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Abstract. A voiceless poet at Bourbon — L’ Archambault: Nicolas Boileau. In 1687, the poet was stricken by an aphonia
that would last six months. He underwent a cure at a spa in the Massif Central, but without result. The correspondence
between Boileau and his friend Racine allows us to relive the atmosphere of being a spa guest in the 17" century
(Figure 1). Boileau’s aphonia seems to have been functional for the larger part.

Figure 1: The “Logis du Roy” was the bathhouse of Bourbon — L’ Archambault in the 17" century. It was built by ordering of Gaston
d’Orléans, the brother of Louis XIII, from 1609 till 1649. Doctor Delorme was the architect of its design. When Boileau presented
himself there because of his aphonia, these baths were still relatively new.
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e The personality of Nicolas
Boileau (Figure 2)

Nicolas Boileau, also referred to
as Nicolas Boileau-Despréaux,
was presumably born at Crosnes,
in the Seine-et-Oise department,
even though some say he was born
in Paris. His father owned an
estate in that region, which
encompassed a small meadow
(“préau” in old French), from
which the name Despréaux is
derived: “des préaux”. Boileau
lived from 1636 until 1711. His
“Art Poétique” - without poetry,
from which many Humanities stu-
dents reluctantly learned the vers-
es by heart, is the work that he is
best remembered by. But is it
enough to describe the essence of
Boileau? Certainly not. The biting
author of the “Satires”, the one
who said that “sans cesse sur le
métier il fallait remettre son
ouvrage* (one must never cease to
improve one’s work), the harsh
man who avoided feelings “was
only cruel in his verses”, as
Madame de Sévigné said. His
childhood was riddled with sick-
ness and sadness. Early on, he was
affected by asthma, he lost his
mother and was raised by a father
who obligated him to study law,
even though Boileau’s heart’s
desire was to write poetry. It was
not until the death of his father
that he was able to realize his
literary projects. His career can
be divided into three periods: the
first from 1660 until 1667 was
dedicated to the “Satires”, the
second from 1668 until 1677 saw
the birth of the “Epitres”, the “Art
Poétique” and the “Lutrin”. The
third period marks a certain
decline in his career, from 1677
until 1693. It is precisely this peri-
od that is interesting to us as it is
in this period that Boileau was
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Figure 2. The house at Auteuil. When Boileau had to leave it
for two or three months to go to Bourbon, one of his neigh-
bours managed to procure a lodging there, but Boileau
preferred to stay elsewhere, closer to the source, which
angered said neigbour.

affected by an aphonia that,
although it didn’t manifest itself
immediately, came on rather
quickly as a consequence of a
common cold Boileau had.
Additionally, he still suffered
from chest tightness, which fur-
ther complicated the situation. At
the time, Boileau lived in a house
at Auteuil, which he owed to
Louis XIV. Among others,
Boileau received his friends
Racine and Moliere there. No one
loved his friends more or was
more loved by them. During his
stay at Bourbon, Boileau kept up a
busy correspondence with Racine,
which permits us to faithfully
reconstruct the progress of his
cure. The correspondence is for
most of the time a testimony of a
spirit worthy of his “Satires”,
which no doubt helped him bear
the inconveniences of his life, and
ultimately the failure of his treat-
ment.

e The general history of the Baths
of Bourbon-L’Archambault

The castle of Bourbon was the
cradle of the French Bourbon
dynasty of which Henri IV was

the first representative. The name
of the first family of the Bourbons
is often added to the name of the
town: the Archambaults. The
name Bourbon is derived from the
Celtic god Borvo, the god of the
sources. This clearly shows the
importance of sources since the
Antiquity.

The 17" century baths that
Boileau visited (Figure 1) were
therefore not the first of the little
town. They were preceded in the
Antiquity by Gallo-Roman baths
square of which a few marble
swimming pools remain buried
today, especially in the basement
of the current Baths. But in fact,
these baths were not completely
neglected in the following cen-
turies.

The spa tradition was main-
tained in the Middle Ages, proba-
bly in what was left of the classi-
cal baths. A charming novel of
courtly love from the 12" century
entitled “Le Roman de Flamenca”,
written in the Occitan language,
is a testimony of this, as the
action takes place in the baths
of Bourbon.

In the Renaissance, the condi-
tion of the Baths, under the reign
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of King Charles IX (the second
son of Henri II) is related to us in
a manuscript, dated 1569 (see next
paragraph).

