CHAPTER TWO

Secondary Education
1688-1695
College Saint-Thomas
College Saint-Thomas was one of the leading schools conducted by the Jesuits
France. It had a roll in excess of 3,000 and some sixty members of the Society
were involved in the conducting of the school which catered for students starting
at infima classis grammaticae through to philosophy and theology. It had a retreat
house also attached and conducted an active sodality which involved past as well
as present students.
The St. Thomas to whom the school was dedicated was the Thomas a-Beckett,
the martyr of Henry II fame, reminding us that the Norman Kingdom spanned
the English channel in those days. Saint-Thomas had been a priory, then a
hospital, and around the middle of the 16th century it was handed over to the
town authorities to open a school there. 1 With the spread of the Jesuit order and
the success of their system of education, moves were soon made to enlist their
services but due to a witch-hunt conducted on a national scale against the Jesuits
in connection with an attempt on the life of Henry IV by one of their past students,
negotiations were broken off. When, however, the King, who saw no reason to see
in the Jesuits other than deeply committed religious men, opened the college at La
Fleche which he handed over to their care, the tide turned in their favour. The
Rennes authorities once more besought the Jesuit Fathers to take charge of their
school, now greatly extended to prepare for the new regime. The Jesuits eventually
took charge in 1607, the year remembered in Ireland for the Flight of the Earls.
One of the early Jesuit rectors of the College at Rennes, Fr. Guy Le Meneust is said
by Pere Le Floch to be an uncle of Claude's mother, but he gives no proof for this. 2
Fr. Le Meneust had died away back in 1646 at La Fleche where as a young man
he had as pupil the famous philosopher Descartes but, because of his reputation
for intellectual brilliance and for the religious formation he had given many of the
leading Jesuits connected with the remarkable renaissance of Christian piety and
worship in Brittany in the 17th century, his memory was still fresh in the Society
when Claude entered Saint Thomas.
The paucity of details with regard to Claude's dates and doings is due in great
measure to three historic events, the destruction of the family papers in the fire
of 1720, the suppression of the Jesuits in 1762, and the confiscation in 1792 and
again in 1830 of the Holy Spirit Seminary in Paris. As there are no carefully
preserved school records or registers to guide us with regard to Claude's years at
St. Thomas, one need not wonder that his biographers differ even with regard to
his date of entry. Pere Le Floch puts that date as 18 October, the feast of St. Luke,
1686, 'in Lucalibus* being the official opening day. That would mean that Claude
began at the lowest rung of the Jesuit educational system as outlined in the Ratio
Studiorum and would leave him seven and a half at starting school. 3 Pere Michel,
who has meticulously covered all the ground first charted by Le Floch, at first put
the date of Claude's entry as late as 1690 but more recently has opted for 1688,
having him begin in 6th class, from the top, that is. 4 Claude would then be nine
in
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a bit late to start school, when they had
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the words of Fr. Thomas who had known Claude from 1704-1709, namely: "The
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was Claude's regent? Le Floch gives as rector, quoting from a Jesuit directory, Fr.
Julien Baudran, who is described in contemporary records as a 'polished orator, a
skilled administrator, deeply religious and of a gentle disposition'. As providence
would have it he was to be rector of the great Jesuit college in Paris, Louis Le
Grand, when Claude went there to study theology, and was later attached to the
house for professed members of the Jesuits in Paris when Claude was struggling
6
to cope with his foundation for the poor scholars.
It was a pretty daunting challenge for a boy of Claude's tender years, reared till
then in a sheltered home where he was the only son and whose every occupation
was controlled and planned with loving parental care, to be launched into an
establishment which could boast of at least 3,000 students. But the experience
in practice may not have been so overpowering: the Jesuit system catered for
the needs of the newcomers in that it did not expose them to a multiplicity of
teachers or functionaries at that age group. There was a regent for each class
who was their teacher and guide. Not merely that but he took this class from
year to year right up to seconde. Claude's regent was a Fr. Gilbert Petit. Rennes
was his first appointment. Later he was to be sent to the missions in the Far East
and after some years he was to return again to France to be rector of colleges
in Moulins and Nevers. 7 This, incidentally, highlights a distinctive aspect of the
Jesuit system. The students could sense that they belonged to a great world-wide
organisation and in the days before radio and TV, and even before newspapers,
this was an educational factor in itself. The staff were moved periodically from
one college to another for reasons best known to the various provincial superiors.
One consequence of this for the individual schools was that it prevented stagnation
and allowed for an enrichment from the experience of other regions, while the
keeping to the fixed ratio studiorum or plan of studies precluded variations due to
incompetence. The uniformity of the system of studies would enable us to monitor
in general outline the academic course followed by Claude and even the methods
of teaching, but we do not think it would be expedient to go into such detail here.
We are assured that Claude was at the top of his class and took to the academic
discipline with obvious ease right up to the end of his school career.
Aspects of the Jesuit system of education had, of course, their critics even in
those days: for example, its over-emphasis on Latinity at a time when modern
languages were coming into their own and when this was catered for in other
types of schools, and the excessive use of 'emulation' as a means of stimulating
effort, that is the setting of one group of students in battle type competition with
another group. There were those who revolted against the system and became
severe critics of the Jesuits - past students like Descartes, and Voltaire, etc.,
but these very names and their brilliance, not to mention those like Bossuet and
Bourdaloue who did not bite the hand that fed them, do but serve to underline the
greatness of the Jesuit system at its best, a system that evoked the envy and praise
of such outsiders as Bacon and Carlyle. But of the defects of the Jesuit system
of education or of any other recriminations there is not the slightest murmur in
the story of Claude Poullart des Places. In fact his whole attitude to life and his
achievement was openly based on what he had inherited from the Jesuit Fathers
with whom he had spent his entire academic career.
16

