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The Victorian writer Sydney Smith said of Enlightenment Paris, “There used to be, in the old regime, a few women of brilliant talents who violated all the common duties of life, and gave very pleasant little suppers.”
  Smith made a fairly accurate observation of the role of the salonnieres, though there are more layers to his statement than he perhaps intended.  Although salonnieres were glamorous mavericks that possessed wit and intelligence, they were also women who were the product of their time.

The Enlightenment was a period of history that generated some of the highest achievements of modern human thought.  Great men such as Rousseau and Voltaire are often cited as having sown the seeds for the great revolutions of France and America with their ideas about equality and the essential nature of man.  Salonnieres fostered Enlightenment ideals in their salons, where guests gathered regularly to discuss art, music, literature, poetry, and philosophy.

Salonnieres were required to go through lengthy training, spend large amounts of money on entertaining their guests, maintain a high level of personal discipline, and constantly supervise their salons.  Despite all this, they were severely limited in the intellectual contributions they were permitted to make because they were women.  The general lack of education for girls and the views on “women’s nature” that were widely held at that time made it unlikely that they would win recognition of their intellectual equality from their guests and friends, the intellectual (male) philosophes.
To better understand the character of eighteenth-century salons, it is necessary to review the evolution of the salon as a social institution.  Salons had existed as literary forums since the fifteenth century in Italy and France.  But in seventeenth-century Paris the salon was redefined as a social institution that aimed to provide recreation as well as intellectual stimulation.  Count Castiglione reflected the general attitude of the salon goers when he wrote, “To live in comfort with one’s friends, one must be free…to entertain and be entertained, or merely be bored together.  One must do one’s utmost to promote the amusement of those among whom one lives.”
  Though always a place to socialize, salons in the seventeenth century became centers of leisure and entertainment.

  Madame de Rambouillet founded the first truly recreational salon around 1630 in Paris.  Her famed and self-descriptive “Blue Salon” was unusual in many ways.  The décor (most salons were decorated in red or yellow), the topics (games and laughter were encouraged over pure debate), and the guests (male and female aristocrats and intellectuals were brought together for the first time) all stood apart from any other kind of salon that had existed before.  Rather than catering strictly to aristocrats, Madame de Rambouillet’s salon admitted every honnete homme (literally, honest man) who was interested in entertaining the assemblage and being entertained by them.  Honor, intelligence, and good taste were far more important than the mere accident of birth that made one a noble or of the bourgeoisie.

  
As a result of this consideration of birth and brain being equally “noble”, the art of conversation was born.  This art took on many forms, mostly based on measurements of wit as revealed through conversation.  Bon mots (witty phrases or clever uses of language) became the primary standard of conversation, with each person trying to out-do the other guests.  Some salon women became known as les precieuses as a result of their highly affected speech and mannerisms.  “Portrait painting” was another favorite salon pastime, in which a “word picture” of a person known to the group was presented.
  Despite the wide range of entertainments available in a salon, the emphasis on words and language made literary review and criticism its main focus.  


According to Dena Goodman, the salon in the eighteenth century “was transformed from a noble, leisure institution into an institution of the Enlightenment.”
  Salons ceased to be places where one could become integrated with the nobility (as would have been the case in the seventeenth-century), to become places where one could be educated by and contribute to the ideas of intellectuals.  Salon discussions moved away from literary reviews to philosophical arguments, and the salon became “a newly redefined social and intellectual space.”
  Salonnieres accordingly changed their focus from supporting the pure leisure ideal of the previous century to providing a serious working environment for the expansion and development of Enlightenment thought.  In these new, more serious salons, “there was neither music, cards, nor even chess, but the flow of conversation never ceased, and a speaker…could always count upon attentive listeners.”
  “Men of letters” became more desirable guests than members of the nobility, and a group of intellectuals who called themselves philosophes rose to the top of the social mix.

The philosophes believed that the Enlightenment was a collective project that could only be accomplished through the contributions of individuals to the whole. It was crucial to the development of the Enlightenment that ideas come from as many sources as possible.  Salonnieres drew diverse groups of intellectuals, members of the nobility, and the bourgeoisie into their salons with the specific intent of sparking intellectual activity.  Goodman states:

What distinguished salons from courts and the dominant society they represented was not only their conception of intellectual activity as useful work, but also the mixing of ranks and orders, the absence of hierarchy and marks of social distinction that took place in them.
 

This social mixing led to a recognized equality among the speakers and their ideas.  Social class took a back seat to intelligence, and for the first time people of diverse backgrounds mixed to generate new ideas for the development of an enlightened society through ideas.


