CHAPTER ELEVEN

A

Caring Community

Rue Rollin
The area into which

the seminary now moved was known as Place Maubert. The
which was then known as rue Neuve Saint-Etienne, is today known as rue
Rollin, renamed after the tenant who succeeded them at no 8, namely Charles
Rollin (1661-1741), former Provost of the Sorbonne and a well known writer
on education and history. Not merely does the street owe its name to Rollin but
the continued existence of the principal section of the building which housed the
seminary is due to a preservation order in favour of this popular humanist.
street,

1

The

not very imposing. Today it is just a quiet backwater with
little signs of activity as it is really a cul-de-sac so far as vehicles are concerned;
pedestrians have access to rue Monge by way of a steep stairs of stone steps. This
brings one on to the level of the nearby Lutece Arene, the centre of ancient Roman
occupation in the Paris area. So in those far off days rue Neuve Saint-Etienne
must have been at the centre of things. In Claude's time they were surrounded
by properties owned by various religious communities, principally the Fathers of
Christian Doctrine and the (English) Daughters of Saint Augustine. In spite of the
title Anglaise it would appear that there were some Irish girls associated with the
street itself

is

among them Ms Morphy, royal mistress.
From time to time certain celebrities found it

place,

convenient to reside in this quiet
connecting street off the beaten track but near enough to the centre of the city
and the Latin Quarter. Blaise Pascal, whom we have already met at rue des
Cordiers when he was at work on Les Provinciates, ended his days here. The
principal celebrity who would have interested Claude and his students, namely
the philosopher Rene Descartes, is today commemorated by a plaque recalling
his various sojourns. From this plaque, erected 1987, we learn:

'Here lived Rene Descartes (1596-1650). He resided in this house during
1644,1647 & 1648. His attitude to life is encapsulated
in this quotation from a letter he wrote here 1648 to Princess Elisabeth de
Boheme. "Living as I am with one foot in one country and the other in
his stay in Paris during

another... I

am very

content with

my

condition in that

That was over

it is

free'".

a half century earlier but Claude was well acquainted with not
merely the philosopher's ideas but also with his immediate relatives: he had been
taught by the philosopher's nephew, Fr. Philippe Descartes, SJ, and he had known
the branch of the family who had lived beside the des Places' residence in rue de la
Cordonnerie in Rennes. The students also would be familiar with Descartes from
their lectures on philosophy and would have been informed by the Jesuit teachers
at Louis le Grand about his connection with the street where they now lived.
The area through which the students would now have to pass several times a
day on their way to and from lectures was closely associated with the patroness
of Paris, Saint- Genevieve. They passed along by Abbaye Saint-Genevieve where
her famous tomb was the centre of veneration and pilgrimage. Today whatever
remains of her shrine after the destruction of the abbey during; the Revolution,
are preserved and honoured in the exquisite church of Saint-Etienne-du-Mont
nearby. That whole area was studded with colleges of various sorts where students
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preparing for the priesthood attended lectures at the centres controlled by the
University of Paris. Once again Claude's community would have it brought home
very clearly to them that they were exceptional in the matter of not attending the
institutions linked with the University.
The lease for the use of the new site in rue Rollin was signed 17 October
1705. The owner, Claude de Cornailles, retained for himself possession of the
upper floors of the three storey portion which remains standing today in lonely
isolation, something like a Norman casde with the stress on height rather than
width. The ground floor of this part of the premises was ceded to Claude for
his own personal use as the principal person in charge of the rented property
and readily accessible to the landlord who had worked out the details of the
lease with specific instructions which were legally enforceable. One of the details
was that no other person was to sleep in this section of the building apart from
Claude.
The main portion of the premises was a long two storey building running the
full length of the property on the inner side of the spacious courtyard and parallel
with rue Rollin. At the rear of this building were the gardens of the Fathers of
the Christian Doctrine and the Augustinian Sisters. Mentioned in the lease were
a stable, coach house, poultry house and a well. A well in the property was of vital
importance in those days before piped water was available. The poultry house had
also its practical importance, but the stable and coachhouse being redundant were
soon converted to more urgent uses. It was to be expected that the use of these
premises for the requirements of a seminary would call for certain modifications
and Claude had seen to it that these were catered for in the lease he had worked
out with de Cornailles. 2
The actual entry into possession was arranged to take place during the
Christmas recess and work went ahead immediately on the alterations to
convert all available accommodation into rooms suited to their requirements.
One of the clauses of the lease enjoined that Claude should have the rooms
adequately furnished so as to ensure the safety and well-being of the occupants.
French law was relatively advanced in such requirements. In rule No 254 of the
seminary, we see that each student was to have as well as a bed, a trunk to store
his personal belongings. Then there were the chairs, stools, desks etc.; so there
must have been a major operation in transportion during this move from rue des
Cordiers to their new premises. And one can be sure it was the students themselves
who did this work and not any hired removal firm. But as to where these articles
of furniture came from, and where Claude got the necessary finance, we have
little information. We can but admire his expertise in such practical matters and
later we shall have an opportunity to see how he transmits that practical sense
and care for detail into the written rule governing the smooth running of the
community's affairs. Economies were to be achieved not at the cost of cutting
down on essentials but in ensuring that those in charge of the various functions
were alert and provident in their dealings (Nos 156ff).
A first consideration would have been the providing of a suitable oratory. A
large room was required to cater for the seventy or so which was by now the
grand total after but three years. The floor of bare flagstones was retained as
we learn from the rule which required the students to kneel on those flagstones
rather than on the step at the altar rails out of reverence for the Lord. The altar
itself, in keeping with current liturgical requirements, was placed on a dais reached
by three steps.
While these alterations were in progress the students, and Claude among
them, could be seen ferrying planks, lime etc. through the streets of Paris on
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their

way from

a

depot along the quays. Fr. Thomas,

time, mentions this exercise in his sole reference to

way of an

illustration

of the

spirit

who was

life

a student at the

in rue Rollin,

merely by

Claude inculcated by word and example:

He was

often seen carrying home what he had bought, both in order to save
something for the benefit of his students and in order to humble himself.
He was delighted when some one who knew him encountered him as he
was carrying his load of bundles, because he rejoiced in meeting with such
humiliations.