Religious Influences
Claude came under the direct influence of Fr. Descartes, nephew of the
philosopher and a noted spiritual director, especially as a member of the very
influential sodality of Our Lady conducted by the Jesuits for the students and
adults. It may well be that it was Fr. Descartes who is referred to in the most
quoted incident in the early religious development of Claude, related with a slight
variation by both Fr. Thomas and Fr. Besnard. First the account given by Thomas
as it was the first in the order of time; it concentrates exclusively on the role played
by Claude:
First Fr.

Thomas:

in age he progressed likewise in piety. When he began to
go to high school, instead of amusing himself like his companions with the
customary games and horse play of young boys, he gathered together some
friends and, without saying anything about it to either his parents or his
teacher, formed a pious association. These boys assembled on certain days
in a room put at their disposal by a devout lady who shared their secrets.
There they had fixed up a well-furnished oratory and on all solemn feasts
they lighted a great number of candles which had been bought by the members
of the group. They had their rules for prayer, silence and mortification. The
latter sometimes included taking the discipline. In other words, they practised
virtues of which they could hardly have had very clear ideas.
These dispositions of young des Places were so much more admirable
because he had a lively and restless temperament that inclined him in a
quite different direction. These dispositions were no doubt the effect of the
profound impression made by the good instruction of his father and mother
and his masters, aided by grace.
These devotional practices could not remain hidden for long. A Jesuit
Father who directed our young scholar found out about them. He ordered
the group to disband, for he told Claude that self-love might have a greater
share in this than the love of God, or at least might eventually get mixed up in
it. Moreover, it was to be feared that their fervour, which was perhaps already
going too far, might lead them into indiscretions. The boy obeyed his director,
but this act of obedience was a more trying mortification for our young penitent
than all the others. 8

As he advanced

Besnard writes about des Places only in the context of his associations with
Grignion de Montfort, the main subject of his biography. While obviously
making use of Thomas' account, he adds the significant detail about Grignion's
involvement in this secret Marian society. Besnard was himself a native of Rennes,
being born in the parish of St. Germain in 1717, and he did all his studies for
the priesthood at Rennes. After his ordination in 1741 he was transferred to the
Seminary of the Holy Spirit in Paris for two years extra study after which he
decided to join Grignion de Montfort's society of which he was later to be the
Superior General. 9 Besnard then would have had access to other sources from
which he could have learned about the role played by Grignion in this little society
which may in fact have been an extension of the special section of the Sodality of
Our Lady being then attened by Grignion in Fr. Bellier's presbytery nearby. We
give Besnard's account in full even though for the most part it is a repetition of
what he found in Thomas' manuscript:
It was there he entered into close friendship with Louis de Montfort. They
joined together to establish, along with some of their fellow students, a little
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association for the purpose of honouring the Blessed Virgin in a special way.