Later on, a few changes are
made under the reign of Henri II’s
third son, king Henri III. In 1605,
his successor Henri IV created
the General Superintendence of
Baths and Mineral Fountains of
the Kingdom. In 1606, a list is
published that features Bourbon.
But it is ultimately under the reign
of Louis XIII, the son of Henry 1V,
that the decisive construction
work took place. This resulted in
the “Logis du Roy”, which was
completed and first used under the
rule of Louis XIV. The “Logis”
knows its culmination point in the
17" and 18" century. However, it
remained a mere side building in
the 19" century, until, in 1884, a
new Great Spa was opened for the
public. This building still func-
tions today. On the other hand, the
“Logis” has become the seat of a
regional museum. Let us now
pause at the year 1569, as we
know some interesting details
about the baths at Bourbon at the
time.

e The condition of the baths at
Bourbon in the 16™ century (1569)
(Figures 3,4)

The condition of the baths was
written up by Nicolas de Nicolay,
“Geographer and Valet to the
Chamber of king Charles IX”, in a
manuscript conserved at the Biblio -
theque Mazarine in Paris. The
manuscript also contains several
illustrations, such as these:

The warm baths were octagonal
in shape. Inside of the basin, there
were three communicating hot-
water wells who were directly
connected to the source. They
were covered with a fine grid, so
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Figure 3: the baths at Bourbon in 1569. Note the octagonal
shape of the basin, the separation wall, the women who are
washing clothes in the little compartment, and the man-woman
promiscuity in the basin reserved for the baths. The three wells
are represented inside the basin, at the top of the image, as

three hollow pillars.

that nobody would fall down the
wells, as the scalding water would
burn and kill anyone in an instant.
The baths had stairs on the steps
on which people would sit to
bathe. A stone wall separated the
baths in two parts. The smallest
part was used by the women who
washed their clothes in it. The
steaming water, even in winter,
passed from one compartment to
the other before finally rejoining
the river, the Burge, that flowed
along the foot of the castle of
Bourbon, after it had set some of
the local mills in action.

The warm water had the quality
to drive out the bad humours from
the body. Furthermore, the sulphur
and alum in the water were bene-
ficial for gout, kidney stones, dif-
ficult digestion, colics, catharral
eyes, ulcers, and weak lungs. The
nerves were also reinforced there,
by inducing catarrh and nose-
bleeds! Everyone could bathe in
the water, or drink it, but never
pregnant women. Let it be
remarked here that there was no
specific indication for “throat
sicknesses” at the time. Near

Bourbon, there was another foun-
tain called St Pardoux, or the
“Wine Fountain”. The water of
the fountain was red because it
contained, aside from alum and
nitrated salts, “rubica”. This red
water worked wonders for diges-
tive complaints, helped against
certain poisons and were capable
of “cleaning” the uterus of women
who had just given birth. It seems
in any case neither Boileau or his
illustrious compatriots Madame
de Sévigné and Madame de
Montespan ever found themselves
in such a situation, that they might
benefit from it.

e The Baths of Bourbon in the
17" century, and the Logis du Roy
(Figures 1,5)

In the time of Boileau, the Baths
of Bourbon were composed of the
Logis du Roy and of three basins
situated in front of the building.
The Logis was architecturally
very simple, sober and symmetri-
cal, with two bay windows, one on
each side of the entrance, and
attics with a mansard roof that
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Figure 4. The Fountain of St Pardoux, near Bourbon

received their light from three
high dormer windows. It was
composed of three levels. On the
ground floor, there were three
vaulted halls, one for the monks,
the Capuchin monks, one for the
men and one for the women. The
first floor and the attics were the
home of the doctor who was
Intendant of the Baths. In front of
the Logis, three basins permitted
the water to cool, after they had
reached temperatures of 55
degrees. Of these initial basins
they later made little bath cabi-
nets, or “pools”, and showers.

e The doctors and the assembled
apothecaries involved with treat-
ing Boileau’s aphonia (Figure 6)

Charles Delorme: doctor of
Louis XIII, next of Louis XIV, had
a very long life: from 1584 until
1678. He contributed greatly to
the reputation of Bourbon and also
donated money for the construc-
tion of the new bath house that
Boileau visited. He was named
Intendant of the Mineral Waters,
Basins and Fountains of Bourbon
from 1633 until 1649. He was able
to make good use of the recoveries
made by famous people such as
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Figure 5. On this postal card the state of the Logis du Roy
around 1900 is shown. Meanwhile, the new Thermal Institute
was already operating and used. Compare with figure 1. It is
possible that the tower-shaped building (indicated by the two
arrows) houses the three wells that are mentioned in 1569
(Figure 3). The hotel of the baths, on the left, is still operating
today. Boileau probably lodged close to these buildings.

