlikely a person as Napoleon once had a Jong conversation 
about the strength of children's emotional attachments with his friend Laura 
Junot. 1 1 8 Mothers knew that if they found competent and caring servants for 
their children, they ran the risk of having to share with them their children's 
love. We can detect maternal jealousy in the Comtesse de Sa bran's description 
of Elzear's attachment to his departing gouvernante: "his love is not at all that 
of a child. His affection for this woman is more love than friendship," and we 
can see it too in the Baronne d'Oberkirch's reaction when leaving on a journey 
that would take her away from her daughter: "I cried a great deal on parting 
from my daughter; it was true grief for me. . . . Schneider [her servant] cried 
also, which made me angry. She was not leaving behind a cherished child." 1 1 9 

Probably many mothers shared the feelings of the Comtesse de Sabran, 
who once confessed that she sometimes wished she could raise her children by 
herself as lower-class mothers did: "These unfortunate types don't need pre
cepteurs; they raise their children themselves, and that is compensation for 
their burdens." 1 20 But however much they might envy lower-class mothers, 
few noblewomen emulated them. To most noblewomen of the late eighteenth 
century, good mothering meant picking competent and kind servants to care 
for their children, and jealousy of these servants was the price they had to pay 
for their children's welfare. 
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The Revolution in Education 

One final aspect of the new attitudes toward children of the late eighteenth 
century which had important consequences for the relationship between chil
dren and servants was the revolution in education. A major theme of the intel
lectual history of the decades immediately preceding the Revolution was an 
obsession with the importance of education, both for individuals and for so
ciety at large. These years saw the publication of innumerable tracts on such 
subjects as how school curricula should be reformed, whether universal state
supported schooling was possible and desirable, and what sort of education 
was suitable for each social class. 1 2 1  

Noble parents apparently shared this concern, at least to the extent of re
solving that their own offspring be well educated. Fewer and fewer followed 
the old tradition of entrusting the task of teaching their children to whatever 
servants happened to be around. One parent who kept this tradition alive was 
Jules Constant, father of the future novelist Benjamin Constant, born in 1767 . 
Young Benjamin was "educated" by, successively, a sadist who alternately 
beat him and smothered him with kisses, a convicted rapist who took him to 
live in a bordello, a music master who left him to his own devices (the boy 
ruined his eyesight reading pornography at the local lending library), an au
thor whose lessons consisted of setting the boy to copy his own works (since he 
disapproved of Benjamin's penmanship, the youth never advanced beyond the 
preface), and a defrocked monk who eventually committed suicide. 1 22 But as 
nobles took a greater interest in their children's welfare, horror stories like this 
became increasingly rare. 

Many noble parents solved the problem of how to educate their sons by 
sending them off to colleges. The proportion of college students of noble 
background shows a steady increase throughout the eighteenth century. 1 23 

But some noble fathers disliked the seemingly moribund curriculum and 
harsh discipline of these institutions. They sent their sons instead to pensions, 
where a private master took a few boys for lessons in his own lodging, or hired 
precepteurs to educate them at home, where they themselves could supervise 
the process. 1 24 

The tutors of the prerevolutionary decades were however a far cry from the 
doddering abbes and illiterate lackeys of the past. We can trace the evolution 
of the precepteur over the course of the century in the education of the genera
tions of the de Croy family. The first Due, born in 17 13, had as a tutor a lackey 
whose only educational qualification was that he was born in the Rhineland 
and therefore spoke German. The second Due was educated by his father, not 
very well, one suspects. But the third Due, born in 1765, had as precepteur the 
Abbe Clouet, "a man of great talent and well known," the author of an Atlas 
de geographie moderne published in 1767 . 1 25 To find a man of the Abbe 
Clouet's attainments in the post of precepteur was not at all unusual in the late 
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eighteenth century. The tutor finally hired for the Comtesse de Sabran's son 
Elzear also had a fine academic background, as the Comtesse boasted to her 
friends: "He is an abbe; he studied at the Petit-Seminaire de St. Sulpice, and 
from there he went to the college of Montaiger, where he has been for ten 
years. He is twenty-eight, intelligent and learned, and with a good, open and 
fresh face. He knows Latin very well, because he took diplomas in theology 
and mathematics." 1 26 

It seems clear that by the 1780s parents were making every effort to see that 
the tutors they hired for their sons were well qualified. The newspaper adver
tisements placed by precepteurs in those years stress both their own educa
tional attainments ("sustained at age sixteen general theses of philosophy and 
mathematics," "knows Italian and English well") and their skill at teaching 
("can teach Latin very well in a third of the time schools take, so that in eigh
teen months he can put into Rhetoric classes young students who had no 
previous knowledge of the tongue"). 1 27 Many of these precepteurs seem to 
have had a genuine talent for teaching. At least the Abbe Pouard, tutor of 
Charles and Edouard, scions of the great ducal house of Fitz-James, not only 
gave his charges the poems of Alexander Pope as well as the more standard 
Caesar's Commentaries and Colot's Explication des premiers verites de la 
religion, but also had the imagination to take them to the opening of the 
Estates-General at Versailles in 1789 . 1 28 Even one of Benjamin Constant's di
sastrous tutors taught him Greek grammar by encouraging him to "invent" 
the rules of a new language.1 29 

The emergence of talented and dedicated precepteurs led to a "profes�ion
alization" of the role of the tutor, similar to that of musicians, hommes d'af
faires, and chefs at the end of the eighteenth century (see chapter I ). Tutors 
ceased to think of themselves as mere servants; instead they began to identify 
with their fellow teachers outside the household and to regard themselves as 
educators, trained men performing tasks important to society. This led them 
to claim "professional" middle-class status and respect. Tutors might still be 
domestics, but they commanded salaries (as much as 600 livres per year) and 
special marks of status which set them off from the lowly lackey or valet de 
chambre. (One advertisement seeking a precepteur promised that he would be 
"lodged, shod, dressed, lighted and fed like the masters of the house," and 
another promised a yearly pension of " I 000 to 1200 livres," a solidly bourgeois 
income.) 1 30 The post could be held by a respectable bourgeois with no loss of 
status. Indeed, certain elements of the bourgeoisie eagerly sought jobs as pre
cepteurs . Penniless young men from the provinces found positions as tutors in 
the households of the high nobility the perfect entree into the intellectual 
world of Paris. Such young men were treated with respect by their employers, 
who introduced them to salons where they could make contacts important for 
their future. Alan Kors, in his study of the philosophes in D'Holbach's coterie, 
found that almost every one of them who was not wealthy or of noble birth 
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used this pathway to a career as an intellectual. Morellet, Suard, Augustin 
Roux, and the scientist Darcet all began as tutors. 1 3 1  This of course ended 
when the Revolution irrevocably separated the intellectual world from the 
haut monde. But the Revolution compensated for this by its establishment of 
a nationwide state-supported public school system that gave educators new 
career opportunities and new social pretensions and pushed them further 
along on the road to professional status which they would tread in the nine
teenth century. 

The growing professionalization of education even had an impact on the 
activities and status of the lowly gouvernante. To be sure, in the decades be
fore the Revolution most gouvernantes were still young, ill-paid, and igno
rant, and most were still, as M. Formey, a precepteur very conscious of his 
educational mission, noted indignantly, "charged with other functions very 
discordant with those of education; they are made into a sort of housekeeper 
who watches over the household economy, into ladies' maids obliged to dress 
the mistress and children, into dressmakers and embroiderers and I don't 
know what all !" 1 3 2  And the education of young noblewomen still consisted 
mostly of sewing lessons and music lessons and listening to the femmes de 
chambre discuss their love affairs. But in the 1770s and 1780s at least some 
parents wanted a better education for their daughters, and some gouvernantes 
were capable of providing it. 

Archetype of the new-style gouvernante, as well educated and as earnest 
about her task as any precepteur, was the famous Mme. de Genlis. Appointed, 
in defiance of the tradition that only men should educate growing boys, to 
teach the sons and daughters of the Due d'Orleans ( one of whom became King 
Louis-Philippe), Mme. de Genlis shocked public opinion not only by her sex 
but also by her unconventional teaching methods. She educated boys and girls 
together, she hung ropes from the schoolroom ceiling for her pupils to climb, 
and she took her charges to factories and workshops so that they would un
derstand how things were made. 1 33 Her writings on teaching, especially the 
Lessons of a Governess and A New Method of Instruction.for Children.from 
Five to Ten Years Old, give her a place in the front ranks of eighteenth-century 
educational reformers, right behind Rousseau and Pestalozzi, although ad
mittedly her unorthodox methods seem to have left little mark on her highly 
conventional pupil Louis-Philippe. 1 34 

If Mme. de Genlis was the most notorious of the newly efficient gouver
nantes, she was not the only one. Mme. de Chastenay remembered with grati
tude her governess, a Mlle. de Sully: "Her teaching had nothing routine or rote 
about it. There were sometimes repetitions of the catechism and recitations of 
verses, but with these exceptions, all was done by reasoning. I pointed out on 
the map the geography I studied, I debated the meaning of the chapters of 
grammar I had to learn." 1 35 

The Baronne de Gerando wrote admiringly of a similarly dedicated 
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teacher, Mlle. Seitz, gouvernante of a friend's daughter: "When I see a person 
of great merit . . .  consecrate herself again to the fundamentals of educa
tion . . .  when I see her take up a task so painful, without the least personal 
interest, through the simple triumph of the duties that she prescribed for her
self and the good that she wishes to do; oh! I find myself very inferior to her, 
very guilty of not having made the best use of the years of my youth." 1 36 Noth
ing could better express both the new level of professional competence and 
dedication of the educators of the young or the new respect this earned them in 
the eyes of their employers. The new parental concern over children encour
aged the hiring of competent personnel as child-raisers, and this competence 
gave the role of educator increased status and respect. 

Servants' Child- Care in the Late 
Eighteenth Century 

With the new competence of servants hired to care for children and the new 
parental supervision over the child-raising process, children received better 
care from servants in the late eighteenth century than they had in the past. 
Self-interest, if nothing else, prompted servants to treat their charges well. On 
the one hand, they could lose their jobs if their charges complained of mis
treatment to their doting parents. When four-year-old Poulou, daughter of a 
conseiller in the Parlement of Toulouse in the 1780s, was beaten by her gouv
ernante, she ran to her mother and poured out the story "in her baby talk"; the 
gouvernante was promptly fired.1 37 (What a contrast to poor Cardinal de Ber
nis, whose parents did not discover his beatings until the welts had festered!) 
On the other hand, servants who gained the affection of the capricious beings 
around whom the household now revolved had a powerful weapon for self
advancement. Children fought to protect the servants they were fond of: both 
Mme. de Genlis and Mme. de La Tour du Pin, for example, threw tantrums 
when their beloved gouvernantes were threatened with dismissal. 1 38 Children 
could also be used to wheedle favors from their parents. When Mme. de Cam
pan, teacher of young Hortense de Beauharnais, daughter of the Empress 
Josephine, wanted to place a protege as femme de chambre in the empress's 
household, she wrote to her pupil singing the woman's praises. "Read my 
letter to your mother," she urged, and added-three times-be sure to tell her 
what I have said. 1 39 

The end result was that children in late-eighteenth-century households 
were treated gently and kindly by servants, not just by those especially hired 
for them but also by all the domestics of the household. Memoirs written by 
nobles born in the last decades of the Old Regime dwell for the first time on 
happy memories of childhood, and household servants figure largely in these 
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accounts. Madame de Chastenay, for example, eulogized in her memoirs the 
father of her mother's nourrice, taken into the household in his old age. He 
had been a mason, possessed a "gentle character," and "his patience was inex
haustible." He was the constant companion of her childhood, taking her and 
her brothers and sisters on walks, telling them endless stories, and teaching 
them to appreciate the beauties of nature. "We called him grandfather, [and] 
our real grandfather could not have been more respected or loved." 1 40 Sim
ilarly, the Marquise de Villeneuve-Arifat seems to have spent most of her 
childhood in the kitchen, listening with a fascination tinged with disbelief to 
the tales Naret, the family cook, told about the years he had spent in the 
army. 1 4 1 Mme. de La Tour du Pin was another toddler who apparently spent 
most of her childhood in the kitchen. The servants taught her to cook and sew, 
skills that she put to good use on a farm in upstate New York when she was 
exiled during the Revolution. 1 42 

The new intimacy with the children of the household doubtless tried many 
a servant's patience. Domestics now had to endure constant interruptions in 
their work, constant teasing, temper tantrums, and even blows (when Poulou 
d' Al bis got a new gouvernante to replace the cruel Thereze, her mother noted, 
"Poulou knows very well the right she has over her; she hits her every time the 
fancy takes her"). 1 43 We get a rare servant's eye view of the permissive child
rearing of the prerevolutionary era in a letter written in 1786 by L' Amireau, 
our Parisian chef, to his fiancee Rose Farcy, describing the daughter of his 
employers: "It is la Diderot [a maid] who cares for the child, who has reached 
during the trip a summit of naughtiness. If you had had responsibility for her 
you would have ended sooner or later by abandoning your job, which would 
have driven you crazy. I cannot begin to tell you how spoiled she is by her 
mother." 1 44 But while the new child-raising was difficult for servants, it was 
marvelous for children. By the eve of the Revolution households had become 
in a sense extended families for noble children, and servants played the role of 
surrogate aunts and uncles, grandmothers and grandfathers, not only caring 
for their bodily needs but also spending time with them, playing with them, 
telling them stories, answering their questions-in fact, acting as considerate 
relatives would. 

Effects of the New Methods 
of Child-Rearing 

It seems likely that these changes in child-raising among the nobility had a 
substantial impact on the adult attitudes and behavior of that class, but this 
was probably less far-reaching than it might have been because infantile expe
riences, which psychologists tell us are the most important for personality for-
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mation, were the least affected by the new child-rearing methods. Most elite 
children-indeed, most children of all but the poorest classes-still had wet 
nurses who still followed traditional, careless, and psychologically damaging 
modes of infant care. Some change did occur, to be sure. The new parental 
vigilance over the nursing process probably inspired at least some nurses to 
take better care of their charges, and the slow diffusion of the new "natural" 
methods of infant care eliminated many of the psychologically harmful as
pects of traditional child-rearing. The gradual disappearance of swaddling, 

for example, allowed the child to explore and learn from his environment, and 
the elimination of demand feeding eased the psychological pains of wean
ing. 145 But in general infant care changed only gradually-nourrices and 
swaddling were still very much in evidence in at least some parts of France 
throughout the nineteenth century-and it continued to leave scars on the 
psyche. 

Only after the child's return home did the really revolutionary changes in 
child-raising have their impact. The new maternal vigilance guaranteed that 
children were raised in a warm and caring environment, indulged by their 
parents and well treated by the servants of the household. With the mother's 
new assertion of her authority over the child-rearing process, youngsters had a 
single loving mother figure to identify with, even though they still spent most 
of their time in the hands of servants. 146 And these servants clearly treated 
their charges with more care and attention than had been the rule previously. 
It seems probable therefore that the separation anxieties and the "expedient" 
and manipulative character traits that had formerly marked children raised by 
servants were much less in evidence in the noble children of the 1760s, 70s, and 
80s. It seems probable, too, that these children, raised with careful attention, 
were much less violent and aggressive in their attitude toward the world and 
much more open and comfortable in their personal relationships than their 
seventeenth-century ancestors had been. 147 It seems likely that they grew up 
into warm, loving, and domestic-minded adults, that they became the affec
tionate spouses and doting parents portrayed in the noble memoirs of the 
revolutionary period. The turn toward domesticity of the nobility in the late 
eighteenth century may have originated in changes in child-rearing as well as 
caused them. 

More important for our purposes, however, than the impact of the new 
methods of child-care on noble family life were the changes they may have 
brought to the master-servant relationship and consequently to the attitude of 
the nobility toward the lower classes in general. As we have seen, in the late 
eighteenth century master-servant relationships seem to have been more dis
tant than they had been in the era of patriarchalism, but they were also more 
egalitarian. These relationships were characterized by a basic recognition of 
the servant as a fellow human being with his or her own cares and desires. This 
sea-change in relationships within the household had many causes-the pene-
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tration of the market economy in domestic service and the rise of egalitarian 
social philosophies, to name only two. But it is probable that the altered rela
tionship between servants and the children of the elite also played a role. The 
relatively happy childhood experiences of the nobility in the prerevolutionary 
decades probably helped eradicate the contempt that had marked master
servant relationships in earlier generations. Mme. de Chastenay wrote of the 
prerevolutionary court nobility, "We of the Old Regime were all raised in the 
ideal of the equality of men, of scorn for worthless distinctions . . .  the 
teachers of young people were almost all imbued with these ideas." 1 48 Given 
the fact that many young nobles were tutored by would-be philosophes, this is 
probably true. But it is also probable that theoretical lessons in equality were 
reinforced in the minds of young nobles by their practical experiences with 
domestic servants. Clearly their teachers were worthy of respect, although 
they lacked the distinctions of birth, and even the lesser servants appeared, to 
these children at least, as decent and kindly human beings. Contacts with such 
servants probably gave noble children at least some sense of the dignity and 
worth of the lower classes. And through the endless stories these domestics 
told of their families and their childhoods (stories that to their listeners must 
have seemed as exotic and fascinating as any fairy tale), noble children proba
bly gained at least a slight insight into the realities of life among the people. 

This process is visible in the memoirs of two noblewomen who developed 
very close attachment to the servants who cared for them as children: Lucy 
Dillon, later Marquise de La Tour du Pin, and Stephanie de Saint-Aubin, later 
the notorious Comtesse de Genlis. Both of these women came from the highest 
levels of the court nobility, and both had mothers who, despite the revolution 
in mothering, did not take much interest in their daughters, but who did at 
least care enough to choose exceptional servants to raise them. 1 49 Mme. de 
Genlis's gouvernante Mlle. Mars and Mme. de La Tour du Pin's gouvernante 
Marguerite, like most governesses in the ancien regime, were young and un
educated. Mlle. Mars, equipped with "no wordly learning," although well 
schooled in both music and religion as the daughter of a cathedral choirmas
ter, was only sixteen when she took on the care of the seven-year-old Mme. de 
Genlis; Marguerite, an illiterate peasant woman, was twenty-five when she 
came to serve the twelve-year-old Lucy Dillon. 1 50 But both were exceptionally 
talented women who cared for their charges with intelligence, insight, and 
imagination, as well as love. Both Mme. de Genlis and Mme. de La Tour du Pin 
soon became passionately attached to their gouvernantes. Indeed, their mem
oirs suggest that these relationships became the emotional centers of these 
women's lives. Certainly they wrote about them in their memoirs with more 
genuine feeling than they did of their parents, their husbands, or even their 
children. The emotional highpoint of Mme. de Genlis's autobiography is a 
chance meeting with Mlle. Mars in the Palais-Royal more than twenty years 
after they were parted in her childhood, a meeting so disturbing that it pro-



Servants and Their Masters ' Children / 227 

voked hysterical fits of weeping. 1 5 1 Mme. de La Tour du Pin did not record 
such a scene, for, with the exception of a few years of exile during the Revolu
tion, she was never parted from her Marguerite. But even when she wrote her 
memoirs at age fifty-five she remembered the terror that the threat of such a 
parting had provoked in her when she was young. 1 52  

Both Mme. de La Tour du Pin and Mme. de Genlis grew up not only to love 
but also to respect their gouvernantes. Mme. de Genlis wrote of the "natural 
intelligence, gentle and serious character, noble and sensitive soul and most 
sincere piety" of Mlle. Mars, and Mme. de La Tour du Pin praised the "sensible 
judgment, accurate mind, and strong soul" of her Marguerite. 1 5 3 Both women 
consciously modeled their behavior on that of their gouvernantes, and both 
tried to adhere to the high moral standards they set. 1 54 Both contrasted the 
moral world of their gouvernantes with that of their parents-and both found 
the latter wanting. As Mme. de La Tour du Pin put it : "The princes, the dukes, 
the grands of the earth were judged by a girl of twelve and a peasant of twenty
five, who knew only the hamlet in which she was born and the house of her 
parents ." 1 5 5 Both women grew up to be rebels against the social values of their 
own milieu: Mme. de La Tour du Pin mildly, Mme. De Genlis strongly. 1 56 

Both found the world of servants (as represented by their gouvernantes) pref
erable to their own, and both fantasized as children about being servants 
themselves. Mme. de Genlis's favorite childhood game was to play at being a 
gouvernante, while Mme. de La Tour du Pin spent most of her time with the 
household servants and persuaded them to let her "help" them cook and sew. 
When her Marguerite went home to visit her mother, "I  made her tell me all 
that she did in her village. For several days after, I imagined what I would do if 
I were a peasant, and I envied the lot of those that I visited in the village who 
were not, like, me, obliged to hide their tastes and their ideas." 1 5 7 

Remarkably enough, both women as adults turned their childhood fanta
sies into reality. The happiest period of Mme. de La Tour du Pin's life was her 
year of exile in America during the Revolution, which she spent on a farm in 
upstate New York. While her army officer husband sat around in his uniform 
and brooded on past glories, she cooked and sewed, mothered her children, 
milked the cows, and churned butter and sold it at the local market-a true 
peasant daughter of her Marguerite at last. 1 5 8  And Mme. de Genlis of course, 
grew up to be the most famous gouvernante of the Old Regime. 

These are extreme cases, to be sure, made possible by the unusually strong 
characters of the two gouvernantes. But probably this sort of thing occurred in 
a milder form in many noble families. The liberalism and egalitarianism of the 
high nobility in the 1780s may have owed as much to the attachment of nobles 
to the servants of their childhood and to the taste for peasant life-admittedly 
idealized and sentimentalized-which they acquired from them as it did to the 
writings of the philosophes. 

In 1688 in Les Devoirs des maitres et des domestiques Claude Fleury had 
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warned gouvernantes that if the children in their charge died through their 
carelessness and neglect they were guility of murder in the sight of God. 1 59 In 
1828 the anonymous author of Les Domestiques chretiens urged servants to 
give the children they cared for at least some measure of the rules and disci
pline their doting parents refused to provide. 160 Between the publication of 
these two works lay a revolution not only in the attitude of parents toward 
their children but also in the relationship between the children of the house
hold and the domestic servants who cared for them. This revolution probably 
had immense repercussions on the way the French elite viewed both its domes
tic servants and its social inferiors in general. The Revolution of I 789 might be 
therefore in some small part traceable back to the nursery. 
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Ep ilogue: The Revolution 
and After 

� 

The law does not recognize the state of servanthood 
[ domesticite ]; only a bond of solicitude and acknowl

edgment may exist between the employee and his employer. 
-The Declaration of the Rights of Man and Citizen, June 14 ,  1 793 

With this ringing statement the Ja
cobins, who tried to reshape so many other aspects of French society during 
their brief period in power, sought to reform the institution of domestic ser
vice. Throughout the French Revolution the legislators of the successive rep
resentative bodies, the National Assembly, the Constituent Assembly, the 
Legislative Assembly, the Convention, worried periodically about the prob
lems posed by domestic service. These were of course only a minor concern in 
comparison with the legislators' major tasks of reordering France's govern
ment and legal system, reshaping church-state relations, creating a society 
that functioned according to the principles of Liberty, Equality, and Frater
nity, and protecting these accomplishments against the foes of the Revolution 
both foreign and domestic. But the relative Jack of urgency of the problem of 
domestic service did not make it any Jess intractable. 

The issue of domestic service put the revolutionaries in a quandary. On the 
one hand, they had many reasons to dislike both the occupation itself and 
those who practiced it. Most of them probably shared the concern of prerevo
lutionary philosophes and economists that domestic service was an unproduc
tive use of male labor and drained the countryside and the agricultural sector, 
backbones of la patrie, of much needed workers. Many probably also shared 
the traditional negative stereotypes about servants: that they were lazy, lusty, 
dishonest, and possessed of a low, animal-like cunning-in short, hardly suit
able citizens for the new society of reason and justice .  Further, they objected 
to the dependence and servility that, they believed, the occupation inevitably 
produced in those who practiced it. Again these were qualities that rendered 
servants unfit to be part of the new society of free and equal men. 1 
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But undoubtedly the greatest drawback of the occupation from the point of 
view of the men of 1789 was its traditional association with the nobility. Ser
vants had for so long functioned as the public representatives of !es grands, 
protecting them against insult and making certain that they received the defer
ence that was their due, that the men of the Revolution found it difficult to 
conceive of them in any other role. This function, of course, did not endear 
them to the revolutionaries, committed as they were to a society based on 
natural equality rather than the distinctions of birth. Even worse, the associa
tion of servants with the nobility seemed to pose a threat to the very survival of 
the Revolution. For if servants remained loyal to their noble masters, would 
they not constitute a sort of fifth column which could rise up in support of the 
aristocratic opposition to the revolutionary government? 

It was this threat that prompted the men of the Constituent Assembly to 
deny servants the right to vote and to hold public office. Their debates over the 
issue show that they were convinced, as indeed the Puritans and Levellers had 
been during the English Revolution a century before, that no man in a posi
tion of dependency on another could make an independent, free, and rational 
choice when he voted. 2 One member, D'Andre, even proposed denying the 
vote and the right to hold office to all wage earners on the grounds that they 
too were, in effect, servants dependent on their employers: "I believe that 
everyone who is not only in a state of servanthood [ domesticite] but also who 
is in a state of immediate dependence on another person, be it the king or 
private citizen, must be excluded from the legislature. Any man who is abso
lutely dependent on another is not free to express his will."3 

In part the legislators' concern over dependency stemmed from a general 
fear of the possible corruption of the body politic by monied interests, a major 
theme in eighteenth-century writings about representative government in 
England and America as well as in France.4 This fear was expressed in a later 
portion of D' Andre's speech: "I ask if it is not possible for such men to make a 
coalition among themselves to fill the legislative body with their people. If 
they have the means to put men of talent on their payroll . . .  could they not 
then employ seduction, intrigue, even corruption [murmurs] to get them 
elected?"5 But their concern also stemmed from the special nature of servant 
dependency: from the fact that servants were likely to be the tools of noble 
masters. As a certain M. Thouret pointed out in the course of the debate, "It is 
not the influence of a simple private citizen that we must fear."6 It was rather 
the influence of !es grands, an influence inevitably counterrevolutionary. 

In light of such fears, it is not surprising that the revolutionaries directed a 
steady stream of propaganda at servants in hopes of cutting their ties of de
pendency to their masters and winning them over to the principles of 1789. 
Typical of this propaganda was the pamphlet Avis a la livree par un homme 
qui la po rte, which was published, probably in Paris, in 1789. Ostensibly writ
ten by a domestic for the edification of his fellows, the Avis painted a grim 
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picture of the personal humiliations that servitude entailed: "How many bru
talities, how many fits of ill-humor to endure, like the epithets of dr6/e, co
quin, gredin, which rain down on us for the least little trifle!" Why be loyal to 
masters who refused to recognize that you were their equal, and indeed re
spected you less and treated you worse than they did their dogs and horses? 
Instead, the pamphlet exhorted, remember that you were "born citizens, en
fants de la patrie"; remember that your family and friends are of the people. 
Throw in your lot with them and with their revolution: "Therefore, it is neces
sary, comrades, when our masters sound us out, to declare frankly that we are 
of the people, and that we will never abandon the people for them."7 

The Avis is interesting because it illustrates the ambivalence of the revolu
tionaries' feelings toward servants. It shows both why they disliked and feared 
servants and why, at the same time, they hoped servants might turn out to be 
good revolutionaries after all. For servants were, as pamphlets like the A vis so 
frequently pointed out, born good sans-culottes and therefore potential allies 
of the Revolution. They certainly had good reason to dislike their noble mas
ters. As for their unfortunate choice of occupation, they were after all wage 
earners who had to support themselves; they could not really pick and choose 
the work they did. Furthermore, much of their work served a social purpose. 
The men of the Revolution were, at heart, good bourgeois; most of them 
employed at least a servante . Therefore they realized how important domestic 
help was in the smooth running of a home. Indeed, given the revolutionaries' 
emphasis on the family as the cradle of virtuous and patriotic citoyens, the 
contributions servants made to the creation of tranquil domesticity took on 
some of the lineaments of a patriotic duty. 

Thus the men of the Revolution had reasons to both like and dislike the 
occupation of domestic service and those who practiced it. Given this ambiv
alence, it is not surprising that revolutionary policy toward servants was con
tradictory. In essence the revolutionaries wanted, as they proclaimed in the 
passage of the Declaration of the Rights of Man quoted at the beginning of 
this chapter, to do away with "the state of domesticite," by which they meant 
the outmoded dependency and inequality which were so deeply embedded in 
the master-servant relationship. But at the same time they wished to preserve 
the socially useful aspects of the occupation and to help the good sans-culottes 
who practiced it. As the founders of a Parisian mutual aid society for servants 
proclaimed in I 789, they wanted to give "domesticity, which under an arbi
trary government is by turn tyrannized and tyrannizing," its "rightful role, 
that of a useful part of the family."8 

This contradictory attitude led the revolutionaries to deny servants the 
right to vote and to hold public office and to tax them as a luxury, while at the 
same time they founded numerous public welfare institutions to aid domestics 
who were aged, ill, or unemployed. 9 But the heart of the revolutionaries' pol
icy was their attempt to change the way people thought about domestic ser-
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vice. To accomplish this they relied on the introduction of a new vocabulary. 
During the Terror the terms laquais and domestique, with their traditional 
degrading connotations, were forbidden; servants were instead to be called 
familiers or hommes de peine. 1 0 When the Comtesse Dufort de Cheverny 
wanted to send a servant to care for her ailing husband during his imprison
ment, she was informed by her jailer that there was no such thing as a servant: 
"a French citizen is not a domestique." However her husband could have the 
help of an "aide" if he wished. 1 1  This attempt to transform the vocabulary of 
domestic service was less silly than it may appear at first glance. One of the 
major achievements of the Revolution, after all, was the creation of a new 
vocabulary for political and social discourse. The revolutionaries recognized 
that the traditional vocabulary of domestic service had acquired connotations 
of dependency and inferiority over the centuries. They wanted a fresh vocabu
lary suitable for a new sort of domesticite, in which masters and servants 
would be, at last, genuine equals, employer and employee bound only by the 
cash-nexus. Their vision of master-servant relationships is epitomized by this 
passage in Le Catechisme franrais, published in 1797 as a primer for use in 
primary schools: 

What are the duties of masters toward their servants? 
My fellow creature, forced to sell me his labor, 
Expects from me kindness, regard , reason, justice; 
With money I don't need I buy long service 
In this unequal exchange, it is I who gives less. 

What are those of a servant toward his master? 
That he be reliable, vigilant, sober, active, circumspect. 
No duty is too vile; only vice can be that. 
A valet steeped in vice is nothing but an abject s lave; 
An honest servant is the equal of a good master. 1 2  

This new vision of domesticite was shared by  both the liberal bourgeoisie 
dominant in the early years of the Revolution and by the more radical Jaco
bins. They differed only in their optimism about the timing of the transforma
tion. The liberal revolutionaries of the Constituent and Legislative assemblies 
did not think that they could transform the traditional postures of master and 
servant overnight; hence their denying domestics the right to vote. The Jaco
bins were more optimistic. They truly thought that it would be easy to do away 
with the dependency that had been the hallmark of master-servant relation
ships in the past. They wanted to do what two enterprising playing-card manu
facturers did in 1793 when they produced a deck of cards suitable for the 
revolutionary era: to replace all valets (jacks) with good revolutionary 
sans-culottes. 1 3 
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Servants ' Attitudes toward the Revolution 

How well did the revolutionaries succeed in their attempt to change valets 

into sans-culottes? Did they succeed in winning servants over to the Revolu
tion? These questions are difficult to answer, for the attitude of servants to
ward the Revolution was every bit as complex and ambivalent as was the 
revolutionaries' attitude toward them. Both as individuals and as a group, 
servants had much to lose from the Revolution-but also much to gain. 