Another unique feature of the eighteenth-century salon was the regularization of meeting times and places.  Salons were normally held in the salonniere’s home, which was usually designed for just this purpose.  Julie de Lespinasse kept her salon every night from five to nine o’clock for twelve years, Madame Geoffrin devoted two afternoons per week to her salon, and Madame Necker held her salon on Tuesday evenings.
  Salonnieres tried to schedule their evenings so as not to conflict with one another, but competition between them was not unknown.  


There were many compelling reasons for a woman to want to become a salonniere in Paris.  One major reason was that it satisfied the need for self-education felt by many women who had received only the rudimentary learning given to girls.  Jolanta Pekacz insists that, “the salonnieres of the Enlightenment must be viewed as intelligent, self-educated, and educating women who reshaped the social forms of their day to their own social, intellectual, and educational needs.”
  Salonnieres gained unheard of educational possibilities through the men invited into their homes to discuss and debate the top intellectual concepts of the day. 


Another major reason for becoming a salonniere was that it provided a career for a woman in a time when women largely were not permitted to have a legitimate professional occupation.
  A salonniere had an identity that went beyond the usual labels of wife, daughter, or mother.  “It is a fact,” writes Judith Curtis, “that nearly all of [the salonnieres] saw happiness as…finding worthwhile employment for one’s energies and a measure of material independence.”
  As a salonniere became associated with the highly respected intellectual elite, she created an independent reputation for herself based on her abilities and talents.


Since salonnieres occupied an unusual social position of relative independence, it could be assumed that there was a great rush of women who wanted to become one.  However, there were several restrictive elements on the path to becoming a salonniere.  A woman had to have a wide range of social connections that would allow her to invite leading salon figures to her salon.  In general, only women who were from the highest levels of society—nobility or the very wealthy bourgeoisie—had the chance to develop these kinds of social circles.
  Women did this by attending salons all over Paris, where they met the philosophes and made social connections with the other frequenters of salons.  Noble women were also allowed to visit the royal court, where they met other members of the nobility who might be future salon guests.  Needless to say, an average woman would not have the ability to meet these types of people, and therefore, it is no surprise that “the overwhelming majority of the…women…belonged to families which were legally noble.”


As a circumstance of their social class, most of the salonnieres were independently wealthy due to either the generosity of their husbands, large inheritances, or both.  It was essential that a salonniere have substantial wealth, since salons provided no income and required considerable economic outlay.  The salonniere was expected to dress beautifully, entertain her guests with gourmet dinners, and furnish her salon with the most luxurious materials and furniture.  This is evidenced in the account books of the Marquise de Lambert, a member of the nobility, who in 1710 spent 4,000 livres (roughly 20,000 francs today) renovating her home to accommodate her salon.
  By comparison, a rather comfortable income for a woman at that time was considered to be 300 livres per year while nobility could expect to earn an average of 3,000 to 6,000 livres in annual rents from their estates.
  Obviously, an extraordinary income was required to sustain the levels of luxury expected of the salonniere.


It was noted earlier that the salonnieres were interested in bettering their education through their formation and attendance of salons.  Enlightenment thinkers agreed upon the goal of improved education for everyone.  But to them, this meant that men would learn new sciences and philosophies, while “women were offered training in ‘accomplishments’, that is, various skills that contribute to the moral development and the ‘display’ quality of a wife: music, dancing, singing, painting, and so on.”
  Salonnieres may not have been formally educated, but they were obviously intelligent enough to understand and learn from their philosophe guests.

As members of the upper and wealthy middle classes, they already had more education than most eighteenth-century women were given.
  Many of the salonnieres were educated at home by their governess or were convent educated as young girls.  In convent education, girls were sent to live in a convent at the age of six and remained there until their early teens, when they were eligible for marriage.  Both home and convent education focused on teaching girls skills that could be used in their religious and domestic lives to make them useful and decorative wives and daughters.  The subjects taught at the famous convent school at Saint-Cyr were reading, writing, arithmetic, the lives of the saints, practical crafts, needlework, sewing, and religious theater.  Banned subjects included novels, mythology, physical or natural sciences, philosophy, and history.
  It is no wonder that their thirst for knowledge let these women to start salons, whose very purpose was to discuss all of these taboo subjects at length.