Furthermore he welcomed these embarrassing experiences out of the best
motives in a perfect spirit of humility. He often expounded those motives to
his poor students and urged them not only to bear such humiliations with
courage but to seek after them eagerly. He succeeded in convincing them. His
words, and still more his examples, made them conquer the embarrassment
and timidity that is so natural to youth. They became ashamed only of offences
against God and of cowardice.
A holy imprudence prompted them to do the most humiliating things as
soon as it was commanded by the rule or demanded by the needs of the
community. They vied with one another in such humiliations. For instance,
everyone took care of sweeping the street on weekdays. Bringing water from
the fountain in full daylight, transporting planks and lime from a place north of
the port, etc., were the less degrading among the activities they engaged in. 3
Fr. Thomas had earlier remarked, while the students were at rue des Cordiers
they were hidden away and lost to the sight of the public, that had the disadvantage
that few were moved to help with their charitable donations. Now matters had
changed. They were much more in the public eye whether en route to and from
class or on those servile errands where they must have excited some interest as
they carried their loads while presumably some were dressed in their clerical attire.
Helpful as this publicity might be in the long run, the aspect of life at rue Rollin

As

most appreciated

just

then was the relative peace and isolation provided - in

the advantages of a rural setting almost in the centre of the
exactly

came

how

city.

And

this

fact

was

Charles Rollin viewed the advantages of this oasis of peace when he
seminary had moved elsewhere. He was to write of this

to live there after the

property to a friend:

have begun to experience and to love more than ever the sweet joys of rustic
since I have here a small garden which serves as my country residence. I
have not of course the long alleys of trees reaching to the horizon; just two
small ones, one of which provides a bower that is adequate for my needs and
the other which is open to the midday sun allows me to enjoy the sunshine for
a good part of the day and promises to provide plenty of fruit for the season.
A small trellis supports five apricot trees and ten peach trees: that is the sum
total of my fruit trees. I have no beehives but I have the pleasure every day of
seeing the bees flitting over the blossoms of my trees, preoccupied with their
prey, enriching themselves with nectar and doing no wrong... 4
I

life

Over the door leading into the room where Claude worked and composed his rule,
is a plaque displaying a quotation not from Claude but from his successor,
Rollin, where he expressed in Latin his sentiments with regard to the house: 'Most
beloved house, thanks to which I live in the country and in the city, I enjoy peace
with myself and with God'.
One can be sure that for Claude also the object of all his planning and labour
there
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that he should provide not merely a house but a haven where his community
could try to be at peace with nature, with one another and with God. This ideal
is stamped on the rule he was now drafting. It is obvious, that in spite of the dry
itemised style of composition, using the minimum of words, that the aim was not
to produce a mere regulation to be interpreted legalistically but a statement of
what was in the best interest of all concerned as individuals, as functionaries and
as a community. Rule no 24 simply states: 'All shall do their very best to adhere
strictly to all the general and particular rules'. In order that all might have a clear
picture of the over all plan, he saw to it that these rules were read in public every
two months. It was on these occasions that he had the opportunity to stress the spirit
animating these rules made for the common good. Even while reading the rules as
they are in all their prosaic simplicity one is conscious not merely of Claude's grasp
of detail but that even while dealing with the necessary nuts and bolts as it were,
his humanity and spirituality shine clearly, thus providing the values that make life

was

worth the

sacrifice.

The

portion of the building where Claude lived and worked was distanced
somewhat from the main building where the community lived. Unfortunately
that main building is no longer standing though until relatively recent times it
a succession of educational establishments. And though it was not part
of Claude's purpose to give us a picture of that building we can learn something
about its layout from what he prescribes for the smooth regulation of life within
the house. As we have references to the chapel, the library, the kitchen and related
stores, the recreation room, the porter's office and reception room which still exist
today, we can form a good general image of the layout and certain aspects of the
life as lived in this fully fledged seminary. We are in fact looking in on the type of
establishment which for many years to come was to be the norm in the Catholic
church for houses of formation of students for the priesthood as visualised by the
fathers of the Council of Trent. This was a style of life which owed much to a
monastic model based on regularity, silence, long periods of study and prayer as
well as some efforts to provide a practical training in the pastoral skills they would

had housed

be called on to exercise in their ministry.
As we peruse the 263 articles of the rule composed by Claude, the original
manuscript of which has happily survived, we can question it for two answers:
What manner of life was lived in seminaries in France at the time and what
does this document tell us of the man who composed it? While we ponder the
type of priestly formation Claude strove to impart to these seventy young men
it is not superfluous to remind ourselves again at this stage that Claude was not
yet a priest himself, that while he is so obviously concerned about the material,
academic and spiritual welfare of these young men, he had to arrange all about
his own promotion to major orders. And there is nothing that will bring all this
home better to us than to follow him as he goes back home to Rennes, come the
summer recess of 1706, in order to make contact once more with his family and
to settle some necessary requirements with the diocesan authorities about his own
clerical status.