Clearly many domestics came to despise the Revolution and all its works. 
They were, after all, viewed with suspicion by the revolutionaries and denied 
any political role in the new order. This treatment was a cause of much re
sentment and sparked most of the relatively infrequent servant demonstra
tions during the Revolution. In August 1789, for example, servants took to the 
streets of Paris to demand the right to vote, to attend district assemblies, and 
to enroll in the National Guard. They were only with difficulty dissuaded by 
the National Guard from staging a march of 40,000 servants down the 
Champs Elysees. 14 

Servants also resented the Revolution because of the hostility directed at 
them by patriotic sans-culottes. As we have seen, the relationship between 
servants and the rest of the menu peuple had been tense throughout the Old 
Regime. As symbols for the surrogates of the hated nobility, servants had 
always been targets for popular attack and abuse. With the coming of the 
Revolution, such attacks naturally increased in number and ferocity. By the 
spring of 179 1  any manservant who appeared on the streets of Paris in his 
livery was simply asking to be assaulted. Crowds shouted "A bas des valets" as 
well as "A bas des aristocrates" whenever they caught a glimpse of a nobleman 
and his liveried retainers. 15 By 1793 even lowly servantes who appeared on the 
streets in the clean white aprons that were the traditional badges of their call
ing were liable to insult and injury. One day in the summer of 1793 Mme. de la 
Tour du Pin's beloved gouvernante Marguerite was walking in Paris, wearing 
her customary "spotless" apron, when she was stopped by a cook, who warned 
her, "An apron like that will get you arrested and guillotined."16 

Subject to discrimination by revolutionary legislation and to attack by mil
itant sans-culottes, many domestics naturally turned against the Revolution. 
The revolutionaries' suspicion of the loyalty of servants, like their doubts of 
the loyalty of priests, had elements of a self-fulfilling prophecy. These groups 
gradually became antirevolutionary because the Revolution had already 
turned against them. 

Another factor that made at least some servants antirevolutionary was 
simple loyalty to their noble masters. We have seen that such loyalty was quite 
common among domestics, and that its roots lay deep within the psychologi
cal experience of being a servant. Therefore it was often strong enough to 
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survive even the outbreak of a revolution whose main enemy was the nobility. 
A servant like Le Tellier, valet de chambre to the Marquis de Barthelemy (see 
above, chapter 4), who had wholeheartedly adopted his master's value system, 
was unlikely to be shaken in his loyalties by revolutionary attacks on the nobil
ity. Nor, on a simpler psychological level, was a servant like Mme. de Ia Tour 
du Pin's Marguerite, who almost looked upon her mistress as her own child, 
and knew her to be a kindly and decent woman who bore little resemblance to 
the frivolous and decadent noble of revolutionary propaganda. To such ser
vants the persecution their masters suffered during the Revolution seemed 
unwarranted. Many expressed their loyalty by saving their masters from the 
guillotine. The Comte de Perigord was saved by the devotion of his servant 
Beaulieu, who carefully threw away all the petitions and pleas for mercy en
trusted to him by the Comte and his family. Completely forgotten by the 
Committee of Public Safety, the Comte survived the Terror and was released 
at Thermidor. A valet named Bontemps rescued the daughter of his mistress 
from a prorevolutionary lynch mob in the Vendee. The elderly Duchesse de 
Villeroi survived the emigration through the devotion of her femme de cham

bre, who supported her penniless mistress with her own meager savings. 1 7 
Such examples could be multiplied indefinitely, and they clearly show that 
one of the major causes of antirevolutionary sentiment among servants was 
loyalty to their persecuted noble masters. 

But probably the most important single factor in turning servants against 
the Revolution was simple self-interest. For with its persecution of the 
nobility-and, during the Terror, the rich in general-the Revolution caused 
widespread unemployment among servants. What happened in many noble 
households is illustrated in the following letter, written in March 1790, by one 
M. Venez to his uncle, M. de Boissey, one of those Swiss Calvinist bankers so 
prominent in Parisian financial circles before 1789: 

The bankers will not make loans at any price; you know as well as I do that 

no one has received a sou from rentes bought in 1 789; therefore I had for my 

living expenses last year only my revenues from my land , from which I had to 

deduct all the lods and cens [feudal dues] which my peasants did not want to 

pay me, since I did not wish to be burned out or put a la lanterne . . . .  l have 

therefore been reduced to firing three servants and selling my horses. 

He added, with some prescience, "God preserve us from the evils that threaten 
us, but I believe that the revolution is a tragedy in five acts, of which we have as 
yet seen only the prologue." 1 8  

Countless other wealthy families experienced economic setbacks similar to 
those outlined by M. Venez, and countless families took similar measures of 
retrenchment: they fired their servants. 19 Unemployment among servants 
grew even greater in 1792, 1793, and 1794, as more and more noble families 
fled France and the growing radicalism of the Revolution. Few aristocrats 
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took along their full household when they emigrated; considerations of both 
cost and safety prohibited that. Some nobles took with them their personal 
attendants, their valets and femmes de chambre, but most fled unaccompa
nied by servants, planning to hire new ones when they reached Germany, 
Italy, or England. Of every ten aristocrats who emigrated, only one seems to 
have been accompanied by a domestic.20 To be sure, at least a few of the 
servants left behind when their masters fled remained on the family payroll, 
charged with caring for the houses and furniture so precipitously abandoned. 
One example was Venier, domestique to the Comtesse de Balbi. Throughout 
the year 1791 he was bombarded with letters from his former colleague, Pierre 
Farcy, the Comtesse's valet de chambre, who had fled to Coblentz with his 
mistress and who relayed Madame's instructions about the furniture and 
porcelain left behind.2 1  But such employment occupied only a handful of do
mestics. When their noble masters fled the country or withdrew to their rural 
estates to ride out the storm, most servants were thrown unceremoniously 
onto a drastically shrunken job market. Unfortunately it is impossible to find 
any accurate statistics on the extent of unemployment among servants during 
the years of the Revolution, but clearly it was substantial. One indication is the 
estimate that the population of Versailles dropped by as many as 20,000 be
tween 1789 and the Year II, as domestics and other "hangers-on of the ci
devants," unemployed when their masters emigrated, went off to Paris to 
look for work.22 

Unemployment was always an economic disaster for servants, and never 
more so than during the Revolution, when added to the lack of employment 
opportunities were the hardships of wartime shortages and runaway inflation. 
The results show up on the rolls of the governmental agencies of public assis
tance which replaced the private charities of the ancien regime. During the 
Revolution domestic servants began for the first time to appear as clients of 
institutions of public assistance in proportions comparable to their represen
tation among the menu peuple. Of the inmates of the new depot de mendicite 
established at St. Denis in December 1789, for example, 16 percent of the men 
and 14 percent of the women were servants.23 

One formerly proud and prosperous domestic driven to seek public welfare 
during the Revolution was Nicolas Petit, once of/icier in the household of the 
Due de Villeroy. His papers, preserved when his widow was arrested, appar
ently for royalist sympathies, show that during the ancien regime Petit, son of 
a manouvrier from Menecy, had had a successful career as a servant in Paris. 
When he married in 1761 both he and his bride had substantial savings, and he 
received a share of the family land, worth 875 livres, as a wedding settlement. 
During the 1770s and 1780s both husband and wife regularly received appeals 
for financial help from poor relations. But after 1789 the now elderly couple 
themselves had to seek help to survive. Petit, once the proud of/icier of a ducal 
household, was reduced to working as a humble partier-when he could find a 
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job. He paid only three livres in taxes in 1791 and 1792, and during the Terror 
he was excused from military service on the grounds of indigence as well as old 
age. He died in a Parisian hospice d'humanite on 11 brumaire an 4. After his 
death his widow struggled on alone. She was constantly dunned by her land
lady for not paying the rent, and she survived only through the help of the 
Comite de Bienfaisance of her local section, which in the Year 5 described her 
as being "without any resource whatsoever."24 

It is not surprising that servants like the widow Petit eventually fell foul of 
the revolutionary authorities, for while part of her troubles were simply the 
natural concomitants of servant old age (see above, chapter 3), her situation 
was clearly aggravated by the hardships resulting from the Revolution. Police 
records of the revolutionary years are full of the seditious utterings of servants 
like Marie Petit who felt themselves victimized by revolutionary politics. For 
example, domestique Louis Blanchet was arrested in July 1790 while drinking 
in a tavern in Aix-en-Provence for uttering threats against the National As
sembly, which he blamed for the widespread unemployment among servants. 
He is reported to have said "that the time will come when action must be taken 
because servants and workers are increasingly unhappy . . .  that if that con
tinues, unemployed servants and workers must take to the streets."25 And 
Eugene Gervais, an unemployed Parisian cook, was arrested at the Palais 
Royal for inciting his fellow domestiques sans conditions against the bour
geois National Guard in the explosive summer of 1789. Gervais reportedly 
stated "that all the bourgeois guard and all the people who wear the uniform 
are all j__f__s and that 10,000 servants are capable of f__ing all the 
j__f__s who wear blue coats with white trim . . . and that there are 
60,000 servants in Paris who could unite with the workers of different crafts 
and that one would then see all the j__f__s hide themselves at home in 
their f__ing uniforms."26 

Gervais is interesting because he was obviously against the Revolution not 
simply because it had put him out of work but also because to him it seemed 
the work of the rich and well-born, whom he hated with an instinctive visceral 
hatred. Such sentiments were of course common among servants, and they 
prompted servants to support the Revolution as well as to oppose it. For there 
was another side to the coin. Many domestics were prorevolutionary simply 
because they hated their masters and therefore identified with a movment 
which took the aristocracy, and, later, the rich in general, as its targets. Many 
servants seem to have viewed the Revolution as a perfect opportunity to get 
revenge for the insults that were so much a part of their lives. Apparently one 
such servant was the domestique of M. Suard, a ci-devant minor philosophe; 
at any rate he took advantage of the chaotic conditions in Paris during the 
September Massacres to rob his employer of 8,000 francs. The theft greatly 
surprised M. and Mme. Suard, because the servant had been with them for 
several years and had never before shown any signs of dishonesty or discon-
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tent.27 While there is no real proof of this, it seems probable that servant 
protest, in its traditional forms of robbery for revenge, ritualized insult and 
insolence, and the public blackening of a master's reputation, increased dur
ing the years of the Revolution. At least it is clear that many servants de
nounced their masters to revolutionary tribunals.28 

Apart from a desire for revenge, servants had other reasons to support the 
Revolution. Some favored it simply because they approved of its basic princi
ples. Even deep-seated loyalty to a master did not necessarily preclude such 
sentiments, as Mlle. des Echerolles discovered when she talked to her former 
gouvernante, who had devoted her life to caring for her mistress's mentally 
retarded sister. Mlle. des Echerolles assumed that, since the woman had re
mained loyal to her employers throughout the upheavals of the period, she 
naturally shared their counterrevolutionary sentiments. She was astonished 
to discover that in fact the nurse thought the Revolution had been a good 
thing and hoped it would triumph.29 

Still other domestics supported the Revolution because they saw it as an 
opportunity for a better life. Some viewed the Revolution as a chance to im
prove the conditions of their occupation. Apparently this hope inspired a 
group of Parisian domestics who gathered at a theater in the Belleville district 
of the city to petition the Estates General in August 1789. They demanded that 
salaries for domestic servants be doubled, that they no longer be required to 
wear livery, and that the employment of blacks as servants be prohibited.30 

Other servants saw the Revolution as a chance to leave their occupation 
behind and find other more satisfying and more lucrative employment. The 
widespread unemployment among domestics, especially the male servants of 
noble households, was therefore not necessarily a tragedy. As we have seen, 
many men servants had abandoned the occupation even before the Revolu
tion, and many more dreamed of doing so and embarking on careers in com
merce. For such people the unemployment of the revolutionary period often 
provided the final spur to make them leave domestic employment behind once 
and for all and try to make their dreams come true. Although it is impossible 
to find much evidence about this, it seems probable that the years of the Revo
lution saw a substantial movement of male servants into petty commerce and 
the crafts. The one aspect of this flight of the male servant which can be traced 
concerns the chefs of great noble houses. Many of them were able to turn their 
inevitable unemployment to their advantage, either emigrating to England, 
where they were lionized by high society, or staying in France and opening 
public restaurants.3 1  Either way they found not only well-paying employment 
but also the social recognition as respectable bourgeois which they had desired 
for so long. 

The spectacular career of Bertrand Arnaud is an example of a servant 
canny enough to take advantage of the opportunities the Revolution offered. 
His papers, like those of Nicolas Petit, were confiscated and preserved by the 
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revolutionary tribunals. Before 1789 Arnaud had been a humble lackey in the 
household of one M. Sevelinge, ecuyer and secretaire du roi residing in Ver
sailles. But even then he was ambitious to make his fortune. Like many other 
servants he was a moneylender, and once in the I 770s he went to court to 
collect a debt of only 27 livres. An opportune legacy ( of 350 livres cash and all 
his household goods) from his master, who died in 1792, gave him more sub
stantial funds to invest, and he soon put them to work in the profitable specu
lations opened up by the Revolution. In 1793, for example, he invested thou
sands with bankers in La Rochelle, probably in privateering. He became quite 
rich and made munificent donations to the various forced loans of the revolu
tionary period. Not surprisingly, Arnaud was strongly prorevolutionary, and 
he even served for a time in the municipal government of Paris, thus becoming 
one of the very few servants or former servants to hold public office during the 
Revolution. 32 

Doubtless Arnaud was more adept than most in seizing the economic op
portunities of the revolutionary years. But even less canny male domestics 
could turn the Revolution to their advantage by riding out the worst of the 
unemployment (1792-94) through service in the revolutionary armies, 33 and 
then either setting themselves up as petty commerrants or returning to an 
occupation now hungry for their labor. For from Thermidor on, employing a 
servant, even a male domestic, was once again politically acceptable. There
fore unemployment among servants disappeared, and there was in fact an 
acute shortage of servants, especially men servants. This situation lasted as 
long as the wars of the revolutionary and Napoleonic eras did, for it was the 
army's need for men that kept civilian labor in short supply. The Comtesse de 
Bezemont complained about the shortage in I 809. "In Paris," she wrote, 
"everyone mounts guard on their employees; for domestiques, portiers, ev
eryone most necessary to a person there are absolutely no replacements."34 

Naturally this shortage pushed servants' wages up to very high levels. As table 
28 shows, salaries for all types of servants surpassed their prerevolutionary 
highs during the years from 1789 to 1 815, although the general inflation of the 
period made the gains less striking than they appear at first sight. Clearly once 

TABLE 28 

Average Wages for All Types of Servant, Pre- and Post-Revolution (in Livres) 

Male lower servants 
Male upper servants 
Female lower servants 
Female upper servants 

Sources: See Bibliography, section I, D.  

1 770s, 1 780s 

46.4 
1 90 .5  
36.4 
78 .6 

1 789- 1 8 1 5  

1 52 .8  
262 .7  
67 . 5  

1 23 .0  
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the dangers and dislocations of the early years of the Revolution had passed, 
domestic service again became one of the more economically advantageous 
occupations for the lower classes. 

For domestic servants the effects of the French Revolution were mixed. To 
some it brought unprecedented economic and personal disasters. Because of 
the Revolution they lost the jobs that had brought them not only income but 
also the vicarious social prestige that came from their association with /es 
grands. They saw their respected masters persecuted, and they themselves 
were vilified for practicing an occupation unsuited to the new egalitarian so
ciety. For other servants, however, the years of the Revolution were years of 
opportunity. They found in the Revolution a chance to assert the dignity of 
their calling and their own sense of equality with their employers; to take 
revenge for a lifetime of insults; and even to leave the occupation behind alto
gether and try to make their fortunes. 

Thus it is not surprising that some servants favored the Revolution while 
others did not. A domestic's attitude toward the events of 1789 was probably 
shaped by both his economic and social circumstances and by his perception 
of them-by his temperament, in short. Among servants, as among the barris
ters of Toulouse studied by Lenard Berlanstein-and probably among most 
other social groups as well-it was the adventurous, the ambitious, the far
sighted who most welcomed the Revolution, while those who were more 
temperamentally inflexible and set in their ways disliked it for the changes it 
brought to their lives.35 

Their essentially private and personal reaction to the events of 1789 ex
plains the relative quiescence of servants during the revolutionary years. Ser
vants on the whole were not conspicuously politically active either for or 
against the Revolution. Domestics did not take the lead in the greatjournees 
of the Revolution; they were not prominent among the vainqueurs de la Bas
tille. George Rude found only 32 servants among his 1,536 identifiable partic
ipants in crowd actions and riots between 1787 and 1795.36 During the Revo
lution servants did not hold public office (obviously, since this was prohibited 
in the early years of the Revolution), join the Jacobin clubs, or volunteer for 
the army or National Guard in any large numbers.37 Yet servants also did not 
figure prominently among the emigres or the victims of Terror. Servants 
formed a mere 1.7 percent of all those who left France during the Revolution; 
they contributed only 3 percent of the victims of the Terror. 38 The conflicting 
loyalties servants felt to both their masters and to their own family and class, 
plus the fact that the Revolution could both help and hurt them, prevented 
any widespread politicization of domestic servants. Most of them saw the 
Revolution solely in terms of its effect on their own private lives, and most, 
when asked afterward what they had done during the Revolution, would have 
replied with the Abbe Sieyes, "I survived." 



240 / PART I I . MASTERS AND SERVANTS 

Even in retrospect servants' reactions to the French Revolution retained a 
private and personal character. During the Restoration many domestics who 
were old enough to have been in service before 1789 regretted the passing of 
the Old Regime. This was especially true of those who had been members of 
great noble households. In her memoirs the Marquise de Villeneuve-Arifat 
noted that her mother's cook Naret, who returned to their household after the 
Terror, constantly complained about the economy that his now relatively pe
nurious mistress enjoined upon him and constantly recalled with regret the 
good old days before 1789 when he had cooked for twenty, thirty, and forty 
people a day. 39 Similarly, the Restoration politician Charles de Remusat re
called that as a chid he first learned of the Revolution from the tales of his 
family's servants, who "spoke of the ancien regime with a certain regret, with a 
sort of esteem." But, as Remusat shrewdly noted, this regret and esteem were 
rarely translated into political support for ultra-royalism. They were purely 
private regrets for a "time when they had been part of a great household" and 
had "nothing of the retroactive enthusiasm for the Old Regime so common 
later among the enemies of the Revolution. "40 Among most servants nostalgia 
for the Old Regime was simply nostalgia for the great noble household with its 
"public" domestic service which had disappeared with the Revolution. 

The Effects of the Revolution 
on Domestic Service 

The impact of the Revolution on the lives and fortunes of individual ser
vants may have been limited and ambiguous, but its impact on the occupation 
as a whole was clear-cut, obvious, and undeniable. Domestic service in the 
France of the 1850s was very different from domestic service in the France of 
the 1750s: private instead of public, bourgeois rather than aristocratic, femi
nine rather than masculine, egalitarian rather than patriarchal. The Revolu
tion did not initiate these transformations; as we have seen, they had their 
beginnings in the last decades of the Old Regime. Instead the Revolution acted 
as a catalyst, speeding up these changes to a point where, with the economic 
and social changes of the nineteenth century, they became irreversible. 

The Revolution had perhaps its most obvious impact on patterns of servant 
employment. It doomed the great noble household and its public style of 
servant-keeping. The Revolution created a society egalitarian in theory if not 
in practice, and such a society had no use for the liveried lackey who de
manded public deference for his master. The Revolution also accelerated the 
replacement of the nobility by the bourgeoisie as the leading employers of 
servants. During the Revolution nobles had to dismantle their households, 
and their establishments would never again be so large as they had been before 
1789. The noblesse of the Restoration was not only poorer than its prerevolu-
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tionary counterpart, it was also, understandably, more discreet about display
ing its wealth.41 With the retreat of the nobility, the bourgeoisie, its ranks 
greatly expanded by the economic growth of the nineteenth century, came 
into its own and took the leading place as servant-employers. In the nineteenth 
century the bourgeoisie employed the majority of servants, and indeed the 
keeping of a domestic was an almost infallible sign of middle-class status.42 

The bourgeoisification of domestic service of course brought with it a fem
inization of the occupation. The bourgeoisie had always preferred female do
mestics; this pattern continued in the nineteenth century. During the Revolu
tion the bourgeoisie adopted the values of domesticity as a badge of class 
identity. They believed religiously in the home as women's sphere and house
work as women's work. Middle-class homes were the domain of the menagere, 

and cared for by her in partnership with an inevitably female servant.43 

The feminization that marked domestic service in the nineteenth century 
was a product not only of the emergence of the bourgeoisie as leading servant
holders but also of the flight of male servants from the occupation. Here again 
the Revolution was a crucial turning point. The unemployment of the revolu
tionary years was worse for male servants than for women, and men suffered 
more from the revolutionaries' attacks on the occupation as one unworthy of a 
free man and citizen. Yet, as if in compensation, the Revolution also opened 
up more alternative employment opportunities for them than it did for their 
female colleagues. The result was a massive flight of men from domestic ser
vice. This trend accelerated in the nineteenth century, when the quickening 
pace of economic change created attractive alternative employment oppor
tunities for men at first in petty crafts and in the growing commercial sector, 
both traditional havens of male domestics, and later in factory labor. During 
the nineteenth century domestic service became progressively less attractive 
for men as the wages of male servants failed to keep pace with those of other 
occupations. For women, however, the economic growth and industrializa
tion of the nineteenth century had the opposite effect, narrowing rather than 
increasing the choice of occupation. In the nineteenth century the wages of a 
bonne were better than the pittance that a female factory worker could earn, 
and domestic service continued to provide a chance to save for a dowry and 
make a respectable marriage. Thus domestic service remained one of the most 
worthwhile of the dwindling employment opportunities for women.44 This 
provided the final impetus for the feminization of the occupation. In Aix-en
Provence in the eighteenth century about 60 percent of the servants were 
women; by 1835 the figure was 80 percent. And in France as a whole the 
percentage of women servants rose from 68 percent in 185 1 to 83 percent by 
19 1 1.45 

Thus with regard to patterns of servant employment and the sexual make
up of the occupation, the Revolution speeded up transformations already 
under way, transformations that would be brought to completion by the 
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economic and social changes of the nineteenth century. In the realm of master
servant relationships, however, the impact of the Revolution was more com
plex. The revolutionaries took an egalitarian, cash-nexus view of master
servant relationships. They defined servants as wage laborers hired to do 
housework, thus completing the transition of the occupation from etat to met
ier and ridding it once and for all of those ambiguous types like family 
members, apprentices, and gentlemanly upper servants. 46 They also made a 
concerted attack on the remnants of patriarchy and the dependency it en
tailed. But the postrevolutionary period, and indeed the nineteenth century in 
general, saw a reversal of the latter trend. 

The most striking feature of master-servant relationships in the nineteenth 
century was the attempt by masters to restore patriarchal values and patterns 
of behavior to relationships within the household. This effort was clearly vis
ible in the domestic manuals of the postrevolutionary period. Books like Fran
�ois Perennes's De la Domesticite avant et depuis 1 789 (1844) displayed a 
strong nostalgia for the golden age of patriarchy, "before the Revolution 
. . . when religion reigned in every heart. . . . The servant was born in the 
shadow and under the very roof of the chateau of his master . . . .  Between 
master and servant there was a true union and community of sympathies, 
affection, and interest. . . . The one obeyed as the other commanded, by a 
sort of original instinct, without debasement on the one side or arrogance on 
the other."47 Nineteenth-century domestic manuals and religious and moral 
tracts intended for servants showed a clear attempt to restore this mythical 
golden age. While they revealed traces of the changes in the occupation in the 
last half of the eighteenth century (servants were deemed responsible for their 
own sexual conduct, and a major duty of masters was paying their servants 
promptly), most of what they said about master-servant relationships could 
have been written in the seventeenth century. Mme. Le Prince de Beaumont, 
the French equivalent of Hannah More, wrote innumerable novels and tracts 
for the newly literate servants of the 1820s; her lists of the duties of masters 
(they should oversee their servants' behavior, provide them with religious in
struction, and care for them in illness and old age) and her exhortations to 
servants to accept the lowly place to which God had called them could have 
come from the pages of Claude Fleury.48 

This nostalgia for the golden age of patriarchy was, ironically, a product of 
the Revolution itself. It was the class war of the revolutionary era that made 
masters uncomfortable with an egalitarian conception of master-servant rela
tionships. In the last decades of the Old Regime the disintegration of patri
archy had brought a new uneasiness and distancing to the relationships be
tween the "domestic enemies" but it had also brought equality, camaraderie, 
and even affection. The Revolution killed the latter tendencies; only the 
uneasiness remained. This uneasiness was manifested in further physical and 
psychological distancing between master and servant. In the nineteenth cen-
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tury, all domestics, even for the first time women, were put into uniforms. And 
they were banished from the household itself into attic chambres de bonne. 
Some masters even hoped to do without servants entirely. The rise of the 
(aiseuse de menage, who "lived out," is a testimony to this. Another sign of the 
uneasiness of master-servant relationships in the nineteenth century was the 
attempt to restore patriarchy to relationships within the household. Nineteenth
century employers tried to exercise a strict control over their servants' private 
lives. They restricted their free time, supervised their social contacts ("no fol
lowers"), and gave them edifying reading and religious instruction. They took, 
or at least pretended to take, a personal interest in their welfare. And they 
demanded discipline, docility, and unquestioning obedience in return. 

In general employers got what they wanted, for the work force was young, 
female, and fresh from the country. In the nineteenth century a new literary 
image of the servant appeared on the scene, an image different from both the 
lusty and animal-like creature of the patriarchal period and the proud and 
ambitious Figaro of the prerevolutionary decades. The new image was that of 
the peasant heroine of Flaubert's Un Coeur simple and the family cook in 
Proust's Remembrance of Things Past. She was inevitably female, a simple 
country girl, docile and pious, who devoted herself to her employers and had 
no other life outside the household.49 This image represented what the worried 
employers of the nineteenth century desperately hoped their servants would 
be. 

Yet however much they wanted to believe that their servants were like this, 
nineteenth-century employers did not delude themselves with the notion that 
this image fit the lower classes as a whole. For yet another heritage of the 
Revolution to domestic service was the fact that the household ceased to be a 
laboratory of class attitudes, and employers ceased to project their images of 
their domestics onto the lower classes. The class war of the Revolution 
taught employers that their loyal and obedient servants were not repre
sentative of the people at large. In the nineteenth century "the people" wore 
the guise not of pious servant girls but of peasants to be dragged from rural 
sloth and ignorance and turned into Frenchmen, of factory workers to be 
made hard-working and industrious, and, above all, of the criminally-inclined 
"dangerous classes" of the bourgeoning urban slums.50 The very different 
image of the servant exemplified the effort of nineteenth-century employers to 
make their households into places apart, havens in the heartless world of in
dustrialization, where the social peace and harmony of an earlier era would 
prevail. But they could not delude themselves that these havens of peace and 
harmony were representative of the world outside their walls. 

Thus a divorce between the popular image of the servant and that of "the 
people" was the Revolution's final legacy to the occupation of domestic ser
vice. In the nineteenth century domestic service remained an important occu
pation for the lower classes, especially for lower-class women. It also re-
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mained an important factor in the domestic and family life of the new ruling 
classes. But it lost its former role as the prime shaper of the social attitudes of 
both the lower classes and the elite. Domestic service was no longer so central 
to the social history of the period as it had been in the Old Regime, when the 
relationships between the "domestic enemies" had both mirrored and shaped 
those of society as a whole. 
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Preface 

I .  For the history of the phrase see Iris Origo, "The 'Domestic Enemy' : The Eastern Slaves in 
Tuscany in the Fourteenth and Fifteenth Centuries," Speculum 30 no. 3 (July 1 955), 322 . ( I  wish 
to thank my colleague at Syracuse University, Edward Muir, for this reference. )  For the use of the 
phrase in ancien regime France see John Andrews Van Eerde, "The Role of the Valet in French 
Comedy between 1 630 and 1 789 as a Reflection of Social History ,"  (Ph.D .  diss . ,  The Johns 
Hopkins University, 1 953), 1 04-5 .  

2 . Albert Ba beau, Les Artisans et /es domestiques d'autref ois (Paris, 1 886); Alfred Franklin, 
La Vie privee d'autrefois (Paris, 1 887- 1 902) ;  J .  Jean Hecht, The Domestic Servant Class in 
Eighteenth-Century England (London, 1 956) . 

3. Examples are Franklin L. Ford, Robe and Sword (Cambridge, Mass. ,  1 953) ,  and Robert 
Forster, The Nobility of Toulouse (Baltimore, 1 960). 

4. The rise of these new fields incidentally turned the former liabilities of servants as topics 
(the fact that so many servants were women, and they lived and worked within the private and 
domestic rather than the public and productive spheres) into assets. Consequently the late 1 970s 
saw an outpouring of excellent studies on domestic servants in various times and places, including 
Theresa McBride's pioneering work on domestics in nineteenth-century France and England 
( The Domestic Revolution (New York, 1 976], and David Katzman's study of servants in the 
United States in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries (Seven Days a Week: Women and Domes
tic Service in Industrializing America (New York, 1 978]). Even servants in Old Regime France 
received some attention: they were the subject of two excellent dissertations, one French and one 
American ( Marc Botlan, "Domesticite et domestiques a Paris dans la crise [ I 770-1 790T' [these, 
Ecole des Charles , Paris, 1 976]; Sarah Crawford Maza, "Domestic Service in Eighteenth Century 
France" [Ph .D.  diss. Princeton University, 1 978]), and one fine book, Jean-Pierre Gutton's Do
mestiques et serviteurs dans la France de /'ancien regime (Paris, 1 98 1  ) .  My work draws heavily on 
these studies, and I thank M. Botlan and Professor Maza for generously making copies of their 
work available to me. But my approach differs from these largely prosopographical studies in its 
attention to the psychology of master-servant relationships. 

5 .  A model for such a study is a recent work on English farm servants, Ann Kussmaul's 
Servants in Husbandry in Early Modern England (Cambridge, 1 98 1 ) . 

6. In this my major inspiration was Lawrence Stone's magisterial The Family, Sex, and 
Marriage in England, 1500--1800 (New York, 1 977), which makes superb use of memoirs to ex
plore family relationships. Alert readers will notice that I borrowed not only the use of memoirs 
but also much of my interpretation of the timing and causes of changes in family life from Stone. 

Chapter I 

I .  For the estimate of 1 00,000 see J. C. Nemeitz, Sejour de Paris, c'est-a-dire, instructions 
fide/es pour /es voiagers de condition (Leyden, 1 7 1 7) ,  92 . This is undoubtedly exaggerated. But 
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there were probably 75,000 to 80,000 servants in Paris by the eve of the Revolution. See Bot Ian, 
"Domesticite et domestiques," 1 90. 

2. Fanny Cradock, Journal de Mme. Cradock: Voyage en France (1 783-/ 786). trans. Mme. 
0. Delphine-Balleyquier (Paris , 1 896), 1 6. 