Gaston d’Orléans, the brother of
Louis XIII. He praised the waters
of Bourbon constantly: “I cannot
find more difference between the
water of Vichy and the water of
Bourbon, than between the draft
of a painting by M. Lebrun
(famous painter of the time) and
the finished product by the hands
of this excellent painter. I treat
every disease with the water of
Bourbon, and the disease always
drowns in the waters of the pool.”
[Blog of Dominique Laurent
« I’Hotel d’Ansac et Charles
Delorme, médecin du XVIléme
siecle », Internet]. Delorme was
also at the origins of the clothing
and mask doctors had to wear to
protect themselves against de
plague.!

Denis Dodart: doctor and
botanist who prescribed apricot
juice and donkey milk. He advised
him not to talk at all, and to only
interact with people “who had a
very subtle ear, or who could hear
you talk even in a whisper”, which
was of course fairly obvious in his
situation, if nothing else.

Morin favoured a syrup of wall-
flowers, “the herb of singers”.

Guy Patin (1601-1672): Dean of
the Medical Faculty of Paris and
professor at the University of
France. He was strongly opposed
to thermal cures, and only
believed in bleeding, purges and
enema. He declared: “the waters
of Bourbon create more cheated
people than they create healthy
people”. In his Memoirs, Saint
Simon talked very badly of him.
Patin was the sworn enemy of
Fagon.

Daquin: the first surgeon of the
King, who advised Boileau to
consult doctor Des Trapieres at
Bourbon.

Des Trapiéres: was the doctor of
cures at Bourbon.

Guy-Crescent Fagon (1638-
1718): the first doctor of the King,
who stayed in Paris, but advised
the baths of Bourbon. Saint Simon
described him in a positive way,
despite his unforgiving physique:
“Fagon, from the back of his room
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Figure 6. On the left, a portrait of Charles Delorme, dating from 1630. In the middle and on the right, as ugly and scary as they were
enemies: Guy-Crescent Fagon (in the middle), and Guy Patin (on the right).

until the cabinet of the King, saw
all and knew all. He was a man of
good spirits, good and honest.... A
hideous figure, who dressed
weirdly, asthmatic, a hunchback...
He was the most unrelenting
enemy of what he called charla-
tans”.

Bourdier, whose family originat-
ed from the region, was doctor
and Intendant of the Baths of
Bourbon.

Prevost was the surgeon that
Bourbon stayed with at Bourbon,
close to the Baths.

Baudiere, the apothecary, was
deaf but said that Boileau’s voice
improved, which certainly had to
be true, as Boileau sarcastically
wrote, if his deafness didn’t stop
him from hearing me...

Amiot/Amyot, sent from Paris by
Fagon, was doctor of cures at
Bourbon. He advised Boileau’s
treatment to be alleviated, and
prescribed half baths. Further -

more, he was opposed to
bleedings, an ordinary attitude,
of which Mme de Sévigné was
happy to testify on other occa-
sions.

¢ Boileau takes his cure (Figure 7)

The correspondence between
Boileau and his friend Racine per-
mits us to reconstruct the events
and Boileau’s state of mind during
this period. The letters range from
May until September of 1687.
When he is still probably at
Auteuil, in May 1687, Boileau
already describes his feelings
about his beginning aphonia.

— On May 19, he writes in com-
plete disarray. He is a “mute”,
he despairs earthly things, with-
out desiring heavenly things,
which despairs him even more!
He has taken the donkey milk,
but to no avail: the donkey “y a
perdu son latin aussi bien que
tous les médecins” (the donkey

has lost its wisdom, just as the
doctors have).

On May 26, he declares he
dreams of having his voice
back, but when he wakes up, he
has to change his tune, even
though he followed the advice
of not saying a single word in
the morning. He finds that
“what comes out of his brain,
falls on his chest, and destroys
his voice even more” (an allu-
sion at his “head” cold). He
does not believe that his apho-
nia can be compared to that of a
young woman, as it will pass
with her. He believes that a
fifty-year-old man, such as him,
suffers from a different disease,
of which doctors have not yet
understood the gravity. There is
no better proof for this that the
optimistic, and wrong, progno-
sis about a pain in the chest he
had had at the age of 25, which
still affected him at the time. He
is convinced that his chest pain
is responsible for his aphonia.
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Figure 7. These three people visited Bourbon often. Mme de Sévigné (1626-1696), Boileau (1636-1711), Mme de Montespan (1641-
1707). Mme de Montespan died there, in “golden exile”. It has to be said that she had given Louis XIV eight children...