Rennes Revisited
There

no evidence that Claude had ever gone back to Rennes since he had left
September 1701. And though we have no definite proof that he did
not return home in the meantime it is in keeping with what we know of him that
his plans and preoccupations in the intervening years almost precluded him from
returning to the life he had so definitely cut himself off from. His close association
is

for Paris late
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with the Jesuits and his subsequent identification with the poor students had deeply
altered his affiliations. These five years then had greatly altered Claude; they had
also greatly

changed the family

situation at Rennes.

home had revolved around Claude.
and physical development were fondly watched over by his doting
parents as they had based all their hopes on him. His sister Jeanne-Frangoise
took very much second place. She was cherished by all, of course, and particularly
by Claude himself, but her age and her sex put her on the periphery of the family
Firstiy we recall that in a sense the des Places

His' mental

prospects.

grown up and stepped
married and left the
Vernee near Angers and though she

In the intervening years Jeanne-Franc, oise had not merely
into Claude's shoes; she

had already been

settled in life having

home. 5 She was now living at her chateau at
was back at Rennes whenever her husband's duties at the Parlement required his
presence there, her home and her interests were now firmly rooted elsewhere. So
the house Claude came home to in Rennes must have not resembled home for him
as

he knew it.
The family had

for

some years been

living in their

new

spacious residence at

the corner of rue Saint-Guillaume and rue de la Cordonnerie. This residence was

meant to be the centre from where their large business interests could be managed
from close at hand as all the business premises built up over the years were on the
same compound. All had been so arranged that Mr des Places could also attend to
his duties as Juge-Garde at the Mint offices across the way. Naturally it was hoped
that this hereditary post would have passed on to Claude with all its trappings of
noble status, apart from other titles in that line which would have by now come
Claude's way had he opted for life as conseiller.
By now all those schemes must have sounded very hollow. Mr des Places' health
had not improved. It had been already a source of some worry to Claude before he
left home and we see from a letter by a business partner the following year that
this was a worry for others too. He may well by now have delegated his duties at
the Mint to his partner, Gilles Serpin Sr de la Richardiere, if he had not parted
altogether with that office. One can imagine that their business interests also had
been somewhat wound down and conducted mainly through trusted employees.
There is one area, however, where Mr des Places is on record as having taken on
a more active role and that was as a member of the men's sodality of Our Lady
conducted in Claude's alma mater, the Jesuit college of St Thomas. He may have
felt he was now somehow part of the Jesuit extended family as a result of Claude's
close association with the Jesuits in his work and way of life.
It was a great consolation to Claude no doubt, that he found his mother still
healthy and active. She had also the company and the help of their cousin,
Anne-Marie Lamisse du Hingueul who had been adopted by the des Places
family. She had remained on and her presence must have softened the blow for
Claude's parents as they saw their spacious home was so silent and empty. It would
appear that Mme des Places had kept up her charitable social work, especially
among the poor. Indeed she was to leave part of her extensive possessions to

home for the poor.
One walk we can imagine Claude

provide a

taking with his mother was to the cemetery at
George, to visit the grave of his sister, Jeanne-Claude. She had
died at the age of 5 months.
Having lavishly provided for their only surviving daughter, who was by now
comfortably settled, the des Places parents wanted to make sure that Claude was
also adequately provided for even if they had not originally given their blessing to
his particular choice of vocation. At first this disapproval may have been reflected,
St. Peter's at St.
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Thomas

suggests, in the non-too-generous annual allowance of

800 livres
by his father to cover his keep and his studies at Louis le Grand.
But once Claude had definitely opted for the priesthood it would appear that Mr
des Places set about seeing to it that he would have a guaranteed income for life
in the form of a substantial church benefice. In the official report made out by
the Assemblee des Amis for 1702/3 we saw that Claude had been described as
as Fr.

made

in his favour

having refused a benefice of 4000 livres. 6 No further details are given as to who
was responsible for this arrangement. What is abundantly clear from the report was
that Claude had firmly opted for lady poverty as his bride. He had solemnised that
commitment by a vow of poverty as we learned from Fr. Cloriviere's biographical
notice. His fidelity to that commitment was now going to be demonstrated anew,
much to the annoyance of his father who had quietly been at work to make what

he considered proper provision for his son at a standard befitting his origins.
The Council of Trent had prescribed that no cleric was to be promoted to sacred
orders until he had been assured of a guaranteed minimum source of income - a
titulus clericalis as it was canonically described. This was to eliminate the abuse of
mendicant clerics whose support became a burden for the Christian community.
As Claude was now about to approach the diocesan authorities in Rennes for
his official 'letters of freedom' he would have to produce convincing evidence
of a guaranteed minimum source of livelihood, his titulus clericalis, that is. The
minimum figure specified by diocesan regulation in Rennes was 60 livres and that
was the amount Claude was going to settle for, the titulus of the very poor, no
matter what others might try to decide on his behalf. For that titulus he was going
to turn to his family.

be asked

He knew that it would give great satisfaction to his family to
He was not for accepting a church benefice as that

to provide that favour.

would oblige him
limit his freedom

and it could
which he was already committed. 7
Once again dusty and forgotten legal documents unearthed by the indefatigable
Pere Michel have let us in on a personal detail in the life of Claude. He had come
to Rennes with an interesting document bearing two signatures, his own and one
Francis Lucas de Saint Macau who had already been persuaded by a third party,
presumably on having been handsomely remunerated, to forego his title to three
benefices at the court of Rome valued at 1,800 livres annually! These benefices
had been made over to Claude for his material use, but he was now making it
clear that he was not accepting this offer and that he was giving Francis Lucas de
Saint Macau full freedom to dispose of these benefices as he wished. The signed
document, dated 17 July 1706, was to be lodged at the offices of a legal notary with
instructions that its contents be brought to the notice of a third interested party. It
was officially registered at a later date, 25 August 1706, and it is to be taken for
granted that the third interested party to whom it had been delivered was Claude's
father who had with the best intentions made that secret deal in his favour. Now he
was to be asked instead to do another deal in Claude's favour before that document
releasing Lucas de Saint Macau from his obligations could be legally binding on
all parties. As Claude was insisting on accepting only the minimum 60 livres which
had to be guaranteed for life, it was arranged that part of the annual rent for one
of the properties owned by des Places be assigned by law in Claude's favour.
Once again the legal documents from a notary's office preserved in the municipal
archives let us in on a simple but touching family ceremony.
One of the many properties acquired by Mr des Places during his years of
intensive legal practice was a mansion of some size and amenities that won for
it the imposing name of Noble Maison de Mottais. It had come on the market
in 1686 due to a bankruptcy case and Mr des Places, having the ready cash at
in conscience to provide the pastoral care involved