3. For guidebooks, see Nemeitz, Sejour de Paris, 85-92; L. Liger, Le Voyageur fidele ou le 
guide des etrangers dans la ville de Paris (Paris, 1 7 1 5) ,  403; and Luc-Vincent Thierry, Almanach 
du voyageur a Paris . . .  (Paris, 1 783), 1 1 5 .  For visitors' comments, see B. L. de Muralt, Lett res 
sur /es anglois et /esfram;ois et sur /es voiages, ed . Charles Gould and Charles Oldham (Paris , 
1 933),  27; Elizabeth Craven, A Journey through the Crimea to Constantinople (Dublin, 1 786; 
facsimile ed . ,  New York, 1 980), 3 1-32; and Prince Karamzine, Voyage en France, I 789-90 (Paris, 
1 885), 286-90. 

4. For the exportation of French servants to foreign countries see Barbara Wheaton, Savor
ing the Past (Philadelphia, 1 983), 1 60-72. 

5. A higher figure, 1 7  percent for the city as a whole, is often cited (eg. , in Maza, "Domestic 
Service," 6, and "Porphyre Petrovitch," "Recherches sur la criminalite a Paris dans la seconde 
moitie du 1 8e siecle," in A.  Abbiateci et al . ,  Crimes et criminalite en France sous /'ancien regime: 
I 7e-l 8e siecles [Paris, 1 97 1  ], 246) . This figure is Dau ma rd and Furet's calculation (Adeline Dau
mard and Fran�ois Furet, Structures et relations sociales a Paris au milieu du X Vllle siecle 
[Paris, 1 96 1 ], 1 8- 1 9) of the percentages of servants among the male Parisians who made mar
riages contracts in 1 749. But marriage contracts are a source weighted to favor servants over less 
prosperous and sophisticated members of the lower classes like gagne-deniers, who were much 
more likely to marry without a contract. Therefore the figure is probably slightly inflated, and 1 5  
percent is a more realistic estimate. The latter is the calculation of Daniel Roche, Le Peuple de 
Paris (Paris, 1 98 1  ) ,  27. 

6. For Aix in 1 695 see Jean Paul Coste, La Ville d'Aix en /695: Structure urbaine et societe 
(Aix, 1 970), 2 :7 1 2; for the mid-eighteenth-century figure, see Maza, "Domestic Service," 6. The 
figures for Toulouse are my calculations based on the number of servants listed in the capitation 
rolls for these years; they will be explained at length later. 

7. For Bordeaux see Paul Butel and Jean-Pierre Poussou, La Vie quotidienne a Bordeaux 
au dix-huitieme siecle (Paris, 1 980), 40; and Poussou, "Les Structures demographiques et soci
ales, " in F.-G. Pariset, ed . ,  Bordeaux au dix-huitieme siecle (Bordeaux, 1 968), 367. For Marseilles 
see Maza "Domestic Service," 8 .  In minor commercial centers the proportion of servants was even 
smaller. In Elbeuf, a Norman textile town, there were only 1 50 servants in a population of 4,000 
to 5,000 (Jeffry Ka plow, Elbeuf during the Revolutionary Period: History and Social Structure 
[Baltimore, 1 9641, 74). 

8 .  An example is the Provern;:al town of Digne, where around 3 percent of the population 
were servants (Maza, "Domestic Service," 6) . 

9. These figures are based on the statistics in Gutton,  Domestiques et serviteurs, 1 02, and 
Peter Laslett, Family Life and Jllicit Love in Earlier Generations (Cambridge, 1 977), 32. In the 
present state of our knowledge it is impossible to say what factors determined the employment of 
farm servants, rather than sharecroppers or hired day laborers, as agricultural laborers. The two 
areas where farm servants were most frequently found ,  Gascony and the Rouergue, were other
wise very different in social and family structure, patterns of landholding, and type of agriculture 
practiced (see Gutton, Domestiques et serviteurs, 1 02-3; 1 08-9). Much more research is needed 
on this subject. 

1 0. There are no reliable statistics on the socioeconomic makeup of both country and town in 
the ancien regime. But given what we know about it, these seem good guesses. 

1 1 . This was the estimate of the eighteenth-century statistician Moheau, and it is generally 
accepted today. See Gutton, Domestiques et serviteurs, 7-8, and Maza, "Domestic Service," 5. 

1 2. There are no reliable statistics for the proportion of servants in the population in the 
Middle Ages. In the seventeenth century Marcel Cusenier estimates that about one-sixth of the 
population were domestics (Les Domestiques en France [Paris, 1 9 1 2], 1 3) ,  but this seems doubt-
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ful .  A more likely figure is 6-7 percent (Maza, "Domestic Service," 4) . In the nineteenth century 
only around 2 .5  percent of the population were servants (McBride, Domestic Revolution, 35) .  

1 3 . For de la Touche see Robert Forster, Merchants, Landlords, Magistrates (Baltimore, 
1 980), 1 1 2- I 4; for Jeanne Leconte, see Archives Departementales, Gironde (hereafter ADG) 1 2B 
287, Procedures et informations de la jurat de Bordeaux, 1 746. (See Bibliography for archival 
abbreviations . )  

1 4. Webster's Third International Dictionary (New York, 1 976), 2075 .  
1 5 . Quoted in Gutton, Domestiques et  serviteurs, 1 1 . 
1 6. The best description of the medieval household is Mark Girouard, Life in the English 

Country House (New Haven, 1 978), 1 3-29. He deals primarily with England, but there is no 
reason to suppose that French households were significantly different. 

1 7. For the changing conception of "service" over the centuries see Philippe Aries, "Le Ser
vice domestique: Permanence et variations," X V/le Siecle 32, no. 4 (October-December 1 980), 
4 1 5-20. 

1 8 . For a sixteenth-century household which included such types see Nancy L. Roelker, 
Queen of Navarre: Jeanne d'Albret, 1528- 1 572 (Cambridge, Mass . ,  1 968), 26. 

1 9 . For this usage see Charlotte Arbaleste de Mornay, Memoires de Mme. de Mornay (Paris, 
1 868), 1 75. 

20. Aries, "Le Service domestique," 4 1 8; Girouard, English Country House. 1 43. 
2 1 .  For the provisions of the capitation see Marcel Marion, Les lmp6ts directs sous /'ancien 

regime (Facsimile ed, Geneva, 1 974), 48-6 1 .  For laws on the police des domestiques see Des 
Essarts, Dictionnaire universe/ de police (Paris, 1 787), 3 :467; andBN Manuscrits FF 2 1 800, Col
lection Delamare, Ordonnance de Roi, April 8, 1 7 1 7. 

22. Compare what follows with Gutton, Domestiques et serviteurs, 1 2- 1 5 . 
23. Quoted in Jean-Louis Flandrin, Families: Parente, maison, sexualite dons /'ancienne so

ciete (Paris, 1 976), 1 1 . 
24. Comte d' Avaux, Correspondance inedite du Comte d' A vaux (Claude des Mesmes) avec 

son pere, Jean-Jacques de Mesmes, Sieur de Roissy, ed . A .  Boppe (Paris, 1 887), 38 ;  [ Audiger ], La 
Maison reg lee d'un grand seigneur et autres, tant a la ville qu'a la campagne, et le devoir de taus /es 
officiers et autres domestiques en general (Paris, 1 692), preface, pages unnumbered . 

25 .  The changing nature of family life and family ties over the centuries has recently received 
much attention from historians. The two best works on the patriarchal phase of the family unfor
tunately deal with England; they are Stone, The Family, Sex and Marriage, 1 23-22 1 ;  and Ran
dolph Trumbach, The Rise of the Egalitarian Family (New York, 1 978), 1 1 9-65 .  The nearest 
French equivalent to these studies is Flandrin, Families, but it is rather idiosyncratic. David 
Hunt, Parents and Children in History: The Psychology of Family life in Early Modern France 
(New York, 1 970), and Philippe Aries, Centuries of Childhood: A Social History of Family life, 
trans. Robert Baldick (New York, 1 962), are suggestive but not definitive. 

26. Claude Fleury, Les Devoirs des maitres et des domestiques, reprinted in Alfred Franklin, 
La Vie privee d'autrefois, (Paris, 1 898) 23 : 2 1 0 . 

27 .  For more on the patriarchal vision of the servant, see below, chapter 5 .  
28 .  See Gordon J.  Schochet, Patriarchalism in Political Thought (New York, 1 975) .  
29. Fleury, Les Devoirs des maitres et des domestiques, 2 1 2 . 
30. For the economy and society of Toulouse see Robert Forster, The Nobility of Toulouse 

(Baltimore, 1 960); Lenard Berlanstein, The Barristers of Toulouse (Baltimore, 1 975) ;  Georges 
Freche, Toulouse et la region Midi-Pyrennes au siecle des lumieres (vers /67(}-J 789) (Paris, 1 974); 
Jean Sentou, Fortunes et groupes sociaux a Toulouse sous la Revolution, 1 789-/ 799 (Toulouse, 
1 969) . 

3 1 .  This table (and also tables 2, 3, and 4) are drawn from the tax rolls of seven of the eight 
districts, or capitoulats, in the city of Toulouse: those of Daurade, La Pierre, St. Pierre, Pont
Vieux, St. Sernin, St. Barthelemy, and Dalbade. The tax roll for the eighth, St. Etienne, also 
exists for 1 695, but I omitted it because its tax rolls do not exist for the years 1 750 and 1 789, and 
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therefore a table that included it would not be valid for later comparisons . This omission is 
unfortunate, because St . Etienne was a large and fashionable district with a high concentration of 
domestics . 

32 .  For more on the payment-or nonpayment-of servants, see below, chapter 2 .  
33 .  These estimates are based on the costs of feeding hospital inmates in this period from 

Cissie C. Fairchilds, Poverty and Charity in A ix-en-Provence, 1640--1 789 (Baltimore, 1 976), 63,  
75 ,  and are deflated to the level of seventeenth-century prices. 

34. This income estimate is based on the chart of page 5 1 8  of Pierre Deyon, A miens: Capitale 
provinciale (Paris, 1 967), with salaries of wife and children added . 

35 .  ADHG C 1 082, Rolle de la capitation de la ville de Toulouse, 1 695, Dalbade. 
36. Giroua.-d, English Country House, 27. 
37. It should be noted that merchants, procureurs, surgeons, and the like often employed 

large numbers of male clerks ( or in the case of surgeons, apprentices) in their businesses, but this 
was not the same as employing a liveried lackey. 

38 .  In Bordeaux the capitation was recorded by occupation, not d istrict, and few of its rec
ords have survived . I was unable to find the capitation rolls of Bordeaux's prosperous overseas 
merchants , the negociants, for the late seventeenth century. But one indication that even these 
dynamic merchants were reluctant to employ male domestics is the fact that only 1 6  percent of the 
male servants who made marriage contracts in Bordeaux in 1 727-29 were employed in middle
class households, while 72 percent were employed by the nobility. (For sources for these figures 
see Bibliography, section I, B, 3 . )  

39.  McBride, The Domestic Revolution, 1 8- 1 9 . 
40. Pierre-Jean-Baptiste Nougaret, Tableau mouvant de Paris, ou varietes amusants (Paris, 

1 787), 3 :  74. 
4 1 .  Nemeitz, Sejour de Paris, 1 35 .  
42 .  [Jean Meusnier], Nouveau traite de la civilite qui se  pratique en France parmi Jes hon

nestes gens (La Haye?, 1 7 3 1  ) ,  39--40. 
43.  In  Bordeaux in 1 7 1 6  the judges of the Cour des Aides averaged 2.93 servants each, while 

those of the Parlement averaged 5 . 80.  And in the Parlement the households of conseillers aver
aged 4.44 domestics each, and those of presidents 8 .69 ,  while the premier president of the Grande 
Chambre had a household of 20 (ADG C 1 082, Rolle des domestiques de la cour de Parlement, 
1 7 1 6) .  

44 . ADHG C 1 082, Rolle de l a  capitation de l a  ville de Toulouse, 1 695 .  
45 .  Charles de Ribbe, Une Grande Dame dons son menage au temps de Louis XIV, d'apres le 

journal de la Comtesse de Rochefort (1689) (Paris, 1 889), 1 37 .  
46. Audiger, La Maison reglee, 1-2. 
47. Gutton, Domestiques et serviteurs, 42-43, 28, 32; de Ribbe, Une Grande Dame, 1 37. 
48 .  The family and domestic life of the nobility is thoroughly described below, especially in 

chapters 2 and 7 .  See also the works cited in note 25. 
49 . R ichard Sennett, The Fall of Public Man (New York, 1 976), 47- 1 22, esp .  64-88 .  
50 .  E .  P .  Thompson, "Patrician Society, Plebeian Culture," Journal of Social History 7, no .  4 

(Summer 1 974), 382-405 .  This brilliant article inspired much of my thinking about master
servant relationships and social relationships in general during the seventeenth and eighteenth 
centuries. 

5 1 .  The most persuasive statement of this view is Michel Vovelle, "Le tourant des men ta lites 
en France, 1 750--89: la 'sensibilite pre-revolutionaire,' " Social History 5 ( 1 977), 605-30. 

52 .  This table is less trustworthy than the earlier ones , for after 1 695 capitation rolls became 
both less abundant and less accurate. For the 1 750 figures I was able to find tax rolls from 
approximately that date for the same seven of Toulouse's eight capitoulats that were used for the 
1 695 figures. The rolls for Daurade, La Pierre, and St. P ierre dated from 1 750 itself; those of 
Pont-V ieux and St. Sernin are from 1 757 ;  that of St. Barthelemy is from 1 748, and that of Dal
bade is from 1 74 1 .  But for the 1 789 figures I could find rolls for only five capitoulats: La Pierre, 
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Pont-Vieux, and St. Pierre for 1 789; Dalbade for 1 788 ,  and Daurade for 1 764. Therefore the 
figures for 1 789 are not truly comparable with those of 1 695 and 1 750. Also, the capitation rolls 
became progressively less accurate in the course of the eighteenth century, with more people listed 
only by name with no occupation given (as the large category of "other" in my table show) or 
even omitted entirely. This makes these later figures even more dubious. But in the absence of 
better data I think their use is justified . 

53 .  The figure probably was even larger, for many of the unknowns in the category "other" 
were middle-class types who employed servants. 

54. Marquise de Villeneuve-Arifat, Souvenirs d'enfance et de jeunesse, 1 780-1 792 (Paris, 
1 902), 303 1 .  

55 .  AN T 208 1 , Comptes du marechal et marechale de Mirepoix, 1 749---77, Etat des nourri
ture, gages, memoires de depense . . .  des gens de Mme. la Marechale, janvier 1 788 ;  T 49 1 2, 
Papiers du Prince de Lambesc, Etat de la maison de S. A. Mgsr. le Prince de Lambesc; Comte 
Dufort de Cheverny, Memoires, ed. Robert de Crevecoeur (2nd ed . :  Paris, 1 909), I :  1 64. 

56. For an explanation of why these figures rather than the capitation rolls were used, see 
above, note 38 .  

57 .  Craven, A Journey through the Crimea, 3 1 .  
58 .  This change will be traced in detail below, especially in chapters 2, 6 ,  and 7 .  For further 

information see Flandrin, Familles; James F. Traer, Marriage and the Family in Eighteenth 
Century France (Ithaca, 1 980); Margaret Darrow, "French Noblewomen and the New Domestic
ity, 1 750- 1 850," Feminist Studies 5, no. I (Spring 1 979), 4 1-65; Cissie Fairchilds, "Women and 
Family," in French Women and the Age of Enlightenment, ed. Samia Spencer (to be published by 
Indiana University Press), and Elisabeth Badinter, Mother Love: Myth and Reality (New York, 
1 9 8 1 ) .  

5 9 .  Flandrin, Familles, 1 3 .  
60. See below, chapter 2 .  
6 1 .  See for example Abbe Gregoire, De la Domesticite chez /es peuples anciens et modernes 

(Paris, 1 8 1 4) ,  I .  
62. This is how freedom is defined in the Social Contract, for example. See Maurice Cran

ston's introduction to the Penguin edition (New York, 1 968), 42. 
63. Ordinance of police, of November 6, 1 778, quoted in Des Essarts, Dictionnaire universe/ 

de police, 3:478. 
64. Quoted in Gutton, Domestiques et serviteurs, 1 1 . 
65 .  Quoted in ibid . ,  1 2 . 
66. The professionalization of tutors is discussed below, chapter 7. For the emancipation of 

musicians from the ranks of servants see Judith Tick, "Musician and Mecene: Some Observations 
on Patronage in Late 1 8th-Century France," International Review of the Aesthetics and Sociol
ogy of Music 4 ( 1 973), 245-56;  and for the changes in musical taste that made this possible see 
William Weber, "Musical Taste in Eighteenth-Century France," Past and Present 89 (November 
1 980), 58-85 .  

67. Sieur de La Varenne, LR Cuisinier franfois (Paris, 1 654), Preface; Menon, Les Soupers de 
la Cour, ou L'Art de travail/er toutes sortes d'alimens . . .  (Paris, 1 755), vi; M.  A. Careme, 
Le Maitre d'H6telfranfais (Paris, 1 822), iv. 

Chapter 2 

I .  Christophe de Bordeaux, "Chambriere a louer a tout faire" and "Varlet a louer a tout 
faire" in Anatole de Montaiglon, ed . ,  Recuei/ de poesiesfranroises des 15e et /6e siec/es (Paris , 
1 855) . 

2. Robert Darnton, "Work and Culture in an Eighteenth Century Printing Shop" (paper 
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presented at the Library of Congress, 1 98 1  ), has an excellent discussion of the uneven rhythm that 
characterized not only the eighteenth-century printing trade but preindustrial work in general .  I 
thank Professor Darnton for sending me his paper, which has since been printed in Robert Dam
ion, The Literary Underground of the Old Regime (Cambridge, 1 982), 1 48-66. My citations are 
to the original paper. 

3 .  Audiger, La Maison reg/ee, 1 36-42. 
4. Affiches, Annonces . .  de Toulouse, April 2, 1 788.  
5 .  See below, chapter 3 .  
6. [Anon.], Memoires du Comte de Bonneval, ci-devant general d'infanterie au service de sa 

Majesre lmperiale et Catholique (London [?], 1 737), I : 86. 
7 .  Goujon, Journal du maitre d'h6tel de Msgr. de Belsunce duranr la peste de Marseille, 

/ 72�/ 722 (Paris, 1 878), 22. 
8 .  Audiger, La Maison reglee, 34-36. 
9 .  AN T 208 1 , Comptes du marechal et marechale de Mirepoix, 1 749--77.  

1 0. AN T 1 8645, 1 8650, 1 8656, Papiers du due et duchesse de Fitz-James . 
1 1 . Comtesse de Gentis, Le La Bruyere des domestiques, precede de considerations sur /'etat 

de domesticite en general et suivi d'une nouvelle (Paris, 1 828), 30; Memoires de Mlle. A vril/on. 
premiere .femme de chambre de /'/mperatrice, sur la vie privee de Josephine (Paris, 1 833), 369; 
Audiger, La Maison reglee, 53; G. Vanel, Une Grande Ville au I le et /8e siec/es: La Vie privee a 
Caen, Jes usages, la societe, Jes salons (Caen, 1 9 1 2), 1 65 .  

1 2 . [Anon .), La Malt6te des cuisinieres, ou la maniere de bienferrer la mule: Dialogue entre 
une vieille cuisiniere et unejeune servante, reprinted in Franklin, La Vie privee d'autrefois (Paris, 
1 898), 344-56. 

1 3 . Gregoire, De la Domesticite, 1 40; AN T 254, Papiers de Pierre Farcy, valet de chambre. 
1 4. Memoires du Comte Dufort de Cheverny, 1 9 .  
1 5 . [Anon.], A vis a la /ivree par un  homme qui la porte (N .  p . ,  1 789), 4-5 .  
1 6 . Journal de Guienne, September 1 2, 1 784. 
1 7 . For an amusing description of these hair styles see the Memoires de la Baronne d'Ober

kirch sur la cour de wuis X VI et la societe franraise avant 1 789, ed . Suzanne Burkard (Paris, 
1 970), 56. 

1 8 . Laurette de Malboissiere, Lett res d'une jeunefille du temps de Louis X V  (1 76 /-66), ed . 
Marquise de la Grange (Paris, 1 866), 1 94. 

19. Journal de Guienne, January 20, 1 785. 
20. Laurette de Malboissiere, Lettres d'unejeunefille, passim. 
2 1 .  Louis Nicolardot, Menage et.finances de Voltaire, avec une introduction sur /es moeurs 

des cours et des salons au l 8e siec/e (Paris, 1 854), I 06; Comtesse de Gentis, Memoires inedites de 
Mme. La Comtesse de Gen/is, sur le dix-huitieme siecle er la Revolution franraise. depuis 1 756 
jusqu'a nos jours (Paris, 1 825), 6:272; Laure Junot, Duchesse d'Abrantes, The Home and the 
Court Life of the Emperor Napoleon and His Fami�v (London, 1 893), I : 27 1 .  

22. For an example o f  servants joining in entertaining guests, see Mme. d e  Gentis, Memoires 
inedites, I :  1 83 ;  for a discussion of their involvement in their employers' love-lives, see below, 
chapter 6. 

23 .  Fanny Cradock, Journal de Mme. Cradock, 325. 
24. Memoires de Madame du Hausset, femme de chambre de Madame de Pompadour, ed . 

M. F. Barriere (Paris, 1 847), esp. 1 29. 
25.  Evidence about the hours of meals comes from Le Grand d'Aussy, Histoire de la vie privee 

desfranr;ois (Paris, 1 8 1 5), 3 : 309-- I O; and Laurette de Malboissiere, Lett res d'une jeunefille, 6, 7 .  
These are the hours for meals during the last decades of the ancien regime. Meals had been getting 
progressively later since the seventeenth century, when the diner took place at twelve or one and 
the souper in the early evening. These earlier hours would return during the Revolution. 

26. Marquise de La Tour du Pin, Journal d'unefemme de cinquante ans, / 778-/8/5 (Paris, 
1 907), 1 : 7 .  
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27. [Menon], La Cuisiniere bourgeoise. suivi de /'office a /'usage de taus ceux qui se me lent de 
depenses de maisons (Paris, 1746), 12-14. 

28. See the description of a dinner in a great noble household in [Nicolas de Bonnefons], Les 
De/ices de la campagne, sui11e dejardinierfran('ois (Amsterdam, 1655), 373-78. 

29. Maurice Caillet, "Le Livre des depenses de la maison de I' Archeveque Lomenie de 
Brienne," L'Auta 273 (April 1958), 54. 

30. See the sample table settings in Le Cannamelistefran('ais, au nouvelle instruction pour 
ceux qui diserent d'apprendre /'office . . .  (Nancy, 1768), and the description in Wheaton, Sa
voring the Past, 138-42. 

31. Wheaton's is the best history of the evolution of French cuisine during the Old Regime. 
32. See the instructions for molding and coloring ices and jellies in M. Erny, L'A rt de bien 

faire /es glaces d'of(ice . . (Paris, 1768). 
33 .  Wheaton, Savoring the Past, 102, 106. 
34. Marquise de Villeneuve-Arifat, Souvenirs d'enfance, 4. 
35. Wheaton, Savoring the Past, 108-9. 
36. Cusenier, "Les Domestiques en France," 200. 
37. Marquise de Sevigne, Lettres (Pleiade ed, Paris, 1953), 1:272-75. 
38. The Marquise de Villeneuve-Arifat tells of chambermaids in her grandfather's household 

who refused to eat at the same table with the lackeys; her grandfather pointed out that they did not 
refuse to sleep with them, so they could surely share a table (Souvenirs d'enfance, 4) . 

39. Ordonnance du roy, contre les domestiques compris sous la nom de gens de livree . . .  , 
8 avril 1717, in BN FF 21800, Collection Delamare: Serviteurs et manouvriers. 

40. Phillis Cunnington, Costume of Household Servants: From the Middle Ages to 1900 
(London, I 974), 15-17. 

41. For the ordinances see Dubois de St. Gelais, Histoirejournaliere de Paris (Paris, 1716), 2: 
139-40; for warning see Nemeitz, Sejour de Paris, 82. 

42. Comte Dufort de Cheverny, Memoires, 20. 
43. For an example, see Isambert, Jourdan and Decrusy, Recueil general des anciennes /ois 

fran('aises depuis /'an 420 ,iusqu'a la revolution de 1 789 (Paris, 1822-23), 20:584, Ordinance of 
February 8, 1713. 

44. Quoted in Vane!, Une Grande Ville, 167. 
45. Journal de Guienne, October 9, 1784. 
46. Af(iches. Annonces de Toulouse, April 30, 1788. 
47. The functions of the gens de livree are well analyzed in Maza, "Domestic Service," passim . 

Much of my description is derived from hers. 
48. For complaints about the lack of skill of French coachmen, see John Moore, A View of 

Society and Manners in France. Switzerland. and Germany (Boston, 1792), 232; for an example 
of an accident, see Anne Robert Jacques Turgot, Le11res de Turgot a la duchesse d'Enville 
(1 764-74 et 1 777-80), ed. Joseph Ruivet et al. (Louvain and Leiden, 1976), 52. 

49. Mme. de La Tour du Pin, Journal, I : 38. 
50. Journal inedit du Duc de Croy, 1 718-84, ed. Vicomte de Grouchy and Paul Cottin (Paris, 

1906), 4:292. 
5 l .  A vis a la livree, 5-6. 
52. Laurette de Malboissiere, Le11res d'unejeune .fille, 182. 
53. This phrase, and much of the description which follows, comes from Girouard, English 

Country House, 126-28, 144. 
54. The function of the cabinet is perhaps best conveyed in the memoirs of the seventeenth

century Quietist, Mme. de la Mot he Guyon. Trapped in an arranged marriage and forced to live in 
a household in which her husband, his relatives and friends, and even the servants despised and 
mistreated her, she treasured the time spent in the room she referred to as "my dear cabinet . "  It 
was the only place where she could be truly alone. (La Vie de Mme. J. M. B. de la Mathe Guion. 
ecrite par elle-meme [Cologne, 1720], I: 108. )  
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55 .  Jean-Frarn;:ois de Bastide, Dictionnaire des moeurs ( La Haye (?], 1 773) ,  8 .  
56. For English vai ls, see Hecht , The Domestic Serl'Ont Class, 1 58-68 .  For contemporary 

opinion that vails were much less prevalent in France, see Abbe Le Blanc, LRttres de M. L'A bhe 
LR Blanc (Amsterdam, 1 75 1  ) ,  1 53-59; and Vicomte de Grondy, "Un Voyageur fram;ais en Angle
terre en 1 764: Elie de Beaumont," Re,·ue Britannique 7 1 ,  no. 1 1  (November 1 895), 98 .  

57. Charles-Louis, Baron de Pollnitz, Memoirs: Being the Observations He Made in His Late 
Travels.from Prussia through Germany, ltalr, France . . ( London, 1 737), 2 : 244-45 .  

58 .  For an example of such laws see BN Manuscrits FF 2 1 800, Collection Delamare: Servi
teurs et manouvriers , ordinance of the Paris Parlement ,  August 28, 1 737 ;  for an example of 
domestic manuals, see [Anon . ] ,  Devoirs generaux des domestiques de /'un et de /'autre sexe, 
envers Dieu, et leurs maitres et maitresses ( Paris, 1 7 1 3), 1 32-33 .  Account books of noble 
households ind icate that the bribing of the gens de li,•ree was widespread.  Those of the Prince de 
Lambesc, for example, show that he distributed money to the suisses of the Apartements du Roi 
and the Ministre de Guerre whenever he went to Versail les. (AN T 49 1 2 , Papiers du Prince de 
Lambesc.) 

59. R. P. Toussaint de St .  Luc, LR Bon Laquais ou la 1•ie de Jacques Cochois dit Jasmin 
. . .  (Paris, 1 739), 2 1 ;  Fleury, I.Rs Devoirs, 292. 

60. AN Y 1 45 1 8 , Commissaires de police, St .  Germain ( Paris), 1 722; AN Y 1 4543, Commis
saires de police, St .  Germain, 1 753 .  

6 1 .  AN Y 1 45 1 8 , Commissaires de police, St .  Germain, 1 72 1 .  
62. l.Rttres de M. de Marville, lieutenant-general de police, au minis/re Maurepas, 1 74/-47, 

ed . A. de Boislisle ( Paris, 1 896), 2 :5 ,  45, 1 82. 
63 .  Vane!, Une Grande Ville, 1 64. 
64. The Collection Delamare (BN Manuscrits FF 26468) contains royal edicts forbidding 

servants to carry arms promulgated in 1 609, 1 629, 1 665, 1 670, 1 67 1 ,  1 676, 1 678, 1 679, 1 680, 1 682. 
1 685 ,  1 687. 1 689, and 1 695. 

65 .  There was also a specialized group of servants who cared for the chi ldren of the house
hold; they are discussed separately in chapter 7 .  

66. For example, in Toulouse in 1 695 the household of a president of the Parlement contained 
eleven domestics, but only one of them was a sen•ante. (ADHG C 1 082, Rolle de la capitation de 
Toulouse, capitoulat de St. Pierre.)  

67. Aud iger, La Maison reglee. 85.  
68. Quoted in Allan Braham, The Architecture of the French Enlightenment ( Berkeley, 

1 980) , 1 4. 
69. See LRttres de Madame du Boccage, contenant ses 1•oyages en France, en Angleterre, en 

Hollande et en /talie pendant /es annees I 750, 1 757, et 1 758 (Dresden, 1 77 1  ), 78 .  
70. These are printed as endpapers in Girouard , English Countr_1· House. 
7 1 .  For examples see Dufort de Cheverny, Memoires, I : 204; Laurette de Malboissiere, l.Rt

tres d'une .fille, 348; Memoires de M. de Goun•ille, concernant /es a[faires auxquelles ii a ete 
employe par la cour, depuis /642, jusqu 'en /698 (Paris, 1 724), 2: 295-300. 

72. This conclusion is based on the almost total silence in domestic manuals about the subor
dination of lower to upper servants . 

73 .  For the prevalence of corporal pun ishment in Old Regime households see below, chap
ter 4. 

74. The best evidence of the proportion of Parisian servants who "lived out" comes from 
Daniel Roche's analysis of inventaires apres deces. Fifty-one percent of the servants who died 
intestate in Paris from 1 695 to 1 7 1 5  and 47 percent of those who died intestate from 1 775 to 1 790 
lived apart from their masters . (Roche, LR Peuple de Paris, 1 07) .  This source exaggerates the 
number of servants living on their own. for it is drawn mostly from the elderly, many of whom had 
left service and therefore their masters' households. Nevertheless the proportion of servants who 
"l ived out" in Paris was probably quite high. For married couples with their own apartments, see 



Notes to Pages 38-44 253 

below, chapter 3. An example of a household where lackeys were given money for room and 
board rather than being housed by their master is that of the Prince de Lambesc; see AN T 49 1 2 , 
Papiers du Prince de Lambesc; Etat de la maison de S. A. Monseigneur Le Prince de Lambesc, 
janvier 1 777. For the servants who hired themselves out to foreign visitors see Karamzine, Voyage 
en France, 286; and Nemeitz, Seiour de Paris, 85-87. 

