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INTRODUCTION

Diderot: An Enlightenment Polymath

B the time The Nun (La Religieuse) was first published in book
form, in , Diderot had been dead for twelve years. The timing
would have suited him perfectly. In an age of enlightened self-
publicists and literary celebrities, Diderot dared to be different.
Unlike his near-contemporary Voltaire, for instance, who was loath
to leave any piece of writing unpublished and who positively enjoyed
courting controversy, Diderot avoided conflict with the authorities
by composing works like The Nun, Jacques the Fatalist ( Jacques le
fataliste), and D’Alembert’s Dream (Le Rêve de d’Alembert) without
thought of conventional publication in his lifetime, ‘writing for the
desk drawer’ (‘pisat� v yashchik’), as it was known in Stalin’s Soviet
Union. The result is that many of what we now regard as his best
and most important works were unknown to his contemporaries.

So how was Diderot viewed by his contemporaries? They saw
him first and foremost as the joint editor, together with the mathe-
matician and scientist Jean d’Alembert, of the Encyclopaedia
(L’Encyclopédie). What began in  as a project to translate into
French and expand Ephraim Chambers’s Cyclopaedia, the first true
English encyclopedia, published in , quickly grew into some-
thing much more ambitious. In fact, it grew into seventeen large
volumes of text, together with eleven volumes of plates, published
between  and . The result is a vast and collaborative
dictionary of the knowledge of the day (some , articles by more
than  contributors), an extensive account of the arts, sciences,
and technology of modern Europe written from the reforming
standpoint of the philosophes, the free-thinking intellectuals of
the day.

The Encyclopaedia became the Bible of the Enlightenment, the
name given to the intellectual tidal wave that washed across Europe,
and particularly France, in the eighteenth century, eroding supersti-
tion, conventional thinking, and received wisdom, and ushering in
new modes of critical thought. The Enlightenment set out above all
to challenge and demystify traditional religious authority, in particular



the authority of the Roman Catholic Church. But this was an age
when thought and expression were still rigorously policed. In the
late s the authorities stepped up their war against the philo-
sophes, whose possible subversive influence had been highlighted by
François Damiens’s attempt to assassinate Louis XV on  January
, the eve of the Epiphany, la fête des Rois. In  the Parlement
of Paris banned further publication of the Encyclopaedia (a ban that
proved ineffectual, since, thanks to the collusion of the authorities,
the remaining volumes were published unofficially), and the work
was put on the Roman Catholic Index of Prohibited Books. The per-
secution of the philosophes may have contributed to the virulence of
the satire in The Nun.

But editing, and contributing to, the Encyclopaedia was not
enough for Diderot. He was a great all-rounder, a true polymath. By
the time he wrote The Nun in , he had already made his name in
a number of other domains. By the s he was known as a philo-
sopher. His first major publication was an annotated translation of
Shaftesbury’s Inquiry concerning Virtue, or Merit (), preceded
by an open letter to his brother, who had become a priest, in which
he offers a critique of religious intolerance. This was followed, in the
late s and early s, by a series of philosophical works of his
own, notably the Letter on the Blind (Lettre sur les aveugles, ),
Diderot’s first radically subversive work, which earned him a brief
spell in prison, from where he was released only when he promised
to do nothing subsequently which was in any way contrary to
orthodox religion or morality.

Throughout these philosophical works Diderot moves away from
English-inspired deism, which posited the existence of an intelligent
creator as proved by the order and harmony of the universe, and
towards a more radical position which can be best described as
materialist atheism. Materialism holds that whatever exists is either
matter or entirely dependent on matter for its existence; it con-
sequently denies the existence of non-material things, in particular
God. God is irrelevant; matter is all that matters. Since matter is the
only reality and everything that exists is the product of molecular
chemistry, it follows, for Diderot, that each individual is pre-
programmed by their physiology and determined by the particular
environment in which they find themselves. Diderot’s materialism
would find its most powerful expression in a group of dialogues
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entitled D’Alembert’s Dream, written in  but unpublished until
the nineteenth century; it would also inform one of the underlying
premisses of The Nun.

In the second half of the s, Diderot also made his name as a
dramatist. He was the driving force behind the drame bourgeois, or
bourgeois drama. The drame was intended as a serious play in prose
about contemporary middle-class life. Diderot wanted to sweep away
the traditional French generic division, which had existed since the
seventeenth century, between comedy and tragedy: comedies were
designed to make audiences laugh at ordinary people; tragedies
were designed to make audiences cry by feeling pity and fear for the
likes of kings and queens. Diderot wanted to create a genre mid-way
between these two extremes: he wanted audiences to feel pity for
ordinary people. So he wrote two such drames, The Natural Son
(Le Fils naturel, ) and The Father of the Family (Le Père de
famille, ), to show his ideas in practice, and he attached to each
play a theoretical work, the Conversations about ‘The Natural Son’
(Entretiens sur le Fils naturel ) and the Discourse on Dramatic Poetry
(Discours sur la poésie dramatique) respectively. Diderot’s approach to
drama was innovative, and it was to lay the foundation stone for
modern European drama.

Also in the late s Diderot became increasingly interested in
the visual arts. In  he wrote the first of his Salons, accounts of
the biennial exhibitions of the Académie Royale de Peinture et de
Sculpture in the Salon carré at the Louvre, in Paris. These exhib-
itions were a Parisian institution, major events open free of charge to
all social classes. Diderot’s Salons are generally regarded as marking
the beginning of art criticism in France: Diderot turned banal jour-
nalism into a high-minded art form. Fascinated by the links between
the verbal and the visual, he wrote nine Salons between  and
, describing the works of art for readers who had not seen them:
he transposed visual objects into words. His Salons first appeared in
the pages of the Literary Correspondence (Correspondance littéraire), a
handwritten journal, edited between  and  by Frédéric-
Melchior Grimm and between  and  by Jacques-Henri
Meister. It was distributed to a small number of wealthy and titled
subscribers throughout Europe, including Catherine the Great. And
it was in the Literary Correspondence that The Nun was first to appear.