for the

work

to
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made

That property was to remain in the des
hundred years. 8 Their possession, however, was
disputed by the original owner after the passage of a certain number of years. That
latter detail need not have any interest for us at this remove had not Pere Michel
discovered that in the legal battles about the ownership, one of the opposing legal
men employed was the father of Rev. John Baptist Blain, contemporary of Claude
and of Grignion de Montfort. It had puzzled some readers of Blain's biography of
Grignion de Montfort why he had so sedulously avoided all mention of Claude and
why he made a seemingly ungenerous passing reference to him and his seminary
in the biography he wrote of Saint John Baptist De La Salle. Perhaps the Noble
Maison de Mottais may have been to blame! Claude of course was never to know
any thing of this legal tussle which happened after his death, nor was he to be
the owner of this property at any stage. He was just entitled to receive 60 livres
of its rent annually. And in order to qualify legally for this annuity he had to
go along to the mansion, which was situated in the parish of Saint Lorent on
the outskirts of Rennes. There in the company of his parents and the inevitable
legal representative, he had to go through certain symbolic procedures of testing
this and operating that., as required by property laws at the time. The document
his disposal,

his successful bid.

Places' possession for the next

procedure has survived giving us an opportunity to look in at
in France at that period. Above all this dry legal document
affords us the opportunity of eavesdropping on a scene in the des Places family
in Rennes, the last such, in fact, that there is to recount. And, significantly, the
document was officially signed and deposited, 23 August 1706, in the office of Mr
Le Barbier, Mr des Places' trusted legal partner and parent of Fr. Michael Vincent
who was Claude's indispensable colleague in running the seminary at rue Rollin
describing

some

all this

aspects of

life

in Paris. 9

sympathise with Mr des Places who is reported by Fr. Thomas as
approving of the degree of virtue being practised by his son. But as Fr.
Thomas had stressed, Claude taught not merely by word but by example. When
he put the highest ideals of evangelical poverty before his students and tried to
influence them to be ready to accept the lowest paid posts in the ministry, he could
do that more convincingly when he was known not to have made any exception in
his own case just because his family could afford to come to his assistance. Finally
in not accepting the generous benefices secured for him by his family he was but
following once again the example given by his admired model, Fr. Michael Le
Nobletz: he is on record as having twice turned down such offers and having so
offended his parents that they turned him out and disowned him calling him in
Breton ar belec fol, the foolish priest! 10
There is no extant reference to Claude's having met his sister at Rennes, but
as she had given birth to her first baby, 7 June 1706, it can be taken for granted
that Claude would have seen both mother and child, either at Rennes or Angers.
It would have been a very happy occasion for all. Sadly it would have been a case
of Ave atque Vale as the baby, Louise-Frangoise, like Claude's eldest sister, was to
be short lived: she died 23 August 1707, two weeks after the birth of her brother
and just as Claude was expected to arrive from Paris to assist at his baptism.

One can well

not

at all

Towards Ordination

Back in rue Rollin after his five day trek by coach, Claude had much to occupy
him for the rest of the summer recess. One presumes that either Jean Le Roy or
Michael Le Barbier had been holding the fort in his absence. The holidays were
always the time when repairs and modifications had to be attended to. There were
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the applications from prospective students to be processed.

Above all the budget
ahead had to be planned and in the absence of any fixed income that
surely must have presented problems as they envisaged providing for the needs of
seventy young men. Claude had at least one worry less: having at last settled the
matter of his titulus clericalis he could look forward to being promoted to major
orders at the next ordinations which were scheduled for Quarter Tense in Advent.
So on 1 6 December 1 706 Claude made his first firm commitment on the way to the
priesthood: apart from the major order itself which would now involve him more
closely in the liturgy, especially in the matter of acting as subdeacon in solemn high
masses, there was also implicit in this ceremony a public commitment to celibacy
for the year

for

life.

Normally there was an interval of one year before the reception of the next
major order, the deaconate, but as Claude's case-history was special in that he had
deferred his advancement to the priesthood in the interests of total commitment
to the work of the seminary, he was now easily dispensed from the normal delay.
The dimissorial letters issued at Rennes, 2 February 1707, made allowance for the
required interval to be waived if so required. Claude then was free to advance to the
deaconate at Quarter Tense in Lent, which in that year fell on 19 March, the feast
of St Joseph. 11 Again there were certain functions in the liturgy which a deacon
could perform, some by ordinary right and some by delegation in extraordinary
cases such as preaching on public occasions, the distribution of Holy Communion
and the administering of solemn baptism. One can imagine that Claude was called
on to act as Deacon for solemn High Mass not merely at his own seminary but at
an early opportunity at College Louis-le-Grand and at the church of Saint-Etienne
des Gres. There were, incidentally, those clerics who remained as deacons for a
prolonged period, or even for life, out of humility and reverence for the priesthood.
Michel Le Nobletz and the noted founder of seminaries for the poor, Francis
Chansiergues, delayed their advancement to the altar out of such motives. Claude,
though deeply immersed in the material and spiritual aspects of the conduct of the
seminary, felt that he could give the required attention to his studies and make the
other preparations for advancement to ordination in December of that year. He
had the cooperation of the two ordained members, Frs Le Roy and Le Barbier,
and though normally it was required in the diocese of Paris that those approaching
ordination should attend the special courses in pastoral preparation being given in