75 .  M. de St. A mans noted in his /iv re de raison that his male servants all slept in a room "next 
to the stables facing the tower." (BN Manuscrits, N A  6580, Livre de raison de famille St. Amans . )  

76 .  ADHG 3E 1 0802, Fonds Roe, 1 788; 3E 1 1 82, Fonds Saurine, 1 787 .  
77.  ADG 3E 20393, Fonds Gatellet, 1 789; ADHG 3E 1 0936, Fonds Rieux, 1 729; ADHG 

1 285, Fonds Brios, 1 788-89. 
78. The living conditions of nineteenth-century bonnes are described in McBride, Domes/ic 

Revolulion, 5 1-55; and Anne Martin-Fugier, La Place des bonnes: La Domeslicite feminine a 
Paris ,n /900 (Paris, 1 979), 1 1 5-36. 

79. For the organization and functioning of the hotel in the seventeenth and early eighteenth 
centuries see Orest Ranum, Paris in the Age of A bsolutism (New York, 1 968), 1 5 1-55 .  

80 .  AN T 208 1 , Comptes du marechal et marechale de Mirepoix, 1 749-77. 
8 1 .  Daniel Roche's analysis of the estate inventories of Parisians who died intestate shows 

that servants were much more likely to own fine furniture than the rest of the lower classes. (Le 
Peuple de Paris , 1 3 1-57.) 

82. For such arguments see Fleury, Les Devoirs, 235.  
83 .  AN T 208 1 , Comptes, du marechal et marechale de Mirepoix, I 749-77. 
84. Hester Lynch Piozzi , Observations and Reflections Made in the Course of a Journey 

through France, Italv and Germany, ed . Herbert Barrows (Ann Arbor, 1 967), 37 .  
85 .  [Meusnier], Nouveau traite de la civilite, I :47, 209. 
86. Les Memoires de Messire Roger de Rabutin, Comte de Bussy (Paris, 1 696), 30; Laurette 

de Malboissiere, Lett res d'une Jeune fl/le, 1 57. 
87. Memoires de Mlle. A vril/on, 1 : 243. 
88. For the farm servants' holiday see Pierre-Jakez Helias, The Horse o_f Pride: Life in a Breton 

Village, trans . June Guicharnaud (New Haven, 1 978), 245-46. 
89. AD Bd R XXH I E  45, Declarations de grossesse, 1 774-75; XH I E  44, Declarations de 

grossesse, 1 772-73; XH I E  43, Declarations de grossesse, 1 77Cr7 1 .  
90. ADG 1 2B 287, Procedures et informations de Jurat, 1 746. 
9 1 .  Journal de Mme. Cradock , 8. 
92. Duchesse d'Abrantes, Home and Coun Life of the Emperor Napoleon, I : 376; Souvenirs 

de Mme. Louise-Elizabeth Vigee-Lebrun (Paris, 1 835), 2 : 357. 
93.  Jacques Yiollet de Wagnon, L'A uteur laquais, ou Reponse aux objections . . .  faites au 

corps de ce nom, sur la vie de Jacques Cochois, dit Jasmin . (Avignon, 1 750), 62. 
94. AN T 254, Papiers de Pierre Farcy, valet-de-chambre de Mme. la Comtesse de Balbi .  
95.  Mlle. Avrillon, Memoires, 74, 78. 
96. For the banning of liveried lackeys from public gardens see John Andrews, Letters to a 

Young Gentlemen, on His Setting Out/or France . . .  (London, 1 784), 529, and Nemeitz, Se
;our de Paris, 1 57-58.  La Mesangere, Le Voyageur a Paris: Tableau pi11oresque et morale de cette 
capitale (Paris, an V, 1 797), 2 : 39, and Pollnitz, Memoirs, 2:285 have stories of lackeys accosting 
noble ladies . 

97. AN T 254, Papiers de Pierre Farcy . 
98. Yiollet de Wagnon, L'Auteur laquais, I .  
99. Nicolas Edme Restif de la Bretonne, Les Nuits de Paris (Paris, 1 930), 1 1 1 - 1 4. 

1 00. The best description of the recreations of farm servants is Helias, The Horse of Pride, 
287-88. This deals with the nineteenth century, but there is no reason to suspect that servants' 
recreations differed greatly in that period from those of earlier centuries. 

10 I .  For fairs and their attraction for servants , see Robert M. Isherwood , "Entertainment in 
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the Parisian Fairs in the Eighteenth Century," Journal of Modern History 53 ( March 1 98 1 ), 
30-3 1 .  

1 02. Fanny Cradock gave her servants time o ff  to see Blanchard make his flight from the 
Champs de Mars in March 1 784. (Journal de Mme. Cradock, J O) 

1 03 .  For such imitation and the psychology behind it see below, chapter 4. 
1 04. Picard was, of course, fired for his insolence. (Mme. de Si:vigni:, Le11res, I :340-4 1  ) .  
1 05. AD G 1 28 276, Procedures et informations de la Jurade, 1 74 1 .  
1 06. For a n  extensive discussion o f  servants' family origins see the next chapter. 
1 07. Jacques-Louis Mi:ni:tra, Journal de ma vie, ed. Daniel Roche (Paris, 1 982), 1 63,  1 45, l 07, 

73. 
1 08 .  AN 1 45 ) 5B, Commissaires de police, St. Germain, 1 7 1 8 ; l 4542B, Commissaires de police, 

St. Germain, 1 750. 
1 09. Of course not all people who signed as witnesses were necessarily close acquaintances of 

the affianced couple; occasionally notaries used chance passers-by. But it is safe to assume that 
most witnesses to marriages were in fact acquaintances of the bride and groom. 

1 1 0. ADHG 3E 1 1 84, Fonds Saurin, 1 789; 3E 1 4 1 32, Fonds Savy, 1 727. 
1 1 1 . Quoted in George Sussman, "Three Histories of Infant Nursing in Eighteenth-Century 

France" (paper, Berkshire Conference on Women's History, Northampton, Mass. ,  August 1 979), 
25. This has since been published in George 0. Sussman, Selling Mothers' Milk ( Urbana, 1 982). 
My citations are to the original paper. 

1 1 2. The following remarks are based on the first Due's memoirs, Journal inedit du Due de 
Croy. 

1 1 3 .  Laurette de Malboissiere, Le11res d'une jeunefille, 3 1 -32. 
1 1 4. Charles Antoine Jombert, Architecture moderne ou L'Arr de bien btitir pour routes sortes 

de personnes (Paris, 1 764), plate 45; Johann Karl Krafft and Pierre Nicolas Ransonette, Plans, 
coupes, elevations de plus belles maisons er des hotels construirs a Paris er dans /es environs, 
1 77 /-/802 (Facsimile ed . ,  Paris, 1 902), plate 1 0. 

1 1 5 .  Both the new rooms for entertainment and the new traffic patterns are visible in plans like 
that of the Maison Epinnes, in the faubourg St. Honor/:, published in Krafft and Ransonette, 
Plans, coupes, elevations, plate 28. 

1 1 6. Mme. Vigi:e-Lebrun, Souvenirs, 93. 
1 1 7 .  Gallet, Stately Mansions, 1 1 8, discusses the many changes which contributed to the in

creasing comfort of the private areas of the household. 
I 1 8. Nowhere was the English influence more striking-and the French nobility's new-found 

passion for informal but luxurious comfort more visible-than in clothing. For both men and 
women a drastic change in styles occurred in the 1 780s as habits a la franrais gave way to those a 
/'anglais. For women the simple straight-lined robe a /'anglaise in cotton or muslin replaced the 
elaborately panniered robe a la fran,aise of taffeta or brocade, and men abandoned the emroi
dered waistcoats and satin breeches of their formal court dress (known as the habit habille or 
habit franrais) for the sober English broadcloth frockcoat. ( See Paul M. Ettesvold, The 
Eighteenth-Century Woman: Catalogue of an Exhibition at the Costume Institute, Metropolitan 
Museum of Art [New York, 1 982]; and Philip Mansel, "Monarchy, Uniform and the Rise of the 
Frac, 1 76o-1 830," Past and Present 96 [August, 1 982], 1 03-32.) 

1 1 9. Mme. Vigi:e-Lebrun, Souvenirs, 1 1 2. Mme. Lebrun probably was Calonne's mistress 
despite these disclaimers. 

1 20. See below, chapter 8. 
1 2 1 .  Wheaton, Savoring the Past, 1 95-2 1 2. 
I 22. [Menon], La Cuisiniere bourgeoise. For the significance of this work see A. Girard, "Le 

Triomphe de 'La Cuisiniere Bourgeoise' : Livres culinaires, cuisine et socii:ti: en France au I 7e et 
I 8e siecles," Revue d'histoire moderne et conremporaine 24 (October-December 1 977), 499-523. 
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1 23 .  [Jean-Charles Bailleul], Mo yens de former un ban domestique, ouvrage ou /'on traite de 
la maniere de faire le service de l'interieur d'une maison; avec des reg/es de conduite a observer 
pour bien remplir ses devoirs envers ses maitres (Paris, 1 8 1 2) .  

1 24. Ibid. , 59, 66-67. 
1 25. Compare Fleury, Les devoirs des maitres et des domestiques, 258, and Bailleu!, Mo yens 

deformer un ban domestique, 15 1-52. 
1 26. This was the case in the house of D'Argenson, figure 4. 
1 27. Most of the plans in Krafft and Ransonette show no servants' quarters on the main floors 

of the buildings, suggesting that they were housed in the attic or cellar. There was, however, one 
exception to the banishment of servants :  personal body servants still occasionally slept within call 
of their master or mistress . As we have seen, the Empress Josephine preferred that herfemme-de
chambre sleep near her. 

1 28. Compare the arrangement of servants' beds in the plan in figure 3, dating from the early 
eighteenth century, to the Maison Hosten in Krafft and Ransonette, Plans, coupes, elevations. 
plate 10 .  

1 29 .  Ibid . ,  plate IO .  See also Botlan, Domesticite e t  domestiques, 1 1 3 .  
1 30 .  Gallet, Stately Mansions, 1 1 4- 15. 
1 3 1 .  Ibid. 
1 32. Bailleu!, Moyens deformer un ban domestique, 1 1 7, 93, 56, 66-67, 9, 1 1 , 1 3 1 -37. 
1 33 .  L. F. Fouin, De /'Eta/ des domestiques en France et des mo yens propres a /es moraliser 

(Paris, 1 837), 50. 
1 34. For sources see Bibliography, section I, B. 
1 35. ADHG 3E 1 1 22, Fonds Pratrieul, 1 728; 3E 1 0935, Fonds Rieux, 1 728. Hiring a recom

pense was not confined to the provinces; Roland Mousnier found similar patterns of payment for 
servants in the wills of seventeenth-century Parisians. (Paris au X V/le siecle [Paris , n.d.), 233) .  

1 36. ADHG E605, Livre de raison du Chevalier de la Renaudie. 
1 37. Ibid. 
1 38 .  ADHG J 550, Livre de raison de Guillaume Escaffie , cure de St. Pierre de Calvaignac, 

170 1 -2 1 ;  E 70 1 ,  Cahier de famille de Sentou Dumont, 1 690-- 1743. 
1 39. This graph was derived from the salaries in the /iv res de raison listed in section I ,  D, of the 

Bibliography. Since they were drawn from three different areas of the country, these figures tend 
to blur regional differences, but they have the advantage of approaching some sort of national 
average. 

1 40. ADHG E 635, Marquis de Barneval, Registre pour mes domestiques. 
1 4 1 .  Nougaret, Tableau mouvant, 3:3 15. 
1 42. ADHG E 635, Marquis de Barneval, Registre pour mes domestiques; ADG I Mi 684, 

Livre de raison de Jean Bernard Daleau, 1 76 1 -76; AN T 208 1 , Comptes du marechal et marechale 
de Mirepoix; AN T 49 1 2 ,  Etat de la maison du Prince de Lambesc. 

1 43 .  The figures for servants' salaries in this graph were derived from figure 5. For the seven
teenth century, the journeyman's salary was taken from table 26 bis in Pierre Deyon, Amiens: 
Capitale provinciale (Paris, 1 967), 5 1 9. The value of the food and shelter received by servants was 
derived from the prices of bread in Deyon's table 26 bis, calculated on an average consumption of 
I ½  pounds per day, with twenty livres added to cover shelter and other essentials. For the eigh
teenth century, the journeyman's salary is from C. E. Labrousse, Equisse du mouvement des prix 
et des revenus en France au X VIII siecle (Paris , 1 933), 2:476, and the cost-of-living figures from 
Fairchilds, Poverty and Charity, 63. N .B .  The journeyman's salary was calculated on the basis of 
Deyo n's average working year for a mason of 200 days. Journeymen in other crafts worked more 
frequently and therefore earned more. 

1 44 C. E. Labrousse, as cited in A. Soboul, La France a la veille de la Revolution, I :56-57. 
1 45. For examples see ADHG E 642, Livre de raison de M .  de Cambon, 1 767-90; 1 2  J 4 1 ,  
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Chateau de Castelnau, Comptes de maison, 1 753-6 1 ;  E 639, Liv re de raison de M. Bernard et, 
cure. In nineteenth century France farm servants were sometimes still hired a recompense, and left 
unpaid for long periods, but this was unusual. 

Chapter 3 

I .  Maria Ribaric Demers, LR Valet et la soubrette de Moliere a la Revolution (Paris, n .d . ), 
2 1 1 - 1 2. 

2. For Mazarin's career as a "creature" see Orest Ranum, Richelieu and the Councillors of 
Louis XIII; for Gourville see Memoires de M. de Courville. 

3. This is at least what masters thought their servants' attitudes were (see Fleury, I.Rs De
voirs de maitres et des domestiques, 253). We do not know how servants really felt. 

4. C. B. MacPherson, The Political Theory of Possessive Individualism (Oxford, 1 962), 
56-6 1 .  

5 .  I n  the Minutier Central o f  the Archives Nationales, which houses the records o f  Parisian 
notaries, these records are classified by the street in which the notary had his office. For my 
sample I chose to analyze all the marriage contracts of servants registered during 1 787-89 with the 
notaries of the rue St. Martin, a major north-south thoroughfare which ran through some fash
ionable districts of the city, but was for the most part a street of relatively poor shopkeepers and 
artisans . I thought that this sample would be more representative of Parisian servants than one 
drawn from a street in a wealthier district. 

6. For Toulouse, these were the dioceses of Montauban, Lombez, Rieux, Mirepoix, St. 
Papoul, and Lavaur; for Bordeaux, the dioceses of Saintes, Perigueux, Agen, Bazas, and Dax . 
Dioceses were chosen as the unit of analysis because they were given much more frequently in 
marriage contracts than the names of provinces or regions. In classifying birthplaces I relied on 
the following reference works : The Times (of London) World Atlas (New York, 1 980); The New 
York Times World Atlas (New York, 1 978); the Dictionnarie des Communes (Paris, 1 964) ; and 
Dom Dubois, "Cartes des dioceses de France des origines a la Revolution," Anna/es £. S. C. ( 1 965) 
680--9 1 .  ( I  thank Professor Timothy Tackett for telling me about the last reference. )  

7 .  This includes the dioceses of  Auch, Lectoure, Condom, Agen, Tarbes, Comminges, 
Couserans, Pomiers, and A let . For a description of the economy of this region see Freche, Tou
louse et la region Midi-Pl'rennes. 

8. Included in it are the dioceses of Limoges, Tulle, Cahors, Rodez, Lectoure, Agen, and 
Condom. Alain Corbin's Archaisme et modernite en Limousin au XI Xe siecle (Paris, 1 975) gives 
the best picture of the economic conditions in this area. 

9. For migration patterns see Olwen Hufton, The Poor of Eighteenth- Century France, 
1 750--1 789 (Oxford, 1 974), 69- 1 06 and Abel Chatelain, Les Migrants temporaires en France de 
/800 a /9/4 (Villeneuve d'Arcq, 1 976). 

1 0 . Our sample of Parisian servants is small, and therefore its results are doubtful. But they 
accord with the statistics on geographical origins Marc Botlan derived from a sample of 255 
Parisian servants whose deaths are recorded in the Chatelet from 1 77 1  to 1 790. (Botlan, "Domes
ticite et domestiques," 1 56) . Therefore I believe they are representative of Parisian servants as a 
whole. 

1 1 . Richard Cobb, Paris and Its Provinces, / 792-/802 (Oxford, 1 975), 57-86. 
1 2 . See the references in note 9, and also, for Toulouse, Jean Rives, "L'Evolution demogra

phique de Toulouse au dix-huitieme siecle," Bulletin d'histoire economique et sociale de la Revo
lution fram;aise ( 1 968), 1 32 ff; for Bordeaux, Jean-Pierre Poussou, "Les Structures demogra
phiques et sociales," in F.-G. Parise!, ed . ,  Bordeaux au dix-huitieme siecle (Bordeaux, 1 968) 
333-48; and for Paris, Cobb, Paris and Its Provinces, passim. 

1 3 . See the Poussou citation in the note above. 
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1 4. Posts as gardes-chasse continued to be popular with army veterans even in the nine
teenth century. See Isser Woloch, The French Veteran from the Revolution to the Restoration 
(Chapel Hill, 1 979), 256. 

1 5. Journal de Guienne, June 4, 1 789. 
1 6 . ADHG E 705, Livre du raison du Chevalier de la Renaudie, 1 689 ff. 
1 7. Nicolas Edme Restif de la Bretonne, Les contemporains (Paris, 1 930), 98. 
1 8. Arlette Farge, Vivre dons la rue a Paris au dix-huitieme siecle (Paris, 1 979), 67. 
1 9. Restif, Les Contemporains, 99. 
20. AD Bd R XX H E 40, Declarations de grossesse, 1 764-65. 
2 1 .  Restif, Les Contemporains, 1 83. 
22. Liger, LR Voyageur fidele, 403, advises travelers who wish to hire servants in Paris to 

seek them at the petite porte of the Palais Royal. 
23. AN Y 1 4543, Commissaires de police, St. Germain, 1 752. 
24. For servant-girls newly arrived in cities and reduced to prostitution, see Hufton, The Poor 

of Eighteenth- Century France, 3 1 1 ,  and for juvenile delinquency see Yvonne Bougert, "Delin
quance juvenile et responsabilite penale du mineur au XVII Ie siecle," in Abbiateci, Crimes et 
criminalite, 49-9 1 .  

25. See above, chapter 2. 
26. ADG 3E 1 5432, Fonds Dugarry, 1 788. 
27. ADHG 3E 2 1 2 1 ,  Fonds Campmas, 1 787. 
28. ADHG E 635, Papiers du Marquis de Barneval, Registre pour mes domestiques. For 

more on the necessity of quitting a job to get a raise see Bot Ian; "Domesticite et domestiques," 77, 
and Maza, "Domestic Service," 74. 

29. These statistics were based on the following /ivres de raison : ADHG J 550; J 262; l 2J 33 ;  
E 70 1 ;  E 705;  l 2J 4 1 ;  E 635; ADG I IE 4 1 2; I IE  1 568; I IE 1 696; I Mi 683 ;  BN Nouvelles acquisitions 
fran�aises: 654 1 ;  6580. 

30. ADHG E 635, Marquis de Barneval, Registre pour mes domestiques. 
3 1 .  Botlan, "Domesticite et domestiques ," 2 1 3. 
32. Ibid. ,  295. 
33 .  There is evidence that servants made wide use of both these techniques. A Mlle. Bellefort 

was the femme de chambre of an abbess in the convent where Mme. de Genlis regularly took a rest 
cure. She tactfully made her talents known to the visitor, got herself fired, and left the convent as 
Mme. de Genlis's personal maid. (Comtesse de Genlis, Memoires inedites, 1 : 1 8 1 -84). And one 
Lefevre, a servant, once wrote to his friend Pierre Farcy, valet de chambre of the Comtesse de 
Balby, urging him to do what he could to get Lefevre's wife hired as lady's maid to the Comtesse. 
(AN T 254, Papiers de Pierre Farcy, valet de chambre.) 

34. Alan Williams, The Police of Paris, / 7/8-1 789 (Baton Rouge, 1 979), 283. 
35 .  The best evidence we have that unemployment among servants was tied to the price of 

bread comes from Marc Botlan, who found that the percentage of the unemployed among ser
vants tried for crimes at the Chatelet in Paris during the last half of the eighteenth century peaked 
when the price of bread did. (Botlan, "Domesticite et domestiques," 228-29). 

36. Ibid. ,  203. 
37. Quoted in ibid . ,  234. 
38. This figure of I 50 livres is based on the cost of living calculations in Fairchilds, Poverty 

and Charity, 75. 
39. Botlan, "Domesticite et domestiques," 234-35. 
40. AN Y 1 4542, Commissaires de police, St. Germain, 1 750. 
4 1 .  For examples of police ordinances to curb servant criminality, see Des Essarts, Diction

noire universe/ de police, 3 :468 and AM Toulouse BB 1 6 1 ,  Ordonnances des Capitouls, ordinance 
of February 1 5, 1 769; for a modern historian who accepts the traditional view of servant theft, see 
Williams, The Police of Paris, 283 (but cf. 1 92). 
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42. For the proportion of servants in the Parisian population see above, chapter I ;  for the 
proportion of criminal servants see "Pophyre Petrovitch," " Recherches sur la criminalite a Paris , 
dans la seconde moitie du dix-huitieme siecle," in Abbiateci, 2 1 2 . 

43. For the population figures see above, chapter I .  The percentage of accused criminals who 
were domestics was derived from Jean Cavignac, "Repertoire numerique de la Cours des Ju rats 
de Bordeaux, sous-serie 1 2  B" (undated typescript in ADG). 

44. ADHG 5 1  B 2 1 -27, Parlement de Toulouse, Proces-verbaux d'execution a mort et de 
torture. 

45. "Petrovitch," "La Criminalite a Paris," 245-46. 
46. Botlan, "Domesticite et domestiques ," 293. 
47. The dichotomy between the violent crimes prevalent in rural areas and the crimes against 

property that characterized cities and towns is, so far as I know, found in every country in Western 
Europe from the thirteenth through the nineteenth centuries. 

48. See "Petrovitch," "La Criminalite a Paris,"  2 1 2- 1 3. 
49. Ibid. 
50. Mme. Vigee-Lebrun, Souvenirs, 286---88. 
5 1 .  That most servant theft was not vol domestique was also true in late nineteenth-century 

Paris ; there the typical servant's theft was shoplifting in the newly invented department stores . 
(Martin-Fugier, La Place des bonnes, 233-34.) 

52 .  Women servants , like women in general, were much less likely to commit (or at least to 
be accused of and prosecuted for) crimes than men. In Marc Botlan's sample of servant criminals 
prosecuted at the Chatelet, only around 30 percent were women. (Botlan, "Domesticite et domes
tiques," 238.) 

53 .  For the revendeuse see Hufton, The Poor of Eighteenth-Century France, 259. 
54. ADHG 5 I B  22 and 5 1  B 23, Parlement de Toulouse, Proces-verbaux d'execution a mort 

et de torture, 1 687- 1 700 and 1 702-28. 
55 .  For an example of such servant accomplices, see ADHG 5 1  B 23, Proces-verbaux d'exe-

cution a mort et de torture, 1 702-28. 
56. Ibid . 
57.  Alexandre Parent-Duchatelet, De la Prostitution dans la ville de Paris, (Paris , 1 857), 74. 
58. Hufton, The Poor of Eighteenth- Century France, 306--- 1 7  and esp.  3 1 2. 
59. AM Toulouse FF 6 1 4, Police, 1 733-89, Condemnations a La Grave. 
60. Butel and Pousseau, La Vie quotidienne a Bordeaux, 3 1 4. 
6 1 .  AM Bordeaux FF 75, Filles publiques. 
62. This is based on my recollection of a paper given by Mme. Erica-Marie Benabou at the 

Conference on Women and Power, University of Maryland, 1 977. Mme. Benabou has found 
voluminous records about the backgrounds and clients of prostitutes in eighteenth-century 
France. Those of us interested in the study of sexual practices in eighteenth-century France hope 
that her important work will soon be completed and published . 

63.  See Alain Corbin, Les Fil/es de noce: Misere sexuelle et prostitution aux l9e et 20e siecles 
(Paris , 1 978), esp. 79--80; and Frances Finnegan, Poverty and Prostitution : A Study of Victorian 
Prostitutes in York (Cambridge, 1 979) 73 .  

64 .  M. Fournet, Traite de la seduction, consideree dans /'ordrejudiciaire (Paris, 1 78 1 ) , 49--50. 
65. ADG 1 2B 287, Procedures et informations de la Jurat, 1 746. 
66. AD BdR XXH I E 44, Declarations de grossesse, 1 772-73. 
67. AD Bd R XXH I E 43, Declarations de grossesse, 1 770-7 1 ;  XXH I E 44, Declarations de 

grossesse, 1 772-73. 
68. The distinction between casual and professional prostitution and the tolerance for the 

former among the poor is well demonstrated in Judith Walkowitz, "The Making of an Outcast 
Group," in A Widening Sphere, ed . Martha Vicinus, (Bloomington, 1 977), 72--94. 

69. McBride, The Domestic Revolution, 98. 



70. See above, chapter 2. 
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7 1 .  ADHG 3E 1 0935, Fonds Rieux, 1 728; ADHG 3E 2 1 24, Fonds Compmas, 1 789. 
72. AN LXXXV 7 1 5, Fonds Gilles Lecointre, 1 789. 
73 .  Poussou, "Les structures di:mographiques et sociales," 367; Jean Sentou, Fortunes et 

groupes sociaux a Toulouse, 437. 
74. Daumard and Fure!, "Structures et relations sociales," 1 8 . 
75 .  Briquet's will, which details his complicated financial dealings, can be found in ADHG 

3E 6964, Fonds Pratrieul, 1 728. 
76. Maza, "Domestic Service," 304, has numerous examples of servant traders . 
77.  Roche, Le peuple de Paris, 80. 
78 .  In the eighteenth century over 7 percent of the rentes sold by the H6pital-gi:ni:ral in Aix

en-Provence were purchased by servants . This was the highest proportion of any group among the 
lower classes. (Fairchilds, Poverty and Charity, 65.)  

79. AN Y 1 4543, Commissaires de police, St. Germain, 1 753 .  For further examples see 
Maza, "Domestic Service," 305. 

80. ADHG 3E 6092, Fonds Boyer, 1 727, will of Louis Vintrou; AN Y 1 45 1 7, Commissaires 
de police, St. Germain, I 720. 

8 1 .  AN Y 1 45 1 6, Commissaires de police, St. Germain, 1 7 1 9; ADHG 3E 1 40 1 9, Fonds Sans, 
1 78 1 ;  ADHG 3E 1 0935, Fonds Rieux, 1 728; ADG 3E 1 787 1 ,  Fonds Hazera, 1 787 .  Often employ
ers neglected to repay these loans. 

82. AN Y 1 45 1 7, Commissaires de police, St. Germain, 1 720. 
83. AN Y 1 4533, Commissaires de police, St. Germain, 1 752. 
84. Babeau, Les Artisans et /es domestiques, 262-63. 
85 .  Journal de Guienne, November 6, 1 786; April 1 0, 1 789. 
86. Ibid . ,  August 6, 1 787; AN Y 1 0442, cited in Botlan, "Domesticiti: et domestiques," 1 78. 
87 .  D.  Dessert, "Le Laquais financier au Grand Siecle: Mythe ou ri:aliti:?" X V/le Siecle 1 22 

(January-March 1 979), 2 1-36. 
88 .  AN T 254, Papiers de Pierre Farcy, valet de chambre. 
89. Ibid. 
90. These arguments are from Duchesse de Liancourt, Reglement donne par une dame de 

haute qua lite a sa petite-Ji/le . . .  (Paris, 1 698), 1 24; Bailleu I, Moyens deformer un ban domes
tique, 1 87-88; and Francesco Barbaro, Les deux Livres de /'est at du mariage . . .  (Paris, 1 667), 
1 38 .  Other more generalized warnings against the employment of married servants can be found 
in domestic manuals as widely separated in time as Pere de Cambry, Maison du Prince reg lee, rout 
en economie, que discipline domestique (Brussels, 1 652), 82; and Mme. Aglai: Adamson, La 
Maison de campagne (Paris, 1 822), 1 50. 

9 1 .  H .  Richard, Du Louage des services domestiques en droit franr;aise (Angers, 1 906), 27. 
92. Flandrin, Fam ilies, 1 40. 
93. ADG IIE 1 696, Livre de raison, famille de Lamourous, 1 674- 1 739. 
94. Journal de Guienne, October 1 4, 1 784. 
95.  Due de Bourbon, Correspondance inedite de Due de Bourbon avec Mme. la Comtesse 

de Vaudreuil, 1 798-99 (Paris, 1 886), 2 1 1 .  
96. It is almost impossible to calculate the proportion of servants who never married, be

cause the obvious source for such figures, burial records, usually do not give either the marital or 
social status of the deceased. Other sources indicate a high percentage of celibates. For example, 
of those servants who made wills in Toulouse and Bordeaux in my sample years of 1 727-29 and 
1 787-89, 64 percent had never married . But this source is weighted in favor of celibates, because 
married couples automatically inherited from each other and therefore did not need to make wills. 
A less prejudiced source is the inventories of those who died intestate. Daniel Roche's investiga
tion of such inventories in Paris from the beginning and the end of the eighteenth century found 
that 2 I percent of the servants who died intestate from I 695- 1 7 1 5  and 25 percent of those from 
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1775 to 1790 were celibate. Comparable figures for salaried workers were 3 percent and 13 per

cent. (Roche, Le Peuple de Paris, 90). 

97. Again, because of gaps in the sources. it is almost impossible to determine the average 

age of marriage of domestics. Marriage registers give the ages but not the occupation of the 

spouses, while marriage contracts usually give occupations but not ages. Marriage contracts, 

however, often do state whether the prospective spouse had reached the age of majority, which 

was twenty-five for women. In the marriage contracts from Toulouse and Bordeaux for which we 

have such information, 93.8 percent of the women servants were twenty-five or older when they 

married. And in the few contracts in which the actual age of marriage was shown, it averaged 29.8 

years. This suggests that most female servants were in their late twenties or early thirties when they 

married-that is to say, considerably older than the average age of marriage for women in the 

period, which was twenty-five-twenty-six years. (Fram;ois Lebrun, La Vie conjugate sous /'ancien 

regime [Paris, 1975), 31.) 

98. Marcou!, "Les Domestiques it Toulouse," 83. 

99. In the remaining 25. 7 percent of the cases the servant provided part of her dowry herself, 

but her family or master also made contributions. 
100. These and the following figures are based on the marriage contracts among the sources 

listed in the Bibliography, section I, B, Toulouse. 

IO I. The following table shows the average size, in livres, of dowries of female servants work
ing in the various types of households in Toulouse and Bordeaux: 

Toulouse 

Nobility 
Middle class 
Lower class 
Agricultural 

1727-29 

139.3 
152.7 
141.3 
30.0 

Sources: See Bibliography, section I, B. 

102. Lebrun, La Vie conjugate, 26. 

1787-89 

475.8 
207.2 
117.3 
53.3 

Bordeaux 

1727-29 

303.6 
334.5 
185.0 
35.0 

1787-89 

667.7 
569.9 
187.0 

103. In Toulouse, for example, 23 percent of the female servants who made marriage con

tracts in 1727-29 returned to the country to marry, but by l787-89the figure was only 12 percent. 
!04. For the legal background of the declarations see Marie-Claude Phan, "Les Declarations 

de grossesse en France (XVI-XVII!e siecles): Essai institutionel," Revue d'histoire moderne et 

contemporaine 17 (1975), 61-88. 