This brings us to the last strand in the richly textured fabric of
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Diderot’s career: his fiction. Diderot’s first foray into fiction was The
Indiscreet Jewels (Les Bijoux indiscrets, ), an erotic novel about an
African monarch, Mangogul, who has a magic ring, one turn of
which will make a woman’s genitals speak the truth about what the
woman has been doing in the bedroom. Thirty trials of the ring fail
to produce a single example of a wife who is faithful to her husband:
satire and intellectual enquiry combine, as they will in The Nun.
After The Indiscreet Jewels, Diderot let fiction-writing lie fallow
for more than ten years, returning to it only in , when he wrote
The Nun. He began Rameau’s Nephew (Le Neveu de Rameau) in ,
though it was not published until . In the late s and the
s he wrote a number of short stories and dialogues, including
This is not a Story (Ceci n’est pas un conte) and The Two Friends from
Bourbonne (Les Deux Amis de Bourbonne), and he started writing his
experimental anti-novel Jacques the Fatalist, which, like The Nun,
was not published until .

Diderot returned to fiction in the s because of Samuel
Richardson. Richardson’s three epistolary novels, Pamela (),
Clarissa (), and Sir Charles Grandison (), enjoyed a huge
success in France, thanks in part to the prompt publication of trans-
lations of them. Diderot published an important Eulogy of Richardson
(Éloge de Richardson) in , shortly after the English novelist’s
death in . Hitherto, Diderot argues in his Eulogy, novels have
been scorned, relegated to the bottom division in the literary hier-
archy, dismissed as so much frivolous froth, if not downright
immoral. But Richardson has changed all that, writing novels that
offer a lifelike rendering of the real world, a vision of human experi-
ence, a source of knowledge and wisdom, emotionally charged and
morally uplifting. The reader believes in the truth of what he is
reading, he becomes involved in the text, and this involvement is
essential to the text’s moral impact. The power of the fictional illu-
sion brings about aesthetic participation, and that paves the way for
moral renewal. It is precisely this kind of Richardsonian reading
experience that Diderot seems to be trying to recreate in The Nun.

Nuns and Novels: Fact into Fiction

If Diderot wanted to transpose reality into art, he only had to look at
the society in which he lived to find material. Diderot wrote his
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novel about nuns at a time when nuns were numerous and convents
were commonplace. Convents were integrated to a remarkable
degree into the polite society of eighteenth-century France. If
respectable parents could not marry off their daughter, perhaps for
lack of a dowry or because she was unattractive in some other way
(for example, if she was illegitimate, as Diderot’s fictional heroine
is), the natural thing for them to do was to send her off to a convent
to become a nun. The result was that in the middle of the eighteenth
century, one Frenchwoman in every two hundred was a nun. France
was home to about , convents containing some , nuns,
compared to about , monasteries and about , monks.
France was in fact unique in Europe in possessing so many more
nuns than monks.

But if convents were commonplace, they were also enigmatic; they
were places of teasing fascination for those (men) who had never set
foot inside their cloistered walls; they were an intriguing no man’s
land. This fascination is reflected in fiction. The Portuguese Letters
(Lettres portugaises), a slim volume of five letters published anonym-
ously in  and purportedly written by a deserted Portuguese nun
to her unfaithful French lover, effectively fixed the view of the nun as
unhappy in love, the convent setting serving to underline the clois-
tered victim’s predicament. These letters are now generally accepted
as the fictional work of one Vicomte de Guilleragues, but until rela-
tively recently readers believed that the letters were real, an effect
that Diderot seems to have been aiming to recreate in trying to pass
off his work as the memoir of a real nun.

In addition to the Portuguese Letters, there also stretches behind
The Nun a long tradition of male-authored libertine, quasi-
pornographic novels, in which the convent, which is supposed to be
a place of continence and self-denial, becomes instead a highly
charged site of sexual fantasy. The starting point for this tradition
seems to be Jean Barrin’s Venus in the Cloister, or The Nun in her
Chemise (Vénus dans le cloître, ou la religieuse en chemise), written in
about  but first published in , a text that suggestively inter-
twines religious and sexual libertinism, blasphemy and lust. A flurry
of similar tales duly followed, including, for example, Gervais de La
Touche’s The Carthusians’ Porter (Le Portier des Chartreux, ),
the story of the sexual initiation of the young and naive Suzon at the
hands of a more experienced sister.
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Diderot was familiar with these and similar titillating tales. But
what makes his nun different from her fictional predecessors is that,
whereas earlier convent novels tend to depict a nun who is unhappy
because she is separated from the man she loves in the outside world,
Suzanne’s unsuitability to her way of life is not caused by love or by
any lack of religious devotion. Rather her protest is an ideological
and fundamentally humanitarian one. She has been forced to take
the veil; her claim is to self-determination. This is a novel about
enforced vocations, about making a young woman become a nun
against her will.