In a time when all women were expected to fulfill their roles as submissive wives and mothers, salonnieres once again proved an exception to the rule.  Most of them were unmarried (usually widows) or were married to either supportive or indifferent men.  Baron de Grimm, a frequent salon guest, recalled a telling story of Madame Geoffrin’s husband.  Normally, Madame Geoffrin allowed her husband to sit down to dinner at the far end of the table on the condition that he never attempted to join in the conversation.  One evening, a foreigner noted his absence and asked her, “What have you done, Madam, with the poor man whom I always used to see here, and who never spoke a word?”  She replied dispassionately, “Oh, that was my husband—he is dead.”
  Salon life was very demanding in terms of time and money, and it seems that it left most of these women unable to spare time to be the kind of devoted wives that society generally expected women to be. 


If salonnieres began with certain advantages as extraordinary women according the social codes of their day, they also went through extraordinary amounts of training to become what could be described as a glorified hostess.  As with most careers of the eighteenth-century, a woman who wanted to become salonniere had to serve a type of apprenticeship with an older, established woman.
  This apprenticeship was different from the type practiced in the practical trades such as carpentry or goldsmithing—the salonnieres were not paid to train their young students, nor were there binding contracts on either party.  Instead, a young woman came into the household of the salonniere to serve as a “ladies’ companion”—a common practice among older women who lived alone.  The salonniere provided room, board, and clothing (and in this case, training) while the young lady provided entertainment, company, and care.  Such is the case with Julie de Lespinasse, Madame de Deffand’s niece, who was rescued from life as a servant to serve as the older woman’s companion for twelve years.
  


Though unusual as a method of professional training, this practice ensured the continuation of the salons despite the death or illness of a leading salonniere.  Madame Geoffrin, one of the most important salonnieres, served in the salon of Madame de Tencin for almost twenty years and only created her own salon upon the older woman’s death.
  Madame de Tencin’s guests accepted her death as a minor change, not as a disruption or an end to her salon.  Valerian Tornius recalled:
Fontenelle…on hearing of Mme. de Tencin’s death, calmly said: ‘Very well, then—I shall have to spend my Thursdays at Madame Geoffrin’s.’  And then and there he went off to Madame Geoffrin’s, whose house was in the same street as Madame de Tencin’s but a little lower down.

Madame Necker, in turn, was a pupil of Madame Geoffrin’s for several years.   The Marquise de Deffand was mentored by Duchesse de Maine in her court at Sceaux.  Julie de Lespinasse was taken in by her aunt, the Marquise de Deffand, and years later started her own salon.  Clearly, the salonniere’s practice of apprenticeship kept the lines of succession clear so that the work of the Enlightenment might go on uninterrupted.
On a personal level, the apprentice learned the many skills essential to a smoothly functioning salon.  First, and perhaps most importantly, she gained access to the philosophes and nobility who would be her future guests.  She was able to listen to their ideas, learn about their views of the world, and develop personal relationships with them.  After her apprenticeship, a new salonniere would use these relationships to lure guests away from other salons to their own.  Madame Geoffrin once openly stated that she apprenticed with Madame de Tencin “to see what she could inherit” from her salon.
  Although it sounds callous, this statement accurately reflects the nature of the mentor-student relationship among salonnieres.


Secondly, the apprentice gained from her mentor the organizational skills that were essential to a salon.  Goodman argues:  “It was a talent for and dedication to organization that not only made salonnieres successful at what they did, but made of their joint creation a structured institution of the Enlightenment:”
 A salonniere was expected to always be at home at the hours set for the salons.  On the rare occasions when Julie de Lespinasse, for example, deviated from her usual schedule of five to nine o’clock in the evening “it was an event of which all Paris was notified in advance.”
  Even though she was very wealthy and socially well connected, a salonniere didn’t often travel outside of Paris or go to evening events such as the theater, opera, or parties because they took her away from her salon and thus lowered her reputation as a dependable hostess.
Additionally, a salonniere was expected to prepare topics of discussion for the gatherings she planned.  Such preparation served a dual purpose.  First, it provided a planned roster of topics to follow through the course of a salon evening, which helped her keep the discussion polite and productive.  Madame de Lambert, for example, reserved Tuesday evenings for the discussion of science and metaphysics.  On Wednesdays her selected topics were art and literature.
 Second, the restriction of topics kept the discussions focused, enforcing the image of the salon as a sponsor of productive intellectual activity.  This earned the salonniere the appreciation of the philosophes and her other guests and added to her reputation.  Madame Necker kept a notebook in which she recorded her intended topics for any given evening.  In a typical entry she wrote, “Preparation for today’s dinner: I will speak to the Chevalier de Chastellux about [his books] Felicite publique and Agathe, to Mme. d’Angiviller about love.”
  In the same entry, she further notes her intention to begin conversations and debates between several of her guests, including Marmontel and the Comte de Guibert.  She concludes, “One is most ready for conversation when one has written and thought about things before going into society.”
 Madame Necker’s notes indicate that she prepared thoroughly before her weekly salons, a method of organization that she undoubtedly learned at the salon of her mentor, Madame Geoffrin.