!05. The Bordelais registers are A M Bordeaux FF 77, Declarations des filles enceintes, regis
tre des declarations, 1772-77; FF 78, Filles enceintes, registre de declarations. 1779-82; FF 79, 

Registre de declarations des filles enceintes, I 782-84. For Toulouse. no declarations from the 
ancien regime seem to have survived, although Fram;ois Galabert analyzed three registers for the 

year 1792 in "La Recherche de la paternite it Toulouse 1792 et les volontaires nationaux," Revue 

des Pyrennes (1911), 353-92. But I was unable to find these registers in the municipal archives, 

and since Galabert's article is not very informative, I have decided to ignore this small Toulousan 

sample in favor of the much broader one from Aix-en-Provence. 

!06. This sample formed the basis of my article "Female Sexual Attitudes and the Rise of 
Illegitimacy: A Case Study," Journal of Interdisciplinary History 8, no. 4 (Spring 1978), 627-67, 

reprinted in Robert I. Rotberg and Theodore K. Rabb, eds. Marriage and Fertility: Studies in 

Interdisciplinary History (Princeton, 1980), 163-203. The pitfalls of my sample and my methods 

of analysis are explained more fully there. 
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1 07. See Beatrice Gottlieb, "The Meaning of Clandestine Marriage," in Family and Sexuality 
in French History, ed . Robert Wheaton and Tamara Hareven (Philadelphia, 1 980), 49-84. 

1 08 .  It should be noted that we have only the woman's word about the identity of her lover, 
and since fathers could be sued for the support of a bastard, it was in the woman's interest to 
accuse a wealthy man. On the other hand, gentlemen often forced their paramours to conceal their 
identity, suggesting that they accuse instead a lower-class type or a "man unknown."  I assume for 
the sake of simplicity that these two types of lies cancel each other out and accept the women's 
identification of their seducers. 

1 09. AD Bd R XXH E 43, Declarations de grossesse, 1 779-8 1 .  
1 1 0. Ibid. 
1 1 1 . For a discussion of this tradition and its psychological effects on master-servant rela-

tionships ,  see below, chapter 6. 
1 1 2. AD Bd R XXH E 34, Declarations de grossesse, 1 747-57. 
1 1 3 .  AD Bd R XXH E 35, Declarations de grossesse, 1 752-57. 
1 1 4. Maza, "Domestic Service," 1 1 2. 
1 1 5 . Of the forty-eight servant-servant cases in my sample from Provence for which the loca

tion is recorded, twenty-one took place in chiiteaux during the summer. 
1 1 6. Admittedly these two tables are not really comparable, because they involve different 

cities. But I am sure that the trend they indicate is real .  
1 1 7 .  AN Y 1 45 1 9, Commissaires de police, St .  Germain, 1 722. 
1 1 8 . The wills are those of Marie Jacquette Arthaud, wealthy enough to leave a rente of 650 

livres to her bastard daughter (ADHG 3E 2 1 24, Fonds Compmas, 1 789), and Marie Riviere, 
servante to a negociant for twenty-nine years, who left 50 livres to her bastard son (ADHG 3E 
1 402 1 ,  Fonds Sans, 1 789). 

1 1 9 .  These cases are from ADHG 5 1 B  23, Parlement de Toulouse, Proces-verbaux d'execu
tion it mort et de torture, 1 702-28; and 5 1  B 22, Proces-verbaux, 1 687- 1 700. 

1 20. Quoted in Farge, Vivre dans la rue, 1 09 .  
1 2 1 .  L'Etat de servitude ou La Misere des domestiques, printed in Genevieve Bolleme, La 

Bibliotheque b/eue: Litterature populaire en France du X V/le au X/Xe siecles (Paris, 1 97 1 ) , 
1 04-6. 

1 22. ADG 3E l 5, 497, Fonds Marin, 1 787 .  
1 23. See the statistics on petitioners for divorce in Roderick Phillips, Family Breakdown in 

Late Eighteenth-Century France: Divorces in Rauen, 1 792-/803, (Oxford, 1 980), 89. These are 
drawn from Rouen, a textile center, and therefore, not surprisingly, the largest occupation cate
gory of divorce-seekers is textile workers . But Phillips states that servants were well represented 
among divorce petitioners . 

1 24. Gutton, Domestiques et serviteurs, 88-89. 
1 25 .  AN Y 1 4543, Commissaires de police, St. Germain, 1 753 .  
1 26. Her decision provoked an angry letter from L'Amireau: "I want first of a l l  to tell you 

briefly the pain that you gave me by telling me impassively that you have become the gouvernante 
of the two children of Mme. de Fresne; you have without doubt very assuredly caused me a great 
deal of pain." (AN Y 254, Papiers de Pierre Farcy.) 

1 27 . AN Y 1 4542B , Commissaires de police, St. Germain, 1 75 1 .  Roche, Le Peup/e de Paris, 
I 08, has other examples of married servants living apart from their spouses. 

1 28 .  AN T 254, Papiers de Pierre Farcy. 
1 29. AN Y 1 4543, Commissaires de police, St. Germain, 1 753 ;  Y 1 4542B , Commissaires de 

police, St. Germain, 1 750; Y 1 45 1 7, 1 720. 
1 30. AN Y 1 4542B , Commissaires de police, St. Germain, 1 750. 
I 3 1 .  For the poem, see following chapter. 
1 32. AN T 254, Papiers de Pierre Farcy. 
1 33. Sentou, Fortunes et groupes sociaux, 437. 
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1 34. Gutton, Domestiques et serviteurs, 1 96. See also Roche, Le Peuple de Paris, 76---79. 
1 35 .  Roche argues that servants were the first among the menu peuple to acquire the spending 

habits of a modern consumer economy. See his discussion in Le Peuple de Paris, 1 3 1-97. 
1 36. Peter N. Stearns , Old Age in European Society: The Case of France (New York, 1 976), 

43-45. 
1 37. AN T 4622 , Papiers de Nicolas Petit, domestique de Due de Villeroy et sa femme Marie 

Madelaine Jolly, condamnes a reclame (a fer). 
1 38 .  For an example of such an attitude in a servant, see below, chapter 4. 
1 39. AN T 254, Papiers de Pierre Farcy; AN T 4622 , Papiers de Nicolas Petit. 
1 40. See below, chapter 5 .  
1 4 1 .  ADHG 3E 5802, Fonds Milhet, 1 728. 
1 42. For examples see the wills of Dile. Fran9oise de Carriere and Dile. Jacquette de Pezan in 

ADHG 3E 1 1 22, Fonds Pratrieul, 1 728. 
1 43. ADHG 3E 1 3898, Fonds Miss, 1 789. 
1 44. ADHG 3E 1 1 82, Fonds Saurine, 1 787 .  
1 45 .  AN XXII  58, Fonds Julien Lesacher, 1 789. 
1 46. Louis Vintrou, a former cook in Toulouse, left ten livres, almost his total estate, to the 

woman hired to care for him during his illness; and Anne Galioreau, ci-devante servante in Bor
deaux, made her landlady, a patissiere, her heir because of her kindness when she was sick . 
(ADHG 3E 6092, Fonds Boyer, 1 727-28; ADG 3E 2 1 . 602, Fonds Naceville, 1 787 . )  

1 47. ADG, Fonds Barbare!, 1 787. 
1 48 .  For the fear of dying in a charitable institution see Fairchilds, Poverty and Charity, 99. 
1 49. Ibid . ,  78. 
1 50. ADHG 3E 4028, Fonds Foret, 1 729; 3E 2856, Fonds Couderc, 1 727; 3E  5803, Fonds 

Milhet, 1 729; 3E 1 4 1 33,  Fonds Savy, 1 728; 3E 1 1 1 06, Fonds Maignac, 1 727; 3E 3074, Fonds Da
mans, 1 727; 3E 4026, Fonds Foret, 1 728; 3E 1 0762, Fonds Cabissol, 1 789; ADG 3E 20.445, Fonds 
Duprat, 1 787; 3E 25 .004, Fonds Brun, 1 787; 3E 23. 1 30, Fonds Dufaut, 1 787; 3E 2 1 . 602, Fonds 
Nauville, 1 787; 3E 23.442, Fonds Rideau, 1 787; AN XXII  54, Fonds Julien Lesacher, 1 788; 
LXXXV 7 1 3, Fonds Gilles Lecointre, 1 789; XXXII I  707, Fonds Toussaint Girard, 1 787 .  

1 5 1 .  Mme. de Guerchois, Avis d'une mere a son /Us (Paris, 1 743), I 1 9-20. 
1 52. AN T 254, Papiers de Pierre Farcy. 

Chapter 4 

I .  N. Evreinov, quoted in James H .  Billington, Fire in the Minds of Men : Origins of the 
Revolutionary Faith (New York, 1 980), 47. 

2. Sennett, The Fall of Public Man, 45- 1 22; Michael Fried , A bsorption and Theatricality: 
Paint ing and Beholder in the Age of Diderot (Berkeley, 1 980). 

3 .  I owe this observation to Evreinov quoted in Billington, Fire in the Minds of Men, 47. 
4. For an example of this attitude see Lawrence Towner, "A Fondness for Freedom: Ser

vant Protest in Puritan Society," William and Mary Quarterly, 3d Ser. 1 9, no. 2 (April 1 962), 
20 1 - 1 9. 

5. For Coffy see ADG 1 2B 287, Procedures et informations de la Jurade, 1 746; for Le 
Tellier see Marquis de Barthelemy, Memoires, ed. ,  Jacques de Dampierre (Paris, 1 9 1 4) .  

6. Christian Miller, "A Scottish Childhood : The Castle," The New Yorker (November 1 2, 
1 979), 1 1 4. 

7 .  Alexandrine des Echerolles, Side Lights on the Reign of Terror, Being the Memoirs of 
Mademoiselle des Echerolles translated from the French by Marie Clothide Balfour (London and 
New York, 1 900), 1 9. 

8. ADHG E 635, Marquis de Barneval, Registre pour mes domestiques. 
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9. These servant nicknames were gleaned from AN Y 1 45 42B , Commissaires de police, St. 
Germain, 1 748; AN X 2, Parlement de Paris, Chambre criminelle, Table des accuses, 1 750---80; 
AD Bd R XXH G 32, Livre des expositions des femmes enceintes commence le 27 mars 1 752. 
Nicknames were not confined to servants ; many among the lower classes had them. But the 
nicknames of artisans and wage laborers were usually chosen by the person himself or his friends. 
They were proclamations of his personality, whereas servants' nicknames, so often chosen by 
masters, were denials of it. 

1 0. Mme. de Maintenon, Entretiens sur /'educarion des/ii/es. ed . Theophile La Vallee (Paris , 
1 854), ! 07. Another warning against this practice is M. Baudouin, De /'Education d'un Jeune 
seigneur (Paris, 1 728), 308. 

1 1 . Memoires de Mme. La Vicomtesse Fars Fausselandry. ou Souvenirs d'une octogenaire 
(Paris, 1 830), 3 :259. 

1 2. Richard Cobb, Death in Paris (Oxford, 1 978), 23. 
1 3. Alison Lurie, "From Rags to Rags" (a review of Anne Hollander, Seeing through 

Clothes), New York Review of Books (December 7, 1 978), 25. 
1 4. Mlle. Avrillon, Memoires, 1 :2 1-22. 
1 5. Pierre Retat, ed . ,  L'A 11entat de Damiens: Discours sur /'evenement au X V/lie siecle 

(Lyons, 1 979), 222. 
1 6. Traite de Gilbert Cognatus ou Cousin. entirle de /'office des servireurs, published with 

Barbaro, Les Deux Livres de /'esrar du marriage, 347. 
1 7. Mlle, Avrillon, Memoires, I :44, 6-1 1 .  
1 8 . For the Breton o f  Parisian servants , see Helias, The Horse of Pride, 1 49; for the Occitan

speaking gouvernante, Auguste Puis, ed. ,  Une Famille de parlementaires roulousains a la fin de 
/'ancien regime: Correspondance du Conseiller er de la Conseillere D'A Ibis de Belbeze ( Paris and 
Toulouse, 1 9 1 3) ,  1 65 ;  for the Baronne d'Oberkirch's maid , Burkard, Memoires de la Baronne 
d'Oberkirch, 1 94. 

1 9. Jeffry Kaplow, The Names of Kings: The Parisian laboring Poor in rhe Eighreenth 
Century (New York, 1 972), 1 06-7; and Farge, Vivre dans la rue, 1 1 4. These discuss only the 
French of the poor in Paris, but it is unlikely that apart from regional accents and local slang, the 
French spoken by the menu peuple in other towns and cities was very different. 

six. 
20. Moliere, The Learned Ladies, trans. Richard Wilbur (New York, 1 978), act two, scene 

2 1 .  Journal de Guienne, December 20, 1 784. 
22. See the advertisement in the A.ffiches. Announces . .  de Toulouse. March 1 2, 1 788.  
23. Baronne d'Oberkirch, Memoires, 1 94. 
24. Marquise de Villeneuve-Arifat, Souvenirs d'enfance, 2 1 .  The language barrier between 

master and servant continued even with the rise of public education in the nineteenth century, but 
by then servants clung to their bad French as a badge of identity, and masters were reluctant to 
correct them for fear of giving offense. (Martin-Fugier, La Place des bonnes. 225). 

25. Nougaret, Tableau mouvant, 2:298-99. 
26. Helias, Horse of Pride, 256. 
27. Katzman, Seven Days a Week, 1 65. 
28. For examples of such stories see Memoires de Mme. La Marquise de la Rochejaquelein, 

ecrires par elle-meme (Paris, 1 8 1 7) ,  343-44; Comte Dufort de Cheverney, Memoires. 2: 80, 1 08 ;  
Duchesse d'Abrantes , The Home and Courr L/fe of rhe Emperor Napoleon. I :  1 65; Souvenirs de 
Mme. Louise-Elizaberh Vigee-Lebrun, 2:  1 87. These are just a few highlights of a mammoth 
literature. 

29. AN Y 1 4543, Commissaires de poice, St. Germain, 1 752. 
30. Charles de Remusat, Memoires de ma vie, ed. Charles H .  Pouthas (Paris , 1 958), I : 2 1 .  
3 1 .  AN Y 14542 B , Commissaires d e  police, St. Germain, 1 748; AN Y 1 4543, Commissaires de 

police, St. Germain, 1 753. 
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32. It is possible that some o f  these legacies were coerced by employers, yet the figures are 
striking. 

33. Philippe Aries, The Hour of Our Death, trans. Helen Weaver (New York, 1 980), 77. 
34. ADHG J 598, Declaration de Jeanne Viguiere, ancienne domestique des Sr. et Dame 

Calas de Toulouse, touchant des bruits calomnieux qui se sont repandus. 
35 .  Jean-Jacques Rousseau, La Nouvelle Heloise, in Oeuvres completes de Jean-Jacques 

Rousseau (Paris, 1 909), 4 :320. 
36. Memoires de Mme. Roland (Paris, 1 820), I :  1 40. 
37.  Marc Botlan discovered this wonderful letter in AN Y 1 0335,  and quoted it in his "Do-

mesticite et domestiques,tt 296. 
38. For complaints about this see Bailleu I ,  Mo yens de former un ban domestique, 29. 
39. Botlan, "Domesticite et domestiques ," 298, 30 1 .  
40. Nougaret, Tableau mouvant, 2 :35-36. Other evidence for this practice can be found in 

[Turmeau de la Moranderie], Police sur /es mendians, /es vagabonds, . . .  /es domestiques 
. (Paris, 1 764), I O I .  
4 1 .  Botlan, "Domesticite et domestiques ," 295. 
42. Nougaret, Tableau mouvant, 2:36-37. 
43. Yanai, Journal d'un bourgeois de Caen, 57. 
44. AN Y 1 4542B , Commissaires de police, St. Germain, 1 75 1 .  
45. Journal de Mme. Cradock, 4 1 .  
46. Mme. de Crequy, Souvenirs, 2 :  1 78-8 1 .  
47. Comte de Montlosier, Souvenirs d'un emigre, / 79/-98, ed. Comte de Larouziere

Montlosier (Paris , 1 95 1  ) ,  1 33-34. 
48. Peter Burke, Popular Culture in Early Modern Europe (New York, 1 978), 28, 63. It 

should be noted that Burke does not specifically discuss servants as cultural mediators, yet they fit 
his model well. 

49. Hecht, The Domestic Servant Class, 200--28, esp.  205- 1 9. 
50. Roche, Le Peuple de Paris, 283. 
5 1 .  See L. Broom and J. H .  Smith, "Bridging Occupations," British Journal of Sociology 1 4, 

no. 4 (December 1 963), 32 1-34. This article, like most of the work of sociologists on this topic, 
emphasizes the role of bridging occupations for social mobility but largely ignores their role as 
cultural transmitters. 

52. Memoires et lettres de Franrois Joachim de Pierre, Cardinal de Bern is, I 715-58, ed . 
Frederic Masson (Paris, 1 878), 9. For an example of a child speaking patois , see Puis, Unefamille 
de parlementaires tou/ousains, 1 65. 

53 .  Samuel Du Pont de Nemours, L'Enfance et /ajeunesse de Du Pont de Nemours (Paris, 
1 906), 20 1-2. 

54. For a further discussion of parental vigilance see below, chapter 7 .  On elite disdain of 
popular culture, see Burke, Popular Culture, 207-43; for an opposing view see Isherwood, "En
tertainment in Parisian Fairs," 30--3 1 .  

55. See the suggestive remarks in Marc Raeff, Origins of the Russian Intelligentsia (New 
York, 1 966), 1 23-24; 1 4 1 -42. 

56. For nationwide patterns of literacy in eighteenth-century France see Frarn;ois Furet and 
Jacques Ozouf, Lire et ecrire: L 'A lphabetisation desfranrais de Calvin a Jules Ferry (Paris, 1 977), 
esp .  I :  graph c. 

57. Ibid . ,  1 : 24 1 .  
58 .  Ibid . 
:,9. This was the pattern in Lyons (Maurice Garden, Lyon et /es Lyonnaise au J8e siecle, 

[Paris, 1 970], 242-43, 246-47, 254-55 ,  265-66, 309- 1 3 , 350--53,  449-5 1 )  and in the towns of the 
Eure and Seine-Inferieure (M.  Jeorger, "L'Alphabetisation dans l'ancien diocese de Rouen au 
XVIIe et au XVII Ie siecles," in Furet and Ozouf, Lire et ecrire, 2:  1 44. 

60. For such arguments see Fleury, Les Devoirs, 2 1 0; and Prince de Conti, Memoires de 
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Monseigneur le Prince de Canty {sic)touchant /es obligations d'un gouverneur de Province et la 
conduite de sa maison (Paris, 1 669), 80--8 1 .  On the meaning of "instruction," see Botlan, "Domes
ticite et domestiques," 284. 

6 1 .  ADG 3E 1 1 94 1 ,  Fonds Treyssac, 1 729. 
62. ADHG 5 1 B  23, Proces-verbaux d'execution a mort et de torture, 1 702-28. 
63. Domestic manuals stressed literacy as a requirement for such jobs. See Audiger, La 

Maison reglee, 34. 
64. Daniel Roche found a similar pattern in his much larger sample of Parisian servants. 

(Roche, Le Peuple de Paris, 209). 
65. This may simply be due to the fact that nobles were more likely to employ those sorts of 

servants-secretaires.femmes de chambre, etc.-who needed literacy for their jobs. Nonetheless 
the pattern is clear, as the following table shows: 

Servants Signing Their Marriage Contracts, Classified by Household (in %) 

Toulouse Bordeaux Paris 

1 727-29 1 787-89 1 727-29 1 787-89 1 787-89 

Male Servants 
Nobility 45.0% 64.9% 1 5.8% 69.0% 88 .2% 
Middle class 33 .3  44.4 0.0 45.0 1 00.0 
Lower class 0.0 50.0 0.0 66.7 
Clergy 33 .3  66.7 50.0 1 00.0 1 00.0 

Female Servants 
Nobility 1 0.0 20.0 27.8 50.0 1 00.0 
Middle class 0.0 1 1 . 5  1 1 . 1  1 4. 3  75.0 
Lower class 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 
Clergy 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 1 00.0 

Sources: See Bibliography, section I, B .  
Note: This table includes only those servants in households for which information exists. 

Therefore, the sample is quite small and the figures are not statistically significant. 

66. P. Butel and G. Mandon, "Alphabetisation et scolarisation en Aquitaine au XVI Ile et au 
debut du XI Xe siecles ," in Furet and Ozouf, Lire et ecrire, 2 :  1 1 ; J . P. Poussou, "Recherches sur 
!'alphabetisation de !'Aquitaine au XVIIle siecle," in ibid . ,  2:344. 

67. Bailleu!, Moyens deformer un ban domestique, 25-27. 
68. Louise de Conde, Lettres intimes de Mlle. de Conde ii M. de la Gervaisais, 1 786-87, 

Intro. Paul Viollet (3d ed . ,  Paris, 1 878), 1 6 1-62. 
69. Comtesse de Genlis, Le La Bruyere des domestiques, 2, 3 ;  M. Formez, Traite d'education 

morale . . . ou Comment on doit gouverner /'esprit et le coeur d'un enfant, pour le rendre heu
reux et utile (Liege, 1 773), 22-23. The warnings about the possibly dangerous effects of education 
on servants were similar to elite worries about educating the lower classes in general . See Harvey 
Chisick, The Limits of Reform in the Enlightenment: A ttitudes toward the Education of the 
Lower Classes in Eighteenth Century France (Princeton, 1 98 1 ) .  

70. This was common i n  the ancien regime, because reading was usually taught first and cost 
less to learn than writing. Therefore more people could read than sign their marriage contracts .  
See Furet and Ozouf, Lire et ecrire, I :  8H I, 1 3 1 .  

7 1 .  Botlan, "Domesticite et domestiques," 278. Daniel Roche found a similar pattern i n  his 
much larger sample of Parisian inventories. (Roche, Le Peuple de Paris, 2 1 7. )  

72. AN CI 700, Fonds Legrand (Jean Maupas), 1 787. 
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73. AN T 273, Papiers de Bernard Arnaud, laquais : Etat de livres de Sr. Arnaud . 
74. Ian Watt, The Rise of the Novel (Berkeley, 1 957), 47. 
75 .  For servant patronage of the cabinets de lecture see F. Parent, "Les Cabinets de lecture 

dans Paris : Pratiques culturelles et es pace social sous la Restauration," Anna/es E. S. C. 34, no. 5 
(September-October 1 979), 1 030, and James Smith Allen, "The Cabinets de Lecture in Paris, 
1 800-- 1 850" (paper presented at the American Historical Association, Washington, 1 980), 5. 

76. Barthelemy, Memoires, 69---70. 
77. For Mme. Collete!, see Dorothy Anne Liot Backer, Precious Women (New York, 1 974), 

25 1-52; for Mascarille see Marcou), "Les domestiques a Toulouse," bibliography. 
78. Souvenirs de la Baronne de Monte/, 1 785-/866 ( Paris, 1 904), 47; Memoires du Due de 

Lauzun, 1 747-83, ed . Louis Lacour (Paris, 1 858), 3. 
79. AN T 254, Papiers de Pierre Farcy. 

But why are you lovable? 
That in truth is the mystery. 
One can't help loving you; 
I announce this to all the world . 

80. Here I differ with Daniel Roche, who argues that at least Parisian upper servants were 
accustomed to expressing themselves in writing. (Roche, Le Peuple de Paris, 2 1 3- 1 6. )  

8 1 .  For the English servant poets see Hecht, Domestic Servant Class, 1 9 1 -92; and  for a t  least 
one French servant poet of the Restoration see Edgar Newman, "L 'Ouvriere : el/e souffre et se 
plaint rarement : The Politics and Spirit of the French Women Worker Poets of the July Mon
arch, 1 830--48" (unpub. paper), 1-3 .  

82. Due de Croy, Journal inedit, I :385 .  
83 .  Karamzine, Voyage en France, 1 789-90 (Paris, 1 885), 289. 
84. AN T 254, Papiers de Pierre Farcy. 
85 .  Restif de la Bretonne, Les Contemporains, 220; "Lord, you should have seen how I spoke 

French then ! But since then, my husband and my friends have said that I must speak like them, 
and I am used to it by now." 

86. Cited in Maza, "Domestic Service," 359. 
87 .  AN T 254, Papiers de Pierre Farcy. 
88 .  Ibid. 
89. David Katzman shows that many American black "cleaning ladies" of the nineteenth and 

early twentieth centuries also used this ploy, playing on the reputation of blacks for laziness to do 
their work at a bearable pace. Katzman, Seven Davs a Week, 1 95 .  

90.  Mme. de Genlis, Memoires inedites, 2: 1 00. 
9 1 .  Duchesse d'Abrantes, The Home and Court Life of Napoleon, I :  1 20--2 1 .  
92. Van Eerde, 'The Role of the Valet," 1 06. 
93. AN T 254, Papiers de Pierre Farcy, letter of Amireau, May 2, 1 786. 
94. Craven, A Journey through the Crimea, 7- 10 .  
95 .  I found only one reference to  such a prosecution, a statement in  the Parisian Annonces. 

afjiches et avis divers of September 28, 1 75 1 ,  that the Paris Parlement had affirmed the sentence 
of one Charles Bonnin for insolence toward his mistress. It does not say what this sentence was . 

96. This statement is based on an impressionistic rather than quantitative analysis of the 
records of the Parisian commissaires de police listed in section I, F of the Bibliography. 

97. See the remarks in MacPherson, Possessive Individualism, 56-9 1 .  
98 .  Cited in Botlan, "Domesticite et domestiques," 39. 
99. See Flandrin, Families, I 1 7- 1 8 . 

1 00. Des Essarts, Dictionnaire universe/ de police, 3 :479, quoting an ordinance de police of 
November 6, 1 778. 

10 I .  Sylvestre du Four, Instruction morale d'un pere a sonfils, qui part pour un long voyage, 
ou Maniere aisee deformer un jeune homme a toutes sortes de virtus (Paris, 1 679), 1 97. 
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1 02. Abbe Goussault, Le Portrait d'un honnete homme (Paris, 1 692), 69. For other conduct 
books that counseled leniency toward servants, see M. Baudouin, De /'Education d'un Jeune 
seigneur (Paris, 1 728), 308; and Jacques Bouyer de St. Gervais, Conseils d'un gouverneur a un 
ieune seigneur (Paris, 1 727), 67. 

1 03 .  AN Y 1 45 1 7, Commissaires de police, St . Germain, 1 720; AN Y 1 45 1 8, Commissaires de 
police, St. Germain, 1 72 1 ;  AN Y 1 45 1 6, Commissaires de police, St. Germain, 1 7 1 9. 

1 04. AN Y 1 45 1 5, Commissaires de police, St. Germain, 1 7 1 8 . 
1 05. For the concept of bodily autonomy see Norbert Elias, The Civilizing Process: The 

History of Manners, trans. Edmund Jephcott (Oxford, 1 978), 69ff. , and Maza, "Domestic Ser
vice," 342-43. For beatings to break the will, see Hunt, Parents and Children, 1 33-58. 

1 06. See the discussion of this point in Stone, The Family. Sex and Marriage, 237-38. 
1 07. Gregoire, De la Domesticite, 205; Mme. de Genlis, Le La Bruyere des domestiques, 

XXII I .  
1 08 .  AN Y 1 4543, Commissaires de police, St. Germain, 1 753.  
1 09. Both cases are in ADG 1 2B 287, Procedures et informations de la Jurade, 1 746. 
1 1 0. AN Y l 4542B, Commissaires de police, St. Germain, 1 750; AN Y 1 45 1 6, Commissaires 

de police, St. Germain, 1 7 1 9. 
1 1 1 . AN Y 1 45 1 7, Commissaires de police, St. Germain, 1 720; AN Y 1 4543, Commissaires de 

police, St. Germain, 1 753.  
1 1 2. AN Y 14543, Commissaires de police, St .  Germain, 1 753 .  
1 1 3 .  AN Y ! 4542B, Commissaires de police, St .  Germain, 1 750. 
1 1 4. See Kaplow, Names of Kings, 1 06-7. 
1 1 5 . For the inversion of carnival see Natalie Zemon Davis, "The Reasons of Misrule," in 

Society and Culture in Early Modern France (Stanford, 1 975), 97- 1 23;  and Burke, Popular Cul
ture, 1 78-204. 

1 1 6. AN Y 145 1 6, Commissaires de police, St. Germain, 1 7 1 9. 
1 1 7 .  Robert Darnton found a marvelous case in which the workers in an eighteenth-century 

Parisian print shop ceremoniously executed their master's cat. Darnton, "Work and Culture," 
1 8-2 1 .  

1 1 8 .  AN Y 1 45 1 6, Commissaires d e  police, St. Germain, 1 7 1 9. 
1 1 9 .  AN Y l4542B, Commissaires de police, St . Germain, 1 750. 
1 20. Ibid . ,  1 75 1 .  
1 2 1 .  Ibid . ,  1 748. 
1 22. Ibid . 
1 23 .  For the traditional distrust of the police in French villages see Hufton, Poor of Eigh

teenth Century France, 222, 247, 289. For the legal preference for the word of masters over 
servants (its justification was that the master was a gentleman and therefore would not lie) see 
J . B .  Denisart, Collection de decisions nouvelles et de notions relatives a la jurisprudence (Paris, 
1 754), 2: 8-9. It would be interesting to know how master-servant cases were finally decided, to 
ascertain if the police did indeed display a bias in favor of masters. But unfortunately this is hard 
to trace, for the great majority of complaints recorded in police archives give no hint about the 
action taken on them or about how they were finally settled. Perhaps Philippe Usinky's forthcom
ing University of Michigan Ph. D.  dissertation on the functioning of the police in eighteenth
century Rouen will shed some light on this matter. 

1 24. AN Y 1 4543, Commissaires de police, St. Germain, 1 753 .  
1 25 .  Davis, "The Reasons of Misrule," in Society and Culture, 97- 1 24; Burke, Popular Cul

ture, 1 78-204. 
1 26. ADG 1 2B 276, Procedures et informations de la Jurade, 1 746. 
1 27. AN Y 1 4542B, Commissaires de police, St. Germain, 1 748. Servants were not the only 

lower-class group to adopt the forms and traditions of popular culture as modes of expressing 
their grievances toward their employers . This practice was also common among artisans. For 
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example, Robert Darnton has found ritualized and carnivalesque forms of protest among 
eighteenth-century printers. See his "Work and Culture," 1 8-2 1 .  

1 28 .  On the replacement o f  the charivari b y  the threatening letter see E .  P .  Thompson, "The 
Crime of Anonymity," in Douglas Hay et al. ,  Albion 's Fatal Tree: Crime and Society in Eigh
teenth Century England (New York, 1 975), 255-308. Cases in which French servants sent anon
ymous letters to their employers can be found in ADG 1 2B 276, Procedures et informations de la 
Jurade, 1 746, and AN Y 14542B , Commissaires de police, St. Germain, 1 748. 

1 29. See above, table I O, chapter 3. 
1 30. AN Y 1 45 1 7, Commissaires de police, St. Germain, 1 720. 
1 3 1 .  AN Y 1 4543, Commissaires de police, St. Germain, 1 753 .  
I 32. ADHG 5 I B 25, Parlement de Toulouse, Proces-verbaux d'execution a mort et de tor

ture, I 76 1-67. 
I 33. ADHG 5 I B 23, Parlement de Toulouse, Proces-verbaux et d'execution a mort et de tor

ture, I 702-28. 
1 34. ADHG 51 B 25, Parlement de Toulouse, Proces-verbaux d'execution a mort et de torture, 

1 76 1-67. 
1 35. AN Y 1 4543, Commissaires de police, St. Germain, 1 753 .  
1 36. AN Y 145 ! 5B , Commissaires de police, St .  Germain, 1 7 1 8 . 
1 3 7. ADHG 5 1 B  2 1-27, Parlement de Toulouse, Proces-verbaux d'execution a mort et de 

torture, 1 633- 1 728 and 1 750-78. 
1 38 .  This was also apparently true in nineteenth-century France. None of the nineteenth

century murders of masters by servants discussed by Anne Martin-Fugier was, on the surface at 
least, motivated by revenge. Instead they occurred in the course of robberies or grew out of sexual 
jealousy. (Martin-Fugier, La Place des bonnes, 236--39.) 