The group gathered on
disposal. They erected

certain days in a

room which

a saintly lady put at their

perform their exercises and they
all shared the cost of decorating it. They had their rules for prayer, silence
and mortification. The latter sometimes went so far as to include taking the
discipline. These pious meetings continued for some time after Louis left for
Paris thanks to the zeal of Claude to whom he had recommended them and
who alone remained their animating spirit and support. 10
a kind of oratory to

Apart altogether from what these lines tell about his devotion to Our Lady, they
give us some indication already of the charism Claude had for leading others on to
do willingly what they might not have chosen of their own accord and his generosity
in spending himself and all he had for a cause which he thought worthwhile.
One would wish to know something about these companions of Claude. There
is no record of their names, but a number of his contemporaries at Rennes did,
however, follow him later to Paris to join him in his work. Notable among these
were his two closest helpers, Fr. Michael Vincent Le Barbier and Fr. Peter Caris of
saintly memory. It may be of some sentimental interest to mention that among the
many dusty documents uncovered by Pere Michel is one routine legal statement
dated 1686 bearing by some providential coincidence the signatures of the parents
of Claude, Vincent and Peter! 11
Another contemporary who is better known was John-Baptist Blain. A close
friend and classmate of Grignion de Montfort, he followed him to Paris to study
for the priesthood. Awarded a doctorate by the Sorbonne he was to take an active
part in church life and was made a canon of the cathedral of Rouen. He is best
remembered today for his biography of John Baptist De La Salle and his personal
memoir on Grignion de Montfort as he had known him at Rennes and afterwards.
It will be of interest to quote from what Blain has to say about Grignion at the time
when he and Claude and others were involved in that "secret" society devoted
to honouring Our Lady; here we recognise clearly already the unmistakable
lineaments of the future author of the Marian classic 'A Treatise on the True
Devotion to the Blessed Virgin'.

This is what M. Grignion was like when he studied philosophy under the
guidance of a Jesuit Father, Father Prevost, who was very pious and also very
zealous for the sanctification of his pupils. He was in charge of the Sodality for
the senior boys and had a special devotion to Mary, which he tried to impart
with ever greater zeal. I would be tempted to say that M. Grignion owed to him
his own devotion to Mary if he had not already revealed it from the cradle, as
it

were.

as if innate in M. Grignion; it can be said that
one of her greatest favourites and had implanted
in his young heart the special tenderness which he always showed towards
her and which caused him to be regarded as one of the greatest devotees of
the Mother of God the Church has ever known. In his early years, he was,
on a small scale, so to speak, what he was to be on a large scale later on: the

Love

she had

for

Mary was almost

first

chosen him

as

zealous panegyrist of the Blessed Virgin, constantly speaking of her privileges
and of her great virtues, tirelessly preaching devotion to her. As a boy, what
he enjoyed most was to speak of her or listen to other people speak of her,
and later on his greatest joy was to propagate her cult and increase the number
of those dedicated to her sendee
When he was kneeling in front of an image of Mary, young Grignion
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appeared to be completely unaware of everyone

else, being, as

it

were, in a

trance with his senses in some way suspended: he would kneel for an hour
at the foot of her altars, looking devout and carried away, motionless as if
spellbound. He would thus pray to her, honour her, paying her his homage,
begging her to protect him, consecrating his innocence to her, imploring her
to keep it safe, dedicating himself to her service. This heartfelt devotion was
not a fleeting emotion, as is the case with so many children; it was part of
his daily life. Every day on his way to and from school he would go to St.
Saviour's, his parish church, and pay a visit to an old miraculous image of
Our Lady which was kept there; and his uncle testified that he sometimes

spent an hour there. 12
actual identity of the other young students who secretly banded themselves
together to honour Our Lady is not what matters. The very existence of such a
group among students of that age group is foreign to our twentieth century outlook.
It may well seem strange to us, even unnatural, but it fits in perfectly with what is

