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Literature, History, and Historiography

“Will they ever stop lying to us about the past, the present, 
and the future?” One might be forgiven for thinking that these 
words were spoken by someone caught up in the contemporary 
mania for conspiracy-theorizing. In fact, the question above is the 
opening volley in Voltaire’s “Remarques sur l’histoire” (c. 1742), 
a text in which he proceeds to trash the sorts of history written 
by his contemporaries in favor of more worldly, evidence-based 
varieties. Voltaire’s text ends with a typically perplexing parting 
shot: “A mature, serious man never repeats his babysitter’s stories” 
(“Un homme mûr, qui a des affaires sérieuses, ne répète point 
les contes de sa nourrice,” 45). History, in other words, is not 
made up of stories; it is the opposite of storytelling and literature. 
History is the domain of men; literature of baby-minding women. 
Literature may be suitable for children, but only history is fitting 
for serious adults. The oppositions set up in the “Remarques” 
would eventually be proved false, sometimes by Voltaire himself, 
who wrote copious histories and works of literature, using both 
forms as instruments for understanding humanity and existence. 

 Alif 41 unfolds at the meeting-place of history, literature, 
and writing. It was produced amidst multiple crises and historical 
firsts, notably the first global shutdown in response to a pandemic 
caused by one of the most successful organisms to evolve on earth 
in some four billion years, demonstrating how the unfinished 
business of history intrudes on our lives in ways that are often 
overwhelming. Like Voltaire, we turn to literature and history to 
help make sense of it all.

A half-century of intense dialogue and mutual interrogation 
between these two rival and complementary discourses has led to 
an arguable reversal of roles. Where once history was seen as the 
academic province of great men and events, it is now marked by a 
permanent concern with representation—or what Paul Ricœur calls 
représentance (319-20)—as the sole route to its promise of self-
understanding. Hayden White’s Metahistory has made tropology 
and rhetoric central aspects of any historical inquiry. Literature and 
philosophy once monopolized talk about the Other, but not since 
Michel de Certeau decisively changed the definition of history 
from the encounter with the past to the encounter with the Other 
(Dosse 264-69). Memory and witnessing are now a standard part 
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of the historian’s toolbox. Literature, on the other hand, has slowly 
rediscovered history after the formal paroxysms of the last century. 
How many contemporary novels aspire to, or even resemble, the 
nouveau roman? Meanwhile, the event now sits squarely at the heart 
of innovative literary theories advanced by Derek Attridge (24-39).

 We make no claim to exhaustive coverage in the following 
pages. We hope, however, to provide a point of departure for the 
ongoing reflection on the powers of literature and history. We bring 
together varied themes and geographies, ranging from Daghestan 
to the USA, from Japan to Egypt, and multiple locations in-
between, dealing with matters as diverse as the Convulsionaries, 
counterfactual Israels, poetry as historiography, the representation 
of history in dreams, the influence of Arab traditions on Coptic 
writing, Orientalist approaches to the documentation of Arab 
music, and much else. All bring something new and thought-
provoking to the table. It will be up to our readers to take that 
novelty in and add to it. 

Ziad Elmarsafy
Works Cited

Attridge, Derek. The Work of Literature. Oxford UP, 2015.
Dosse, François. Michel de Certeau : Le marcheur blessé. La 
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Ricœur, Paul. La mémoire, l’histoire, l’oubli. Seuil, 2000.
Voltaire. “Remarques sur l’histoire.” Œuvres historiques, edited by 

René Pomeau, Gallimard, 1978, pp. 41-45.
White, Hayden. Metahistory: The Historical Imagination in Nineteenth-

Century Europe. The Johns Hopkins UP, 1975. 

Alif is a peer-reviewed, interdisciplinary journal, published annually 
in the spring, which includes critical scholarship in Arabic, English, 
and French. Alif welcomes original submissions from the various 
disciplines of the Humanities, including—though not limited to—
Literature and Cultural Studies. Alif is indexed in Scopus.

The next issues will center on the following themes:
Alif 42: Literature Confronting Mortality
Alif 43: Brotherly/Sisterly Relations in Literature