1 39. Maza, "Domestic Service," 227; E .  Lamouzele, ed . ,  Toulouse du dix-huitieme siecle 
d'apres /es "Heures Perdues" de Pierre Barthes (Toulouse, 1 9 1 4), 1 64. 

1 40. Maza, "Domestic Service," 227. 
1 4 1 .  For the traditional propensity to blame unexplained illnesses on witchcraft, see A.  D.  J. 

Macfarlane, Witchcraft in Tudor and Stuart England (London, 1 970), 1 78 .  
1 42. Mme. de Genlis, Memoires inedites, 2:99-- 1 03 .  
1 43 .  Vane!, Une Grande Ville, 1 73-74. 
1 44. Jean-Jacques Rousseau, La Nouvelle Heloise, part 5, letter I O. 
1 45 .  For sources see Bibliography, section I ,  B. 
1 46. Avis a la livree par un homme qui la porte, 9, 1 3 . 

Chapter 5 

I .  For the moralizing thrust of the Counter-Reformation see Michel Foucault, Histoire de la 
folie a /'dge c/assique (Paris, 1 96 1  ); Jean-Pierre Gutton, La Societe et /es pauvres: L'Exemple de la 
genera/ire de Lyon (Paris, 1 970); and Fairchilds ,  Poverty and Charity, 22-35 .  For the political 
vision of the devots see Lionel Rothkrug, Opposition to Louis XIV (Princeton, 1 965) and Carolyn 
Lougee, Le Paradis des Femmes (Princeton, 1 976) . Both these discuss Fleury extensively. 

2. Fleury, Les Devoirs des maitres et des domestiques, 207. 
3 .  Toussaint de St. Luc, Le Bon Laquais, 2-3 . 
4. [Benigne Lordelot], Les Devoirs de la vie domestique, par un pere defamille (Paris, 1 704) , 

1 23 .  
5 .  For a more detailed discussion of a master's rights over the sexuality of his domestics see 

below, chapter 6. 
6. Fleury, Les Devoirs des maitres et des domestiques, 2 1 4. 



Notes to Pages 139-43 269 

7. Mme. de Guerchois, Avis d'une mere, I 1 9-20. 
8. This care was one of the duties of mastership most stressed in domestic manuals. For 

examples see Audiger, La Maison reglee, preface; Fleury, Les Devoirs des maitres et des domes
tiques, 237; Mme. de Guerchois, Avis d'une mere, 1 1 8 .  

9 .  For the importance of household prayers in Protestant England, see Trumbach, Rise of 
the Egalitarian Family, 1 4 1-45; and Stone, The Family, Sex, and Marriage, 245-46. For the duty 
of Protestant masters to teach their servants to read , see Elizabeth L. Eisenstein, The Printing 
Press as an Agent of Change (Cambridge, 1 980), 425. In French domestic manuals references to 
household prayers are sparse. The only two I found were in the Memoires de Msgr. le Prince de 
Conly,  80; and Fleury, Les Devoirs de maitres et des domestiques, 282. Both concern great noble 
households which employed chaplains to celebrate daily Mass and instruct servants in their cate
chisms. References to teaching servants to read so that they could read the Bible and other reli
gious works are even more scarce. Only Fleury, 2 1 8, 222, argues that this is an essential part of a 
master's duties . 

I O. Conti, Memoires de Msgr. le Prince de Canty, 80, 97; Fleury, Les Devoirs des maitres et 
des domestiques, 223. 

1 1 . Fleury, Les Devoirs des maitres et des domestiques, 235; Conti, Memoires de Msgr. le 
Prince de Canty, 82, 97. 

1 2. Richard, Du Louage de services domestiques, 37. 
1 3 . The correspondence of the Parisian lieutenant-general de police de Marville shows that 

masters often intervened with him to protect their servants from prosecution. (M .  de Marville, 
Lett res, passim . )  One seventeenth-century master even hid from the police a servant accused of 
murder. (BN, MS, Nouvelles acquisitions fran�aises, 6580, Livre de raison de famille St . Amans . )  

1 4. See the discussions of relationships within patriarchal families in Stone, The Family, Sex, 
and Marriage, 1 59-206; Trumbach, The Rise of the Egalitarian Family, 1 1 9-65;  Flandrin, Fam
ilies , passim; and Hunt, Parents and Children, passim. 

1 5 . ADHG E 70 1 ,  Cahier de famille de Sentou Dumont, 1 690-1 743. 
1 6. ADHG 3E 1 0934, Fonds Rieux, 1 727; ADHG 3E 50802, Fonds Milhet, 1 728; ADG 3E 

1 1 94 1 ,  Fonds Treyssac, 1 729. 
1 7. These figures of course reflect only formal arrangements actually recorded in wills and 

marriage contracts. It is possible that many employers made informal provisions for the future 
welfare of their servants which would not appear in such records. 

18 .  John McManners, Death and the Enlightenment: Changing A ttitudes to Death among 
Christians and Unbelievers in Eighteenth-Century France (Oxford, 1 98 1 ), 237. 

1 9. This was done by multiplying the total number of wills in each category by the percentage 
of households of that social class which employed servants, as shown in the capitation roll of 
Toulouse, 1 695. 

20. See Katzman's remarks in Seven Days a Week, 1 54-58. 
2 1 .  The pattern of women being more l ikely to leave legacies to their servants than men is 

typical of early modern Europe and can be found in England as well as France . (See Richard T. 
Vann, "Wills and the Family in an English Market Town," Journal of Family History 4, no. 4 
[Winter 1 979], 364-65.) This pattern may reflect only the fact that women's money was generally 
more "discretionary"; it was not usually considered part of the family fortune, and therefore more 
apt to be put to personal use. But women's legacies to their servants may also reflect the closer ties 
of their shared domestic concerns. 

22. ADG 3E 20446, Fonds Duprat, 1 788. 
23. The legal provisions concerning married women's property in Old Regime France are 

immensely complex and deserve a book to themselves. For a clear brief treatment, see Traer, 
Marriage and the Family, 40-45. 

24. The question of which sex had the primary responsibility for the direction of the house
hold in the seventeenth century is an immensely difficult one. As Carolyn Lougee has shown us, 
the period was one of intense debate over the proper social role of women, especially noble 
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women : should they play public roles as court ladies and salonnieres, or should they remain 
within the private sphere as wives, mothers, and menageres? Ironically, the most vehement advo
cates of the latter role were the religiously inspired social conservatives, such as Frarn;ois de 
Grenaille, who were also among the most eloquent proponents of patriarchy. (See Lougee, LR 
Paradis des Femmes, 59-69, 85- 1 1 0. )  Yet the notion of women's supremacy within the home 
contradicted the basic premises of patriarchy, for patriarchy gave supreme control to a masculine 
head of the household . Obviously sex roles were in flux in the seventeenth century, and much 
more work is needed to sort them out. 

25. Of all the seventeenth-century domestic manuals I read, only three were addressed to 
women. 

26. The Comte appears to have regarded the supervision of the household as women's work 
(he once prefaced a bit of gossip about a servant in a letter to his father with the remark that it 
concerned a "minor domestic matter more suitable for my mother than for you"), but his corre
spondence shows that he played an active role in the hiring, firing, and disciplining of servants . 
(Comte d'Avaux, Correspondance inedite, 232 and passim.) 

27. Duchesse de Liancourt, Reglement, 9- 1 0. 
28. Memoires de la Marquise de Courcelles, nee Marie-Sidonia LRnoncourt, et sa correspon-

dance (Paris, I 869), 20(}-20 I .  
29. La Vie de Mme. J. M. B. de la Mot he Guion, 54-55, 1 06-9. 
30. Quoted in Gutton, Domestiques et serviteurs, 1 55. 
3 1 .  l.Rttres de Mme. La Marquise de Pompadour, depuis MDCCL//jusqu 'a MDCCLXII 

inclusivement (Londres [sic], 1 77 1 ), 1 60; Aries, The Hour of Our Death , 1 8- 1 9. 
32. du Four, Instruction morale d'un pere a sonfils, 1 97-98. For other examples see Mme. de 

Guerchois, Avis d'une mere, l I 6- 1 7; and Goussault, Portrait d'une femme honneste, 85, 94. 
33. Mme. de Sevigne, l.Rttres, passim. 
34. Backer, Precious Women, 2 1 1 .  
35 .  The servant is believed to be tarnished with the libertinism / Natural and common to 

this type. The L'Etat des domestiques is reprinted in Bolleme, La Bibliotheque bleue, 1 05. 
36. Gutton, Domestiques et serviteurs, 1 50. 
37. Jean Emelina [Michel Lemain], !.Rs Valets et !es servantes dons le theotre comique en 

France de 1610 a 1 700 (Cannes and Grenoble, 1 975). 
38.  Gutton, Domestiques et serviteurs, 1 55; Des Essarts, Dictionnaire universe! de police, 3: 

468. 
39. Comte d'Avaux, Correspondance inedite, 1 8. 
40. Comte de Montlosier, Souvenirs, 1 36; Mme. de Sevigne, Lettres, 1 : 320. 
4 1 .  Fleury, Les Devoirs de maitres et des domestiques, 2 1 0. 
42. Mme. de Sevigne, l.Rttres I : 365-66; Mme. de Crequy, Souvenirs ,  4: 1 74; Baronne 

d'Oberkirch, Memoires, 1 79. 
43. Eisenstein, Printing Press, 259. 
44. Traite de Gilbert Cognatus ou Cousin, entitle de !'office des serviteurs, published with 

Fran9ois Barbaro, Deux Livres de mariage, 349-50. 
45. Fenelon, L'Education desjil!es, ch. 1 3, quoted in Cusenier, !.Rs Domestiques en France, 

1 88. 
46. The best brief explication of this racialism so prevalent in the ancien regime is Davis 

Bitton, The French Nobility in Crisis, 1560-1640 (Stanford, 1 969), 77-9 1 .  
47. AN Y 1 45 1 7, Commissaires de police, St. Germain, 1 720; AN Y 1 45 1 6, Commissaires de 

police, St. Germain, 1 7 1 9. 
48. Mme. de Si:vigne, l.Rttres, I : 365-66. Such indifference to suffering o• course was wide

spread in the seventeenth century; people watched children and animals suffer with similar 
sang-froid. 

49. For elite views of the lower classes in the seventeenth century, see Gutton, Domestiques et 
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serviteurs, 1 54-55, which stimulated my thinking along these lines. See also the works cited in 
note I .  

50. See the works cited i n  note I and also Burke, Popular Culture, 207-43. 
5 1 .  My remarks on the treatment of servants in the French theater are based on Emelina, Les 

Valets et /es servantes ;  Demers, Le Valet et le soubre11e; and Van Eerde, "The Role of the Valet." 
52. Emelina, Les Valets et /es servantes, 73-93, 1 3 1 .  
53. Demers, Le Valet et la soubrel/e, 2 1 1 ;  Emelina, Les Valets et /es servantes, 333-50. 
54. Emelina, Les Valets et /es servantes, 22 1-45. 
55 .  Demers, Le Valet et la soubrelle, 23-60. Regnard, one of the founders of the Comedie

Frarn;aise, wrote almost a quarter century after Moliere, yet the servants in his plays conformed to 
the traditional stereotypes and displayed none of the individuality and humanity of Moliere's 
domestics. 

56. Ibid. 
57. Ibid. 
58 .  Ibid., 2 I 2. 
59. Van Eerde, "Role of the Valet," 1 9-24. 
60. Demers, Le Valet et la soubrelle , 1 52. 
6 1 .  At least some authorities maintain that Figaro was an anagram ofjils de Caron, Beau

marchais's family name. (Ibid. ,  2 1 2). 
62. Mme. Henriette Demoliere, Conseils auxjeunesfemmes, ou Le11res sur le bonheur do

mestique (Paris, 1 836), 206. 
63. Pere Collet, Traite des devoirs des gens du monde, et surtout des chefs de Jami/le (Paris, 

1 763). 
64. Mme. Gai;on-Dufour, Manuel de la menagere a la ville et a la campagne (Paris, 1 805); 

Mme. Demarson, Guide de la menagere (Paris, 1 828). 
65. Mme. Gai;on-Dufour, Manuel de la menagere, 23-28. 
66. Puis, ed . ,  Une Jami/le de parlementaires toulousains, 56. 
67. The "angel in the house" was primarily an Anglo-Saxon phenomenon; she was given her 

classic formulation in Coventry Patmore's poem of that title. But she had her counterparts in 
nineteenth-century France, where women became the guardians of religion and traditional moral 
values in the face of the secularism and aggressive ethics of the marketplace epoused by their 
menfolk .  See Bonnie L. Smith, Ladies of the Leisure Class (Princeton, 1 98 1 . ) 

68. Collet, Traite des devoirs, 230; 233. 
69. Collet, Traite des devoirs, 24 1 .  
70. Ibid. , 240. 
7 1 .  [Anon.], Des Devoirs des serviteurs, des maitres, des en/ants, des parents, de tous /es 

hommes envers /'eglise et /'eta/ (Lyons, 1 830), 1 1 ; Collet, Traite des devoirs, 225. 
72. Memoires de Mme. Roland (Paris, 1 820), 2 : 259-60. 
73. See MacPherson, Possessive Individualism , passim, for the equality of contracting par

ties in a market society; and see Schochet, Patriarcha/ism, 82, for the inequality of the parties to a 
patriarchal "pseudo-contract." 

74. Collet, Traite des devoirs, 225. 
75. Mme. Roland, Memoires, 1 : 1 37-42. 
76. Le11res inedites de Mlle. Philipon-Mme. Roland-adressees aux Diles. Cannet de 1 772 

a / 780, ed . Auguste Breuil (Paris, 1 84 1 ), 1 : 1 75 .  
77.  See below, chapter 7 .  
78. Nemeitz, Sejour de Paris, 89-90. 
79. AD Seine-et-Oise E 434, Correspondance de la Marquise de Bombelles, quoted in Suss

man, "Three Histories of Infant Nursing," 3 1 .  
80. Avrillon, Memoires, 1 : 1 3 . 
8 I .  Ibid. , 2 :39 1-92. 
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82. Cusenier, Les Domestiques, 294; Mme. de Gen I is, Le La Bruyere des domestiques, XXXI .  
83 .  Viollet de Wagnon, L'Auteur laquais, 1 1 1---66. 
84. ADHG E 705, Livre de raison du Chevalier de la Renaudie, 1 688ff. 
85 .  AM Toulouse BB 1 6 1 ,  Ordonnances des capitouls, 1 764-80. As early as the sixteenth 

century servants had been required by law to have written conges, or references, from former 
employers . But these laws seem not to have been enforced, so they were repassed in the last 
decades of the Old Regime. 

86. Ibid. 
87 .  For the foundation and functioning of the Bureau d'adresse in Paris see Howard M. 

Solomon, Public Welfare, Science, and Propaganda in Seventeenth Century France (Princeton, 
1 972), 40-44, 227. 

88. Journal de Guienne, September 9, 1 784; November 8, 1 784. 
89. William B.  Cohen, The French Encounter with Africans: White Response to Blacks, 

/530---/880 (Bloomington, 1 980), 1 1 1 . 
90. Mme. de La Tour du Pin, Journal, I : 247; Mme. de Genlis, Le La Bruyere des domes

tiques, 6 1-68. 
9 1 .  Cohen, French Encounter, 60-99, describes the many contradictions and paradoxes in 

eighteenth-century French attitudes toward blacks. 
92. M. de la Croix, Peinture des moeurs du siecle, ou Leu res et discours sur differens suJets 

(Amsterdam [?], 1 777), 1 47 .  
93 .  Ibid . ,  1 48-50; Mme. de Genlis, Le La Bruyere des domestiques, 65-67. 
94. For the leniency of the courts see "Petrovitch," "Recherches sur la criminalite," 240. The 

tendency of masters to be more generous toward their black servants is well illustrated in Bor
deaux, where there were many such domestics. In my two sample periods, 1 727-29 and 1 787-89, 
employers left average legacies of 683 livres to their black servants ; the average legacy to whites 
was only 389. White servants seem to have resented the favored treatment of blacks. In August 
1 789 a group of Parisian servants met to petition the Estates-General. They demanded a doubling 
of their salaries, an end to the wearing of livery-and the dismissal of all black domestics, "who 
annoyed white servants."  (Cohen, French Encounter, 1 1 3 . )  It is not clear whether such anti-black 
actions arose from racism or simple jealousy. We do not know how deeply engrained racism was 
among the menu peuple. On the one hand, a serious race riot took place in Bordeaux in the I 770s .  
(Cohen, French Encounter, 1 1 3) .  On  the other hand, blacks and whites intermarried, despite laws 
forbidding this, and there were whites like the wife of a modest marchand de poterie in Bordeaux, 
who, when the black servant Samuel Coffy sought refuge in her house, stated that "it didn't matter 
that he was black provided that he was a brave garr;on ."  (ADG 3E 20.449, Fonds Duprat, has an 
example of a black servant who married a white servant; the Coffy case is in ADG 1 28 287, 
Procedures et informations de Jurat, 1 746). 

95.  Mme. de Genlis, Le La Bruyere des domestiques, 6 1 - 1 1 5 . 
96. Laurette de Malboissiere, Leu res d'une Jeune Ji/le, passim; Puis, Une Jami/le par/emen

taire, 65; Comtesse de Sa bran, Correspondance inedite de la Comtesse de Sa bran et du Chevalier 
de Boujj7ers, 1 778-1 788 (Paris, 1 875), 45-46, 205-6; Due de Bourbon, Correspondance inedite, 
2 1 .  

97. Baronne d'Oberkirch, Memoires; Comte Dufort d e  Cheverny, Memoires. 
98. Comte Dufort de Cheverny, Memoires, 1 67-68;  Marquise de Villeneuve-Arifat, Me

moires, 2 1 ;  Baronne d'Oberkirch, Memoires, 1 94. 
99. Leures de la Baronne de Gerando, 240. 

1 00. Due de Lauzun, Memoires du Due de Lauzun, 1 747-1 783, ed . Louis Lacour ( Paris, 1 858), 
58; Laurette de Malboissiere, Le1tres d'une Jeune Ji/le, 1 00; J .  Joubert, Pensees de J. Joubert, 
precedes de sa correspondance, intro. Paul de Rayna) (Paris, 1 864), I : 53 .  

IO  I .  The last of these relationships i s  discussed in chapter 4; the first two are analyzed in great 
detail in chapter 7. 

I 02. I argued this in my article "Masters and Servants in Eighteenth Century Toulouse," Jour-
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nal of Social History 1 2, no. 3 (Spring 1 979), 380--8 1 .  But evidence from memoirs about affection 
between master and servant in the period has caused me to change my mind, and to see such 
legacies as springing from genuine feeling on the part of masters. 

1 03 . McManners, Death and the Enlightenment, 242. 
I 04. Mme. de La Tour du Pin, Journal, I : 20. 
1 05 .  Mme. de Genlis, Memoires inedites, 1 : 1 82. 
1 06. Baronne d'Oberkirch, Memoires, 1 82; Baron de Besenval, Memoires de M. le Baron de 

Besenval, Lieutenant-General des armees du roi sous Louis X V  et Louis X VI  (Paris, 1 805), 1 62 .  
1 07. The best introduction to the perception of social problems in the last years of the Old 

Regime is Hufton, The Poor of Eighteenth-Century France. 
I 08. The literature connecting servants to vagabondage, theft, and especially the depopulation 

of the countryside is voluminous. Among the most typical and important works are Moranderie, 
Police sur /es mendians; Des Essarts, Dictionnaire de police, esp. 3 :467-85 and M. de Cha
mousset, "Memoire concernant Jes ouvriers et les domestiques," in Oeuvres completes (Paris, 
1 787), 2:46. It should be noted that only the male domestic was blamed for these social ills. The 
female servant was not thought nearly so threatening. In the depopulation debates, for example, it 
was argued that domestic service was an unproductive use of male labor, but a productive and, 
indeed, given the growing identification of the household as woman's sphere and housework as 
women's work, a "natural" use of female labor. These debates therefore both reflected and con
tributed to the growing feminization of domestic service in the late eighteenth century. 

1 09. Two examples of plans for charitable asylums for domestics : Viollet de Wagnon, L'Au
teur laquais, I I !ff. ;  and M.  de Chamousset, "Memoire sur un etablissement en faveur de ser
vantes . . .  ," in Oeuvres completes, 2 :53ff. Such plans were, incidentally, an acknowledgment 
that the day of the master's patriarchal responsibilities for his servants' illness and old age had 
indeed passed. 

1 1 0. For the idealization of the people in the last years of the Old Regime see Burke, Popular 
Culture, 28 1-86. 

Chapter 6 

I .  For my sample see above, chapter 3, and Cissie Fairchilds, "Female Sexual Attitudes and 
the Rise of Illegitimacy." For Depauw see Jacques Depauw, "I llicit Sexual Activity and Society in 
Eighteenth Century Nantes," in Family and Society, ed. Robert Forster and Orest Ranum (Bal
timore, 1 976), esp. 1 67. 

2. Stone, The Family, Sex, and Marriage, 546-603; see especially the cases of Samuel Pepys 
and William Bryd. 

3. AD BdR XXH E 34, Declarations de grossesse, 1 747-57 .  
4. The amorous proclivities of these two gentlemen wil l  be d iscussed below in some detail . 
5. The phrase is from Sandra M .  Gilbert and Susan Gubar, The Madwoman in the Attic: 

The Woman Writer and the Nineteenth-Century Literary Imagination (New Haven, 1 979), 506. 
6. Leonore Davidoff, "Class and Gender in Victorian England : The Diaries of Arthur J. 

Munby and Hannah Cullwick," in Feminist Studies 5, no. I (Spring 1 979), 87- 1 4 1 .  
7 .  Sarah B .  Pomeroy, Goddesses, Whores, Wives and Slaves: Women in Classical Antiquity 

(New York, 1 975), 9o--9 I .  
8 .  Origo, "The Domestic Enemy," 343-45. 
9. Georges Duby, Medieval Marriage: Two Models from Twelfth-Century France, trans. 

Elborg Forster (Baltimore, 1 978), 94. 
1 0. Richard , Du Louage des services domestiques, 27; Fournel, Traite de la seduction, 1 32. 
1 1 . Samuel Richardson, Pamela, or Virtue Rewarded (New York: Norton edition, 1 958), 1 6. 

I owe this interpretation of this quotation, and indeed the arguments of this whole paragraph, to 
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Randolph Trumbach's excellent d iscussion of master-servant sexual relationships in English pa

triarchal theory in The Rise of the Egalitarian Familr, 1 45-50 . 
1 2 . Christophe de Bordeaux, "Chambriere a louer a tout fain: ," and "Varlet a louer a tout 

faire," in Montaiglon, Recueil de poesiesfranraises. 95; 85 . 

As well as she what is necessary 

To sleep below or above 
In the big bed . 

Great deflowerer (delouser) of nurses 

Sweeping them out below and above . 

Women who have hot asses 

I cure (plow) with cold ice . 

1 3 . These r,emarks are based on Emelina [Lemain], Les Valets el /es servantes, esp . 245-58 

and 287-96 . 
1 4 . [Lemain], Les Valets et /es servantes, 258 . 

I 5 . Ibid . , 290--303 . 
1 6 . Toussaint de St . Luc, Le Bon Laquais, 78 . 

1 7 . For two of the many possible examples of such suggestions, see Liancourt, Reglement 
donne par une dame de haute qualite, 1 26; and Fleury, Les Devoirs des maitres et des domes
tiques, 235 . 

1 8 . Memoires de Felix Pla11er, medecin biilois (Geneva, 1 866), 86; Backer, Precious Women. 
96 . 

1 9 . Memoires du Due de Lauzun, 33-34 . Another example can be found in the Comte Alex
andre de Tilly's pursuit of the lovely Sophie . "I  soon found means of seeing her in secret ," he 

wrote . "It was by bribing the suisse ." Sophie's maid was persuaded to  pretend to be the object of 

the Comte's interest to deflect the suspicions of the girls' guardian aunt . (Comte Alexandre de 

Tilly, Memoires . . .  pour servir a /'histoire des moeurs de la.fin du dix-huitieme siecle [Paris, 

1 830), 1 0 1 -2 . 

20 . Memoires, 1 68 . An example of a female servant serving as sexual intermediary for her 

mistress can be found in Lauzun, Memoires, 92 . Rosalie, one of Lauzun's former loves,  eventually 
became the mistress of a rich Americain . He negotiated for her favors (which cost him 1 0,000 

livres of rentes viageres) with her .femme de chamhre . 
2 1 . An example of the former situation can be found in LR/Ires de Mme. Du Montier a la 

Marquise de ___ , safille, avec /es responses: ou /'on trouve /es lerons /es plus epurees el /es 
conseils /es plus delicats d'une mere, pour servir de regle a sa fille, dans /'eta/ de mariage 
. . .  (Lyons, 1 756), 248-50 . For the latter situation see Comte Bussy de Rabutin, Memoires, 78 . 

22 . ADH G 5 1  B 2 1 ,  Parlement de Toulouse, Proces-verbaux d'execution a mort et de torture, 
1 633- 1 686 . 

23 . Backer, Precious Women, 243 . 

24 . Elias, The Civilizing Process, 1 39 . 

25 . Emmanuel Le Roy Ladurie, Montaillou: The Promised Land of Error, trans . Barbara 
Bray (New York, 1 978), 1 4 1 -42 . 

26 . Stone, The Familr, Sex, and Marriage, 558 . 

27 . Restif de la Bretonne, Les Contemporains, 456 . 

28 . I owe this phrase to Maza. "Domestic Service," 359 . 
29 . Memoires du Comte de Bonneval, I : 6-7 . 

30 . "Petrovitch," "La Criminalite a Paris," 2 1 5- 1 6 . 

3 1 . For Louis X I I I  see Hunt, Parents and Children in History, 1 62-63 . Many critics of Hunt 
have suggested that Louis's case was atypical, that his position as heir to the throne and future 

king, who had to sire an heir for the good of the kingdom, caused the adults around Louis to focus 
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on and encourage his sexuality to an unusual degree. (For an example, see the review by Etienne 
van de Wa'le in the Journal of Interdisciplinary History 2, no. 2 [Autumn 1 97 1 ), 36 1-62. ) But the 
evidence of memoirs suggests that Louis's experiences were fairly commonplace. 

32. Cardinal de Bemis, Memoires et lettres. 7-8 . 
33 .  Lauzun, Memoires, 7-8 .  
34 .  Tilly, Memoires. 1 4- 1 5 . 
35. Memoires du Comte de Bonneval. l : 7-8. 
36. Fournet, Traite de la seduction, 306--7; 32 1-23. 
37 .  Casanova, Memoires (Pleiade ed . ,  Paris , 1 958), I : 837-45.  
38 .  Tilly, Memoires. 86. 
39. AD Bd R XX H E 43, Declarations de grossesse, 1 77(}-7 l .  
40. Alain Lottin, J .  R .  Machirelle et al . ,  La Desunion du l'ouple sous /'ancien regime: L 'Ex

ample du Nord (Paris, 1 975), 1 69. 
4 1 .  Souvenirs enforme de memo ire d' Henriette de Monbielle d' Hus. Marquise de Ferrieres-

Marsay, / 744-/837 (St. Brienne, 1 9 1 0) ,  32. 
42. Quoted in Lottin et al. , La Desunion du couple. 68. 
43. ADG 3E 3 1 . 338, Fonds Mailleres, 1 788. 
44. Baronne d'Oberkirch, Memoires. 324. 
45. AD Bd R XXH E 34, Declarations de grossesse, 1 747-5 1 .  
46. A D  Bd R XXH IE 44, Declarations d e  grossesse, 1 772-73 .  
47. ADG 3E 25.006, Fonds Brun, 1 789. 
48. For English examples of servant-mistresses who continued to receive their former mas

ters even after they were wed , see G. R. Quaife, Wanton Wenches and Wayward Wives: Peasants 
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57 .  It is possible that the proportion of urban servants shrank because they were more adept 
than their rural sisters at using birth control or avoiding making a declaration . But this seems 
unlikely. 

58. Admittedly these percentages are not really comparable, since they come from different 
towns and periods. But the towns were similar in social makeup, and the figures do give some idea 
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8 1 .  Le Gazetier cuirasse, quoted in Darnton, "The High Enlightenment and the Low-Life of 

Literature," 1 06. 
82. See the remarks by Trumbach, "London's Sodomites," 2. 
83 .  This case is described in Williams, The Police of Paris, 1 06-7. Williams does not make it 

clear whether Pounnier worked as a servant for La Marechale, but the circumstances of the story 
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you." 

90. Depauw, "Illicit Sexual Activity," 1 67. 
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domestic as a saintly innocent (see below, chapter 8), something inconceivable in earlier periods. 
In sum, I think that there was, despite a certain persistence of the image of the lusty servant, a 
massive desexualization of master-servant relationships in the nineteeth century. 

Chapter 7 
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Jacques Gelis, Mirielle Laget, and Marie-France Morel, Entrer dans la vie: Naissances et enfances 
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Elizabeth Wirth Marvick, March 1 4, 1 98 1 .  Delays in baptizing babies and sending them out to 
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table of ages at baptism in Mireille Laget, "Childhood in Seventeenth and Eighteenth Century 
France: Obstetrical Practices and Collective Attitudes," in Medicine and Society in France, ed . 
Robert Forster and Orest Ranum (Baltimore, 1 980), 1 45 .  

1 9 . Hunt, Parents and Children, 1 1 3- 1 4. 
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36. Mme. Roland, Memoires, I : 7-8. 
37. Du Pont de Nemours, L'Enfance, 62. 
38. Hunt, Parents and Children, 1 33-58. 
39. Audiger, La Maison reg/ee, 88-90. 
40. One example of such an advertisement comes from the Journal de Guienne for No
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countryside of Clermont in Auvergne, knowing how to iron and work in linen, wants to be placed 
in a household as aft/le d'enfans [sic] or femme de charge. " 

4 1 .  There is some debate over whether this picture really portrays a gouvernante. Today it is 
officially titled The Schoolmistress, and some critics suggest that it portrays the elder sister of a 
bourgeois family teaching the alphabet to her young brother. But in the eighteenth century the 
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(Pierre Rosenberg, Chardin: /699-1 779 [Bloomington, 1 979], 228-30.) 

42. Mme. de La Tour du Pin, Journal, I : 5 .  
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Marianne, gouvernante of the young Benjamin Constant, who was his father's mistress and bore 
him two illegitimate children. (J. Christopher Herold, Mistress to an Age: A Life of Madame de 
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52. Baudouin, L'Education d'unjeune seigneur, 307. 
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Chartier, M. M. Compere, and D. Julia, L' Education en France du X V/e au X Ville siecles ( Paris, 
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54. Other factors may also have contributed to the disappearance of the precepteur. For one 
thing, the rising cost of servant-keeping may have discouraged his employment, as it did that of 
other skilled upper servants . Then, too, the disappearance may be purely illusory. The capitation 
roll of I 695 was far more accurate than that of I 750. Masters in 1 750 may simply have not 
reported the precepteurs they employed . 

