CHAPTER TEN

Caught In

Crossfire

1705 saw Claude's seminary take on a new dimension. Several facts contributed
Claude had been under pressure, as we have seen, from within and from
without. He had been over extended in his efforts to cope single-handed with the
direction of his community while trying to attend to his own studies. Even though
he readily admitted that it was Providence that was taking care of the students in so
many ways, he still carried the sole responsibility day in day out for the survival and
smooth running of the establishment. And as each of the thirty or forty students
was a distinct individual with his own personal problems we can be sure that most
of their worries ended up on Claude's shoulder. In the notes entitled 'Reflections
on the Past' he admitted that at times he had failed in his duties to the students:
to this.

in my words and manners. I am often proud, curt
arrogant and bitter in my speech, lukewarm and tedious
in reprimanding. I look gloomy to show that I am in bad humour ... I have
become lax in doing my duty to God and to my studies... 1
I

am

and

far

from being mild

fastidious;

I

am

Allowing for some exaggeration in the painting of a very black picture of his falling
off from the high standards he had originally set for himself, we can sense that he
was certainly feeling the strain. He was not dealing with a community of saints who
always did the right thing. He could not be in all places at all times to oversee the
conduct of these growing young men, many of whom were untutored in so many
areas of human behaviour. That they looked to him for advice and support was
in itself amazing, considering that he was but one of themselves as far as clerical
status and experience went. The fact then that he had to set the standards and
come up with instant solutions to their problems, when he was striving to cope
with his own crisis, must have been taxing in the extreme. One consequence was
that he had postponed his own advancement to minor orders and thus retarded
his approach to ordination.

Fr Le Barbier - First Spiritan Priest

Now matters had changed.

Claude had been confirmed

in his vocation during the

days spent in recollection under the guidance of a trusted spiritual director. He had
been given the opportunity to see his way through the trees and had been assured
that he was not going it alone; the Lord was most definitely with him. But the Lord
works mostiy through people. The presence of Fr. Michael Vincent Le Barbier was
certainly a gift from the Lord. For the first time there was a priest-member of the
community, and though there was no question of his taking over command from
Claude, his presence and moral support made the world of difference to Claude
in his administration. It also meant much to the students. Finally, the public image

of Claude's work took on a new dimension as from then.
To Ml.V. Le Barbier, then, belongs the honour of being the first ordained
Spiritan - a member, that is, committed to work for the interests of this community
as his priority. That his presence was a milestone is obvious and that he was a
vital formative influence. And yet we have to admit that little is known about his
actual contribution to the running of the seminary anymore than we know of the
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help given by Fr.

was

Le

Tellier

and the Aa students.

a close friend of the des Places family as he

We have already seen that he
and Claude grew up together,

attending St Thomas' College where he did all his studies for the priesthood,
having gone on to study his theology while Claude was pursuing his legal studies
at Nantes. It can be taken for certain that Michael would have been a member of
the special sodality of Our Lady conducted by the faculty of theology and given
his background it would be unlikely that he had not been coopted by Fr. Bellier
into the special sodality group which he conducted in his own residence. Michael
having opted for the diocesan priesthood was obliged by the diocesan decree of
1696 to present himself at the diocesan seminary being conducted at Rennes for
the diocese since 1672 by the Eudist Fathers. As the Eudists were also involved
since 1697 with Fr. Julien Bellier in managing the seminary hostel for the poor
scholars, it is to be presumed that Michael would be familiar with the conditions
and the regulations there. So he would be coming to rue des Cordiers with some
useful previous experience.
Another asset possessed by Fr. Le Barbier was that in having done all his studies
at the Jesuits' college he would have little difficulty in adapting to the system and
the syllabus of studies at Louis le Grand. Not that he needed to pursue any further
studies for his own advantage but as one of his main contributions to Claude and
the students would be in the capacity of 'repetiteur' or tutor, it would be necessary
for

him

to sit in at the lectures at the various courses.