While it was unquestionably contrary to the Church’s law to force
novices to take vows, it was by no means unheard of: Diderot’s
fiction is not entirely fanciful. Diderot had personal experience of
the deleterious effects of the cloistered life. In  his own father
had his -year-old son locked up in a monastery when the wayward
Diderot decided, against his father’s wishes, that he did not want to
become a priest and that he wanted instead to marry the poor but
beautiful Antoinette Champion. (Diderot escaped after a month and
married his beloved ‘Nanette’.) Meanwhile his fourth sister
Angélique, born in , took the veil at the Ursuline convent in the
family’s home town of Langres, was driven mad, and died there in
. But perhaps the best-known case of a woman forced against
her will to take the veil is the one that actually forms the starting
point for Diderot’s novel.

The origins of The Nun combine fact and fiction, a true story and
a daring hoax. Early in  Diderot and his friend Grimm, editor of
the Literary Correspondence, together with Grimm’s mistress,
Madame d’Épinay, decided that their old friend, the Marquis de
Croismare, had been away from Paris––and from them––for long
enough (he had left the capital at the beginning of  in order to
retire to his country home in Lasson, near Caen). So they devised a
plan to persuade him to return. They knew that in  he had
become interested in the fate of a nun in her early forties at the
convent of Longchamp, a certain Marguerite Delamarre, who was
trying to annul her vows on the grounds that her parents had forced
her to become a nun. He had gone as far as to intervene in her case,
but in vain: Delamarre’s appeal was refused, and she was forced to
remain a nun for another three decades, until the dissolution of the
convents after the Revolution. Choosing to exploit his philanthropy,
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the plotters sent the Marquis a series of letters written by Diderot
which purported to come from the nun who had supposedly escaped
from her convent, and from Madame Madin, the woman she was
supposedly staying with in Versailles, who was in fact one of
Madame d’Épinay’s friends who had agreed to pass on to Diderot
any letters she received from Caen. The exchange of letters in spring
 did not, however, go entirely according to plan. The Marquis
refused to come to the nun, preferring instead to invite her to come
to him in Normandy in order to take up a position in his household.
The plotters played for time, but eventually killed off their paper
heroine on  May .

But Diderot’s interest in this poor nun did not die with her. He
spent much of the rest of  working on a longer account of the
nun’s life, now the memoir of one Suzanne Simonin, but he kept the
manuscript to himself for the next ten years. In  Grimm pub-
lished in his Literary Correspondence the exchange of letters (the
fictional letters from the nun and her guardian and the Marquis’s
authentic replies), together with a preamble outlining the hoax, but
not the novel proper. By late  Meister, Grimm’s successor as
editor of the Literary Correspondence, was looking for material for the
journal; Diderot offered him The Nun. Meister duly published
Suzanne’s memoir, followed by the correspondence, now given the
title ‘Preface to the Preceding Work’ (‘Préface du précédent
ouvrage’). This periodical publication took place in nine instalments
between October  and March , with Diderot all the time
making last-minute revisions to the text. The ‘Preface’ followed the
final instalment in March , by which time it had become an
extension of the novel. Details in the letters were changed to bring
the text into line with the novel, which is conceived of as Suzanne’s
memoirs in the form of a long letter to the Marquis, supposedly
written, it seems, after her first (undated) letter to him in the
‘Preface’.

Published in this way, of course, The Nun had a very small reader-
ship, limited to the small circle of subscribers to the Literary
Correspondence. By contrast, when The Nun was first published sep-
arately, in book form, in October , the reception was quite dif-
ferent. By  the nun had become less a figure of sexual fun and
more a figure to be pitied. In the years leading up to the Revolution
the convent was increasingly seen as an emblematic form of social
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abuse on a par with the infamous lettres de cachet, sealed orders
issued at will by the King, ensuring the immediate imprisonment of
the unlucky recipient. Both were a form of arbitrary power wielded
on behalf of the state by well-to-do families. It was in this context
that The Nun was first published.

The novel was an immediate success, with some fourteen separate
editions appearing in France between  and . It came to be
seen as a text uncannily close to the Zeitgeist, a text true to the ideals
of the Revolution and the First Republic: in October  the taking
of perpetual religious vows had been suspended; in February 
all the orders that required lifelong vows had been dissolved; by the
end of  even the congregations with simple vows had been
disbanded; and barely a year later, Catholicism itself was outlawed,
to be replaced by the cult of Reason and the Supreme Being. The
Nun was an exemplary text. It came to illustrate for some what the
Enlightenment stood for and the values it had bequeathed to the
Revolutionary era: the pursuit of tolerance, justice, and freedom.
Diderot’s novel was not simply the story of a young woman with a
bad habit, forced to enter a convent and to take holy orders, but a
powerfully emblematic fable about oppression and human self-
determination, intolerance and the ill effects of systems in general.

For very similar reasons, of course, the novel also met with oppos-
ition. It was condemned as irreligious, obscene, and morally corrupt-
ing, with one reviewer in  earnestly advising mothers not to
leave a copy in the hands of their daughters. This current of moral
disapproval was to resurface two decades later, when, during the
reactionary period of the Bourbon Restoration, The Nun was banned
twice, first in  and then in , because it was judged to be an
obscene work. But this only served to heighten the profile of the
work, and by the s it found new favour with the anticlerical
movement. This was a novel with a long shelf-life.