55 .  Here I differ with Guy Chaussinand-Nogaret, La Noblesse au X V/lie siecle: De la Feo
dalite aux lumieres (Paris, 1 976), 98- 1 03, which argues that the high nobility was more likely to 
patronize colleges than provincial nobles were, and that they were therefore better educated than 
the robe nobility. The evidence of memoirs suggests that most court nobles were "educated ," if 
that is the word, at home by tutors. But a comprehensive study of the education of the eighteenth
century nobility is badly needed. 

56. Baudouin, L'Education d'unjeune seigneur, 7. 
57. Hunt, Parents and Children, 1 82. 
58. [Jacques Bouyer de St. Gervais], Conseils d'un gouverneur a un Jeune seigneur (Paris, 

1 727), passim. 
59. Baudouin, L'Education d'unjeune seigneur, 5. 
60. Dufort de Cheverny, Memoires, 5. 
6 1 .  Charles Pinot, Sieur Duclos, Memoires pour servir a l'histoire des moeurs du dix-

huitieme siecle (Paris, 1 75 1 ) ,  5-6. 
62. Tilly, Memoires, 1 4. 
63. Lauzun, Memoires, 3.  
64. Ibid . ,  4 .  
65. For the childhood experiences of the Russian nobility see Marc Raeff, Origins of the 

Russian Intelligensia: The Eighteenth Century Nobility (New York, 1 966), 1 23; for the southern 
mammy see Genovese, Roll, Jordan, Roll, 352-6 I .  

66. Miller, " A  Scottish Childhood ," 1 1 6. 
67. Lawrence Stone suggests that servants were cruel to children simply because that was the 

way they themselves had been raised. ( The Family, Sex, and Marriage. 470.) But I think desires to 
compensate for their own ill-treatment at the hands of their masters must have played at least 
some role in their persecution of their charges. 

68. De L'Education chretienne des enfants, 1 44-45. 
69. Bemis, Memoires et lettres, 1 1 . 
70. Due de Lauzun, Memoires, 4; Mme. de Crequy, Souvenirs, 6: 232-34. 
7 1 .  La Vie de Mme. de Guyon, 1 8 , 1 2. 
72. For "separation anxiety" see Bowlby, A ttachment and Loss, vol. 2: Separation, XI I ;  

52-65. 
73. Marquise de Ferrieres, Souvenirs, 1 2. 
74. Bowlby, Attachment and Loss, vol. 2: Separation, 257-58. 
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77. Pinot-Duclos, Memoires, 5-6. 
78. Dufort de Cheverny, Memoires, 5-6, 1 1 , 1 9. 
79. Lauzun, Memoires, 'r-10. 
80. Bowlby, Attachment and Loss, vol. 2: Separation. xiii. 
8 1 .  La Vie de Mme. de Guion, passim. Lawrence Stone finds similar links between the 

childhood emotional deprivation and the religious transports of English enthusiasts. See The 
Family, Sex, and Marriage, I O I .  

82. Bowlby, Attachment and Loss, vol. 2 :  Separation, 332, 335.  For similar modern exam
ples of the psychological problems of children raised by servants, see M. H. Stone and C. J. 
Kastenbaum, "Maternal Deprivation in Children of the Wealthy," History of Childhood Quar
terly 2 ( 1 974), 76-%. 

83. La Vie de Mme. de Guion. 55, 1 06-7. 
84. Dufort de Cheverny, Memoires, 1 68. 
85. Baronne d'Oberkirch, Memoires, 1 82. 
86. Dufort de Cheverny, Memoires, 1 67-69. 
87. I differ here with Lawrence Stone, who in The Family, Sex, and Marriage, 478-80, 

denies that any real change in child-rearing attitudes and practices took place in France until the 
Revolution. My reasons should be obvious from the argument to follow. 

88. The best works on this aspect of the eighteenth-century revolution in child-care are Marie
France Morel, "Theories et pratiques de l'allaitement en France au dix-huitieme siecle," Anna/es 
de demographie historique ( 1 976), 393-427; "City and Country in Eighteenth Century Medical 
Discussions and Early Childhood," in Medicine and Society in France, 48-65; and Sussman, 
"Three Histories of Infant Nursing in Eighteenth Century France." 

89. Jean-Jacques Rousseau, Emile (Everyman ed . ,  London and New York, 1 963), I J - 1 3 .  
For the arguments about maternal breast-feeding see Badinter, Mother Love, 1 6'r-70. 

90. M. Ballexserd, Dissertation sur /'education physique des enfans. depuis /eur naissance 
jusqu'a /'oge de puberte (Paris, 1 762); Raulin, De la Conservation des en/ans (Paris, 1 768); Mme. 
le Rebours, A vis aux meres qui veulent nourrir /eurs en/ants (3d ed . ,  Paris, 1 775); Verdier
Heurtin, Discours et essai aphoristique sur /'allaitement et /'education physique des enfans (Paris, 
1 804). 

9 1 .  Raulin, De la Conservation des en/ans, 3: 1 72; Dessessartz, Traite de /'education corpo
relle des en/ants en bas lige, ou Reflexions pratiques des moyens de procureur une meilleure 
constitution aux citoyens (Paris, 1 760) , 1 83, 1 89, I 95; William Buchan, Medecine domestique, ou 
Traite comp/et des mo yens de se conserver en sante (Edinburgh, 1 775), I :4, Ir-J O; Mme. Le Re
bours, Avis aux meres, 203 . 

92. Mme. Le Rebours, Avis aux meres, 1 85; Alphonse Leroy, Recherches sur /es habil/e
mens, ou Examen de la maniere dont ii faut vetir /'un et l'autre sexe (Paris, 1 772), passim; 
Buchan, Medecine domestique, 64; Dessessartz, L'Education corporelle, 230-37. 

93. Mme. Le Rebours, Avis aux meres, 1 85. 
94. For the depopulation debate, see Prost de Royer, Memoire sur la conservation des en

/ants, (Lyons, 1 778), J 9ff. , and read Chamousset's Memoire politique in connection with the rest 
of his Oeuvres completes. 

95. Jacques Donzelot, The Policing of Families, trans. Robert Hurley (New York, 1 979), 
'r-22. But see also Jean-Pierre Goubert, "The Art of Healing: Learned Medicine and Popular 
Medicine in the France of 1 790"; Daniel Roche, "Talent, Reason, and Sacrifice: The Physician 
during the Enlightenment," and Mireille Laget , "Child-birth in Seventeenth and Eighteenth Cen
tury France : Obstetrical Practices and Collective Attitudes," all in Medicine and Society in 
France; and J .  -N. Biraben, "Le medecin et l'enfant au I 8e siecle: Apercu surla pediatrie au 1 8e 
siecle," Anna/es de demographie historique ( 1 973), 2 1 5-23. 
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8. L'Ancien Moniteur, 3:63. 
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27 . Mme . Suard , Essais de memoires sur M. Suard, in M . de Lescure, ed . , Memoires 

biographiques et litteraires, vol . 37 (Paris, 1 88 1 ) , 1 98 . 
28 . Abbe Gregoire, De la Domesticite, 1 54 . 
29 . Mlle . des Echerolles, Side Lights on the Reign of Terror, 1 95 .  
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Catherine II, Empress of Russia, 43 
Celibacy, of servants, 8 1 -82, 96 
Chambre, 33, 40, 49, 50 
Chambre de bonne, 243 
Chambre garni, 70 
Chambres des domestiques, 40 
"Chambriere a louer, La" (Christophe de Bor

deaux), 23, 1 69, 1 89 
Chamousset, Claude-Humbert Piarron de, 

1 96, 2 1 4  
Champagne, 64 
Champs Elysees, 49, 233 
Chantilly, I 05 
Chaplains, 25 
Chardin, Jean-Baptiste-Simeon, 202 
Charities: servants in, 97, 98; servants invest-

ing in, 79. See also Charity; H6pital La 
Grave 

Charity, 1 62; by servants, 60; for servants, 77, 
83, 1 62, 23 1 , 236 

Charivari, 1 28 
Chastenay, Victorine, Comtesse de, 1 95, 222, 

224, 226 
Chatelet (court), 70, 72, 1 28 
Chatelet, Gabrielle-Emilie, Marquise du, 1 70 
Chef See Cooks, male 
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Chevaliers de la Constance, 1 57 
Cheverny, Jean-Nicolas Dufort, Comte de; 

childhood of, 27, 205, 2 1 0, 2 1 1 - 1 2 ;  during 
French Revolution, 232; household of, 1 5, 
3 1 ;  relationship of, with servants, 27, 1 60, 
1 7 1 , 205, 2 1 0; sex life of, 3 1 ,  1 66, 1 7 1  

Child abuse: attitudes toward, 1 24-25 ;  b y  ser
vants, 1 74-76, 207-8, 223 

Children; attitudes toward, 47, 1 97, 207--9, 
2 1 3 ; care of, by mother, 1 94, 2 1 3- 1 9 ;  care of, 
by servants, 200-203, 207--9, 223-24; psy
chology of, 209- 1 3, 224-28;  relationships of, 
with servants, 1 93-94, 207- 1 3 , 223-24, 
225-27; of servants, 93, 98-99. See also Bas
tards; Child abuse; Infanticide; Infants 

Chirurgiens, I O, 65 
Choiseul, Etienne Fran�ois, Due de, 1 60 
Christophe de Bordeaux, 23, 1 69, 1 89 
Class-consciousness, of servants, I O I ,  I 1 9, 

1 32-33 ;  during French Revolution, 230-3 I ,  
236-37 

Class relationships, in 1 8th century France, 6, 
1 3- 1 4, 35, 1 38, 1 48-50, 1 62-63, 226, 228, 
243-44 

Clerks, as servants, I 9 
Clothing, of servants, 55,  96, 1 03, 1 09, 1 1 2, 

233. See also Livery 
Coachman: drunkenness of, 32, 1 03;  duties of, 

3 1 ,  32, 35 ;  literacy of, 1 1 5 ; speech of, I 06; as 
status symbol, 1 1  

Cobb, Richard, 63, 1 03 
Cacher. See Coachman 
Code Napoleon, 1 89 
Coeur simple, Un (Flaubert), 1 6 1 , 243 
Coffy, Samuel (servant), I O I ,  1 25, 1 30 
Coiffures, 27 
Colleges, 204-5, 220 
Collet, Philibert, Pere, 1 52, 1 53, 1 54 
Colletet, Claudine, 1 1 7 
Combalet, Marquis de, 1 7 1  
Comedie Ita/ienne, 35 
"Comedie larmoyante," 1 5 1  
Comedies, servants in, 59, 1 45, I 50-5 I ,  1 69-70 
Commedia del/'arte, 1 50 
Commerce, servants in, 79-80 
Committee of Public Safety, 234 
Conde, Louis Joseph de Bourbon, Prince de, 

82, 1 03, 1 59 
Conde, Princesse Louise de, I 03, 1 1 6, 1 56, 1 89 
Condes, household of, 1 05 
Confessionals, 8 1 -82 
Conservation des enfans. De la (Raulin), 2 1 3  
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Constant, Benjamin, 220, 22 1 
Constituent Assembly, 230, 232 
Contemporains. Les (Restif de la Bretonne), 

202 
Contract theory, 1 54 
Cookbooks, xii, 1 9, 5 1  
Cooking, 30-3 1 ,  5 I 
Cooks, 4; ambitions of, 1 9, 80, 237; dowries of, 

83 ;  drunkenness of, 3 1 ;  duties of, 30-3 1 ;  fe
male, 1 5- 1 6, 5 1 ,  55, 83 ; during French Revo
lution, 237; male, 1 5- 1 6, 5 1 ,  55; as servants, 
1 9 , 2 2 1 ,  2 3 7 ;  wages  of ,  5 5 .  See a lso 
L'Am ireau 

Corbin, Alain, 1 9 1  
Cornuel, Anne Bigot, 1 7 1 ,  1 89 
Corporal punishment: of children by servants, 

208, 223; decline of, 1 24-25, 1 33, I 53, I 55 ;  as 
masters' right, 1 38 ,  1 48 ;  servants' attitude 
toward, I O I ,  1 08, 1 24, 1 30, 1 32;  of servants 
by masters, 1 22, 1 23-25 

Correspondence: of masters, 1 44, 1 54-55, 
1 59-60, 2 1 8- 1 9 ;  of servants, 96--97, 1 09, 
1 1 7- 1 8, 1 20-2 1 ;  as source, xii 

Cost of living (in 1 8th century), 56-58 
Council of Trent, 86 
Counter-Reformation, 1 37, 1 39, 1 78, 204 
Courcelles, Marie-Sidonia Lenoncourt, Mar-

quise de, 1 43, 1 52 
Court nobility. See Nobility 
Cousin, Gilbert, 1 04 
Couturieres, 75, 9 1 ,  1 89, 1 9 1  
Cradock, Fanny, I ,  28, 42 
Craven, Elizabeth, Lady, 1 22 
Crequy, Renee, Marquise de, 1 1 1 , 1 46, 208--9 
Crime; attitudes toward, 73, 1 56, 1 59;  rural, 

72; of servants, 67-68, 7 1 -76; urban, 72. See 
also Theft, by servants 

Croy, Emmanuel, Due de, 32, 1 1 8 ;  family of, 
47, 220 

Cuisine, 30, 5 1 .  See also Food 
Cuisinier. See Cooks, male 
Cuisiniere . See Cooks, female 
Cuisiniere bourgeoise, La (Menon), 5 1  

Dalbade (Toulouse), 8 
Dam iens, Robert Fran�ois, 69, 1 04, I 1 0, I 1 8, 

1 84 
D'Andre (revolutionary legislator), 230 
Darcel, Jean, 222 
Darnton, Robert, 1 85 
Daudet, Alphonse, 1 92 
Daumard, Adeline, 65 
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1 79-80, 1 89-90; definition of, xi ,  86 ;  female 
servants in ,  86-89 ,  1 65 ,  1 66 ,  1 72 ,  1 76 ,  
1 79-80, 1 89-90; i nn  servants i n ,  76 ;  male 
servants in, 88-89, 9 1 -92; master-servant re
lationships in, 86-88 ,  1 65 ,  1 66, 1 72, 1 76, 
1 79-80, 1 89-9 1 ;  mistress-servant relation
ships in, 82, 83 

Delacroix, Jacques-Vincent, 1 58 
Delousing, 1 70--72 
Demarson, Mme. , 1 52 
Demers, Maria, 59 
Depauw, Jacques, 1 65 ,  1 90 
Depersonalization, of servants, 1 02-4 
"Depopulation" debate, 1 62, 2 1 4, 229 
Depots de mendicite, 235 
Des Essarts . See LeMoyne, Nicolas-Toussaint 
Desserts, 30 
Devoirs des maitres et des domestiques, Les 

(Fleury) ,  1 37, 227-28 
Devoirs des serviteurs, Des (Anon.) ,  1 54, 1 88 
Devots, 1 37 
Dictionnaire des Trevoux, 1 9  
Dictionnaire universe! (Furetiere), 3 ,  5 
Dictionnaire universe/ de police ( Des Essarts), 

1 45-46 
D ining room, 49 
Discours sur /'allaitement (Verd ier-Heurtin), 

2 1 4  
Dissertation sur /'education physique des en

fans (Ballexserd) ,  2 1 3  
D ivorce, 93,  1 89 
Doctors: attitudes of, toward wet-nursing, 

1 94, 1 97 ,  2 1 4- 1 5 ; households of, 9- 1 1 ;  pro
fessionalization of, 2 1 4-1 5 

Dodsley, Robert, 1 1 8 
Domestic comfort, 1 7 , 35-37,  50--52 
"Domestic enemies," ix, 1 44, 1 56 
Domesticite, 230, 23 1 
Domesticite, De la (Gregoire), 1 25 
Domesticite avant et depuis 1 789, De la (Per-

ennes), 242 
Domesticity, 1 7 , 47-52, 1 85 ,  1 88-89, 1 90, 225, 

24 1 
Domestic manuals :  masters' duties in, 40, 1 23 ,  

1 25 ,  1 43 ,  1 52 ,  1 53 ,  1 88 ;  in 1 9th century, 242; 
patriarchalism in, 1 37 ,  1 53 ,  242; servants' 
qualities in, 53-54, 8 1 ,  1 1 6, 1 46, 1 54, 1 70, 
242; servants' work in, 24, 34, 36, 52, 53-54 
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Domestic servants . See Servants 
Domestic service: in ancient world , 1 8 , 1 67;  at

tractions as occupation, 37-38, 54, 58 ;  
"bourgeoisification" of ,  1 4- 1 5 , 24 1 ;  changes 
in, at end of Old Regime, 1 3- 1 9; definitions 
of, 230; as degrading, 1 8- 1 9 , 80, 85 , 229, 232; 
"feminization" of, 1 5- 1 6, 5 1 ,  1 58 ,  24 1 ;  
French Revolution and, 229-32, 240--4 1 ;  
historiography of, ix;  i n  Middle Ages, 3-4, 
1 67-68; as model for society, 5-6, 1 38 ;  in 
1 9th century, 24 1-44; as "public," 6, 1 2- 1 3 ,  
24 ,  34-35 ,  38 ,  47,  240--4 1 ;  sex ratios in, 9, 1 5 , 
1 6 , 24; in 1 6th century, 1 78 ;  as wage labor, 
1 7- 1 8 ,  58,  60, 1 54, 24 1-42 

Domestique, 2-3 , 5 ,  1 9, 24, 232 
Domestiques chretiens, Les (Anon.) ,  228 
Domus, 3 ,  1 67 
Don Juan (Moliere), 1 1 9 
Donzelot, Jacques, 2 1 4  
Double standard, 1 66, 1 8 1  
Dowry( ies) :  o f  female servants , 77-78, 82-84, 

88, 90; in lieu of wages, 54, 1 39;  of male ser
vants' brides, 77-78; masters providing, 54, 
88, 1 39, 1 40, 1 53 ,  1 59 

Droit de seigneur, 1 68 
Drunkenness: of coachmen, 32,  I 03; of cooks, 

30; masters' attitudes toward , 94, 1 39 ,  1 4 1 ,  
1 45 

DuBarry, Jeanne, Comtesse, 1 72 
Dubois, Guil laume, Archbishop, 35  
Duby, Georges , 1 68 
Dumbwaiter, 53 
Dumont, Sentou, 1 40, 1 48 
DuPont de Nemours, Samuel, 1 1 2, 1 97-98, 

1 99, 20 1 

Echerolles, Alexandrine des ,  I 02, 1 98 ,  237 
Economy ( of I 8th-century France) , 1 7 , 58 ,  64 
Ecuyers, households of, 1 1  
Education: of noblemen, 4, 1 04, 204-7, 220--22; 

of noblewomen, 204, 222-23 ;  of servants, 
1 1 4- 1 6, 1 1 7 

Education christienne des en/ants, De I' 
(Varet) ,  204 

Education d'une jeune seigneur, De I' (Bau
douin), 204 

Egalitarianism, in master-servant relations, 
1 33 ,  1 5 1 ,  1 54-55 ,  226, 236 

Elderly, care of, 96. See also Old age, of 
servants 

Emelina , Jean. See Lemain, Michel 
Emigration, 2 1 5 , 235 ;  of servants, 95, 239 
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England: attitudes toward, 50; children in, 207; 
domestic life in, 36-37, 50; domestic service 
in, 34, 68; homosexuality in, 1 86; household 
prayers in, 1 39;  servants in, 1 1 1- 1 2, 1 1 7, 1 1 8 

English Revolution, 230 
Enlightenment, I 7 ,  1 24-25 
Entre-Deux-Mers, 62, 1 1 6 
Entresol, as servants' quarters, 53 
Eon, Chevalier d', 1 86 
Erikson, Erik, 1 98-99 
Estate agents, as servants, 1 9  
Estates :  of agricultural laborers, 9 5 ;  of arti

sans, 95, 96; of laborers, 95 ;  of servants, 79, 
95, 96, 1 1 6- 1 7  

£tat de servitude. L '  (Anon.) ,  1 45 

Fairs, I ,  44, 55 
Faiseuse de menage, 243 
Family: affectionate nuclear, 1 7 , 47-48, 2 I 3 ;  

definition of, 5 ,  1 7 , 1 38-40, 1 54; patriarchal 
(see Patriarchy; Patriarchalism); servants 
as members of, 5, 8, 1 7, 1 38-40, 1 54; as so
cial model, 1 38 

Farcy, Pierre (valet), 95, 97, 235 
Farcy, Rose, 43, 44, 94, 95 ,  224. See also 

L'Amireau 
Farm servants , xii; definition of, 4; dowries of, 

83 ;  hiring of, 66; holidays of, 42; incidence 
of, 2; living conditions of, 38 ;  prizes for, 1 57 ;  
recreations of, 1 44; seduced by masters, 1 79,  
1 80; supervision of, 1 82; wages of, 54-56 

Faubourg St. Antoine (Paris), 1 28 
Faubourg St. Germain (Paris), 2 
Female servants: backgrounds of, 6 1 -65; dow

ries of, 77-78,  82-84; employment of, 9, 
1 5- 1 6 ; lib raries of, 1 1 6- 1 7 ; literacy of, 
1 1 3- 14, 1 1 6; marriages of, 8 1 -85,  89, 1 77-78;  
and mistresses, 1 42, 1 87-88 ;  sexual relation
ships of, 85-9 1 ,  1 65-68, 1 72-8 1 ,  1 8 7-88 ,  
I 89-9 1 ;  wages of, 55 ,  58 ,  24 1 .  See also Do
mestic service, "feminization" of 

Femme de chambre, 4; clothes of, 28, 96; dow
ries of, 83 ;  duties of, 26, 27-28;  literacy of, 
I 1 5 ; relationship of, with employer, 27-28, 
1 7 1 ;  as status symbol, 9 ,  1 1 ; wages of, 55 

Femme de charge, 35-36 
Femmes servantes. Les ( Moliere) ,  1 05--6 
Fenelon, Fran9ois de Salignac de la Mothe, 

1 48 
"Ferrer la mule," 26--27, 1 29 
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Ferrieres-Marsay, Henriette , Marquise de , 
1 76, 209 

Figaro , 59, 1 5 1  
Fi/le de service, 4. See also Servante 
Fil/es de noce, Les (Corbin), 1 9 1  
Fimarcon, Marquis de, 1 08 
Financiers, servants as, 80 
First Lesson in Brotherly Feeling, The (Aubry), 

2 1 5  
Fitz-James, Due de : family of, 204, 22 1 ;  house-

hold of, 26 
Flaubert, Gustave, 1 6 1 ,  243 
Fleury, Claude, 34, 1 37,  1 38 ,  1 98 ,  227-28, 242 
Florence, I 67--68 
Folk tales, 1 1 2 
Food ,  28-30, 50. See also Cuisine 
Formey, Jean-Henri-Samuel , 222 
Four, Sylvestre du, 1 23-24 
Fournel, Jean-Fran9ois, 75 
Fragonard , Jean-Honore, 2 1 5  
Franche-Comte, 64 
Franklin, Alfred,  ix 
French, spoken by servants, 1 05-6, I 1 2, 1 60, 

202. See also Patois 
French Revolution: attitude of servants to

ward, 233-40; effects of, on domestic ser
vice, 1 63 ,  240---44; effects of, on servants, 5 1 ,  
234-39; nobility during, 1 07-8 , 2 1 5 , 233-35 ;  
policy toward servants, 229-32; servants in, 
1 58 ,  237-39 

Fried ,  Michael, 1 0 1  
Fronsac, 62 
Furet, Fran9ois, 65 
Furetiere, 3 ,  5 
Furniture : of servants, 40, 96; styles of, 50---5 I 

Ga9on-Dufour, Marie-Armande, 1 52 
Gambling, by servants, 44 
Gamekeeper, 4, 66 
Garde-chasse, 4, 66 
Garde-ma/ode (nurse) ,  7 1 ,  98 
Gardeners, 2, 3, 4 
Garonne River, 62 
Genlis, Stephanie de St.-Aubin, Comtesse de, 

1 2 1 ,  1 3 1 ,  209; attitude of, toward servants, 
1 62; childhood of, 1 94, 1 96-97, 223, 226--27; 
as educator, 222; household of, 28, I 58 

Gerando , Marie-Anne , Baronne de , I 60, 
222-23 

Gibbon, Edward, 2 1 6  
Gouberville, Sieur de, 1 78 
Goujon (servant) , 25 
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Gourville, Jean-Herault, 59-60, 80 
Goussault, Abbe, 1 24, 1 37 
Gouvernante, 4, 83, 1 1 5, l 1 9, 200-203, 226-27 
Gouvernante, La (Chardin), 202 
Governess. See Gouvernante 
Gramont, Due de, household of, 1 2  
Gramont, Duchesse de, 1 74, 2 1 0  
Grands, Les. See Nobility 
Greece (ancient), 1 8, 1 50, 1 67, 1 78 .  See also 

Ancient world 
Gregoire, Abbe Henri, 27, 1 25 
Greuze, Jean-Baptiste, 1 66 
Groom, 4, 26, 3 1 ,  32, 55 
Guide de la menagere (Demarson), 1 52 
Guillemeau, Jacques, 1 95, 1 98 
Gutton, Jean-Pierre, 93-94 
Guyon, Jeanne-Marie Bouvieres de La Motte, 

1 43, 1 93, 208, 2 1  I, 2 1 2  

Hairdressers, 27 
Hands, Elizabeth, I 1 8  
Hausset, Mme. du (servant), 28 
Haute-Garonne, 1 1 3 
Hecht, J. Jean, ix, 1 1 1  
Hegel, Georg Wilhelm Friedrich, 1 08 
Helias, Pierre-Jakez, I 07 
Hiring, of servants, 66-67, 1 40, 1 57 
Holbach, Paul-Henri-Dietrich d', 22 1 
Holidays, of servants, 42 
Holland, 37 
Hammes de confiance, 25, 1 60 
Homosexuality, 1 85-88 
Honneste gar<;on, L'  (Grenaille), 204 
Hopital La Grave (Toulouse), 77 
Horse of Pride, The (Helias), 1 07 
Hospitals. See Charities; Hopital La Grave; 

Hotel-Dieu 
Hotel-Dieu (Toulouse), 97 
Hotels, floor plans of, 33, 39-4 1 ,  48-50, 52-53 
Household: composition of, 3-5, 6- 1 3 , 1 4- 1 6; 

definition of, 3-5 ; organization of, 23-37, 
48-54; size of, 6- 1 3, 1 4- 1 6; types of, 6- 1 3  

Household manuals. See Domestic manuals 
Housework, 24, 35-37, 5 1 -52 
Hufton, Olwen, 75 
Huissiers, 65 
Huysmans, Joris Karl, 1 92 

Idleness, of servants, 24, 34, 1 2 1 ,  1 45, 1 62 
Illegitimacy, 85-9 1 ,  1 79-8 1 ,  1 9o-9 1 .  See also 

Declarations de grossesse 
Industrial Revolution, 23-24, 24 1 
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Infant mortality, 1 94, 1 97-98, 2 1 5  
Infanticide, 90 
Infants, care of, I 94-200, 2 1 3- 1 5, 2 1 6- 1 7, 2 1 8, 

224-25. See also Infant mortality; Infanti
cide 

Inferiority complex, of servants, 1 0 1 - 1 1 ,  
1 1 8- 1 9 . See also Servants, self-image of 

Inn servants, 3 ,  75-76 
Insolence, of servants, 1 03-4, 1 2 1  
Intendant (household), 25 
Interior decoration, of hotels, 50-5 1 
lnventaires apres deces, 95, 96, 1 1 6- 1 7  
Inversion: masters' fantasies of, 1 6 1 -62, 2 1 2, 

227; rituals of, 1 26-27; servants' fantasies of, 
I 1 0, 1 32 

Jacobins : policy on servants of, 229, 232; ser-
vants as, 239 

Jaillie, Mlle. (servant), 27-28, 33 
Jardiniers (gardeners), 2, 3 ,  4 
Jockei. See Jockey 
Jockey, 1 6, 66, 1 2 1-22 
Jombert, Charles Antoine, 48 
Josephine, Empress, 4 1 ,  43, ! 04, 223 
Joubert, J., 1 60 
Journal de Guienne (Bordeaux), 1 6, 27, 66, 80, 

I 06, I 58, I 96, 202 
Journaliers, 65, 66 
Journeyman, wages of, 56-58 
Junot, Laure. See Abrantes, Duchesse d' 
Juvenile delinquem,y, 68 

Karamzine, Nicolai, Prince, 1 1 8 
Katzman, David, 1 07 
King, household of, 1 2  
Kitchen, 30, 40, 52, 53 
Kors, Alan, 22 1 
Krafft, Johann Karl, 49 

Labrousse, C. E . ,  58 
La Bruyere des domestiques, Le (Genlis), 1 25, 

1 59 
Lackey. See Laquais 
Lady's maid . See Femme de chambre 
La Fleche (college), 205 
Lamartine, Alphonse de, 2 1 7  
Lambesc, Prince de, household of, 1 5  
L'Amireau (chef) : attitudes of, 80, 8 1 ,  99, 

I 20-2 I, 224; courtship and marriage of, 44, 
94, 95; relationships of, with fellow servants, 
43; as writer, I I 8- 1 9  

Langallery, Marquise du, 1 84 
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Laquais, 4, 232; duties of, 3 1 ,  32-35; literacy 
of, 1 1 5 ;  looks of, 32 

Largilliere, Nicolas de, 205 
Larrisiere, Gabriel (servant), 74, 1 1 5 
La Tour du Pin, Henriette-Lucie Dillon, Mar

quise du, 32; household of, 1 58 ;  relationship 
of, with governess, 1 50, 1 6 1 -62, 202, 223, 
226-27 

Laundresses, 36, 9 I ;  servants as, 7 1 ,  74, 94 
Lauzun, Armand-Louis, Due de: attitude of, 

toward servants, 1 60, 1 62; childhood of, 
1 1 7 , 207 , 208 ,  2 1 0- 1 1 ;  psychology of, 1 75 ,  
2 1 1 - 1 2; sex life of, 1 66, 1 7 1  

La Varenne, Fran�ois Pierre d e  (chef), 1 9  
Law, customary, xii 
Law, John, 34 
Laws: on corporal punishment of servants, 

1 23 ;  on homosexuality, 1 85 ;  on master
servant disputes, 1 28 ;  on master-servant 
sexual relationships, 1 68 ,  1 75 ,  1 8 1 ,  I 82, 1 88 ;  
and masters' legal responsibi lity for ser
vants, 1 39; on misalliances, 1 75 ;  on murder 
by servants, 13 I ;  on servant behavior, 39, 
43-44, 1 22, 1 29 ;  on servants' livery, 1 3 1 ;  on 
servants' marriage, 8 I ; on servants' refer
ences, 1 57. See also Theft; Vol domestique 

Law students, as tutors, 66 
Lawyers: in French Revolution, 239; house-

holds of, 9-IO; as servants, 3 ,  66 
Leapor, Mary (or Molly), 1 1 8 
Ledoux, Claud-Nicolas, 53 
Lee, Arthur, 1 60 
Legacies: in lieu of wages, 54-55 ,  58; from mas

ters to servants, 54-55, 58, 97, 1 4 1-43, 1 59, 
1 6 1 , 1 77 , 238; from servants to masters, 108 ,  
1 32 

Legislative Assembly, 232 
Leisure time, of servants, 34, 40-4 1 ,  42, 45, 9 1 .  