We

shall see that in the

regulations Claude was already drafting for the efficient ordering of

life

in his

seminary, certain guidelines were being laid down for the conduct of the revision
classes where the material covered in the lectures at Louis le Grand was repeated
and teased out to prepare for the special testing sessions at the college later and
to make sure that students who had fallen behind in class would have the matter
explained in more detail. 2
But the main difference made by Fr. Le Barbier's presence was that henceforth
they had one of their own community to celebrate the Eucharist in their own house
at a time most suitable to all. It is to be presumed that up till now all attended mass
early each morning either in one of the chapels for the students at the college or in
a nearby public church. It may well be that in the room set aside for common prayer
in the Gros Chapelet they also had permission to have the Blessed Sacrament
reserved and that a Jesuit priest came weekly to say mass there. One cannot be
certain about conditions prior to the arrival of Fr. Le Barbier but from earlyjanuary
1705 they had the privilege of having the Eucharist offered in the room where they
met for prayer in common.
The known effect of this innovation would be to create and foster a strong sense
of community among the members. It was in celebrating the Eucharist together
that the first Christians gradually discovered their own separate identity as distinct
from their fellow Jewish worshippers. And though provision was made in the rule
of the community that all were free to attend the celebration of the Eucharist on
Sundays and Feast Days in the parish churches in the locality, from now on the
celebration that mattered was the Eucharist offered by Fr. Michael and for which
they prepared all according to the liturgical rubrics of the day - the ceremonies,
the singing, the church ornamentation etc. - all of which matters which were part
of their formation as future pastors. These details would also be spelt out in the
guidelines now being laid down in the light of their experience. 3
A further consequence of having their own minister of the Eucharist and their
chapel with reservation of the Blessed Sacrament, was that in the eyes of the
public they were henceforth more defined as a community - a seminary in reality
if not in name. Fr. Thomas remarked that in the beginning their community was
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were unaware of their separate existence, and
work was not known the charity of the people did not
flow in their direction. There was as yet no organised system of questing or the
seeking of contributions from those who might be expected to favour their work,
but money had to be procured from some source to pay for their board and at times
to help clothe those who were so poor that all they literally had when applying for
acceptance was the shirt on their back. Where funds came from in the early days is
not recorded for posterity. Claude just said that Providence took care of them. But
one suspects that Claude himself as one of his many chores had to act as beggar for
Christ. There were critics of the seminary in later years who stated that the Jesuits
had used him as a cover because of his vast fortune which they persuaded him to
use for this purpose to their advantage, but as we know there was no foundation
for this statement. Claude had his own scruples about his reaction to such gossip.
He wrote in his 'Reflections on the Past':
so small

and hidden

that people

as the significance of the

...I do not make it known sufficiently that I have no share in the work of the
poor students' house. On the contrary I derive some satisfaction from it when
people who know me only a little or not at all think I am a rich man who spends

his fortune

on these young people. 4

had no share in the work of the poor
where then the support really came
from? We have seen that Claude's students had benefited from the largesse of the
great kitchen serving Louis le Grand. It is quite likely that the support received
from the Jesuits went much further. Frs. Le Tellier and Megret would have been
happy to back Claude's work as a counter action to the hostels for poor scholars
being organised by the Gillotins of known Jansenist persuasion. Another possible
source of income could have been the numerous votive offerings being made at
the noted shrine of Our Lady at St. Victor's Abbey where Fr. Simon Gourdan
was chaplain. Because of his solidarity with the Jesuits in their open stand against
Jansenism he may have influenced some of his clientele to direct their charity
towards Claude's dependants. It is on record that he was very closely associated
with Fr. Martine who with Fr. Le Tellier had conducted the scripture department
at Louis le Grand.

Apropos of Claude's statement
students' house,

In

we

that he

are forced to enquire

the Firing Line
far we have been considering

the advantages for the community at rue des
Cordiers of the improvement in their internal organisation and the clearer image
being built up in the minds of the interested public about their identity. There were
certain inconveniences attending this higher profile because of the circumstances
of the time and the locality. Claude had deliberately played down their profile
as a community and even as a seminary because he was only too conscious of
certain hostile reefs on which their frail bark might suffer shipwreck. There were
recurring examples of groups, even admirable charitable associations, coming to
grief when surprised by the long tentacles of the 1666 Edict formally forbidding
the foundation of any further religious communities within the realm without
having previously secured the express royal approval. 5 And such royal approval
was not easily secured, to say the least, even in cases where the objective was
to provide hospital facilities for the disabled. To be eligible to inherit a legacy
or conduct legally binding financial arrangements, Claude's community would

So

require a legally certified status. This was to

become

a critical issue later

when
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in order to benefit from a substantial legacy those who contested the right of
the seminary to benefit from such a testament called for a clarification of the
circumstances of the founding of the establishment in 1703. 6 It was to be coyly

argued on that occasion in their defence that it was not Claude's declared intention
1703 to found a community in defiance of the law but to house the homeless,
feed the hungry and clothe the naked and that there was no law against such. In
a very real sense that was of the essence of Claude's activities, but it was also
becoming more evident as time went on and the work took shape and increased
in

was at least a clear case for calling his work a seminary. As
would escape the strictures of the 1666 Edict which specifically excluded
seminaries from its detailed list. But it also made it quite clear that it was passing
on the responsibilities for the recognition and control of such establishments to
the bishops. In normal circumstances an application for recognition to the local
bishop would be in order. But then it could be argued that neither Claude
in size, that there