After her apprenticeship ended either by mutual consent or by the younger woman declaring her wish for independence, the salonniere went on to mastery and establishment of her own salon.  This was a complicated and expensive process.  Her first priority was to find an apartment that would be large enough to accommodate a large number of guests several times a week.  Unmarried women usually took suites of rooms in a convent-owned property while married women had a bit more freedom and could situate their salons in their choice of fashionable Parisian neighborhoods.  Regardless of location, extensive renovations (sometimes designed by the salonniere herself) usually needed to be done in order to make the lodgings suitably elegant and conducive to conversation.  New entries to the street were built, private rooms were enlarged, custom-made furniture was ordered, windows and doorways were made taller and wider, and stairways to other parts of the house were moved to less intrusive locations.


The next item on the agenda for starting a salon was establishing a schedule.  It was not uncommon to host several salons in a week, and some salonnieres opened their homes to guests daily.  The more regular and dependable the salon, the better quality of guests it attracted.  The philosophes and other salon goers set their schedules by the salons, and if they could depend upon being received in a salonniere’s home on any given day of the week it was more likely that they would show up.  Having set topics on certain days of the week, as Madame Geoffrin did, also ensured the presence of those who were interested in each topic.  This variety of topics led to the salonniere being exposed to a wide variety of ideas—which was, of course, her main motivation.  

Besides providing a constant place and time at her own expense for the philosophes to use as their institutional base, the salonniere and her salon maintained an information network comprised of various printed materials for the transmission of Enlightenment ideas.  The term “Republic of Letters” is often used to describe the ideal Enlightenment society.  In this usage, “letters” means both the study of the wide genre of literature itself and the more narrow focus upon written correspondence between individuals.  In the eighteenth century, letter writing was considered a literary form like poetry or novel writing.  Salonnieres spent much of their free time sending letters to other salon women, philosophes, their other guests, their lovers (who often belonged to the two previous              categories), correspondents within France, and foreign dignitaries such as Catherine the Great and Fredrick the Great.
  Letters were crucial to the expansion and export of Enlightenment ideas because they formed communication relationships that required reciprocal responses.

The obligation to respond to a letter formed the foundation of the Enlightenment information network.  Outgoing letters contained the latest manuscripts, ideas, and accounts of salon happenings.  Incoming letters were a source of gossip, news, and information from the world outside of Paris.  Readers were urged to pass the letters around to their friends and the letters often suggested agenda topics for an evening to the salonniere.  One of many examples of this sharing of information is reflected in Madame Geoffrin’s note to Marmontel, “Your letter will be, today, Wednesday, a very agreeable reading at dinner and at supper.”
 

Out of the art of private letter writing came a new genre—the public letter.  Public letters, usually written by the philosophes, were designed to educate the general population in Enlightenment philosophy through mass distribution.  These letters “were increasingly and creatively used by the philosophes to bridge the gap between the private circles in which they gathered and the public arena that they sought to shape and conquer.” 
  Salonnieres often copied and circulated letters at the request of their authors and they also made monetary contributions to publishing the letters individually and in collections.  Public letters generally fell into one of four categories: the circulated letter (such as Rousseau’s Letter to D’Alembert on the Theatre), open letters (Diderot’s Letter on the Blind), published letters (Montesquieu’s Persian Letters), and letters to the editor.
 

In addition to public letters, various printed collections of salon presentations and news were distributed to private subscribers.  Newsletters originated in the salons as a collective project for (male) salon goers.  They were edited by salon insiders, and were widely circulated throughout France.  The editors regularly printed collections of the manuscripts and letters read in salons, discussions of the latest salon news, and transcripts of intellectual debates.  Madame Doublet de Persan maintained two “news registers” (one for authentic and reliable news, one for dubious information) which were constantly open and available
 and which earned her salon the description of “newsbureau.”
  From these registers came daily newsletters called nouvelles a la main (literally “news in the hand”) that were edited by Petit de Bachaumont and his assistant Pidansat de Mairobert for nearly forty years.
  The Correspondance litteraire, edited by Baron de Grimm, was a collection of letters sent between salonnieres and philosophes that was circulated for four decades.
 