The

known of the spiritual 'secret' societies or bandes as they were later called, which
were quite common among the students of senior seminaries in France then and
later, and which may have percolated into junior levels through the influence of
'prefects' or junior clerical teachers. It is not at all improbable that there was such
of Our Lady at Rennes also. 13
jumping very far ahead when our subject may just have but
received his first Holy Communion! There is no extant reference, in fact, to
Claude's receiving his first Communion. That may well have taken place before
entering Saint-Thomas. But there are descriptions of the pomp and ceremonial
which normally attended such occasions in Jesuit schools at the time and as one
reads these accounts one gets some idea of the richness of imagination that went
into the planning of these ceremonies in France at that period. Perhaps they sound
a bit over-flamboyant for our more self-conscious attitudes but they were apiece
with the style of life, liturgy and architecture of the day. 14
The college of St. Thomas was blessed in having a splendid and spacious chapel,
which is still standing and acting now as a parish church. This church, dedicated to
All Saints, was built between the year 1624 and 1651. The imposing wrought-iron
portals still display the monograms SJ and OS recalling the Jesuit connection
and the dedication to Omnium Sanctorum (All Saints). The interior decoration,
notably the magnificent retable, was the work of a skilled member of the Society,
Brother Turmel. Large as the church was, there had to be three successive masses
to cater for the whole school on occasions when they met for mass. There were as
well two other smaller chapels included in the extensive complex, presumably for
the community and theological students and for the retreat house. 15
a 'secret' core in the senior sodality

But then that

One

is

of the principal occasions

when

the college students foregathered in the

meeting of the Sodality of Our Lady. This sodality
was a feature of the religious training in all Jesuit schools by then, and in Rennes
in particular it was a formative factor not merely within the whole school itself but
was a noted feature of the life of the town as well. They had printed in 1676 a
special booklet on the rules and observances of the sodality. Another very special
manual followed to act as guide for the members in their visitation of the sick and
the poor in the town. Each class in the school had its own sodality with the prayers
and practices suited to its age group. The senior students and the adult members
had their own separate meetings and were, as we shall see later, a forerunner of
societies like the St. Vincent de Paul and the Legion of Mary in their involvement
in social work as an extension of their prayer activity. But as this involvement came
college chapel
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was

at the regular

later in

Claude's school career
along the way.

let

us take a look at his participation in other school

activities

Extra- Curricular Activities

The Jesuit system

of education provided a balanced programme of development.

While providing mainly for the academic studies and the strictly religious training,
there was also scope for extra-curricular activities to help the student appreciate
the beautiful in sound and in movement, and to cultivate the airs and graces of
cultured living which counted for much in the social life of France in the days of
Louis XIV.
When Fr. Thomas related the incident of Claude's involvement in forming the
religious 'secret' society in honour of Our Lady he commented:

were so much more admirable because
temperament that inclined him in a quite different
direction. These dispositions were no doubt the effect of the profound
impression made by the good instruction of his father and mother and his
dispositions of young des Places

These

he had

a lively

and

restless

masters, aided by grace. 16

and restless temperament' would today be catered for by
team games, scout activities, etc. In 17th century France such
outlets did not exist. There were the "customary games and horse play of young
boys", but, as Fr. Thomas remarks, Claude did not take too easily to that type
of working off of high spirits. The school has its cour de recreation as we see
from extant sketches but there is no trace in it of the gymnastics paraphernalia
so typical of later French lycees. The discipline militaire of a later era owed its
universal popularity to Napoleon and to his concept of lycees as being mainly a
training ground for future officers. That was far removed from the Jesuit system as
expressed in one of the extant inscriptions in stone from one of the classrooms: Ex
Claude's

'lively

participation in

litteris

virtutem percipias.