- Saint Sulpice, St Nicolas du Chardonnet etc., no such
requirement was enforced in his case. This then was highly significant, as it was
in itself a tacit recognition of the status of his seminary by the Cardinal archbishop.
Priests being ordained for religious orders did not come under this requirement as
they were deemed to have their own standards and courses of preparation. Claude
would have profited from his close association with the Jesuit theology students
preparing for the priesthood at the college though they were destined to have the
added bonus of a finishing year in their second novitiate at Rouen. Claude may
even have been in contact with this house of higher spiritual formation, sacred to
the memory of Pere Lallemant.
In the light of the subsequent development of the seminary, this waiving by the
Cardinal Archbishop of the normal obligation for Claude to attend a special extra
course in priestly training amounted in fact to an implicit approval of the system
of priestly formation already being put into operation by Claude - a tacit official
recognition, therefore, of his work as being a major seminary. The fact that this
tacit recognition by the Archbishop of Paris had not been formalised in any legal
document was to cause serious problems later when the directors of the seminary
were obliged to petition for official legal recognition, but in the intervening years
the approved seminaries
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it saved the seminary from any unhelpful, even if well intentioRed, intervention by
Archbishop des Noailles with the internal direction of what was intended to be a

very special type of seminary. 12
There is some doubt about Claude's movements in early summer 1707. Though
it had been decided that his ordination to the priesthood was to take place in
December the required dimissorial letters from his home diocese were signed in
Rennes as early as the 15 July by the Vicar General, Fr. Perrin, acting on behalf
of the bishop, Mgr de Lavardin, who may have been out of town and the letters
for some reason could not wait for his return. The natural explanation is that they
were being asked for viva voce by someone who could not stay on. This could well
be an indication that Claude had absented himself early on from Paris to allow
either Le Barbier or Le Roy to be free later. It could also be that these letters
were collected on his behalf by Fr. Le Barbier who would have been well known
to the diocesan authorities as they had sponsored his leave of absence and would
be in touch with developments in Paris. There were to be developments there very
soon, and unpleasant news indeed for Claude and Fr. Le Barbier.
Fr. Jean Le Roy had come to the seminary from the diocese of Quimper where
he had already been very highly thought of as a clerical student. A note written
about him described him as a man on whom solid hopes for the future could
be based. The future had arrived. The diocese received a new bishop in July
1707 in the person of the newly ordained Mgr de Ploeuc de Timeur. One of
his first acts was to recall Fr. Le Roy for service in the diocese. 13 This news
at this juncture must have been a cruel blow to Claude. It was to be followed
soon after by another traumatic shock. He knew his sister Jeanne-Frangoise was
expecting her second baby. The baby, a boy, was born 7 August. It would appear
that Claude had been contacted to see if he could possibly attend the baptism.
Letters would have taken quite a while to travel in those days. Claude had a lot
on his desk just then with the recall of Fr. Le Roy, perhaps also the absence of
Fr. Le Barbier in Rennes. It was at a time when all the preparations had to be
attended to for the coming academic year. This involved interviews and written
tests. So there was no possibility of Claude's turning up at the de Chat chateau at
Vernee, Angers, until a full month after the birth of the baby. When one sees that
babies were baptised then soon after their birth, even on the same day at times,
one realises how much Claude's presence was sought for on this occasion. Then
came the tragic news of the death of his sister's first baby, Louise-Frangoise, on
23 August. Her infant body was buried the following day in the choir of the church
of Chanteusse, most likely the chapel attached to the manor. 14 Claude eventually
arrived for the baptism ceremony which took place on 8 September, the feast of
the Nativity of Our Lady. It must have been an occasion of mixed joy and sadness,
but it was a great consolation to Franchise and to her mother that Claude was
able to join the family on this occasion having had to be absent for the wedding
celebration. One almost expects then that the child should be named Claude but
that was only the third choice, the first being Henry after his father and the second
being Louis, no doubt in memory of his baby sister so recently deceased. Claude's

There is no reference to the father
long travel by coach.
in spite of the fact that Claude by then a deacon
did not perform the solemn ceremony of baptism as he was entitled to do with due
authorisation. Instead he acted as sponsor and in the extant baptismal register we
find him entered as noble et discret Claude Poullart, diacre, Superieur du Seminaire
du Saint-Esprit a Paris. 15 This is not how Claude would normally have allowed
himself to be described in an official document, but perhaps on this one occasion

mother naturally was there

for the christening.

who may well not have fancied
One is rather surprised that
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he may have waived his objections out of consideration for his beloved sister; and
perhaps he gave a thought to the feelings of his father for whom the title noble spelt
gold. When Mr des Places senior took that child into his arms and blessed him,
like Simeon of old he could have justly sung his Nunc Dimittis because this child
was set to carry on the noble status in the clan and to take his seat in the Parlement
at Rennes as Conseiller and Seigneur de Vernee et de la Marmitiere. 16 Mercifully
he was spared a clear glimpse of the more distant future: otherwise he might have
seen the fate of the nobility in the Revolution. He was also spared the knowledge
that this was to be the last time the des Places family were to meet on this side of
eternity.