What this sketch of the first hundred years of the novel’s recep-
tion suggests is that attitudes to The Nun seem to be a litmus test of
public opinion towards the free-thinking ideas that the novel
embodies. The novel speaks, it seems, at different times and in dif-
ferent places to ongoing debates between faith and secularism,
between conservatives and liberals. In the mid-s the French
film-maker Jacques Rivette re-ignited these debates with the produc-
tion of his film version of the novel, Suzanne Simonin, with Anna
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Karina playing the role of Suzanne. In de Gaulle’s France in ,
the film was judged untimely and unwelcome, and it was promptly
banned on April Fool’s Day, apparently single-handedly, by the Min-
ister of Information, Yvon Bourges, who considered it ‘a blasphem-
ous film which dishonours nuns’. This act of state censorship caused
a huge scandal. The new wave of French cinema faced a backlash
from the old guard, including the likes of the Catholic novelist
François Mauriac, who complained that ‘it would never occur to
those who chose to film Diderot’s poisoned book to make a film
against the Jews––but against the Catholics, anything goes!’ But
liberal opinion refused to be silenced. Jean-Luc Godard, the well-
known film-maker and husband of Anna Karina, published in the
pages of the magazine The New Observer (Le Nouvel Observateur) a
now famous open letter to the then Minister of Culture, André
Malraux, in which he defined censorship as the ‘gestapo of the mind’
and accused Malraux, a leading intellectual himself, of blindness and
cowardice. A large number of people––intellectuals, film-makers,
and even sympathetic priests––added their voices to the chorus of
protest. The decision of the right-wing Gaullist government, driven
as much by electoral concerns as moral ones, did not prevent the
astute Malraux from allowing the film to be screened at the Cannes
film festival, and in May , after the legislative elections, the ban
was lifted, and the film was finally shown in Paris in the following
November. That Rivette’s film was, until very recently at least, the
greatest popular scandal of French cultural life suggests that
Diderot’s novel has lost none of its satirical sting.

Satire and Sexuality

Diderot was no stranger to satirizing convents. Early in the Philo-
sophical Thoughts (Pensées philosophiques, ), he compares
convents to prisons, and in the Sceptic’s Walk (La Promenade du
sceptique), written in  but not published until , he develops
this witty defamiliarization by comparing nuns to birds and convents
to aviaries:

All over the place one finds big aviaries in which female birds are locked
up. Here there are pious parakeets, bleating out words of affection or
singing a jargon that they do not understand; over there are little turtle-
doves sighing and lamenting the loss of their freedom; elsewhere there are
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linnets fluttering about and deafening themselves with their chatter, and
the guides have fun whistling at them through the bars of their cages. . . .
What torments these captives is that they can hear travellers going past
but are unable to go after them and mingle with them. Nevertheless, their
cages are spacious, clean and well supplied with millet and sweets.

Madame de Graffigny similarly ‘makes strange’ the commonplace
convent in her best-selling novel Letters from a Peruvian Princess
(Lettres d’une Péruvienne, ), in which the naive Peruvian letter-
writer comments abrasively on her experiences in Paris, including
temporary incarceration in a convent, which she refers to as ‘a house
of virgins’: ‘The virgins who live there are so profoundly ignorant
. . . The faith they swear to their country’s god demands that they
give up all advantages, intellectual endeavour, feelings and even, I
think, reason, at least that is the impression they give by what they
say.’

The apparent echo of Graffigny’s cross-cultural fiction is import-
ant. For in The Nun Diderot uses a device familiar from numerous
eighteenth-century satirical fictions, from Montesquieu’s Persian
Letters (Lettres persanes, ) via Graffigny’s Letters from a Peruvian
Princess to Voltaire’s Candide (): the device of the naive observer.
Suzanne is, literally, a novice, an outsider who brings an apparently
honest and disarmingly satirical perspective to bear on the dark
recesses of convent life (though the extent of her honesty and inno-
cence is crucially open to question). The satire in The Nun gains its
incisive force from the distinctive narrative form of the novel. We see
everything through the eyes of Suzanne, the suffering victim of
family pressure to become a nun with no vocation. Although some of
the satire comes from voices other than Suzanne’s, notably Manouri
and Dom Morel, even these voices are filtered through Suzanne’s
all-controlling voice. This serves to make The Nun the most
sustained, most graphic, and most far-reaching literary satire of
enforced seclusion in the eighteenth century.

In a letter to Meister on  September  about The Nun,
Diderot writes in self-congratulatory mode: ‘I do not think a more
terrifying satire of convents has ever been written.’ His observation
is important, though, as it serves to underline a crucial point about
this novel: this is not a satire of the Christian religion per se, nor is it
a satire of the Roman Catholic Church as a whole, which may be why
it was never put on the Index. But the satire is perhaps more specific
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than Diderot implies. The Nun is an attack on enforced vocations, an
attack on the unjust collaboration of Church, state, and family, an
attack on the convent as a silencing mechanism and a means of social
control. This is an anti-cloistral satire that argues for human rights
and self-determination. Diderot denounces the persecution and
repression of the individual who enters the religious life against his
or her own will. There are examples of true devotion in the novel,
and Diderot treats them uncritically. Suzanne’s own faith, crucially,
is in a sense unimpeachable: it is precisely at the height of her suffer-
ing at Longchamp that she feels that ‘Christianity was superior to all
the other religions in the world’ (p. ). His real target is the prac-
tice of enforced vocations; the real issue at stake is individual free-
dom. What Diderot exposes, at least implicitly, are the deleterious
effects of all kinds of systems on the human beings ensnared by
them. The ramifications of the novel’s satire are very broad.