The Jesuit schools

specialised in extra-curricular activities

which involved plays, music, dancing and ballet. Each school had its big days when
it went on show to the parents and public figures in the town. From contemporary
records, as from the brief snippets given by his biographer, it is clear that Claude
was not merely involved in this aspect of school life but took leading roles in it. 17
His parents saw to it, as part of his education as a gentleman, that he received
private tuition in music and singing. The tutor's identity in this case is known. He
was none other than the organist at the cathedral, Joseph Manet. The des Places
family lived near the cathedral in rue Saint-Sauveur. In fact their house may well
have been previously cathedral property. Claude's father on occasion conducted
the legal side of property transactions for the diocesan authorities. Their relations
with Claude's music teacher at the cathedral must also have been very cordial as
Joseph Manet did him the honour of asking him to act as sponsor at the baptism
of his first child. The baptism was performed in Saint-Sauveur which may well
have been the church used by the des Places family rather than the cathedral. 18
This would have forged a close link with Grignion de Montfort's uncle, Fr. Alain
Robert.

The

school theatricals took place each year in February and at the end of the
A booklet was produced for these occasions to be distributed
to the audience, giving not merely the cast but descriptive introductions to the
theme of the play and the accompanying ballet, as they dealt with allegorical or
classical topics. A number of these booklets have fortunately been traced. Two of
these record Claude's roles. In that for 27 August 1692, when he was in Troisieme

year, for prize day.
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(3rd class), he is mentioned among those who danced the ballet, La Fortune, in the
tragedy of Josophat, King of Juda. Again a booklet for 17 February 1694, when
Claude was in Rhetoric, informs us that he acted the role of La Gloire in the ballet
which accompanied the tragedy of the martyrs Prime and Felicien, a production
19
staged- by the students of Rhetoric, i.e., the final year of humanities.
Claude took his preparation for these roles very seriously, so much so that on
one occasion it almost brought a real tragedy within their happy household. The

incident

is

best told in Fr.

One day

Thomas' own words:

he was studying a role for a tragedy in which he was to act, his
young at the time, kept distracting him with her frolicking. To get
rid of her and to frighten her as people are wont to do with children, he took
up a rifle which was not normally loaded, and thinking it was in its customary
condition, he cocked it and pulled the trigger. It actually fired! The shot passed
between his mother, his sister and his cousin about two inches from their
heads. Everyone was thunderstruck with fear, his father more than anyone
else, for he knew that the gun had been loaded because some noise had been
heard around the house the night before. However, fright was followed by joy
and thanks-giving to the Divine Providence that watched so carefully over the
as

sister, still

preservation of the family. 20

Thomas' comment on

and another where Claude was this time
God wanted to condition his parents, as
it were, by these extraordinary events into realising that this boy was very dear to
him in view of a work that he had chosen him to do.
The other incident in question took place presumably some years later when
Claude himself was allowed to hunt with his companions, using firearms. There
is no indication given as to where or when it happened. Training in the use of
firearms and in the etiquette governing hunting in groups must have been part of
the education of a gentleman, but accidents were bound to happen with the type
of guns then available, especially in the hands of young bloods. Fr. Thomas tells
the incident in just a few lines as an illustration of the special providence at work
Fr.

at the

this incident,

receiving end of gunshot, was that

in the life

of his hero:

On another occasion when he was out hunting with some friends, someone
mistakenly shot him in the abdomen from a distance of four or five paces. He
fell down unconscious and everyone thought he was dead. But God permitted
him to be only slightly wounded, just enough to remember it. Consequently he
did not fail to show his gratitude to God and the Blessed Virgin to whom he
had been consecrated. 21
Fr. Thomas had learned as a result of a confidence give by
Claude himself to one of the students in his seminary in later years, the incident
being related no doubt to underline for the young man the reality of God's special