That autumn must have been a severe
Le Roy and his own absence in Vernee at

strain for Claude.
a critical time

The absence

meant

of Fr.

that matters

were

not as well planned as he would have liked for the opening of the academic year,
apart altogether from his own personal situation as he prepared for his ordination.
He was fortunate to have Fr. Le Barbier at his side as well as their trusted friend,
Jacques Gamier, who had been coopted as an associate while still a subdeacon.
As Gamier was granted his dimissorial letters to the deaconate 7 Nov 1706 he
could well have been ordained with Claude in December 1707 if he had not been
advanced earlier that year. There were also the other senior students who had
been with him since the foundation and who by now were familiar with the rules
and the traditions which they saw evolving and with which they identified. Being
part of the founding fathers, they could be relied on to give Claude their unstinted
support and help in training the new arrivals.
All must have looked forward to the big day, 17 December, when their father
and their hope would at last be raised to the priesthood, thus giving the seminary
its final seal of approval. The actual ceremony would most likely have taken place
at College Louis-le-Grand as for the occasion the Jesuits had invited their own
ordaining prelate, Mgr de Thiard de Bissy, Bishop of Meaux, successor to Bossuet.
He had formerly been abbot of Saint-Germain and was destined to be raised to the
cardinalate and known as Cardinal de Bissy. 17 His interest in Claude's foundation
was to be life long. We shall have occasion to record his active support later.
We have no details about Claude's ordination. Today we would take it for
granted that the ordinand's family would have been present at the ceremony. In
those days of difficult travel conditions, especially in mid-winter, it is unlikely that
his parents would have attempted the journey from Rennes, and it is not likely that
his sister would have absented herself from the care of her young baby after her
recent traumatic experience. That this would have been a very special day for the
students of the seminary goes without saying, and they would naturally have been
the first to kneel for their father's blessing. But it was also a very special day for the
Jesuit community at Louis le Grand. They more than any one else had learned to
appreciate Claude's sterling qualities. Further they appreciated what his seminary
had meant for the prestige and the success of their great college which had so
many enemies ready to fasten on its failures and indiscretions. It was obvious to
the world that Claude's seminary owed its foundation and its continuing expansion
to the support it was being given by the Jesuits at all levels, and there were few who
would as yet openly attack this child of the great college. That day was bound to
come, however, given the temper of the time.
Claude's first mass must have been a big occasion; too big for the premises at
rue Rollin. To cater for all who would have wanted to be present and to have any
refreshments after, one can be sure the ceremony took place at Louis le Grand.
The first mass offered by Claude in the seminary he had founded must have been a
memorable occasion for his large family. He was now their father indeed. It was an
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occasion that today would have been recorded by all the amateur photographers in
An artist at a somewhat later period tried to recreate that occasion
as he depicted in oils Claude vested as celebrant at mass and holding the chalice
and host while overhead there hovers the Spirit as a dove. Since the portrait bears
the inscription Claude Poullart des Places, Founder of the Society of the Holy
Spirit one can take it for granted that it was painted after the official approval of
the society by royal letters patent, 1734, but it has been suggested in favour of its
authenticity that the painter may have used the sketch made for the earlier portrait
of Claude byjouvenet to commemorate his scholastic success at Saint Thomas'
College, Rennes; and though this later study is inferior in quality to the other two
portraits of Claude it is in itself a valued document as it was the official portrait of
the founder which was on display in the seminary over the years. 18
Finally we can well imagine that Claude at the earliest opportunity would have
wanted to celebrate mass at the shrine of Notre Dame de bonne Delivrance where
he had dedicated his infant communitv on Pentecost Sundav 1703.
the community.

Financial Support
In the first days Claude used

own limited pocket money to wonderful effect.
out in the matter of food. There is no evidence that
the Jesuits helped with finance though there must have been many other ways in
which they assisted the community as it expanded - providing books for their
library, helping out in the matter of used clothing etc. It has been suggested that
many of the guests calling to the Jesuit college and leaving their coaches in the area
around the students' hostel may have been led in time to contribute to their upkeep.
This seems to fit in with Rule 1 9 where we read: No woman is allowed to set foot in
the house on any pretext whatsoever except benefactresses who want to come for
reasons of charity and edification. Even such casual callers coming to help were
rare in the beginning because as Fr. Thomas remarked: "Since the community
was only beginning it was not well known, and those who did know it saw little in
it beyond plans and promises. That it why it still had few benefactors".
Rumour had it that Claude had a vast fortune at his disposal and that he was
being used by the Jesuits for their own purposes. The facts as we know them are
that at no time did Claude appeal to his family for funds. He longed to be rid
of all he possessed in order to depend on providence. Their association with the
Jesuits did not help them in some people's opinion, especially those of Jansenist
sympathies. That applied even to their local pastor in the parish of Saint-Benoit
where Claude had begun his work among the poor Savoyards. The current pastor,
Fr. Delamarre, who had the disposal of substantial funds in charity, would not have
been sympathetic to Claude's community because of his undisguised sympathies
with Jansenism. He would be more inclined to help those other seminaries run for
the poor known as the Gillotins. They were being supervised by a Fr. Durrieux a
close friend of Cardinal des Noailles and of known Jansenist persuasion. One of
the Vicars General of the diocese, L'abbe Dorsanne, made no secret of his dislike
of the students of the community and later he tried to influence the Cardinal to
withdraw his recognition for the seminary. 19
There were those of course who would be in favour of assisting Claude's
community once they were known to be solidly on the side of orthodoxy as
his