But if Diderot fixes his satirical gaze on enforced seclusion for
what might be called political reasons, he does so for physiological
reasons too. As a materialist, Diderot is interested in how human
beings operate in physical terms. For him, the convent becomes a
laboratory, the nuns experimental subjects: just as he uses the
hypothesis of blindness in order to think about vision in the Letter on
the Blind, so in The Nun he uses the hypothesis of seclusion from
society in order to think about society itself. What happens, he asks,
when you place people in (to him) abnormal, unnatural conditions?
The concepts of nature and sociability are crucial here. Diderot is
fascinated by the alienation of the natural being. For him, the natural
being is a social animal. The novel describes in graphic, even
startling, detail the alienating effects of the anti-social, cloistered
life. Enforced seclusion violates what Diderot sees as the essential
human need for sociability. The novel dramatizes the problematic
relationship between the individual and society.

Diderot was not the first to dwell on this problematic relation-
ship. Significantly, The Nun can be read as a response to the ideas of
the proud and persecuted citizen of Geneva, Jean-Jacques Rousseau,
another of the great philosophes in the eighteenth century. Rousseau
had profound disagreements with his fellow philosophes, notably
Voltaire and Diderot. What he rejected in particular was their belief
in cultural and scientific progress. For him, humanity was free
by nature but enslaved by civilization. In  he published his
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Discourse on the Origin of Inequality (Discours sur l’origine de
l’inégalité), a far-reaching critique of the corrupting influence of
modern manners and morals. This was followed first, a year later, by
his own solitary retreat to rural Normandy from the corruption of
Paris society, where he had been a close friend and ally of Diderot’s,
and secondly, in , by the irrevocable breach between the two
men, when Rousseau took exception to what he saw as a personal
attack on him in an allusion to misanthropy in Diderot’s play The
Natural Son. For Diderot, unlike Rousseau, to retreat from society is
to distort the individual. And so, in implicit response to Rousseau’s
perceived misanthropy, Suzanne stresses the importance of ‘man in
society’: ‘Such is the effect of cutting oneself off from society.
Man is born to live in society. Separate him, isolate him, and his
way of thinking will become incoherent, his character will
change’ (p. ).

But why should Diderot focus in particular on cloistered women,
as opposed to cloistered men? The answer lies, again, in physiology.
Diderot is particularly interested in female physiology: what hap-
pens to women, he asks, when you bar them from normal contact
with other women and, perhaps more importantly, men? The answer
to this question, the novel suggests, is that women become hysterical
and alienated. Here the novel chimes in with Diderot’s later essay On
Women (Sur les femmes, ), in which Diderot argues that women
are ruled by their womb, ‘an organ susceptible to terrible spasms,
controlling her and creating in her mind all kinds of apparition’, and
that they are unusually prone to what he calls ‘hystericism’ as a result
of religious fervour.

So we find madness running like a leitmotif through the novel. It
is, for example, the terrifying spectacle at her first convent of a
deranged nun who has escaped from her cell that makes Suzanne
resolve not to take her final vows, and that nun’s madness fore-
shadows the fate of the lesbian Mother Superior at her last convent.
Nor is the last Mother Superior alone in her suffering. All the
Mothers Superior are examples of the pathologically alienated, hys-
terical being: the mystical Madame de Moni, the sadistic Sister
Sainte Christine, and the lesbian Superior at Sainte-Eutrope. Just as
Jacques the Fatalist is about metaphysical alienation and Rameau’s
Nephew about social alienation, so The Nun depicts and dissects
different forms of physical alienation. Diderot paints a vivid picture
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of how the mind and body can be twisted and deformed by hysteria
in cloistered conditions.

It is perhaps the ‘hysteria’ of the lesbian Mother Superior at
Sainte-Eutrope that has received most critical attention in recent
years. Of course, the idea that convents, by shutting nuns away
together, could incite women to engage in sexual behaviour with one
another was well established by the eighteenth century. Locking
women away, so the argument went, was ‘unnatural’, and so it led to
‘unnatural’ sexual practices. Popular medieval literature had por-
trayed monks and nuns as stock types of sexual licentiousness. But
concern over the possibility of homosexual relationships was even
expressed within the very rules governing the orders. As early as the
thirteenth century in Paris and Rouen, for example, nuns were
warned against excessive intimacy and encouraged to stay out of
each other’s cells and to leave their doors unlocked so that the
Mother Superior could check on them. And since the Council of
Trent (–), certain practices hitherto tolerated in convents
had been forbidden, in particular two (or more) nuns sleeping in the
same room. In eighteenth-century France, homosexual practices
became another stick with which the philosophes could beat monas-
teries and convents. Amidst contemporary (but ultimately
unfounded) fears about depopulation, celibacy was seen, not least in
Diderot’s article on the subject in the Encyclopaedia, as against
nature and useless, and monasteries and convents were regarded as
running counter to the common good. Typical of this attitude is
letter  of Montesquieu’s Persian Letters, in which monasteries are
described as being home to ‘an eternal family which gives birth to
nobody’ and are compared to ‘gaping chasms in which future races
bury themselves’.

Given this context, what image of lesbianism does The Nun offer?
One answer is provided by placing Diderot’s novel in a purely liter-
ary (and, in a sense, ahistorical) context: that of the libertine fiction
discussed earlier. This is a novel written by a man for, at least
explicitly, a male reader, namely the Marquis de Croismare, and so in
part it aims to titillate and excite. (The fact, though, that novel-
reading was seen primarily as an activity for women in eighteenth-
century France might even suggest that Diderot’s novel is, in part
at least, lesbian pornography for a female public.) Such a reading
might be given added weight by bringing into play Diderot’s own
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apparently erotic fascination with lesbianism. Diderot wrote The
Nun at the same time as he was reflecting on what he imagined to be
the incestuous and lesbian relationship between his mistress Sophie
Volland and her sister Mademoiselle Le Gendre. In a letter to Sophie
of  August , for example, Diderot views the relationship
between the two sisters as entirely welcome, even (erotically?)
appealing:

We shall soon be together again, my dear, never fear, and these lips will
once again touch the lips I love. Until then I forbid your mouth to every-
one except your sister. It does not make me unhappy to be her successor,
indeed it rather pleases me. It is as if I were pressing her soul between
yours and mine.