and the Arts
Alif 44: Food as Culture: Literary and Artistic Approaches



Alif 41 (2021) 9

Shaking Up the Enlightenment: 
Jansenist Convulsionnaires and Their 

Witnesses in Mid-Eighteenth-Century Paris 

Anne C. Vila 

In 1935, Dr. Adrien Borel (psychoanalyst of Georges 
Bataille, among others) published an essay entitled “Les 
convulsionnaires et le diacre Paris [sic].” It dealt with an odd 
outbreak of “epidemic” mysticism that began in 1727 around 
the tomb of the recently deceased Jansenist deacon François de 
Pâris in the Parisian cemetery of Saint-Médard. The outbreak 
(as related by Borel) unfolded in three stages. First, adepts of the 
cult surrounding Pâris started experiencing what they claimed 
were miracle cures accomplished in proximity to his remains. 
Next, believers who came to the cemetery in the hope of a cure 
underwent violent convulsions that spread through crowds of 
“apparently normal people,” filling onlookers with “admiration 
or terror” (Borel 12). Finally, as this religious movement 
escalated in the 1730s and 1740s, adepts inflicted “horrible” 
practices of torture and self-mutilation on apparently willing 
victims, most of them female (15). Borel’s aim in retelling part 
of the story of the Jansenist convulsionnaires was less historical 
than theoretical. He was interested in what this episode showed 
about the workings of social hysteria, a collective neurosis 
whose defining traits were, he maintained, histrionism, sado-
masochism, and the creation of “an ardent crowd” vibrating in 
unison, where each person “loses his individuality to become 
merely the plaything of emotional currents unleashed by the 
multitude” (Borel 23; Dean 218).1 

As Carolyn Dean explains, Borel’s article was “really an 
effort to understand the collective psychology of fascism” at a 
critical moment in twentieth-century European history (217). 
More broadly, it belongs to a long chain of selective forays 
into an episode of eighteenth-century French history that has 
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fascinated and baffled authors and theorists in a wide range of 
fields for almost three centuries. 

Like Borel, many of those commentators have approached the 
convulsionnaires with an attitude of disdain and revulsion. Take, for 
example, this remark attributed to the nineteenth-century historian 
and literary critic Charles Augustin Sainte-Beuve by Augustin 
Gazier: “For all the money in the world, and for all the promises of 
heaven, no one could make me study the history of convulsionary 
Jansenism” (qtd. in Gazier 634). However, convulsionary Jansenism 
was a significant component of the cultural and political landscape 
of eighteenth-century France, and its influence lasted well beyond 
its initial phase, that of the so-called “farces” of Saint-Médard 
(to quote a term common among the movement’s contemporary 
and later critics). In that period, from 1727 to 1732, adepts of the 
dissident strand of Catholicism known as Jansenism did indeed 
gather in droves around the tomb of Deacon de Pâris seeking miracle 
cures, and then convulsing when they believed they were receiving 
them. Born of persecution as well as intense religious conviction, 
convulsionary Jansenism was, in many ways, the Enlightenment 
movement’s fundamental Other. With its emphasis on miracles and 
sacred suffering, it literally defied human reason. It also shaped the 
history and print culture of the eighteenth century in ways that have 
not yet been fully explored. 

Starting with the pioneering work of B. Robert Kreiser 
and Catherine Maire, the details of the origins and evolution 
of this movement during the 1730s and 1740s have been 
thoughtfully treated since the late 1970s (see Kreiser; Maire, Les 
convulsionnaires and De la cause). That research has, among 
other things, uncovered the many and varied literary genres 
that defenders of convulsionary Jansenism used to promote 
it: hagiographies, martyrologies, pamphlets, testimonials, 
devotional manuals, and the clandestine weekly newspaper 
Les Nouvelles ecclésiastiques.2 It has also drawn attention to 
the wealth of essays, treatises, letters, poems, songs, plays, and 
novels which critics produced to debunk it. Less notice has been 
paid to the movement’s events at mid-century, when groups of 
convulsionnaires carried out crucifixions in Paris at the very 
moment when the so-called “philosophical” movement was in 
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full swing. These events also inspired an interesting corpus of 
contemporary reactions that deserve closer scrutiny. 

As the well-informed lawyer and diarist Edmond Jean 
François Barbier noted in his December 1758 journal entry, “The 
convulsions of the little Jansenists are still going on in several 
places in Paris. There is, among others, a lodge, a troupe in the 
Estrapade quartier that has been making a stir for several months, 
where a girl was attached to a cross by her hands” (Barbier 7: 
112-13).3 Barbier’s remark pertained to gatherings where female 
convulsionnaires received ritual mortifications known as grands 
secours (great relief) and secours meurtriers (lethal relief), which 
included being trampled on, set on fire, beaten with logs, pierced 
with nails and swords, and, ultimately, crucified. Although believers 
began devising such mortifications in the 1730s, their use of grands 
secours attracted the greatest attention in the late 1750s, through 
sessions organized in private homes by Pierre de la Barre, a former 
parliamentary lawyer from Rouen, and a former Oratorian priest 
named Cottu. Despite being banned, these assemblies were filled 
with spectators from both within and outside of the convulsionary 
movement. As Barbier remarked: 