Then the Jesuit bursar helped

understood by those who were anti-Gallican and anti-Jansenist. Such would
have been the clientele of Fr. Simon Gourdan, as we have already seen, and help
may have come from that source. The greatest source of help would have been
those in favour of the Jesuits. We are fortunate that once again legal documents
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of the period conserved in public archives reveal the names of two such generous
benefactors who were known to have been in close contact with the Jesuits. One
Pierre Gorge, Seigneur of Antraisgues, is on record as having handed over to
Claude the right to reclaim a debt to the value of 2,462 livres, namely the sum

owed to Gorge by his nephew and due for repayment at a specified time. On the
same day Gorge's eldest son also made over to Claude in his capacity as superior

of the poor scholars the entitlement to the interest (1,250 livres) on a capital valued
22,400 livres. That both these gifts in favour of the seminary were made on the
same day, 27 May 1707, may not have been entirely fortuitous as this was the
fourth anniversary of the foundation. These sums were not immediately available
to Claude, however, as the dates specified for the transfer of the cash were July
1708 and May 1709. In the meantime he found himself without the money to pay
his landlord the rent for the year 1707, so he had to borrow 1,000 livres from a
parishioner of their new parish of Saint Etienne-du-Mont. 20
As to how Claude made the acquaintance of these wealthy benefactors is not
known. Pierre Gorge was originally from Nantes where he had large business
commitments which may or may not have been linked with the commerce carried
on by Claude's father. He was living at this time in Paris close to the Abbey of Saint
Genevieve where he was in a position to observe the students each day as they went

and from lectures. That Claude was intimately known to the family is proved by
another legal document where we find that he acted as a ghost buyer of a sizeable
property in the suburbs of Paris only to sign over his interest in it immediately to
Peter d'Antraisgues his friend and benefactor.
Benefactors of this level of affluence and generosity would have been few and
far between, however, and the pickings from charity in the declining years of the
Sun King were sparse on account of the crises caused by his wars and extravagant
exploits of grandeur. Institutions which depended on public charity were going
through very hard times already before the great famine of 1709 struck. The
superior of Saint Sulpice, Fr. Lechassier, gave expression to his worries in a
letter, 8 February 1708, as follows: "The times we live in are difficult in material
matters, especially for communities who have to try to support poor students".
There would be times ahead when only Divine Providence stood between the
students and starvation when the bread-baskets and the coffers were empty. 21
Yet in spite of the fact that there was no regular dependable income and that
they literally depended on providence for survival, Claude wrote into his rule the
following unequivocal statements of policy:
to

In this house we shall admit only those students whose poverty, conduct
5
and aptitude for study are known to us.

We

can never under any circumstance admit a student who could pay for
board in another establishment. However we may admit some students
who, although they are not desperately poor, are not able to pay for themselves
elsewhere. It would be good to ask these for a contribution towards ordinary
expenses of the house so as to make sure that the number of poor students,
who should always be given first preference, is not reduced.
6

his

Here, as elsewhere throughout his rule, we see Claude stating clearly the ideals
while tempering the implementing of them to the human situations. And though
Claude was totally committed to a life of poverty and had set out to inculcate a
spirit of evangelical poverty among the members of his community, both staff and
students alike, at no time did he confound poverty with enforced mortification
or countenance a regime of semi-starvation or undue austerity as had obtained
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in other seminaries for disadvantaged students of that period about which much
has been written.
That the fare could not have been sumptuous in such unsubsidised institutions
is understandable, especially at certain times of the year and in times of near famine
caused by crop failure or by the recurring wars. But matters were not helped by
directors who held too rigidly to such opinions as that the menu should be kept
to a minimum in quantity and quality on principle lest the students be spoilt if
provided with fare superior to what they had been accustomed to among the poor
from whom they came, or lest they should later on opt for a standard of living
higher than that enjoyed by the people they were to minister to. Whatever may have
been the good intentions behind such motives, in practice the result was too often
a regime which inflicted much hardship and undermined strong constitutions.
Claude would have heard reports from students of such seminaries. His former
schoolmates at Rennes, Grignion de Montfort and John B. Blain, suffered from
such a regime in the community for poor students conducted by Fr. Boucher at
Paris. Blain has left us with this description of conditions in that community in his
memoir on Grignion de Montfort:

In his

new community M. Grignion found ample scope for indulging his great
and mortification. The food, like everything else in the

inclination for poverty

community, was very poor and quite disgusting and on the way to the refectory
it was very easy to imitate the great saint who said that he went to his meals as
though he were going to a kind of torment: Ad mensam tanqnam ad patibulum.
The offal and the kind of butcher's meat which only the poorest could afford
was served in tiny portions and even if these had been much bigger no one
would have been tempted to eat too much because the mere sight of the
meat was enough to satisfy the most hungry students and one had to do
great violence to oneself and overcome one's repugnance to eat that kind
of sickening food which caused constant nausea and which could hardly be
kept down. I am talking from personal experience because I stayed with that
community at the time. It is now near the Junior seminary and everything has
changed a good deal since then.
Each student had to provide himself with bread, so he could choose it and
eat it at his own discretion: as for water, there was no shortage of it and the
community used it generously as wine was not yet known there. Abstinence
days brought little to make up for the lack of appetizing food on ordinary days:
the students were served with rice cooked in water and laced with very little
milk, or they had swedes and broad beans seasoned in the same way. The
students themselves were well able to do this kind of cooking, and they took
it

in turns. 22

Various expedients had been resorted to in order to alleviate the hardship of
students depending on such unsubsidised communities. In a history of the Irish
College in Paris we find this interesting paragraph on how the problem was faced

up

to at

one period:

From time immemorial, say the provisors, the priests, who are students in
philosophy, attend lectures at the College des Grassins. The clerics for the
past sixty years, they say, have attended the lectures at the College of Plessis.
The provisors add that there was a debt of gratitude due by the clerics to the
Plessis college. In former times the principal of that college entertained every
day twelve Irish clerics at dinner. In more recent years the usage had been
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and each day a certain quantity of bread was sent to the community
of clerics by the principal of Plessis... 23

changed

Napoleon

,

knew that an army marches on its stomach. Claude
room was as vital to life in the seminary as was the

as a wise general

realised that the dining

chapel or study hall. In the section in his rule dealing with meals and attitudes
food we can see him try to combine several approaches to this mundane but
fundamentally human matter. While endeavouring to inculcate norms of etiquette
for young men not particularly tutored in such matters, as well as forming attitudes
of necessary mortification and stressing religious principles, he does not adopt a
too moralising tone, and above all we see his humanity and caring approach to the
young men committed to his care. We quote a number of the more relevant articles
of his rule:
to

All shall eat in common but in profound silence, paying less attention to
58.
feeding the body than to nourishing the soul by the reading that is done during
the meal.