This reading of Diderot’s novel as an erotic text is certainly partial,
but it has found favour with some, not least the Italian film-maker
Joe d’Amato, whose crude pornographic ‘nunsploitation’ film
Convent of Sinners (Monaca nel peccato, ) is, at least according to
the credits, based on Diderot’s novel.

Another approach to lesbianism in The Nun, and one more in
keeping with the historical context sketched out above, is to argue
that the novel presents lesbianism, quite unproblematically, as
another of the monstrous psychic and physiological side effects of
living an unnaturally cloistered life: the novel, according to this view,
presents lesbianism on a par with madness and sadistic cruelty. The
final Mother Superior is depicted as a shallow and unstable personal-
ity who preys on those for whom she is meant to be caring. The Nun
could be read as a cautionary tale about the dangers of female intim-
acy, particularly within a same-sex, cloistered environment. Here
again we might detect an echo of Diderot’s own concerns, for he is
not only titillated by the possibility of Sophie Volland’s relationship
with her sister; he is also angry and jealous, as his letter to Sophie on
 September  reveals:

I have grown so touchy and unreasonable and jealous; you say such nice
things about her and are so impatient if anyone finds fault with her that
. . . I dare not finish my sentence! I am ashamed of my feelings, but cannot
prevent them. Your mother says that your sister likes pretty women and it
is certain that she is very affectionate towards you; then think of that nun
she was so fond of, and the voluptuous and loving way she sometimes has
of leaning over you, and her fingers so curiously intertwined with yours!

Introductionxx



Diderot, both in this correspondence and in The Nun, could be said
to be struggling to come to terms with, even to control, female
intimacy. And the fact that it is a Benedictine monk (presumably
Dom Morel) who tries to rape Suzanne once she has escaped from
the convent could be seen as further evidence of the novel’s con-
demnation of the sexually damaging effects of the cloistered life: if
only Dom Morel had been able to enjoy normal relations with
women in society, the novel seems to imply, he would not have tried
to rape Suzanne.

But an alternative approach is to say that the novel does not con-
stitute an unambiguous attack on lesbianism, nor does it depict
same-sex intimacy for the titillation of the male (or, for that matter,
female) reader. Instead, the novel might be offering a positive, even
liberal vision of same-sex desire. Sainte-Eutrope is a happy, even
euphoric place, a haven of lesbian love. It is worth remembering that
the third Mother Superior’s sexual climaxes are presented subtly
and sympathetically: she suffers far more than the sadistic second
Mother Superior, who is so cruel to Suzanne. And she goes mad, and
domestic harmony is upset, only when the Church intervenes, in the
shape of the (male) confessors, and tells Suzanne that intimacy
between women is wrong. In this sense, the implicitly positive por-
trayal of lesbianism could be said to go hand in hand with the
explicitly negative portrayal of institutional repression: the Church
is criticized, not just for cooperating in forcing young women to
become nuns, but also for suppressing their natural sexual instincts
and driving them mad.

This approach, viewing the novel as a criticism of the Church for
its attitude to human sexuality, is supported by Diderot’s comments
elsewhere on sexuality. In his Supplement to Bougainville’s Voyage
(Supplément au Voyage de Bougainville, ), for example, Diderot
uses the device of a South Sea island paradise to play off moral and
natural law against each other, reserving particular criticism for
ascetic Christian moral teaching on human sexuality. It is in particu-
lar the Church that tries to suppress same-sex desire and portray it
negatively, to achieve stability in a world which, according to
Diderot, is fundamentally unstable. Desire is a response to beauty,
whatever the sex, and it cannot be divided into homo- and hetero-
sexuality. Anticipating much recent gender theory, Diderot the
materialist presents human sexuality as polymorphous, free-floating,
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fluid. As the scientist Bordeu declares at the end of D’Alembert’s
Dream, in which homosexuality, bestiality, and masturbation are all
mentioned: ‘Everything that exists can be neither against nor outside
nature.’ Homosexual desire is both a fact of nature and a fact of
society. So, the attack in The Nun might be against the Church’s
attitude to lesbianism, not against lesbianism itself.

Such a reading also enables us to see The Nun, paradoxically per-
haps, as one of Diderot’s most feminist works. In The Nun there
seems to be a symbolic division between masculine law and feminine
desire: reason, justice, and sobriety characterize the male characters
in the novel, notably Séraphin, Manouri, Hébert, and Dom Morel;
madness, intrigue, and cruelty, on the other hand, characterize the
majority of the women. For her part, however, Suzanne, by launch-
ing her lawsuit at Longchamp, shows that woman can also escape her
hysteria and fight against social injustice. Perhaps the ultimate sign
of female self-definition and affirmation in this novel is the exclusion
of men that is concomitant with the expression of lesbian desire.
Crucially it is precisely this power-move that the young Benedictine
who helps Suzanne to escape promptly tries to subvert by trying to
rape her.