Many chic people have attended these pious 
reveries out of curiosity, but at the same time with 
astonishment. I have seen some who admit they 
can’t make any sense of it. It’s said that Monsieur the 
General Lieutenant of Police [Henri-Léonard-Jean-
Baptiste Bertin] went there incognito, and that he’d 
told these people that the setting wasn’t comfortable 
for them and that he’d arrange to get them a booth at 
the Saint-Germain fair. On top of that, these people 
don’t want to receive any money, and you have to 
have an inside connection to be admitted into such 
an assembly. (7: 113)

Barbier’s sense that something strange was happening in 
contemporary Paris was seconded six months later by Frédéric 
Melchior Grimm in his Correspondance littéraire, philosophique et 
critique, the elite cultural newsletter whose subscribers at the time 
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included the Queen of Sweden, Louise-Ulrique, and the Duchess 
of Saxe-Gotha, Louise-Dorothée.4 In the 1 June 1759 issue, Grimm 
added an explanatory comment to Diderot’s review in the preceding 
issue (15 May) of the recently published work Mémoire pour Abraham 
Chaumeix contre les prétendus philosophes Diderot et d’Alembert. 
The target of that libellous brochure—now attributed to Henri Joseph 
Dulaurens, author of parodies and risqué “philosophical” novels—
was the eight-volume book Préjugés légitimes contre l’Encyclopédie 
et essai de réfutation de ce dictionnaire (1758-1759) by the 
conservative critic Abraham-Joseph de Chaumeix. It lampooned 
Chaumeix as a religious fanatic who had himself crucified during a 
convulsionary assembly. As Grimm remarked: 

To appreciate the appropriateness of the crucifixion 
used [as a plot device] in the Mémoire pour Abraham 
Chaumeix, you need to know that the Convulsionaries 
have been getting themselves crucified in Paris for the 
last five or six months, and that they have substituted 
the secours of the cross for the secours of being beaten 
with logs and iron bars. (CL VI: 111)

Grimm used this to lead into a short account of the non-
fictional, three-hour-long crucifixion of a 55-year-old woman 
named Soeur Françoise, which the scientist Charles-Marie 
de la Condamine had witnessed on Good Friday 13 April 
1759. Françoise’s legal name was Marie-Françoise Aubillard 
or Obillard; a long-time participant in the convulsionary 
movement, she had been imprisoned in the Bastille twice as a 
result, in 1739 and 1742 (CL VI: 112n10). 

That was the first of three scoops to appear in the pages of 
the Correspondance littéraire regarding the crucifixions of Soeur 
Françoise and some of her female co-religionists, most of whom 
were associated with the La Barre cell. In 1760, la Condamine and 
his fellow witness Gérard Dudoyer de Gastel agreed to give Grimm 
and Denis Diderot, one of Grimm’s collaborators along with 
Louise d’Epinay, copies of the procès-verbaux (legal reports) they 
had written about these crucifixions. Grimm reproduced those texts 
in the 15 May and 1 June issues of the Correspondance littéraire. 
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What prompted these macabre demonstrations of religious 
faith in the middle of Enlightenment-era Paris? What drove “chic 
people” to go and watch them? How were these events understood 
historically by contemporary commentators? Finally, what was 
the role of print culture in shaping and disseminating the story of 
these crucifying convulsionnaires? To answer these questions, I 
will start by contextualizing the episode of the Paris crucifixions 
in relation to the evolution of the convulsionary movement and 
the ideological battles that pitted Jansenists against philosophes 
during the 1750s. I will then provide an overview of the ways in 
which the grands secours sessions of 1758-1760 were described 
by different eye-witnesses: adepts of convulsionism, aristocratic 
curiosity seekers, medical experts, and, last but not least, la 
Condamine and Dudoyer. Finally, I will consider the strategic 
use that Grimm and his collaborators made of this episode 
in various issues of the Correspondance littéraire—and the 
broader implications of their efforts to raise awareness about the 
convulsionary movement among elite readers across Europe. 