— As the first treatments fail, he — On July 29, he talks about the not without beneficial qualities

is advised to take the waters
of Bourbon. He leaves for
Bourbon in July, and continues
to write from his new location
to Racine.

On July 21, he announces that
everything has been done to
prepare him to take the waters:
he has been bled and purged.
Furthermore, he is given a medi-
cine (the nature of which is not
described), who has made him
faint several times, which sup-
ports “what they say”. The next
day, he will start taking the
water, i.e. drink it. When the
baths are concerned, he notes
that even the doctors disagree
on the principle of taking them.
Bourdier is against it, and
Fagon is not! Bourdier adds that
certain people who have taken
baths don’t regain their voice,
and even lose them forever.
That spells trouble... When
drinking the water is concerned,
there is a risk that one falls
asleep afterwards (which pro-
vokes spikes in temperature). It
is absolutely necessary to stay
awake, which will be difficult,
as Boileau has a natural tenden-
cy to fall asleep easily.

action of the water with irony,
after he has seen that it makes
everything leave his body,
except his illness. He also
mocks the judgment capacities
of the deaf apothecary, who
constantly tells Boileau his
voice is improving, but “if he
can hear my voice, and he is
deaf, it must be a good sign!”
Ultimately, he thinks that the
water might heal his chest pain,
but he remains pessimistic
about his throat. About the
wallflower that Racine advised
him to take, he notes that doctor
Bourdier believes that it might
help with his voice, but only
if the origin of the disease is
situated in the throat, and not
in the chest. But, according to
Bourdier, Boileau has “all the
muscles of an upset chest”.
Boileau adds, ironically again,
that, turning it round, the doctor
could have said that, if Boileau
was only affected on the level
of his throat, the wallflower
would not have worked against
his aphonia, as he did not have
a sick chest. In short, according
to Bourdier, the medicine
advised by his colleague was

(he would have had a hard time
saying the opposite, as the
therapeutic virtues of it were
widely recognized), but it
would not have helped Boileau
under any circumstance.

By August 10, he admits that he
is psychologically drained by
the hopes of recovery that are
held up before him each time,
because he is let down time and
time again. All in all, he would
prefer it if they just told him the
entire truth for once, and if it
proved to be bad, he would pre-
pare himself to cope with his
permanent aphonia.

On August 13, Racine tells him
that everybody in Paris advises
him to leave Bourbon, to come
back, and to resume his day-to-
day life. His aphonia will go
away if he doesn’t think as
much about it; Louis XIV, who
was interested in the health of
his historiographer (Boileau
and Racine were the king’s two
historiographers), advised him
to stop everything he was
doing. If need be, he could let a
bit of myrrh melt in his mouth,
drink a bit of chicken broth, and
Racine would reintroduce the
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syrup of wallflower. These
“innocent” remedies were not
that important; the most impor-
tant thing was that he would
come back.

— On August 19, Boileau answers
Racine, saying that he has again
fainted after taking a medicine,
the nature of which is not
specified. It is the only thing he
notes. Unfortunately, when his
voice is concerned, nothing
new has happened yet: “I am
still as mute as before, even
though I drown in water and
remedies”. (Boileau never talks
about aphonia, did he think that
lowly of his vocal chords?).
The reflex of the courtier, if not
of a courtier in his most servile
acceptance, finally comes
through in his reaction to the
King’s opinion: “A prince who
has executed so many miracu-
lous things is probably inspired
by Heaven, and all the things he
says are oracles”.

— August 23, a miracle! He
reports that he has been able to
utter a vigorous “NO” to his
lackey! His voice, then, is not
lost; “cela lui donne du coeur
au ventre” (it gives him heart).
His faith in the waters comes
back, even more so because he
had already been told that the
water could have a positive
effect on him, with a bit of
delay! It must be added that, as
of a couple of days before, he
was only taking half baths (he
was immersed in the water,
right up to his belly button; oth-
ers say it was a bath taken in a
seated position). This change in
therapeutic technique was the
result of discussions between
supporters of the complete bath
(Bourdier) and those who pre-
ferred the half bath (Fagon,
Amiot, Des Trapieres). The lat-

ter ones won the discussion.
Boileau believes that it is the
technique of the half baths that
will save him.