Like the letters of Graffigny’s Peruvian princess, Suzanne’s mem-
oir constitutes a struggle to find a voice through the written word, a
fight to break the silence imposed upon her by Church and family.
Suzanne becomes a bold mouthpiece, a symbol of enlightened resist-
ance, a ‘trouble-maker’ as she calls herself (p. ). Whereas Rousseau
seems to be at pains to silence woman, particularly in book V of his
controversial pedagogical novel Émile (), in which he extols the
virtues for a young woman of a stay in a convent as a fitting
preparation for her sedentary life as a breast-feeding mother,
Diderot gives her a powerful voice. It is the prevailing presence of
this voice that makes possible the different readings of the novel, in
particular the ambiguities and ambivalences surrounding the por-
trayal of lesbianism. How we interpret the narrative voice is crucial.

Artful Artlessness

Suzanne’s narrative is presented, at least initially, as a true story.
This is Diderot emulating Richardson. The genesis of The Nun
coincides, as we saw earlier, with Diderot’s discovery of the
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Englishman’s novels, in particular the ingenious epistolary novel
Pamela, and Clarissa, a novel about female entrapment. From
Richardson Diderot seems to have derived the idea that a novel can
produce a reality effect and have the same effect on the reader as
reality itself: the novel as deception, hypnotic illusion, falsehood
dressed up as truth. The novel could assert its validity as a genre by
presenting itself as true and moral.

Similar truth claims had, however, been made since at least the
end of the seventeenth century. Dissatisfied with the implausibilities
of earlier fiction, novelists from the turn of the century onwards
sought to win greater popular and critical esteem for their efforts by
claiming that what they were writing was not fiction, but fact. They
attempted to pass off fictions as memoirs, histories, journals, eye-
witness accounts. In other words, they turned from third-person
narratives to first-person narratives. If a third-person narrative
could never seriously claim to be real––how could a narrator plaus-
ibly know everything about his characters?––a first-person narrative,
such as a memoir, was much more authentic, much more plausible,
much less ‘literary’. Perhaps the best-known French first-person
narratives from the eighteenth century before The Nun are Prévost’s
Manon Lescaut () and Marivaux’s unfinished Marianne’s Life
(La Vie de Marianne, –).

First-person narrators commonly do two things at the beginning
of their narratives: they lay claim to honesty and naivety, and they
deny any ulterior motive, such as a persuasive role. Suzanne is no
exception. From the outset she stresses the confessional aspect of
her memoir when she claims that she is ‘writing with neither skill
nor artifice, but with the naivety of a young person of my age and
with my own native honesty’ (p. ). This insistence on her youth-
fulness occurs on a number of occasions in the novel. She states that
she was  when the question of her taking the veil was first raised
(p. ), but though her story must extend over at least nine years,
she tells us towards the end that she is barely  (p. ), and in the
concluding ‘Preface’, Madame Madin claims that her ward is barely
 (p. ). One effect of these apparent inconsistencies, of course,
is to stress the innocence of youth. But her claim to naivety and
artlessness is, in fact, an artful way of luring her reader in––both her
intended reader (the Marquis de Croismare) and us. For what dis-
tinguishes The Nun from, say, Manon Lescaut is that in Diderot’s
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novel the perspective is explicitly feminine, and the intended reader
is explicitly male.

Suzanne’s memoir is presented as an honest, revelatory self-
portrait, but at the same time she is eager to captivate, if not to
seduce, the Marquis, to move him so powerfully that he will be
persuaded to come to her aid. Partly, like Jacques the Fatalist, this is a
story about storytelling: Suzanne is telling her story to the Marquis,
which becomes a kind of framing narrative, within which we hear
her telling her story to a number of other listeners. Our attention is
focused throughout on the character of Suzanne. She is a strong and
individualized presence from the start. We see everything from her
perspective: Diderot the cross-dressing ventriloquist speaks with a
woman’s voice. This distinctive perspective, crucially, is lost in
the film version by Rivette, who abandons the subjectivity of the
first-person narrative in favour of a more objective approach.

The novel is, ultimately, an exercise in rhetoric, the art of persua-
sion. Suzanne’s narrative encourages us to share in her sufferings, to
feel sorry for her, and to be persuaded by the case she is making.
Despite her claims to naivety and innocence, she nevertheless dem-
onstrates at least some self-awareness. The night before she is due to
take her vows, for example, she writes self-consciously: ‘I played out
in my mind the role I would perform, kneeling before the altars, a
young girl crying out in protest against an event to which she seems
to have given her consent’ (p. ). When she is summoned before
the Archdeacon, she acknowledges her advantages, physical and
otherwise, including, crucially, the ability to make people believe her:
‘I have a touching appearance; the intense pain I had experienced
had altered it but had not robbed it of any of its character. The sound
of my voice also touches people, and they feel that when I speak, I
am telling the truth’ (p. ). And she directs Manouri to leave out
certain details of her past when presenting her case because ‘they
would have made me look odious and would not have helped my
case’ (p. ).

Suzanne is clearly alive to the art of self-presentation. Moreover,
her sense of an audience is not limited to her convents. At one point
she seems to envisage a wider readership beyond the Marquis when
she refers to ‘most of those who will read these memoirs’ (p. ) and
even anticipates their reactions. (This might also explain why the
novel opens with a reference to the Marquis in the third person: the
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first paragraph reads like an introduction addressed, not to the
Marquis himself, but to a wider reading public.) At the end of her
account Suzanne goes so far as to recognize an element of deception:
‘I have realized that, though it was utterly unintentional, I had in
each line shown myself to be as unhappy as I really was, but also
much nicer than I really am. Could it be that we believe men to be
less sensitive to the depiction of our suffering than to the image of
our charms, and do we hope that it is much easier to seduce them
than it is to touch their hearts?’ (p. ). The effect has been, not one
of spontaneity and naivety, but one of studied control and seduction
through the many devices of a first-person narrative. Suzanne is a
deft narrator presenting the Marquis and us with the image of an
inexperienced young girl. So what are these devices and how do they
work? How persuasive is Suzanne?