These two incidents

providence in the daily lives of us all.
The final year of secondary education, or the study of the humanities as it
consisted chiefly of in those days, was called "rhetoric", a word which has since
become debased, as it now connotes an over-emphasis on the form at the expense
of the matter or the content of one's speech. Perhaps the word 'eloquence' may
be a more suitable translation, connoting the facility for expressing what is of
human interest with a sense of style. The ancient classics, Latin and Greek, had
been studied in the previous year with the stress on comprehension of the matter
and the language. In the latter half of the 17th century the French language was
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creating its own classics and gradually, but not without controversy, these classics
were being afforded their due place in the schools and the French language itself
was at last being accepted as a fit medium of education. This happened more
slowly in schools being conducted by the Jesuits than in some other circles. We
don't know how much French was in use in 'rhetoric' when Claude entered that
class in October 1694 under the able guidance of Fr. John P. de Longuemare,
his regent. The main object of rhetoric, as one might expect, was the study of
the classical authors as models of clear and eloquent expression and to use the
spoken and written word to emulate the style of these models. Skill in public
speaking was an accomplishment much sought after in the days of Louis XIV by

men

in all walks of public

life,

especially the legal profession.

sight of the etymological origins of the

word

Today we have lost
we are not helped

'parliament' and

by the standard of eloquence emanating from such precincts to realise that these
institutions were so called because in French parler and parole emphasise that in
parlementy whether it be of the legislative type of our day or the judicial sort of 17th
century France, the stress was on the spoken word - the eloquent, well-reasoned,
even if at times flamboyant speech. Many barristers of those days prostituted the art
of eloquence and indulged in tours-de-force of rhetoric that incurred the ridicule
and satire of dramatists like Racine, but these were the defects of what in itself
was admirable, namely the quest for cogent reasoning, imaginative illustrations
and felicity of diction.
This, then, was the task set by Fr. Jean-Pierre de Longuemare for his youthful
rhetoricians in 1694. Though only 27 years he was noted for his eloquence as can
be gathered from a contemporary periodical called the Mercure Galant which took
note of his speeches on prize day, presumably because of the presence of the Due
Le Chaulnes, Governor of Brittany, and the first President of the Parlement de
Bretagne, Le Comte Claude de Marbeuf. The speech combined some judicious
comments on topical affairs with laudatory references to His Majesty, Louis XIV. It
was his swan song, however, at Rennes, as he was seconded the following academic
year to the big boarding school conducted by the Jesuits in Caen, in neighbouring
Normandy. 22 This minor change in the Jesuit staff shuffle at the end of the year
need not have interested us here were it not that it impinged on the career of one
of his students, namely Claude.

Caen: Boarding School
Longuemare took a

Fr. de

special interest in Claude.

He had

observed

at close

quarters his ability as a student, his talent as an orator and actor, and above all
was impressed by his character and whole manner of behaviour. But in spite of

Claude's remarkable maturity for his years he considered him too young as yet to
advance to the usual next stage, namely, the philosophy course of three years which
crowned the liberal education for those wishing to advance to the professions or go
on for the church. Claude was as yet only fifteen and a half, and though there were
those who finished rhetoric at the age of eleven, included among them Fr. Guy Le
Meneust, who is given by Pere Le Floch as his grand-uncle, it was decided that
Claude should repeat rhetoric; but with a difference. Repeating the same course
in the same surroundings is not always conducive to the hoped-for progress. As
it happened that Fr. de Longuemare was being transferred to the Caen college,
which was a boarding school, he persuaded Claude's parents that it would be in
the boy's best interest to send him to Caen for a year. One can well imagine the
soul-searching that went on in the des Places family before they consented, as
one must not imagine that it was then as now when conditions of communication
have made such a change from home to boarding school a much less traumatic
23

experience for the family and for the student himself. What clinched the matter
fact that Fr. de Longuemare was once again to be regent of rhetoric. Then
Claude's position would be enhanced by the fact that he would now be entering
this new world not as a junior but a senior rhetorician and a class leader if he rose
to the- challenge. But perhaps the words which Fr. Thomas used to portray this
stage in Claude's career may help to give a more contemporary reaction to the

was the

situation so far:
It would be impossible for me to explain in detail the wonderful education
which Claude's parents imparted to him and the progress he made in his
studies. I know only that he fulfilled their expectations on both scores. He
always had a good deal of piety. Because of his polished manners he earned
the respect and friendship of grown-ups and youngsters alike. After he had
finished the lower grades and rhetorical studies at the Academy of Rennes,
his father, on the advice of his director, decided to have him spend another
year studying eloquence at the Jesuit College of Caen. This same director had
shown special interest in our young student and he was going to be teaching
there. Mr. des Places entrusted his son to him. 23