such

it

nor his seminary, nor the local bishop for that matter, could be described as
'normal'. Conditions in the ecclesiastical world in France at the time, especially
in Paris, were rather abnormal because of the raging controversies connected with
Jansenism, Gallicanism, Quietism etc. One particular facet of this state of ongoing
controversy that affected Claude and his community was that the Jesuits were in
the forefront of the battle against both Gallicanism and Jansenism, and as the
Jesuits were the lifeline for the community at rue des Cordiers in matters material,
spiritual, there was bound to be some unpleasant consequences
experienced; especially as the most virulent opposition to the Jesuits came from
the Sorbonne across the street. The community of students at rue des Cordiers
were on the Sorbonne side of the rue Saint -Jacques, in fact in the shadow of the
Sorbonne church from late evening on, but by no means were they on the side
of the Sorbonne in their on-going battle with the Jesuits if for no other reason
than that they knew on what side their bread was buttered. No doubt they were
well acquainted from their theology lectures with the burning controversy of the
day, namely the celebrated 'Cas de Conscience' involving the Pope's competence to
pronounce on a matter of fact, viz. whether certain condemned propositions were

academic and

be found in a particular book.
Claude referred to his moral theology classes he used the designation
'Cases' as they must have spent much of the class discussing cases of conscience
which were to be decided according to certain legal or theological principles. The
controverted 'Cas de Conscience' of 1701, which aroused such public controversy,
asked the question as to whether absolution should be withheld from a penitent
who was willing only to maintain a respectful silence about the Pope's competence
in pronouncing on a matter of the factual existence of error in a document but not
actually conceding the power of the pontiff to make such a decision. What aroused
the heated controversy was that the propositions being condemned were those
attributed to the founder of Jansenism and whereas there were many who rejected
Jansenism some wanted to make this an occasion to signal their wish to limit the
power of the Pope. Forty divines connected with the University of Paris favoured
the Gallican limitation of the papal power to decide in such matters of fact. The
Jesuits came out clear both against Jansenism and this latest manifestation of
Gallicanism. The best known name among the Jesuits who went into print in this
latest controversy where the Cardinal was being accused of being ambivalent in
his approach to the Jansenists was Fr. Michael Le Tellier. He had been professor
in fact to

When

for twenty eight years at Louis le Grand before being appointed rector there. In
these capacities he would have been very close to Claude and his community,

especially as he
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had been director of the Aa

at

Louis

le

Grand while Claude

Top: Rue St-Jacques: Sorbonne facing Lycee
Middle: Lycee Louis

le

le

Grand

Grand

Bottom: Rue Cujas towards St. Etienne du Mont and Rue Rollin;
Law School on the site of St. Etienne des Gres

to right, the University

member. Another person close to Claude who took an active part
was Fr. Simon Gourdan of St. Victor's Abbey, former student
of Louis le Grand. He publicly supported the Jesuits in their unambiguous stand
and he upbraided his own community and the Cardinal archbishop for their failure
to stand up and be counted on the side of orthodoxy at a time when Jansenism was
using this issue to stage a come back. 7
That Claude's community would be on the side of orthodoxy as expounded by
his Jesuit mentors and his spiritual guide, Fr. Gourdan, is not to be wondered
at. The seminary he was forming was in fact to be known down the years for
its loyalty to the Holy See and its defence of orthodoxy, but at this stage no
one would have bothered enquiring as to what views were held by this infant
institution. The antagonism they were to encounter came rather from their rock
solid adherence to the Jesuits. To appreciate fully then Claude's dilemma in
was an

active

in this controversy

seeking explicit official recognition for his seminary from Cardinal des Noailles,
one has to take into account not merely the rumours current about his being too
tolerant of Jansenistic positions but that in his capacity as archbishop he was
provost of the Sorbonne and Navarre colleges and as such could be expected
to insist that Claude like all other rectors of seminaries should see to it that his
students attended the lectures given in the colleges approved by the University.
Only colleges 'de plein exercise' had the right to opt out of this obligation. The
students of Saint-Sulpice seminary founded 1642, for example, complied with this
regulation; and this applied also to the special section of Saint-Sulpice opened
later for poor students which was attended by Claude's near contemporaries at
the Jesuit college in Rennes, Grignion de Montfort and his future biographer J. B.
Blain. More relevant, the Gillotins - poor students paid for by special bursaries at
nearby College Sainte-Barbe, attended the University colleges.
That Claude should opt out and send his students to the Jesuit college would
have been looked on with disapproval at any time, but as the number of his
students increased this was to become increasingly a matter of contention. And
it was ironic that the Sorbonne should ever find itself at odds with a seminary
founded specifically for poor students because the Sorbonne itself owed its origin
to just such an initiative as Claude was now endeavouring to maintain against
so many odds. Its founder, Robert de Sorbon (1206-1274) while attending the
University in Paris had personally experienced the hardships of having to study and
to support himself with whatever employment he could find. Later in life, when he
had achieved success as writer, teacher and confessor to King Saint Louis, he was
so conscious of this perennial plight of the poor student that he bought up a large
section of rue Saint-Jacques and established a house of studies for poor students.
The standard of theological teaching at this college soon became so renowned that
it became the leading theological college of the University approved by the kings
and popes. Naturally it was jealous of its inherited privileged position.
The main challengers to the University's monopoly in recent times had been
the Jesuits. And this in its turn was rather ironic in that the founding fathers of
the Society, including Ignatius himself, had studied at the various colleges of the
University of Paris. Indeed the famed Jesuit system of education owed much to
the University of Paris. But in the meantime the Jesuits had felt that they could and
should operate their own third level college in Paris right in the heart of the Latin
Quarter, mainly for their own clerical aspirants and for the students who had done
their classical course under their direction. In the absence of regular seminaries,
students opting for diocesan priesthood chose to continue their theological studies
at the Jesuit college which had built up a high reputation. The standard of studies
was of sufficiently known excellence that Rome had agreed to give it a licence to
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grant degrees in theology and philosophy subject to the consent of the Parlement
and the University. That this concession received the veto is understandable,
perhaps, and it should have spelt the end of the appeal of Louis le Grand for
students who aspired to positions of note in church or state. It meant that the