See also Idleness; Recreations 
Lemain, Michel, 1 50, 1 69-70 
LeMoyne, Nicolas-Toussaint [pseud . Des Es

sarts], 1 45 
Le Prince de Beaumont, Marie, 242 
Le Rebours, Marie-Angelique Anel, 2 1 3 , 2 1 4, 

2 1 5  
Lesbianism, 1 87-88 
Le Tellier (servant), I O I ,  1 08, 1 1 7, I 1 9, 1 60, 

234 
Letters. See Anonymous letters; Correspon

dence 
Levellers, 230 
Liancourt, Jeanne de Schomberg, Duchesse 

de, 1 43 
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Libel/es, 1 85 ,  1 86-87 
Libraries: lending, 1 1 7 ;  of servants, 1 1 6- 1 7  
Liger, Louis, 1 97 
Limousin, 62 
Lit de domestique, 39, 52-53 ,  1 80 
Literacy, 1 1 2- 1 6. See also Writing 
Literature, servants in, 1 06-7, 1 92, 243 .  See 

also Comedies 
Lit garni, 83 
Livery, 4, 24, 9 1 ,  1 29, 1 3 1 , 233; cost of, 3 1 ;  as 

depersonalizing, I 03, 1 45 ;  description of, 3 1 ;  
history of, 3 I ;  servants' attitudes toward, 
237; wearers of, 25, 3 1  

Living conditions, of servants, 38-4 1 ,  52-53 ,  
94 ,  97-98, 1 80, 243 

Livres de raison: servants' career patterns in, 
55 ;  servants' hiring in, 66, 1 57; servants' 
wages in, 55, 58; as sources, xi 

Loire River, 63--64 
London, homosexuality in, 1 86 
Lorraine, 64 
Louis-le-Grand (college) , 205 
Louis-Philippe, 222 
Louis XJ I I ,  1 74, 1 97 
Louis XIV, 1 37 
Louis XV, 53 ,  69, I 1 8 , 1 84 
Louis XVI ,  1 84 
Love, romantic, 1 88-89 
Lower classes, households of, 7-8 , 1 4- 1 6, 24, 

38-39, 1 42, 1 79, 1 80. See also Artisans; 
Wage laborers 

Lurie, Alison, 1 03 
"Lusty servant" stereotype, 92 ,  1 45 ,  I 50 ,  

1 69-70, 1 72, 1 84, 1 85 , 1 92, 202, 2 1 2  
Luxembourg Gardens, 44 
Lyons, 2, 94, 1 88 ,  1 98 

McBride, Theresa, 76 
McManners, John, 1 6 1  
MacPherson, C .  B . ,  60 
"Maggiolo line," 1 1 2- 1 3  
Maintenon, Fran�oise d '  Aubigni:, Marquise 

de, 1 02 
Maison reg lee, La (Audiger), 24, 26, 36, 80, 202 
Maitre d'h6tel, 4, 26, 30, 1 1 5 
Maitres-valets, 2 
Malboissiere, Laurette de, 27-28, 33 ,  4 1 ,  47, 

1 59, 1 60 
Male servants: appearance of, 3 1-32, 9 1 ;  back

grounds of, 58, 6 1--66; duties of, 24; em
ployment of, 9-1 1 ,  1 5- 1 6; flight of, 65, 24 1 ;  
and French Revolution, 238; as homosexu
als, 1 85-87 ;  libraries of, 1 1 7 ;  literacy of, 
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Male servants (continued) 
1 1 3- 1 4, 1 1 6 ;  marriages of, 74, 8 1 ,  9 1 -93 ;  and 
mistresses, 1 8 1 -85;  scarcity of, 58; sexual re
lationships of, 9 1 -93, 1 8 1 -85,  1 85-87, 1 9 1 ;  
as status symbols, 9---1 1 ,  1 6; unemployed , 7 1 ;  
unproductivity of, 34, 229; wages of, 55,  58 ,  
24 1 ;  wealth of. 77-78 

Ma/tote des cuisinieres, La (Anon.), 26-27 
Manners, of servants, 40-4 1 ,  53-54 
Manuals, domestic. See Domestic manuals 
Manuel de la menagere (Ga<;on-Dufour), 1 52 
Marais (Paris), 39 
Marguerite (gouvernante), 1 6 1 ,  226-27, 233, 

234 
Marie Antoinette, 1 62, 1 89, 1 95 , 2 1 2, 2 1 5  
Marivaux , Pierre Carlet d e  Chamblain de, 1 5 1  
Market economy: language of, 1 7 , 1 53 ,  1 54; 

spread of, 1 4, 1 7 , 58; values of, 1 4, 1 7, 58 ,  60, 
85 ,  99, 1 25,  1 57 .  See also "Monetization" of 
domestic service 

Marnier (va/et) ,  1 60, 1 6 1 , 1 7 1 , 2 1 2  
Marriage, 1 78 ;  arranged , 1 2, 1 66; for love, 1 7 , 

47, 1 88-89; master-servant, 1 76-77; of no
bility, 47-48, 1 43 ,  1 52; of servants, 74, 
8 1 -85,  89, 93-95,  1 77-78;  of slaves, 1 67 .  See 
also Divorce; Misalliances 

Marriage contracts, 46, 6 1 ,  66, 77, 83 ,  95, 
98-99, 1 1 2, 1 4 1  

Mars, Mlle. (gouvernante), 226-28 
Marseilles, 2 
Martiguy, Marquis de, 1 84 
Martin-Fugier, Anne, 1 9 1  
Marville, Claude-Henri, Feydeau de, 35 
Mascarille (servant poet), 1 1 7 
Masters : attitudes of, toward servants, 7 1-73,  

8 1 -82, 1 03 ,  1 06-7, 1 1 6, 1 33 ,  1 40-50, 1 54-63, 
2 1 2, 225-26, 242-43; duties of, 5 ,  40, 97-98,  
1 1 4- 1 5 , 1 23,  1 38-39, 1 40-4 1 ,  1 53 ,  1 68-69, 
1 88 ,  242; relationships of, with servants, 
27-28, 1 72,  207- 1 3 ,  223-28, 242-43; rights 
o f, over  servants ,  8 1 -82 ,  1 2 3 ,  1 3 8-39 ,  
1 67-68, 1 8  I ,  1 88 .  See also Sexual relation
ships, master-servant 

Masturbation, 1 65 
Mazarin, Guilio, 59 
Meals : menus of, 28-30, 50, 5 I ;  table settings 

of, 29---30; times of, 24, 28 
Medoc, 62 
Memoire politique sur /es en/ans (Chamous

set), 2 1 4  
Memoirs : childhood in, 1 97,  205, 207, 2 1 2, 

223-24, 226-27 ;  family life in, 225; servants 

I N DEX 

in ,  73,  1 07-8, 1 44, 1 54-55 ,  1 59---60, 1 6 1-62; 
sexual mores in, 1 72-73, 1 74, 1 86; as sources, 
xii 

Memoire sur la conservations des en/ants 
(Prost de Royer) , 2 1 4  

Menage, Gilles (tutor), 1 82, 204 
Menagere, 1 43 ,  1 52-53, 24 1 
Menetra, Jacques-Louis, 46 
Menon (chef), 1 9, 28, 5 1  
Menu peuple, and servants, 34-35 ,  44-46 
Merchants, 9---1 1 ,  1 6  
Michelet, Jules, 1 9  
Middle Ages : domestic service in, 3 ,  1 67-68;  

education in, I 04; households in, 3 ,  9 ,  1 04; 
master-servant sex in, 1 67-68; servants in, 
25, 3 1  

Middle classes : households of, 8- 1 1 ,  1 4- 1 6, 24, 
38-39, 1 42, 1 79---80, 240-4 1 .  See also Bour
geoisie; Doctors; Lawyers; Rentiers 

Migration: to Bordeaux, 6 1---63 ,  64; to Paris, 
63-64, 66-67 ;  of servants, 6 1 -65, 66-67 ;  to 
Toulouse, 6 1---63 ,  64 

Miller, Christian, 1 02 
Minutier central (Archives Nationales), 6 1  
Mirepoix, Marechal de, household of, 1 5 , 26, 

40 
Misalliances, 1 75 ,  1 76-77, 1 82-83 
Miscegenation, I 80 
Misere des domestiques, Le (Anon.) ,  92 
Mistress :  of the house (see Menagere); sexual, 

1 66, 1 76-79, 1 92 
Moliere, 6 1 ,  1 05-6, I 1 9, 1 50 
"Monetization" of domestic service, 1 7- 1 8 ,  58, 

60, 1 9 1 -92 
Montbarry family, 208 
Montespan, Fram;oise-Athenais de Roche

chouart, Marquis de, 1 43 
Montesquieu, Charles de Secondat, Baron de, 

80 
Montet, Baronne du, 1 1 7 
Montlosier, Fran<;ois-Dominique, Comte de, 

1 1 1 , 1 46 
More, Hannah, 242 
Morellet, Abbe Andre, 222 
Mothe-Guyon, Mme. de la, 1 43 , 1 93 , 208 , 2 1 1 ,  

2 1 2  
Moyens de former un ban domestique (Bail-

leul), 52 
Munby, Arthur Joseph, 1 67 
Murder, of master by servant, 1 1 0, 1 30-32 
Muse in Livery. A (Dodsley), I 1 8  
Musicians, as servants, 3 ,  5 ,  1 8 , 1 9 ,  22 1 
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Names, of servants, 1 02, 1 1 0, 1 5 1 ;  in literature, 
1 45, 1 50, 1 5 1  

Nana (Zola), 1 92 
Nantes, 1 65, 1 90 
Napoleonic Code, 1 89 
Naret (chef), 224, 240 
National Guard, 233, 236, 239 
Necker, Jacques, 2 1 6  
Necker, Suzanne Curchod, 2 1 6-- 1 8  
Nemeitz, J .  C . ,  1 1 , 1 56 
Nevers, Due de, 1 2  
Neveu de Rameau. Le (Diderot), 1 86 
Newspapers, 82, 1 58 .  See also Journal de 

Guienne 
Nicknames, of servants, 1 02, 1 1 0, 1 5 1 ;  in litera

ture, 1 45, 1 50, 1 5 1  
Noailles, Archbishop, 35 
Nobility : childhood of, 1 94-204, 207- 1 9, 

223-28; domestic life of, 1 2, 47-48, 2 1 3 ; edu
cation of, 4, 1 04, 204-7, 220-23; during 
French Revolution, 1 07-8, 2 1 5, 233-35 ;  
households of, 1 2, 1 5, 24-37, 47-50; mar
riages of, 1 2, 47-48, 1 43, 1 52, 2 1 3 ; in 1 9th 
century, 240-4 1 ;  sexual mores of, 1 66, 
1 79-80, 1 83-87.  See also Masters; Noble
women 

"Noble savage," 1 58, 1 6 1  
Noblewomen: childhoods of, 1 94-202, 207-9, 

2 1 3- 1 9, 222-28; education of, 204, 222-23; 
marriages of, 1 2, 47-48, 1 43, 1 52, 2 1 3 ; as me
nageres, 47-48, 1 43,  1 52, 2 1 3 ;  as mothers, 
47-48, 1 93-94, 1 96-97, 2 1 3- 1 9; and ser
vants, 1 42-43, 1 52-53, 1 83-85, 226--27 

Normandy, 63 
Notaries, 65, 1 4 1  
Nougaret, Pierre-Jean-Baptiste, 1 1 , 55, 1 06--7, 

1 1 0 
Nourrice. See Wet nurses 
Nouvelle Heloise, La (Rousseau), 1 32, 1 53, 

1 82 
Novels : for servants, 242; servants' reading of, 

1 1 6, 1 1 7 
Nudity, 1 7 1-72, 1 89 
Nuits de Paris, Les (Restif de la Bretonne), 44 
Nursemaid . See Gouvernante 

Oberkirch, Henriette-Louise, Baronne d': maid 
of, I 05, I 06; memoirs of, 1 77, 1 84; as 
mother, 2 1 9; on servants, 1 46, 1 60 

Occitan, 1 05 
Office, 30, 40, 42, 52, 53, 1 55 
Officier, 4, 30, 40, 1 1 7 

32 1 

Old age, of servants, 93-99, 1 39, 1 40, 1 4 1 ,  1 53,  
236 

Olonne, Catherine-Henriette, Comtesse d', 
1 45, 1 83 

Ordinance of Blois, 1 75 
Orleans, Louis-Philippe-Joseph, Due d', 222 
Orleans family, household of, 1 1 1 , 1 58 
Overpopulation, 64 

Palais-Royal, 67, 80 
Palefrenier, 4, 26, 3 1 ,  32, 55 
Pamela (Richardson), 1 68 
Parent-Duchiitelet, Alexandre, 74-75 
Paris, xii, 202; attractions of, for servants, xii, 

63 ;  black servants in, 1 58 ;  bonnes of, 1 9 1 ;  
bureau d'adresse in, 1 57 ;  crime in, 72; homo
sexuality in, 1 85 ;  laws on servants, 43-44; lit
eracy in, 1 1 2- 1 3 ; marriage contracts in, 6 1 ,  
1 4 1 ;  migration to, 63-64, 66-67; prostitu
tion in, 67, 74, 75;  servant marriages in, 84; 
servants' backgrounds in, 65; servants' chil
dren in, 99; servants in population, 2; ser
vants' living conditions in, 38, 70, 96; servant 
violence in, 35; servant wealth in, 77, 78, 95, 
96, 1 1 6- 1 7 ; sexual mores in, 1 83, 1 85 ;  So
cii:ti: d' Agriculture of, 1 57 ;  Revolution in, 
233, 237; wages in, 55; wet-nursing in, 2 1 5  

Parks, public, 43-44 
Parlementaires, households of, I 1 - 1 2  
Parlement o f  Toulouse, 1 2, 72, 1 3 1  
Patois, servants using, I 05, 1 1 2, 1 2 1  
Patriarchy, patriarchalism: decline of, 1 7, 

1 5 1-54, 1 88, 2 1 3 ; in family, 5, 1 43 , 2 1 3 ; in 
master-servant relations, 1 37-40, 1 59, 1 64, 
1 67-69, 1 8 1 -82, 1 85, 1 87, 1 88, 242-43; as so
cial model, 5-6, 1 37-38, 1 54 

Peinture des moeurs du siecle (Delacroix), 1 58 
"People, The": discovery of, 1 62; image of, 

1 63, 243 
Pepys, Samuel, 1 72 
Perennes, Frarn;ois, 242 
Pi:rigord, Comte de, 234 
Perquisites, of servants, 26--27 
Pestalozzi, Johann Heinrich, 222 
Petit, Nicolas (servant), 96, 97, 235-36 
Philippe-Egaliti:, 1 58 
Philosophes: backgrounds of, 22 1 ;  on blacks, 

1 58 ;  on servants, 34, 229; servants reading, 
1 1 8 .  See also "Depopulation" debate 

Picardy, 63 
Pinot-Duclos, Charles, 205, 2 1 0  
Piozzi, Hester Lynch, 40-4 1 
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Plans, coupes, elevations (Krafft and Ran-
sonette), 49-50 

Platter, Felix, 1 70 
Platter, Thomas, 1 94 
Plays, servants in, 59, 1 45 ,  1 50-5 1 ,  1 69-70 
Poetry, by servants, 1 1 8 
Poets, servants as, 1 1 8 
Poisoning, 1 3 1-32 
Police, and servants, 1 25 ,  1 28 .  See also Laws; 

Police des domestiques 
Police des domestiques, 4, 1 95 
Pollnitz, Charles-Louis, Baron de, 34, 1 83 ,  1 86 
Pompadour, Mme. de, 28,  1 43 ,  1 74, 1 84 
Pontchartrain family, household of, 1 2  
Popular culture, 1 1 1 - 1 2, 1 26, 1 28-29 
Poquelin, Jean Baptiste. See Moliere 
Porteurs de chaises, as servants, 4, 3 1  
Portier, 3 1 ,  32.  See also Suisse 
Portrait d'une femme honneste, Le (Gous

sault), 1 37 
Portrait d'un honneste homme, Le (Gous-

sault), 1 3 7  
Postilion, 3 1 ,  3 2  
Postilion, 3 1 ,  32 
Prayers, household , 1 39 
Precepteur. See Tutors 
Pregnancy, prebridal, 86. See also Illegitimacy 
Prices ( 1 8th century), 57-58 ,  64 
Privacy: lack of, 39, 40-4 1 ,  1 69 ,  1 70-72; rise of, 

48-5 1 ,  52-54, 1 1 6, 1 55 ,  1 86, 1 89 
Prizes, for servants, 1 56-57 
Proces de sodomie, Les ( Hernandez) , 1 85 ,  1 86 
Procureurs, 9- 1 0  
Professionals : doctors as, 2 1 4- 1 5 ; households 

of, 9- 1 0, 1 6; servants as, 1 9 ,  22 1-22 
Prost de Royer, Antoine-Franc;ois, 2 1 4  
Prostitutes, 1 66, 1 80, 1 89;  backgrounds of, 

74-75; in 1 9th century, 74-75,  1 9 1 --92; ser-
vants as, 3, 67, 74-76, 90 

Prostitution: attitudes toward , 76, 1 92;  in 1 8th 
century, 74-76;  in 1 9th century , 74-75 ,  
1 9 1 --92 

Protest, by servants, I 22-32, 237 
Proust, Marcel, 243 
Provence, illegitimacy in, 1 65 ,  1 76, 1 79-80 
Proverbs, 1 43 ,  1 83 
Public gardens, 43-44, 94 
Puritans, 230 

Quintillian, 1 37 

Rabutin, Geri de, 1 78 
Rameau's Nephew (Diderot), 1 86 

INDEX 

Ransonette, Pierre Nicolas, 49 
Rape, 88 ,  89, 1 67 ,  1 76, 1 83 
Rapt de seduction, 175 ,  1 8 1  
Raulin, Joseph, 2 1 3  
Reading. See Literacy 
Recommanderesses, 1 94 
Recreations, of servants, 42-44 
References, of servants, 1 57 
Reformation, 1 78 
Regency, the, 80 
Religion, of servants, 1 1 6- 1 7, 1 39 ,  1 53 
Religious tracts, xii ,  1 37, 1 46, 242 
Remembrance of Things Past (Proust), 243 
Remises, 40, 52 
Remusat, Charles de, 240 
Remusat family, household of, 1 08 
Renaissance, ix, 1 6  7-68 
Renaudie, Chevalier de la, household of, 55 ,  

66 ,  1 57 
Rennes , 2 
Rentes, 79, 96 
Ren tiers: households of, 9- 1 1 ;  servants as, 79, 

96 
Restaurants, I ,  237 
Restif de la Bretonne, N icolas Edme, 44-66, 

67, 1 72, 1 84; homosexuality in, 1 86; servant 
speech in, 85, 1 1 9, 202 

Restoration, 1 1 7, 1 1 8 ,  1 25 ,  240-4 1 
Revendeuses, 74, 94 
Richardson, Samuel, 1 68 
Richelieu, Armand, Cardinal, household of, 

1 2  
Richelieu, Louis-Franc;ois-Arnauld , Due de, 

1 62 
Rights of Man, Declaration of, 23 1 
Rivers, as migration routes, 63 
Robe nobility, 1 66 
Robert, Helie, 1 97 
Roch (tutor), 1 1 7, 207, 2 1 0-1 1 
Roche, Daniel, 79, 96, 1 1 2 
Rochefort, Comtesse de, household of, 1 2  
Rochefoucault family, household of, 60 
Roland , Eudora, 2 1 6- 1 8  
Roland , Mme. Marie-Jeanne Philipon: atti

tude of, toward servants, 1 09, 1 54-55 ,  1 59, 
2 1 7 ; childhood of, 20 1 ;  family background 
of, 1 55 ;  as mother, 2 1 5 , 2 1 6- 1 8  

Role-playing, 1 86; b y  servants, J OO- I O I ,  1 1 9, 
1 2 1-22, 1 26, 1 33 

Romanticism, 1 6 1  
Romantic love, 1 88-89 
Rome (ancient) , 1 8 , 75, 1 67 .  See also Ancient 

world 
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"Rough music," 1 28 
Rousseau, Jean-Jacques, 1 6 1 ;  on breast-feed

ing, 2 1 3 , 2 1 5 ; as educator, 222; as servant, 
1 9, 1 0 1 ;  on servants, 1 09,  1 32, 1 82. Works: 
Emile, 20 1 ,  2 1 3 , 2 1 5 ; La Nouvelle Heloise, 
1 53,  1 82 

Roux, Augustin , 222 
Rude, George, 239 
Russia, servants in, 43, 1 1 2, 207 

Sabran , Elzear, Comte de, childhood of, 204, 
2 1 8- 1 9, 22 1 

Sa bran , Fran�oise-Eleanor, Comtesse de, 1 60, 
204, 2 1 8- 1 9, 22 1 

Sailors, as servants' lovers, 89--90 
St. Chamas, M. de, 1 60 
St. Cyr, 1 02, 204 
St. Emilion , 62 
St. Luc, Academy of, 1 27 
St. Luc, Toussaint de. See Toussaint de St. 

Luc, R. P. 
Saint-Nizier (Lyons), 94 
St. Paul, 1 23 
Sainte-Rheuse, Mme. de, 1 84 
Salle, Jacques-Antoine, 1 95 
Salle a manger, 49 
Salon , 1 86 
Salon de compagnie, 50 
Salpetriere, La (prison) ,  1 87 
Schneider (servant), l 05 , 1 06, 1 60, 2 1 9  
Schoolmasters, 65 , 22 1-22 
Schools: English public, 1 86; for noblewomen , 

204; post-Revolutionary, 222; primary, 1 14 ,  
1 1 6 

Secretaire, 5 , 1 8 , 25 , 66, 1 1 5 
Secretary, 5 , 1 8 , 25 , 66, 1 1 5 
Sedaine, comedies of, 1 5 1 
Sedan chair carriers, as servants, 4, 3 1  
Seine River, 63 
Sennett, Richard , 1 2, 47, 1 00-- I O I  
Sentou, Dumont, 55 , 1 40, 1 48 
"Separation anxiety," 209, 2 1 1 
Servante, 4; ages of, 66; dowries of, 83 ;  duties 

of, 24, 26, 35-36; employment of, 9; literacy 
of, 1 1 3 ,  1 1 5 , 1 1 6- 1 7  

Servant hierarchy, 24-37, 68 
Servants: ages of, 66; ambitions of, 58-6 1 ,  

79--80, 85 , 92, 98-99, 237; appearance of, 
3 1-32, 9 1 ;  attitude of, toward masters, I O I ,  
1 07- 1 1 ,  1 1 9--22, 1 32-33, 233-34, 236-37; 
backgrounds of,  25 , 6 1 --66, 22 1 ;  behavior of, 
40--4 1 ,  53-54, 1 03-4, 1 2 1 ;  careers of, 68-69, 
83 ;  children of, 93-94, 98-99; class-con-
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sciousness of, I O  I ,  1 1 9 ,  1 32-33 ,  230-3 1 ,  
236-37; clothes of (see Clothing) ; in come
dies , 59, 1 45 , 1 50--5 1 ;  in commerce, 79--80; 
corporal punishment of (see Corporal pun
ishment); costs of, 7; cowardly, 1 45 , 1 50; 
crimes of, 67-68, 7 1 -76 (see also Theft; Vol 
domestique;) as cultural mediators, 1 1 1 - 1 2, 
1 1 8- 1 9; definition of, 2-6, 1 7- 1 8 , I 9, 1 38, 
1 54, 1 95 , 22 1 , 232, 242; dishonest, 1 45 , 1 50, 
1 56; dowries of, 77-78 ,  82-84; duties of, 5 , 
1 38 ;  education of, 1 1 4- 1 6, 1 1 7 ;  employment 
patterns of, 6- 1 2, 1 4- 1 7, 240--4 1 ;  as family 
members , x, 5 , 8, 1 7 , 1 38-39, 1 54; financial 
activities of, 25-26, 78-80, 96; functions of, 
6, 1 2- 1 3 ,  1 7 , 34-35 ; hiring of, 66--67, 1 40, 
1 57 ;  idleness of, 24, 34, 1 2 1 ,  1 45 , 1 62 ;  imita
tion of masters, 28, 44, I 09--1 2, 1 1 8- 1 9; infe
riority complex of, I O I- I  I ,  1 1 8- 1 9; inver
sion fantasies of, 1 1 0, 1 32; libraries of, 
1 1 6- 1 7 ; literacy of, 1 1 2- 1 6; loyalty of, 1 59; 
lustiness of,  92, 1 45 , 1 50, 1 69--70, 1 72, 1 84, 
1 85 , 1 92, 202, 2 1 2; marriages of, 74, 8 1-85 , 
89, 93-95 , 1 77-78 ;  migration of, 6 1 -64, 
66-67; numbers of, 1 -2; possessions of, 40, 
96 (see also Clothing; Libraries); as prosti
tutes, 3 ,  67, 74-76, 90; protests of, 1 22-33 ;  
recreations of, 42-44; relationships of, with 
family, 96-97, 235 ; relationships of, with 
menu peuple, 34-35 , 4 1 ,  46, l 09,  1 1 1 , 233; 
self-image of, 45-46, 1 0 1- 1  I ,  1 1 8- 1 9, 1 22, 
1 25-26, 1 32-33 ;  self-interested, 1 5 1 ,  1 55-56; 
sexual abuse of, 67, 88;  sexual relationships 
of, 42, 85-93 ,  1 65-68, 1 72-9 1 ;  skills of, 
23-37, I 06; social mobility of, 59--6 1 ,  79--80, 
98-99; speech of (see Speech); stereotypes of 
(see Stereotypes); stupidity of, 1 06-7 ,  1 2 1 ,  
1 46, 1 50; tasks of, 4-5 , 8 ,  23-27, 5 J -52, 
1 94-207; types of, 4-5 ; violence of (see Vio
lence); as wage laborer, 1 7 ,  54-58 ,  1 54-56; 
wages of (see Wages) 

Servants' hall, 4 1 -42 
Servants' quarters, 52-53.  See also Living 

conditions, of servants 
Servant subculture, 9 I 
Serviteur, 2-3 , 5 , 1 9  
Sevigne, Marie d e  Rabutin- Chantal, Mar

quise de, 45 , 1 78 ;  attitude of, toward ser
vants, 3 1 ,  1 44, 1 46, 1 48 ,  1 54; education of, 
204; relationship of, with tutor, I 82 

Sex ratios, in domestic service, 9, 1 5 , 1 6, 24 1 
Sex roles, 1 52, 2 1 4  
Sexual relationships: of female servants, 85-9 1 ,  

1 30, 1 65--68 ,  1 72-8 1 ,  1 87-88 ,  1 89--9 1 ;  homo-
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Sexual relationships (continued) 
sexual, 1 85-88 ;  of male servants, 9 1---93, 
1 8 1-87, 1 9 l ; master-servant, 88, 1 30, 1 64-8 1 ,  
1 85---9 I ;  mistress-servant, 1 8 1 -85; premari
tal, 85---9 1 

"Sexual revolution," 1 90---9 1  
Sgnarelle , 1 1 9 
Shorter, Edward, 1 90---9 I 
Sieyes, Emmanuel Joseph, Abbe, 239 
Slavery: abolition of, 1 58 ;  in ancient world , 1 8 ,  

1 67; i n  M iddle Ages , 1 67;  i n  Renaissance 
Florence, 1 67-68;  in U .S .  South, 1 80 

Social mobility, of servants, 59-6 1 ,  79-80, 
98---99 

Societes d'agriculture, 1 57 
Sodomy. See Homosexuality 
Soldiers: as servants, 4; as servants' lovers, 

89---90 
Solicitors . See Lawyers 
South (U .S . ) ,  1 40, 1 80, 207 
Spain, 62 
Speech, of servants, 1 05-6, 1 09 ,  1 1 2, 1 26, 1 60, 

202. See also Patois 
Spinsters, 1 42 
Stables, 40, 52 
Stael, Germaine de, childhood of, 2 1 6- 1 8  
Status symbols, servants as, 6 ,  8- 1 3 , 1 7  
Stereotypes : of "the people," 243; o f  the poor, 

1 48-49; of servants, 92, 1 06-7,  1 2 1 ,  1 45-46, 
1 49, 1 50-5 1 ,  1 55-56, 1 59, 1 6 1 ,  1 69-70, 1 72, 
1 84, I 85 ,  1 92, 202, 2 1 2, 229 

Stone, Lawrence, 1 65 ,  1 72, 1 83 ,  1 86 
Suard ,  Jean-Baptiste-Antoine, 222, 236 
Sugar planters, 80 
Suisse, 1 2, 32, 1 7 1 .  See also Portier 
Surgeons, 10 ,  65 
Swaddling, 1 99, 2 1 4, 225 
Syphilis, 67. See also Venereal d isease 

Table settings, 29-30 
Tableau mouvant de Paris (Nougaret), 55 ,  

1 06-7 
Talma (actor), 1 0 1  
Taverns, servants and, 42, 43, 44 , 67, 9 1 ,  1 1 0, 

236. See also Inn servants 
Terror, 234, 239 
Textile workers, 5, 65, 84, 9 1 ,  1 66, 1 80 
Theater: in 1 8th century. l 00; servants attend-

ing, 44, 1 06-7. See also Comedies 
Theft , by servants : masters' attitudes toward ,  

73 ,  1 56, 1 59, 1 62; motives for, 73-74, 90, 

INDEX 

I O  I ,  1 1 0, 1 29-30, 236-37 ;  statistics on, 72, 
73 .  See also Vol domestique 

Thermidor, 234 
Thicknesse, Philip, 36-37 
Thompson, E. P . ,  1 3  
Tilly, Alexandre, Comte de, 1 74-75,  1 75-76, 

207 
Toilets, 39, 50, 52 
Toile//e, La (Boucher), 28 
Toulouse, xii, 202; bureau d'adresse of, 1 57;  

crime in, 72; households in, 6- 1 2 , 1 4- 1 6, 
1 79-80, 1 95 , 20 1 , 205; laws on servants in, 
I 57 ;  literacy in, 1 1 3 ;  marriage contracts in, 
6 I ,  83 ,  1 4 1 ;  migration to, 6 1 -63 ,  64; Parle
ment of, 1 2 , 72, 1 3 1 ;  prostitution in, 75; ser
vant marriages in, 83-85 ;  servants' back
grounds in, 65; servants' children in, 98; 
servants in population, 2 ;  social make-up of, 
6- 1 2 ; Societe d' Agriculture of, 1 57;  wages 
in, 54, 55 ;  wealth in, 77-78,  83 ,  95; wills in, 
1 08 ,  1 32, 1 4 1 -43 

Toussaint de St. Luc, R .  P. ,  34 
Traite des devoirs des gens du monde (Collet) , 

1 52, 1 53 
Transvestism, 1 86 
Trent, Council of, 86 
Trumbach, Randolph, 1 86 
"Tu," use of, 1 27 
Tuileries, 44 
Tutors: backgrounds of, 25 ,  66, 22 1 ;  duties of, 

25, 26, 204-7; employment of, 20 I ,  204-5, 
220-2 1 ;  qualities of, 205-7, 220-2 1 ;  as ser
vants, 5 ,  1 8 , 1 9 , 22 1 

Unemployment, among servants , 70-7 1 ,  
73-74, 76, 99, 1 62; during French Revolu
tion, 234-35,  238 

Uniforms, of servants, 243 .  See also Livery 
Upper servants : dowries of, 83; literacy of, 1 1 5 ;  
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