Jansenism and the Convulsionary Movement:
From Miracle Cures to grands secours

 
Understanding the convulsionary movement requires a 

basic understanding of Jansenism, the controversial strand of 
Catholicism that emerged in the seventeenth century among 
disciples of Cornelius Jansenius (bishop of Ypres), who 
preached a return to the austere, predestinarian doctrine of Saint 
Augustine.5 Styling themselves as the friends and defenders of 
the essential truths of the Christian faith, its adherents opposed 
both the optimistic conception of the human condition that had 
come out of the Renaissance and the theology of the Jesuits, 
which they considered lax and excessively accommodating 
to worldly mores. In addition to their battle with the Jesuits, 
Jansenists endured decades of persecution from the royal 
government, which suspected them of being hostile to France’s 
absolute monarchy and thus a potential source of political 
subversion. Louis XIV tried to suppress the Jansenists through a 
series of measures, the harshest of which occurred toward the end 
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of his reign. Between 1709 and 1711, he closed and demolished 
the convent of Port-Royal-des-Champs, the symbolic center 
of Jansenism, and in 1713, he persuaded Pope Clement XI to 
promulgate the bull Unigenitus. This bull condemned the book 
Réflexions morales sur le Nouveau Testament (1692), where 
Pasquier Quenel had tried to present “the spirit and message 
of Jansenism in terms more easily accessible to the laity . . . 
while advocating increased lay participation with the clergy in 
public worship” (Kreiser 8). Unigenitus denounced many of 
Quesnel’s propositions as heretical, and pointed out Jansenism’s 
similarities to Calvinism (Van Kley, Religious Origins 73). 

The Unigenitus Constitution aroused hostility among many 
French magistrates, theologians, and clergy members. Jansenist 
parliamentarians viewed it as a blow against Gallican liberties, 
whereas lower clergy objected to the papal and episcopal 
“despotism” they detected in Unigenitus (Kreiser 22-23, 34, 
41-44). Yet bishops around France were pressured to sign and 
enforce it. A pitched battle ensued. Clergy who appealed the 
Constitution, known as appelants or anti-constitutionnaires, 
launched a vigorous propaganda campaign. Yet many were 
stripped of their functions, exiled from their dioceses, and 
threatened with excommunication by Church authorities. One 
particularly militant group were Jansenists at the Saint-Magloire 
seminary, who saw Unigenitus as proof that the persecutions their 
co-religionists were enduring were harbingers of the “universal 
apostasy at the end of time . . . proclaimed by the Old Testament 
prophets and predicted by St. Paul” (247). 

This conviction was rooted in their figurist style of biblical 
exegesis, a complex form of symbolism that perceived “a cyclical 
history in which events in the Old Testament ‘prefigured’ or 
prophesied the history of the church both in the past and in the 
immediate present” (Choudhury, Convents 35). Saint-Magloire 
figurists undertook to resist the Unigenitus Constitution and 
defend Jansenism through the clandestine publishing of works 
written in the French vernacular to reach the general public. They 
produced what Catherine Maire has described as an “ocean” of 
pamphlets, letters, and other texts that underscored the absurdity 
of Unigenitus, provided instruction in figurist exegesis for parish 
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priests, and defended appelants as heroic martyrs (De la cause 
99, 110, and passim).

One such martyr was the Deacon François de Pâris, himself 
a graduate of the Saint-Magloire seminary, who had retreated to 
the Parisian faubourg Saint Marcel to do penance and tend to the 
poor. Pâris, who may have literally starved himself to death to 
feed his impoverished neighbors, was venerated both by them and 
by the Jansenist clergy (Kreiser 81-91). After his death in May 
1727, he was regarded as a saint capable of working miracles, 
and pilgrims soon started gathering around his tomb in the nearby 
cemetery of Saint-Médard. The police began surveilling the 
cemetery closely in 1729. Until January 1732, when the authorities 
closed the cemetery out of fear of public disorder, the lame and 
the sick flocked to the site. So, too, did crowds where the devout 
intermingled with the curious, some of whom “rented chairs as at 
the opera” (Roche 374). Attendance at Saint-Médard became a 
fashionable pastime for people of rank, a certain number of whom 
supported the religious activities at the cemetery. 

Among the converts was the magistrate Louis-Basile 
Carré de Montgeron, who, after witnessing miracles at Saint-
Médard, renounced his libertine ways to devote himself to the 
cause. He hosted gatherings at his home and wrote La Vérité 
des miracles opérés par l’intercession de M. de Pâris (1737-
1747) with the aim of persuading readers of the truth of the Pâris 
miracles through an exhaustive catalog of official and personal 
testimonies. His principal intended reader was Louis XV, to whom 
he hand-delivered volume 1 of La Vérité des miracles in 1737. 
Montgeron was politely received, but promptly incarcerated, and 
wrote volumes 2 and 3 while in prison. (Montgeron had several 
informers who kept him abreast of the activities of the movement 
despite his imprisonment [Maire, De la cause 292].)6 Over the 
course of this work, Montgeron provided a detailed narrative of 
the evolution of the movement, which escalated from miracle 
cures, to convulsions, to martyrdom. 

It is important to keep in mind that Jansenists did not convulse 
prior to the Saint-Médard events. Although a few miracle cures 
were reported at Port Royal in the seventeenth century (like the 
miracle of the Holy Thorn that healed the deep lacrimal fistula 
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