was now on for students, considering the restricted intake of those days. The
Sorbonne in particular felt itself under threat. The Jesuits had their feeder college
at second level, so for a while the Sorbonne sought to conduct its own second level
establishment; but they lacked the expertise and the tradition at this level.
Inevitably however the lure of degrees was tilting the score in favour of the
Sorbonne. This was quite perceptible at the period when Claude was launching
his initiative right on the doorstep of the Sorbonne. Now as the number of his
students was on the increase, equalling almost the number of Jesuit scholastics,
and thus helping Louis le Grand to maintain its image of full classrooms, Claude
and his community were bound to come in for some criticism and be looked on
battle

with jaundiced eye. Knowing the precariousness of their prospects of survival as
an institution in the absence of any stable endowment, and conscious no doubt of
his own anomalous position as director when as yet he was but a simple cleric
not yet having received even minor orders, he must have felt under increasing
pressure. They were caught in the firing line between warring factions at a time
when people felt obliged to take sides because of the fundamental theological
positions involved. The students must have been affected by the tensions caused
by this ongoing situation. The attitude of their peers, the clerical students who
attended the Sorbonne and the other colleges approved by the University, may
also have been a source of tension, especially as most of these students would have
been from better off classes who could afford to pay the fees at their seminaries and
for attendance at the lectures. The University colleges were not in the business
of providing free lectures like the Jesuits. So the problems were building up for
Claude's community in this area where their very success was becoming a source
of irritation for others.

Vacillating Cardinal
As Cardinal de Noailles, the archbishop of Paris, was the authority designated in
law to authorise the founding and conducting of seminaries within his diocese,
one would expect that Claude would have approached him early on to seek
official approval for his seminary. The fact that the products of his seminary
were not specifically intended for the diocese of Paris would not have exempted
them from diocesan control during their time of formation. The majority of the
students attending the seminary of Saint-Sulpice were from the provinces but
it had received diocesan approval. Such official approval was now all the more
necessary as one of the first acts of Archbishop de Noailles on being transferred
to Paris in 1696 was to legislate that all students approaching major orders must
spend some fifteen months in one of the approved seminaries of the diocese. 8 That
Claude would have hesitated to describe his work as a seminary in the early days
is understandable when numbers were so few and the organisation so sketchy.
Above all, considering his own position as director of a seminary when he was
not yet even in minor orders, such an application for recognition as a seminary
might appear rather presumptuous to say the least. Time would come when he
would have to make arrangements with the diocesan authorities for the students
in line for promotion to major orders, but that was not an immediate prospect in
the opening years.
There is no extant record of when exactly Claude did approach the archbishop
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about matters connected with the conduct of his seminary. But that he was in
contact with Archbishop de Noailles about the matter there is no doubt. It is
alleged in subsequent documents that the Cardinal would have preferred that
Claude would send his students to attend lectures at the Sorbonne of which
he was the Provost instead of to the Jesuits with whom he was not on the best
of terms. It is reported that Claude clearly explained to him that his purpose in
gathering together these poor young men was to train them well to be willing to
undertake ministries that were difficult and unrewarding and for which bishops
were finding it impossible to find suitable candidates, and that the acquiring
of university degrees would not merely be pointless but that it would tend to
undermine their resolve to adhere to their specific vocation. Claude is said to
have stated his case so well that the archbishop did not insist on his point about
university attendance. 9 It would appear that a number of serious attempts were
made by those close to Cardinal des Noailles to get him suppress Claude's work,
principally as an indirect attack on the Jesuits. When approached about the matter
by Claude, the Cardinal reassured him using regularly the same words: "While
God is being served there I will never destroy his work". 10 Indeed the Cardinal
must have been pleasantly reassured to find that the ideals which Claude was
endeavouring to inculcate with such enlightened dedication were just the ones
he had expounded in 1696 when addressing those approaching for tonsure. On
that occasion he had severely criticised those who were approaching the sacred
ministry with the mentality of looking for a well remunerated job instead of being
motivated with the ideal of serving the flock of Christ. And on that occasion too,
when sponsoring the cause of another seminary for poor students, he supported
their claim for letters patent on the grounds that they were destined to fill such
posts as Claude was now preparing his students for.
What was of vital importance for Claude was that the Cardinal did not insist
on his sending the students to attend one of the approved seminaries when they
applied for promotion to sacred orders. This derogation in their favour from
his decree of 1696 making it obligatory for all such students to attend one of
the approved seminaries, was tantamount to an approval of Claude's house in
the matter of its standard of formation and studies. The standard of studies of
course would have been tested by the diocesan examiners before the candidates
were allowed to proceed for orders. As to the orthodoxy of the teaching in Claude's
seminary, there was never to be any doubt. The same, however, could not be said
about the archbishop, Cardinal de Noailles, and that was part of the problem