— On August 28, he writes that ten
sessions of half baths are
planned and that, ever since the
fourth session, his chest feels
lighter (even though there has
been no progress concerning
his vocal chords since the
happy surprise of his “NO”). In
fact, he fears failure again when
it comes to his voice: “When I
think about perhaps having to
go back as a mute to those inns,
or having to go back without a
voice to those places where
time and time again, people
assured me that the waters of
Bourbon would certainly cure
me.”

— On September 2, the ten half
baths have been taken, and it is
time to take stock. “Without
hiding anything from you, I can
say that my voice is in the same
state as it was when I arrived
here... Nor the baths, nor the
drinks of water have helped my
voice. I have to leave Bourbon
as mute as I got here. I cannot
tell you when I leave... May
God grant it to me that I do not
die of unhappiness on the way
home”.

— Thus, Boileau returns to Paris,
and as Louis XIV had predict-
ed, he regains his voice sudden-
ly, six months after losing it...

e The result of Boileau’s cure: a
real test

The harshness of the treatment was
a reality: sometimes they were
a real torture. The hot shower,
for example, was followed by a
period of intense sweating, to
eliminate the bad humours.
Boileau, the fatalist, wrote that it
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was the will of God to submit
himself to the yoke of medicine.
Not only were the doctors ignora-
muses, they also did not agree
with each other. Boileau writes:
“it is very annoying to see oneself
be the object of a science that is so
conjectural that when one says
white, the other says black, as the
two latter ones not only say that
the baths are not beneficial for my
health, but they also claim that it
is a matter of life, and to prove it,
they cite several catastrophic ex-
amples. But, here I am, delivered
to Medicine, and it is too late to
back out”. Ultimately, his treat-
ments were rather painful, always
subject to question, and quite
boring. Boileau writes to Racine:
“It is not necessary that you come
bury yourself here in the most vile
of places in the world, and the
grief that you will certainly have
about finding yourself here will
only augment mine of being here”.

e What exactly did Boileau suffer
from?

An ordinary catarrhal laryngitis
following a common cold is
accompanied by a “veiled” throat,
a hoarseness, but rarely by apho-
nia. Anyway, this aphonia should
not last more than two weeks. Let
us note that Boileau declares he is
a mute, which corresponds per-
fectly with aphonia. If there was
no vocal abuse during the patho-
logical period, and it is reasonable
to assume that Boileau had not
forced his voice (he simply dis-
covered that his voice did not
obey him anymore), it is not like-
ly that an aphonia last six months
in these conditions. It is therefore
plausible that there was an addi-
tional functional element. An
extra proof of this is the fact that
Boileau regained his voice for
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a short moment during his stay
at Bourbon. Another laryngeal
pathology: paralysis of the vocal
chords, tuberculosis, syphilis or
tumors are out of the question
because of the favorable and spon-
taneous evolution of the affection.
It is therefore probable that
Boileau suffered from an ordinary
laryngitis but on an unfavourable
psychological level. This state of
mind ultimately improved when,
after his return from a both physi-
cally and psychologically trying
thermal cure, he was back in his
home and with his friends.

o Just like Boileau...

Even though the aristocrats who
visited Bourbon did not have a
name like Boileau that predes-
tined them to “drink water” (bois
I’eau), the fact remains that, as
him, they were submitted in the
17" century to a certain number of
hazards, the least of which was
not the journey to the sources. The
spas were mostly situated in
mountainous areas, the roads were
in bad condition, and the patients

often were too. A sedan choir was
sometimes necessary to get to the
destination. The journeys were
long, it took, for example, two
months to get from Paris to the
Pyrenees (Mme de Maintenon,
from Paris to Bareges in 1675).
The roads were not well indicated:
one could get lost on the way!
There were also highwaymen, so
a retinue or even an army was
necessary. The climatic conditions
were unforeseeable, and one cer-
tainly had to avoid the winter
snow that arrived early in the
mountains. However, the journey
did not only consist of negative
aspects: it allowed for a change of
air, which was thought to elimi-
nate miasmas at the time.
Nevertheless, the air of the spa
itself was sometimes considered
harmful! Thus Mme de Sévigné
feared the air at Bourbon, and pre-
ferred that of Vichy...

In conclusion, by paraphrasing
the two first verses of his “Art
Poétique”,
“C’est en vain qu’au Parnasse
un téméraire auteur
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Pense de I’art des vers atteindre
la hauteur”,
I would like to say:
“C’est en vain qu’a Bourbon un
malheureux auteur
Tenta de retrouver de sa voix la
splendeur”:
it is in vain that an unhappy author
tries to regain the splendour of his
voice at Bourbon.
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