It appears obvious that the salonnieres created unique, inspirational forums for the pursuit of the ideas of the Enlightenment.  Each woman underwent an intensive apprenticeship, sacrificed substantial amounts of her time and resources, relinquished a measure of her privacy and freedom, and contributed her small amount of free time toward communicating Enlightenment ideals to the outside world through letters and publications.  However, her intellectual contributions to the Enlightenment were severely limited by eighteenth-century conventions that dictated that women were incapable of the same intellectual capacities as men.  Many philosophes agreed with and supported this view regarding women’s nature in their writings, which only reinforced the salonnieres’ intellectual isolation.  These beliefs about women’s intellectual limits put the salonniere at a disadvantage to her guests from the beginning, and eventually these limits became a defining point of her identity.

Salonnieres were unable to participate on equal intellectual footing in the salons for several reasons.  Perhaps the most fundamental rift lay in the eighteenth-century  understanding of gender that resulted in the division of intelligence into different categories for men and women.  Baron d’Holbach, an Enlightenment author, explained in 1776 the different types of gender-based intelligence in his Ethnocratie:

Women, due to the weakness of their organs, are not susceptible to abstract knowledge, profound studies and the like which are appropriate for men; but the sensibility of their souls, the liveliness of their mind, mobility of their imagination, made them very susceptible to adopt with eagerness the sentiments of the heart.
 

It was from this type of statement that the conventional wisdom that women had less capacity for education than men arose.  Women’s education was limited to very few subjects such as housekeeping, needlework, spinning, and basic reading and arithmetic that would keep them in the house and out of “men’s affairs”.

D’Holbach’s statement reflects another firmly held eighteenth-century belief—that women possessed intuitive and imaginative “natural” knowledge that was actually enhanced by a lack of formal education.  Some components of this knowledge were a natural sense of propriety, innate good taste, and a craving for beauty.
  This made women better suited to domestic matters than intellectual pursuits for, “nature did not destine them to be the intellectual equals of men, it conferred on them the more precious privilege of exerting a moral ascendancy over the family by their innate aptitude for love and unselfish devotion.”
  As we have seen, the philosophes took full advantage of the “unselfish devotion” of the salonnieres while using this same virtue as an excuse to limit women’s intellectual participation in their salons.

The philosophes considered invalid any attempt by a woman to analyze intellectual value because she lacked knowledge, logic, and reasoning.  Diderot (editor of the Encyclopedie, which defined the Enlightenment ideal of collaborative intellectual work) argued, “For lack of reflection and of principles, nothing penetrates beyond a certain degree of conviction in the understanding of women.”
  The philosophes  assumed that any commentary or idea that a salonniere might put forth would be devoid of any knowledge of rules or formal logic.  This provided further arguments against women making any contribution that ranged beyond the rules of politeness.
  Judgement required knowledge that women did not have because they did not need it to play the roles set aside for them—namely, as wives and mothers.

As a result of these views on women’s intellectual aptitudes (or lack thereof), the burden of coming up with ideas came to rest upon the shoulders of the philosophes.  Julie de Lespinasse described several prominent men in a letter dated September 23, 1774 to her lover, Guibert, exclaiming, “See what an education I’ve received…those were persons who taught me to think and speak, and who deigned to consider me as something.”
 Clearly, salonnieres were not encouraged to think on their own but were instead urged to fill their heads with the superior ideas of men in order to be counted as “something” by them.  

Thus, women’s wit was limited to a specific ability to think and talk properly, based on their studies of men.  According to Sebastian Mercier, a chronicler of Enlightenment Paris, a salonniere “was not supposed to have anything to say that would differ from the opinion of her master and guide, the philosophe, regardless of her own opinions and feelings.”
  This forced impartiality left only one acceptable role for the salonniere—that of “referee” to the philosophes.  Marmontel said of Julie de Lespinasse, “Nowhere was conversation more lively, more brilliant, or better regulated than at her house.  It was a rare phenomenon, indeed, the degree of tempered, equable heat which she knew so well how to maintain, sometimes by moderating it, sometimes by quickening it.”
  A masterful salonniere would expertly and tactfully regulate the conversation and control the topics discussed, ensuring undisturbed discourse and polite behavior while contributing little of her own intellectual opinions or ideas. 


For all of their training, support, discipline, and sacrifice, salonnieres were severely limited by prevailing views on “women’s nature” and women’s roles in society during the Enlightenment.  Thus, we can see that these bright women were expected to fill three rather limited roles.  First, they assisted in the birth of new ideals in their salons.  Second, they accumulated the wisdom of the men who gathered in their homes. And third, they spread the philosophes’ ideals to the world through correspondence, publications, and conversation.  In this light, Sydney Smith’s vision of the salonnieres suddenly becomes a poignant view of women to dared to be more, but who could not escape the social code with largely prevented them from making contributions to the Enlightenment beyond hosting “very pleasant little suppers”.
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