Claude

for

as for his friend Fr.

Simon Gourdan and

others,

most

particularly

the Jesuits.

could be said that de Noailles owed his appointment to the see of Paris more
than to the depth of his theology. He was related by
marriage to
de Maintenon, Louis XIV's second wife. It is said that she backed
him for the post because of his friendship with Bossuet and to block Fenelon's
chances of being transferred there from Cambrai. It was a time of intense religious
controversy complicated by political intrigue, and de Noailles, due to his lack of
intellectual acumen and power of decision, found himself time and again in the
centre of unsolicited and unfavourable publicity. In his well meaning efforts to see
that no injustice was done to those accused of Jansenist persuasion he was himself
accused of being a Jansenist sympathiser.
Noailles is described as being an exceptionally good man in an age when sanctity
in high places was rare. It was unfortunate then that the role he played in church
affairs was particularly flawed. By way of explanation it was said of him by Fenelon,
archbishop of Cambrai:
It

to his closeness to royalty

Mme
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He was a man of limited understanding and confused mind, and he was weak
and soft-hearted. He said white to one and black to another. It was useless to
seek his opinion for he had none. 11
Hard words but accepted as being accurate.
It was unfortunate then that he was called upon to intervene in the major and
complicated disputes concerning Quietism and Jansenism at a time when the
ongoing Gallican undercurrent forced the actors in this drama to perform on
a stage made slippery by backstairs diplomacy at Versailles and at Rome. On
one occasion when de Noailles found himself particularly badly bruised as he
was caught between two contesting forces, he blamed the Jesuits in particular
for having set him up. In revenge he withdrew from them permission to preach
or hear confessions in his diocese. And when official notices unfavourable to him
were posted on the walls of the archbishop's house by students from Saint-Sulpice
seminary he called for these students to be expelled. In his efforts to extricate
himself from situations that were mostly of his own making he often went
back on his decisions with the result that he was referred to by the people
as 'our back-sliding eminence' and in a popular song he was compared to a
'wag-of-the-wall clock'. 12
All this must have been agonising for the Archbishop himself; it created serious
problems for others, not least for people like Claude whose position was so
precarious already. One can appreciate why he decided to nail his colours to
the Jesuit mast and then try to steer clear of having his seminary too closely
linked with the Archbishop. The decisions of the Archbishop at local level could
impinge on the community at rue des Cordiers. When the pastor of their local
parish, Saint-Benoit, died 1702 the successor appointed by the Archbishop, Fr.
Guillaume Delamarre, was known to have been a signatory to the proscribed 'Cas
de Conscience'. When belatedly the Cardinal issued his pronouncement against
the 'Cas de Conscience' after being urged to do so by Bossuet, all the signatories
in the region retracted except a member of Simon Gourdan's community. He
opted instead for resigning his chair at the University. However, his replacement
was immediately accused by the Jesuits of being Jansenist because of his close
associations with the 'Gillotins', a seminary for poor students who attended the
University for their lectures. Though these had the support of the Cardinal they
were known to be deeply affected by Jansenism and had been used to block
students from Louis le Grand being accommodated in the vacant rooms at College
Saint-Barbe. 13 In the trading of accusations and unfriendly compliments at the
time, Claude's followers were referred to as the "Gillotins of the Jesuits". This
emphasises that the perception in some circles of Claude's foundation was that
it was actively supported by the Jesuits, led by Le Tellier, in order to counteract
the "Gillotins". Later, when that link with the Jesuits became more widely known
and disliked, a writer could express himself in such terms as: 'He who says Placists
(followers of des Places, that is) says worse than a Jesuit if it is possible to have such

a thing'. 14

Time to Move
The anti-Jesuit factions were

persistent and powerful. The University in particucould and did put pressure on colleges and hostels to avoid co-operating in any
way with the Jesuits or availing of their services. The Irish College had experience
of such pressure, and though they did not allow themselves to be involved in any
of the periodical outbursts against the society, remembering of course, how much
they owed to their generous help over the years, yet they had to bow to pressure
lar,
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from the University when they were ordered to cancel their invitation to a Jesuit
speak at their official celebrations on St Patrick's Day. 15
The Jesuits were a tough institution who seemed to thrive on confrontation.
Claude's infant society was far more vulnerable and as they were more exposed to
these animosities in their present location, right in the firing line as it were between
Louis le Grand and the Sorbonne, Claude began to have some misgivings about
their location which had at first seemed ideal. There were other considerations,
this time from inside their own house, that made Claude begin to envision a change
to