The

which had 2000 students attending in 1694, was
suggestion of Henry IV, though not without strong opposition
local nobles. One of its first students was St. John de Brebeuf. Unlike
the college at Rennes it catered for boarders and as such had students from the
different provinces of France and from overseas. It is likely that Irish students
would have been there in the wake of the flight of the Wild Geese some years
previous. Of the special cachet of the education to be had at Caen there could
be repeated what Descartes wrote about another famous Jesuit College founded
at the request of Henry IV, namely La Fleche:
Jesuit college in Caen,

founded
from the

As

at the

quite a

number of young men go

there from

all

quarters of France they

create a certain mixture of atmosphere in their exchanges with one another

which teaches them almost the same things as if they had travelled for
themselves. Finally, because of the equality with which the Jesuits treat
them all, there is no fuss made about the greatest any more than about the
least noble. And this is a wonderful invention in order to help them get rid
of the softness and other faults which they could have acquired through the
habit of being pampered at home or treated affectionately in the house of their
parents. 24

So much for Claude's having to rough it, or rub shoulders with the sons of
barons, counts, even dukes! Because he was repeating Rhetoric he was on a
certain eminence already, one of the 'veterans' as they were called.

Caen was a university town with all that meant in the matter of a more colourful
among the student population. The boarders at the Jesuit college lived in
a hostel separate from the school but one can be certain that their movements
were under very strict control. Father Thomas, our biographer, who seems to
have some personal memories of Caen himself, goes out of his way to emphasise,
over-emphasise in fact, the challenge life in Caen presented to Claude. We must
remember he was only going on sixteen and under strict supervision.
life

Although there were many opportunities for becoming dissolute in a large
town that is full of young men from different countries who are their own
masters, it does not seem that Claude compromised his morals during the
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year that he spent there. His parents made sure to recommend him strongly
to his director and the man was honour bound to watch his pupil. Moreover
the young man had several safeguards on his side. He did not like wine at all,
and whether by education or by virtue, was quite indifferent towards the fair
sex. His one preoccupation at this time was to distinguish himself and win the
increasing approval of his parents and acquaintances by running away with the

honour awards

that

were accorded by

a university

where

brilliant

minds were

the order of the day. His Director took good care to keep this competitive
spirit alive in the young student. Because his own honour was at stake then

he had to watch over his pupil, urge him to work, and inspire him with dislike
for anything that might distract him from his studies.
The authorities had good reason for being satisfied with him. He won three
prizes in the field of Rhetoric. It is easy to understand that in order to succeed
as well as he did, one could not afford to waste time or spend it on frivolous
amusements. 25

About those three prizes, out of a total of five for all in Rhetoric class, Fr. Thomas
adds that they were still preserved in the community in Paris in his time as they
realised the winning of them was no small achievement in a college that was "one of
the most famous in the Kingdom of France and where gifted students from several
provinces and even from abroad enter into keen competition". Fr. Thomas's final
comment on this year spent at Caen goes beyond these mere external rewards,
which it would appear have not survived the confiscation of the Seminary during
the Revolutions of 1789 and 1830. He says, "It was here he acquired that great
facility of expression and grasp of public speaking which later helped him so

much

in presenting

cogent reasons

Longuemare,

why people should

lead a virtuous

life".