Suzanne displays great narrative and descriptive skills, despite her
claim to be writing in an artless way, and she uses these skills to offer
the most positive image of herself possible. One of the most striking
is her ability to deploy direct speech. She shows other people
responding favourably to her in order to encourage the reader to
react to her in the same way. At the end of the vow-taking ceremony,
for example, she reports the words of her fellow nuns: ‘ “But look,
Sister, look how pretty she is! Look how her black veil brings out the
whiteness of her complexion! How her headband suits her! How it
rounds off her face! How it makes her cheeks stand out! How her
habit shows off her waist and her arms!...” ’ (p. ). Conversely,
she reproduces her exchange with her mother in order to provoke
revulsion in the reader for the mother’s cruel, twisted logic: ‘ “don’t
make your dying mother suffer; let her go to her grave in peace so
that she may tell herself, as she’s about to appear before the judge of
all things, that she has atoned for her sin as far as she could, so that
she can reassure herself that, after she is dead, you won’t make
trouble for her family and you won’t lay claim to rights that aren’t
yours” ’ (p. ). The technique is a clever one: offering accounts of
how others see her means that Suzanne does not have to rely on
putting forward her own views; the text works for her to create an
illusion of innocence.

But if Suzanne appears to be good at remembering dialogue, she is
also good at forgetting it. Just as she dwells on conversations which
cast her in a favourable light, so too she is adept at avoiding scenes
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T Marquis de Croismare’s reply, if he decides to reply, will give
me the opening lines of this story. Before writing to him, I wanted to
find out what sort of man he was. He is a man of the world, with a
distinguished military career behind him.* He is a widower, not
young, with one daughter and two sons, whom he loves and who love
him too. He is well born, enlightened, intelligent, cheerful, fond of
the arts, and, above all, he has a somewhat eccentric cast of mind.
People have spoken to me in glowing terms of his humanity, his
honour, and his integrity; and judging by the keen interest he has
taken in my case, and by everything I have heard about him, I con-
cluded that I had in no way compromised my position by writing to
him. But that is not to say that he will agree to intervene on my
behalf without first knowing who I am, and it is for this reason that I
have resolved to put aside my pride and my diffidence and write
these memoirs in which I depict some of my misfortunes, writing
with neither skill nor artifice, but with the naivety of a young person
of my age and with my own native honesty. Since my protector may
well require it, or perhaps since I might simply decide one day to
complete these memoirs at a time when the details of distant events
might no longer be so fresh in my memory, I thought that the sum-
mary at the end, together with the deep impression they have made
on me and will continue to make on me for the rest of my life, would
be enough to allow me to remember them accurately.

My father was a lawyer.* He had married my mother quite late in
life, and they had three daughters. He had more than enough money
to provide for all three. But to have done that would have meant at
least that he should love them equally, and that is the last thing I can
give him credit for. I certainly outshone my sisters in terms of intel-
lect, beauty, character, and ability, and this seemed to upset my par-
ents. As both the gifts of nature and the fruits of hard work, which
set me above my sisters, seemed only to create trouble, I decided at a
very early age to try to be like them, in the hope of being loved,
cherished, praised, and invariably excused as they were. If somebody
happened to say to my mother: ‘Your children are charming...’, the
comment was never taken to refer to me. On the rare occasion when



this wrong was righted, the praise I received cost me so dear when
she and I were alone that I would have been just as happy to have
been met with indifference or even insults, for whenever visitors
showed an interest in me, things would take a turn for the worse once
they had left. Oh, how many times I wept because I was not born
ugly, stupid, foolish, conceited–– in a word, with all the disadvan-
tages that earned my sisters the favour of our parents! I tried to find
some explanation for this strange behaviour in a father and mother
who were otherwise decent, fair, and pious. Shall I tell you what I
think, Monsieur? Some words my father let slip in a fit of rage, for he
was a violent man, certain incidents over the years, comments made by
neighbours, and remarks by servants, all these made me suspect one
reason which might go some way to excusing them. Perhaps my father
had his doubts about my birth, perhaps I reminded my mother of an
indiscretion she had committed and the ingratitude of a man whom
she had trusted too much, how can I know? But even if these suspi-
cions were unfounded, what would I be risking in telling you about
them? You will burn this letter, and I promise to burn your replies.

Since the three of us had been born in quick succession, we grew
up together. Eligible young men made themselves known to us. My
eldest sister was courted by a charming young man. I soon noticed
that he was more interested in me, however, and I guessed that she
would quickly become just the pretext for his frequent visits. Even
then I could see all the pain that his attentions might cause me, so I
warned my mother. This was perhaps the only thing I ever did in my
whole life that pleased her, and this is how I was rewarded. Four days
later, or thereabouts, I was told that a place had been found for me in
a convent, and the following day I was taken there. I was so unhappy
at home that this turn of events did not trouble me at all, and I went
off to Sainte-Marie,* my first convent, quite cheerfully. My sister’s
suitor, meanwhile, not seeing me any more, forgot all about me and
duly married her. His name is Monsieur K..., and he is a notary in
Corbeil, where married life is treating him rather badly. My second
sister was married to a Monsieur Bauchon, a silk merchant in Paris,
in the rue Quincampoix, and they are happy together.

My two sisters now being married off, I believed that thoughts
would turn to me, and that I would soon be able to leave the convent.
I was sixteen and a half then. My sisters had been given considerable
dowries, I was convinced that I would be treated in the same way,
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