of residence sooner rather than later.
The arrival of Fr. Le Barbier had done much to give the community at rue des
Cordiers a centre around which things held together and began to thrive. As its
reputation had spread, naturally the numbers wanting to join them increased.
This was certainly good news, but it put a strain on resources. Above all it
taxed the available accommodation at the Gros Chapelet. That in itself need
not have caused too much worry as there was always the possibility of renting
further rooms in the adjacent hostel, the Rose Blanche, once rooms became vacant
again at the close of the scholastic year. Rooms would then be re-allocated and
the management would be more than glad at the prospect of housing further 'poor
students' as they were no problem from the point of view of discipline. The same,
however, could not be said of all the other students being accommodated there.
Even though they were attending lectures at Louis le Grand and were in principle
under the supervision of prefects, they were in no mood for leading the cloistered
life of monks or seminarians. The further from the centre the looser discipline
tended to become. That this was no new problem in this particular hostel is evident
from the records of a previous generation. In fact what was happening to Claude's
students was but history repeating itself. The founders of the Foreign Missions
Society, the original members of the Assemblee des Amis, (Societe des Bons Amis)
who were lodged at the Rose Blanche, found that in order to get out of earshot of
the unedifying conversations of some of the other students, they had to seek refuge
in the private room of one of the overseers. 16
When Claude's students had to run the gauntiet with the other boarders
as they passed through the premises with the 'left-overs' from the Jesuits'
kitchen, they may have had to cope not merely with rude stares but also with
unhelpful comments. Reading between the lines of one of the early students, Jean
Faulconnier, in the testimony he left in later years, we can gather that there were
such problems:
In the early days he (Claude) stressed frequently that he highly valued being
despised; he spoke of this in a manner so full of the love of God that he made
light

of the humiliations he had to suffer in those days. 17

As the main source of animosity in the locality was the Sorbonne which was bent
on keeping up the pressure against their competitor, Louis le Grand, one wonders
whether the attitude of the authorities affected the students in their relations with
their poorer neighbours. Another source of distraction and exposure would have
been the constant calling of carriages with the very well-off day students attending
the secondary school at Louis le Grand and again the visitors for the students
at second and third level who were boarding at the college and at the hostels.
The clash between the poverty of the life and dress of Claude's community
and this display of wealth and social status must have been an added factor in
influencing Claude to think seriously about moving away to more secluded as
well as less cramped quarters. By nature and education he had known the value
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of being discreet, so he would not have shared his worries in this matter with the
students as that could so easily unsettle those whose great problem before joining
his community was their sense of insecurity. But come the summer recess, when
there was more time and less pressure, one of his priorities was to scour the area
in search of such a location. He would have to secure a deal that was within his
financial budget, such as it was, a building where all of the present students
could be convenientiy accommodated with room for expansion, but a primary
consideration would be that they be not too far removed from Louis le Grand
as that was still their lifeline for lectures, for spiritual guidance and for material
sustenance.

Minor Orders and a Noble Wedding
In the meantime Claude had his own personal life to plan. 1705 was to see two
milestones passed in his own story and that of his family. Early in June, Claude
was promoted to minor orders in Paris and two days later in Rennes his sister,
Jeanne-Frangoise, was married.
Till now Claude had no particular clerical status. Having received tonsure 15
August 1702 he was entitled to wear the clerical garb or soutane and would
normally be in line the following year for promotion to minor orders, the first
of a series of steps to the altar in those days. Though all these minor orders
were usually conferred at the same ceremony by Claude's time, the prayers
for each 'ordination' deputed the candidate for a particular official function in
the church's liturgy in the earlier centuries, namely Porter, Lector, Acolyte and
Exorcist. Apart from the canonical spaced delays on the road to the priesthood
it was not infrequent that some candidates postponed their advancement out of
feelings of humility and respect for the office of priesthood. Claude would have
been very conscious that Michael Le Nobletz adopted that approach. Claude's
own delay may well be explained, however, by his full-time commitment to the
work of the seminary and perhaps in order to advance in the company of some of
the students. The arrival of Fr. Le Barbier had enabled him to concentrate more
on his own preparations in the matter of attention to studies, etc. One formality
that had to be attended to was the application to the bishop of his diocese of origin
for dimissorial letters which would ensure that there were no objections to his
promotion to orders. The dimissorial letters were duly granted allowing him to be
ordained in Paris. 18 That the ordination ceremony took place 6 June, the feast of
St. Claude, may have just been arranged to suit the diary of the ordaining prelate
but it is far more likely that this date was specially chosen by both the Jesuits and
the bishop as a personal appreciation for Claude whose work and special charism
were now being valued so highly in certain quarters.
The bishop who was asked specially by the Jesuits to perform the ordinations in
Paris in 1705 was Henri de Thiard, formerly bishop of Toul but promoted in 1704
to succeed Bossuet as Archbishop of Meaux. He was later to be created cardinal
and known thereafter as Cardinal de Bissy. Though not gifted with the intellectual
brilliance nor the oratorical prowess of Bossuet, he was an excellent administrator,