No

59.

one

shall

equally distributed

special. The portions shall always be
Sickness alone shall justify making an exception

be served anything

among all.

to this rule.

On walk

60.

days and feast days the Superior shall provide something extra

meals.

at the

has cause to believe that he needs something extra either
him tell the Superior who shall provide
him with every possible means to make things easier for him.
65.

If an individual

to look after or regain his health, let

66.
Since the individuals are in no way to be concerned about their food and
should gratefully eat what is put before them, the Superior shall keep a close
watch on the meals and make full use of his powers to remedy any possible
deficiencies.

To ensure greater uniformity nothing more shall be served to the
Superior than to all the others in the house. All should be pleased to consider
themselves like poor people to whom providence provides what food is put
before them in the refectory.
67.

Apart from the days designated by the Church, there shall be no
fast. The only exception to this rule is the eve of the
Immaculate Conception, which has been chosen as the principal Marian
feast of the house.
68.

other days of

69.
is

No

one

shall eat too quickly for that

is

gluttony, nor too slowly for that

sensuality.

what is served up without looking for something
gave us the sense of taste to help us eat and not to flatter our
sensuality. Anyone who has a taste for the things of the spirit is not so
demanding nor so hard to please in the things of the body.
Consequently, no one shall ask the waiters for anything special but everyone
shall eat his portion as it is served to him.
70.

All shall be satisfied with

better.

72.
73.
It is
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God

No

one

shall talk

about his

likes or dislikes (in the

matter of food).

Neither praise nor blame shall be bestowed on what has been served.
unworthy of a true Christian to think too much about these things, to

go on about or complain about them. For
mortification for a Religious or a cleric to
76.

all

fall

the

more reason

it is

a lack of

into this fault.

Everyone shall cut his bread and meat as good manners and mortification
and not as pleasure would have one do.

dictate

No

one shall ever complain that the food is badly prepared or that it
one seasoning or another. Feelings of this kind should never be made
known by gestures.... A slightly mortified person, which we all should be, eats
indiscriminately whatever he is given. He finds everything good if he considers
that his God quenched his thirst with gall and vinegar. 24
77.

lacks

78.
It would be one of the most serious faults to speak at length about such
matters with one's friends. However, it is permissible to mention it briefly to
the Superior if one thinks one's health may be affected.

These

directives

exciting reading.

on

attitudes

Taken out

and behaviour

make less than
may even provoke mere humorous

in the matter of eating

or context they

comments; but given the context of this young founder - himself but a student
among students, trying to put on paper the ideals and the norms of behaviour
that could be understood by these young men whose limitations in these matters
he knew so well, and whom he wanted to help and form - these directives then
reveal Claude to us much better than could a collection of detached reflections on
more spiritual topics. They show him at once idealistic and practical. He knew from
experience exactly at what stages these young men were at, having mixed with them
day in day out in their normal activities. He was not legislating from any eminence
of position or age but as one of themselves, leading them along with plain common
sense and a spirituality they could understand rather than laying it on the line for
them as one superior to them. As such this often underrated document affords us
the opportunity of coming into the closest contact possible with Claude's special
charism as the formator of future pastors who could be relied on to bring Christian
values into the lives of ordinary people and do so with a human approach.
Elsewhere when Claude ventured to give precise directives in the area of
polite behaviour and etiquette he left himself open to the ridicule of succeeding
generations secure in the conviction that their own standards were the norm.
Claude being a man of his own time was trying to prepare his young men for
life in the age of Louis XIV. In striking contrast to many others of the time he
concentrates on those aspects of civilised behaviour and consideration for others
which are perennial. He is far removed from the artificial etiquette satirised by
Moliere in Le Bourgeois Gentilhomme. We shall have occasion to observe more
of such directives when he deals with other areas of the students' activities but
before quitting the domain of food we take note of what directives he gives in the
particular rules for those serving at table as all the students had to do in turn. For
the attention of the Steward and assistant Steward he wrote:

The Steward is responsible for the wine, the beer, and all other things
concern the table.
Before the meal he puts the wine in flasks. Each one is to have no more than
one gill, (roquille, i.e. ca lA litre) and only at lunch and dinner. He may give a
second helping but never more to those who ask and have the means to pay.
He also fills flasks for the Superiors and Repetitors so as to give them each
two gills at every meal.
169.

that

In this context
a

vow while

it is

worth recalling that according

Claude had made
from the use of wine, and

to Cloriviere,

yet a student at Rennes, to abstain forever
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records mention that he drank only water. 25 But it speaks much for his
humanity that he made clear provision for wine on the daily menu for his students
the

Aa

and staff.
Looking very

moment to a time when, because of various
community were less than content with the
changes being introduced by a new management, the director, Fr. Lannurien,
when applying for improvements in the catering department wrote: "They (the
26 Claude, for his part, had
students) will judge us on the quality of our cooking".
devoted much attention to conditions in the kitchen and dining room in his efforts
to create a caring community for his students from the start.
far

forward for a

upheavals, the students of the
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