His

of the Mercure Galant again for
his oratory and for a theatrical production with topical undertones. There is no
reason to believe that Claude was left out as a mere spectator after his promising
performances in Rennes, but records of that period have not been located.
Devotion to Mary under the title of 'Mary Immaculately Conceived' was a
distinctive feature of Jesuit spirituality. At Caen one of the sodalities was entitled
The Congregation of Mary Immaculate. This devotion had a long history in
Normandy, some attributing the institution of the special feast on 8 December
to William the Conqueror. This feast is referred to at times as the Feast of the
Normans. Part of the popular celebrations for the 8 December at Caen and
Rouen was the holding in the university of a public competition in composing
poems in honour of Our Lady Immaculate. The Jesuit college was known to have
participated from time to time in this competition known as The Palinods. The
winning entries, which had been conserved in the municipal archives, perished
like so much else in Caen during the blanket bombing of the town in 1944. 26
One can imagine Claude being interested in this competition, 8 December 1694,
when we recall his participation shortly before in the student secret association to
honour Our Lady. Later he was to dedicate his life work to Our Lady under the
special title of Mary's Immaculate Conception.
One notices that a little work published in Caen during Claude's time there
entitled 'How to spend Holy Week in the Spirit of the Church' was considered
worthy of republishing in English in 1914 by Washbourne Ltd. It gives us some
insight into the efforts being made in 1690 to bring the liturgy of the church to
bear on the life and devotion of the laity, possibly during the pastoral missions
conducted by The Society of Priests of the Holy Spirit of whom we shall
hear later.
regent, Fr. de

hit the headlines
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some other points about life in Caen itself that are worth mentioning
of Claude's subsequent career and the history of the work he was
to initiate. The two thorns in the side of the Church in France in the days of
Louis XIV were Gallicanism and Jansenism. Of the two, Jansenism was the more
serious. The Jesuits were to the fore in combating both, and they paid the price.
They were the target of many vicious attacks from the Jansenists who never pulled
punches in any controversy. One such bitter attack was made on a member of the
Caen Jesuit community while Claude was at school there and whereas the public
controversy which ensued may have tickled the ears of many who were eager for
such diversions, it may well have brought home to Claude at this early age the
real viciousness of the Jansenists' mind and the uncompromising attitude taken
by the Jesuits as a society at a time when many in high places in France wavered
in their allegiance. That was one lesson Claude learned well and it determined his
There

are

in the light

preference for the Jesuits in later years. 27
On a more positive note: One of the names on the early rolls of the Caen
college was that of St. John Eudes, the great pioneer of preached missions for
the people and seminaries for the aspirants to the priesthood, a man responsible
for a notable resorgimento of the Christian way of life in north-west France. His two
great weapons, if one may use such a word here, were the preaching of missions to
the faithful and the provision of proper seminaries for the formation of the future
parish clergy.

It

was

in

Caen

that

he founded the

first

such seminary

in

1643

after a

pilgrimage there to the great shrine of Notre Dame de la bonne Deliverance (Our
Lady of Refuge). St. John Eudes' first seminary at Rennes was opened in 1670
and, though he passed to his reward when Claude was but a year old, his work
and his ideas were to have an influence on Claude's own vocation later. Indeed
the spiritual works of the Eudist Fathers at Rennes were to have repercussions on
Claude's society many years after his death, this time through his successor Fr.
Libermann who had spent two years with the Eudists in Rennes before discovering
his real vocation.

When

St.

John Eudes died

chapel there, but

when

at

Caen

that building

1680 his body was buried in the seminary
was pressed into service as the Town Hall

in

the saint's remains were transferred to the Jesuit college chapel. This beautiful

church had but recently been completed by the time Claude arrived

at the college,

the architect being the Jesuit, Pere Andre. Built in the classical Jesuit baroque
it remains exteriorly just as Claude had known it but the splendid
decor dates from the period after the Revolution when it was made over
for use as a parish church known as Notre-Dame de la Gloriette. Having surived
the bombing of the town during World War II it functions today mainly as a concert
hall recalling its original title Sainte-Catherine des Arts.
Claude returned home when the school year ended in Caen. There was no
question of his continuing his studies there at this stage. It is stated in Gallia
Christiana in its entry about Claude that he did part of his law studies at Caen
later. This unsubstantiated statement would seem to get some support from Fr.
Thomas when he wrote in the context of Claude's period at Caen:

Italianate style

interior

His preoccupation at this time was to distinguish himself and win the
increasing approval of his parents and acquaintances by running away with
the honour awards that were accorded by a university where brilliant minds
were the order of the day. 28

For the moment we return
department at St. Thomas.
26

to

Rennes

to follow his progress at the third level