defender of orthodoxy as against the contagion of Jansenism.
Holy See as against the prevalent
ultra-Gallicanism of the day. All this and much more made him very acceptable
to the Jesuits of whom he was in turn keenly supportive, and from this ordination
ceremony till his death in 1737 he was to be a generous supporter of Claude and
his community. We shall have occasion to mention Cardinal de Bissy in connection
with his support for the seminary and its claim for legal recognition when this was
a zealous pastor, a

He was

above

all

a staunch supporter of the
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opposed both by the Jansenists and the University. Soon afterwards he handed
over the direction of his diocesan seminaries, Junior and Senior to the directors
of the Seminary of the Holy Spirit. 19
One consequence of the choice of this date for Claude's promotion to minor
orders was that it ruled out all possibility of his being able to attend the wedding
ceremony in Rennes of his sister Jeanne-Frangoise.
It is so long now since the members of Claude's family have been mentioned
in this narrative as having any impact on his life that one may be justified in
concluding that he had taken very literally Grignion de Montfort's advice to
clerical students of his time namely: 'Go out from your father's house and
your own kindred..'. There is no evidence that he had revisited Rennes in the
intervening years. We have seen that he was involved from the start in Paris with
his various charitable undertakings. A throw away remark in an Aa report informs
us that they were almost as busily occupied with their various works during the
holidays as during the school year. So there was little time in Claude's calendar of
events for the prolonged absence that a sojourn in Rennes would require in those
days. The journey alone by coach (75 leagues) would take a minimum of five days
each way. The expense of such a prolonged trip with stops at several inns had to
be taken into account by all except those like Grignion de Montfort who had to
foot it and beg his way for all the ten days it took him to get to Paris in 1 692/3. 20
It is more than likely anyhow that Claude had definitely made up his mind
to make a clear break with his family. By now he was totally committed to his
undertaking and he knew his family had also to reorient their life and plans to
fit in with the new situation where they could no longer seriously take him into
consideration

when

it

came

to

planning the future of their vast undertakings. All

had by now concentrated on preparing his young sister, Jeanne-Fran^oise, to take
on that role. She had been pursuing her studies at the school conducted by the
Ursuline sisters and was being gradually initiated into the family business and
finances.

Claude had written in retreat notes in 1701:
How would you reconcile your solitude (as a cloistered monk, that is) with
the affection you have for your sister? You love her tenderly and you cannot
bear to be separated from her for any length of time. She is not settled in life
and she is so dear to you that you want to take an interest in her welfare... 21
life of a Carthusian on leaving home we can well
imagine that his interest in the welfare of his sister did not end with their being
separated. They must have been in correspondence over the years and though
their lifestyle and interests would have by now been poles apart it is to be presumed
that because of the proximity of their ages and their closeness over the years,
Jeanne could be counted on as being more understanding of his idealism and
self sacrifice than his parents who had been so conditioned to look to him as the
justification of their life of endless acquisition and social climbing. How highly the
historian would value the discovery of such personal correspondence in the effort
to look more deeply into the human heart of Claude at this period, but it would
appear certain that the ravages of fire and the upsets caused by revolutions have
deprived us of having access to any such personal documents. In the great fire
which decimated a large portion of Rennes in December 1720, the des Places
mansion and extensive business premises off rue de la Cordonnerie perished and
we have a definite legal entry which states that among the valuables which perished

As Claude did not embrace the

were the family papers. 22
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Certain legal documents about the marriage of Jeanne-Frangoise to Conseiller
Henri Le Chat have happily survived and were traced at the beginning of this
century in time to be included in the major biography by Pere Henri Le
Floch. From these we learn that the wedding took place in the parish church
of Saint-Etienne, this being the parish which included rue de la Cordonnerie
where M.des Places had built his spacious town house to his own requirements.
Money was no object and it was conveniently sited across the street from his official
quarters in the Hotel des Monnaies. The church of Saint-Etienne escaped the
disastrous fire unlike Saint-Sauveur which had its miraculous statue of Our
Lady which was reputed to have saved Rennes on a former occasion. From the
marriage entry and from the published bans we learn some details about Jeanne's
husband, Henri Le Chat. He is given in the marriage contract as Chevalier M.
Henri Le Chat, Seigneur de Vernee, Marigne, Tescout, Chanteusse et autres,
and Conseiller au parlement de Bretagne. His main residence was their chateau
at Vernee near Angers but as well, for his attendances at parlement, he had a
town house at Rennes at rue basse Baudrairie some few minutes walk from where
Jeanne Franchise was born when the family lived in a house leased to them by the
Franciscans. 23

So M.des

Places' son in law

was of genuine noble

status as attested by his titles
parlement of Brittany. This we can appreciate
meant so much to M.des Places who had suffered the traumatic disappointment
of seeing the whole thrust of his well-laid schemes to restore the family's title to
nobility brought to nought when Claude, instead of falling in with his parents'
wishes, had opted not merely for the priesthood but for a form of priesthood which
ruled out all prospects of being promoted to higher ranks in the church. Now that
his daughter was joined in marriage with a family of securely established noble
status he could feel that his life work had not really been in vain as it was no doubt
in some measure due to his being Juge-Garde de la Monnaie and as owner of a
vast amount of property that his daughter's hand had been sought in matrimony
by this noble lord of many manors. That Henri Le Chat was seemingly a man of
property also need not have over excited M.des Places who had been doing deals
in property all his life; he could match pound for pound with the wealthiest and
he was about to do just that in the dowry he was giving his daughter. The details
of that dowry spelt out in glittering gold and silver in the dusty legal document
make us gasp even at this remove. Apart from all the houses and lands she was
one day to inherit as the sole heir, she was to receive 100,000 pounds as well as
her trousseau and some ten thousand pounds worth of silverware and furniture.
As well it seems from the arcane diction of this complicated legal document that
Jeanne's parents were binding themselves to provide house, servants and carriage
for the newly married couple for up to five years or 2,000 pounds each semestre
instead. 24 This last detail gives us some idea of the value of money in that age.
Claude, if he were present and able to hold his breath, might have calculated
the fortune being handed over in terms of his knowledge that it cost students of
sufficient means, 400 pounds a year for their annual keep at the premier seminary
in France, namely Saint-Sulpice.
Naturally Claude's absence from this big family occasion must have been felt,
but Jeanne had at least the blessing of having both her parents still alive and close at
hand. Claude would be present at the baptism of her son but just now he was deeply
committed to the welfare of his new and extended family. Some of his problems
might be easily solved if he had at his disposal a fraction of the inheritance that
was to pass to his sister, but any such proposition was very far from his mind as
he was to let his family know when next he was to meet them in Rennes.

and

his being a conseiller of the
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On the Move
By the close of the academic year in 1705 Claude may have come to the conclusion
that he must soon make a decision about securing an alternative site for his
seminary.

He

would, of course, have

would be guided by

their advice.

and he
depend on them not

to consult the Jesuit authorities

He most

likely

had

to

merely for financial advice but perhaps for some financial guarantees. They knew
his legal expertise and trusted his judgement but there were limits as to what
financial commitment they could afford to underwrite.
In the absence of any hard facts one has to try to imagine how Claude spent
that summer making discreet enquiries throughout the Latin Quarter. There
were places vacant in several of the hostel type colleges for students attending
the university lectures and some directors of projects for assisting poor students
had availed themselves of these economic opportunities. This had the disadvantage
that it was impossible to form such scattered groups into one community and such
a community spirit was an essential part of Claude's project. The only reference
by his early biographers to his preoccupations and plans at this period is the brief
statement by Besnard:

The progress made in every line of endeavour by his first disciples was too
remarkable not to attract other excellent candidates to him. Consequently, he
decided to rent a house for them in which they would be less cramped for
space. 25

The

first

document

referring to this

new

site for his

community of students

is

the

October 1705, and one Claude de Cornailles empowering
Claude to take possession of a property in rue Neuve-Saint-Etienne after the
Christmas recess that year. This move would hopefully allow the community to
organise their life and activities with more privacy and scope. Above all it would
give Claude the conditions he needed in order to draft the rules and regulations
and put on paper the ideals which were to provide the solid framework for his
seminary which was to enable it to survive some traumatic events ahead.
This change of location and the new orientation to be given to the work
coincided with the ordination of the first student of the seminary, Jean Le Roy,
and the arrival of a student who had already been ordained subdeacon, namely
James-Hyacinth Gamier, a native ofJanze some few miles from Rennes. Very soon
after his arrival Gamier was made an associate of the community. This may have
been due to the fact that he was already in major orders and that he was 22 years
of age but also, one suspects, because he arrived with impeccable credentials. He
seems to have been closely associated with the family of Fr. Michael Le Barbier and
may also have been very well known over the years to Claude's mother's people,
the Le Menuests of Fougeres. 26
By the end of 1705 Claude must have felt that events were unfolding in their
favour under the guidance of the Holy Spirit and that the time was ripe for a new
beginning in the relative isolation of rue Neuve-Saint-Etienne which still left them
within ten minutes walk of College Louis-le-Grand.
lease signed by him, 17
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