Marie-Geneviève-Charlotte Darlus Thiroux D’Arconville  (1720-1805)


Marie-Geneviève-Charlotte Darlus Thiroux was the daughter of Guillaume Darlus, a secretary to the king of France. In 1735, at age 15, she married Louis Lazare Thiroux d’Arconville, a man of a similar rank and class, and président of Arconville. Together, they had three sons, the eldest of which, Louis Thiroux de Crosne was the lieutenant general of police in Paris at the time of the taking of the Bastille during the French Revolution. The younger two sons had military careers. At age 22, she contracted smallpox and was left disfigured. Her affliction stimulated her to further her education—taking courses at the Jardin Royal des Plantes and eventually taking up writing herself. All of her works were published anonymously. She is thought to have had Jansenist leanings.

Her first works were translations of works written in English: George Savile, Lord Halifax’s Advice to a Daughter ([Avis d’un père à sa fille],1756) and various scientific works, including Peter Shaw’s chemistry textbook on Chemistry ([Leçons de Chymie, propres à perfectionner la physique, le commerce], 1759) and Alexander Monro’s Anatomy (1759). The translation of Monro was originally attributed to Jean-J. Sue, but the preface, Sur l’Ostéologie [On the Science of Bones], was included in Thiroux D’Arconville’s Mélanges [Assorted Works] (1775-6), and it claims that she supervised the anatomical drawings that were added to the work. Included among these drawings was a controversial representation of a female skeleton. She continued to translate, expanding to English language novels, poetry and drama -- Romans traduit de l’anglois [Novels Translated from English] (1761), Mélanges de poésie anglois [Assorted Works of English Poetry] (1764), Barbarousse [Barbarossa]; Le Bijoutier philosophe [The Philosopher Jeweler-----Is this the translation of Dodsley’s ‘Toy-Shop’?]; L’Anglois à Paris [The Englishman in Paris]; L’Opera des gueux [The Beggars’ Opera]; Le Père de Rome [The Roman Father] (1767). Her first original works—De l’Amitié (1761) and Des Passions (1764)—concerned moral philosophy and, in particular, moral psychology and virtue. They were mistakenly attributed to Denis Diderot for reasons that are unclear.  In these works, she seems to reduce human motivation to three basic emotions – physical love (amour), ambition, and intellectual love (amitié) – and advocates a Stoic-influenced naturalist virtue ethics. Her Essai pour servir à l’histoire de la putrefaction [Essay Useful for the History of Putrefaction](1766) aimed to improve on the work of John Pringle, Physician General of England, who had wanted to prevent diseases amongst the troops by better preserving food. The Essai systematically summarizes five years of experiments on the causes of decay of different kinds of food. The procedures she employed to test an array of agents on different foodstuffs under varying temperature, wind and weather conditions as well as her measurements of the degree of decomposition of the food effected (or prevented) by each agent reflect a command of empirical method. She also developed an interest in history, expressed both in original works of her own—Mémoires de Mademoiselle de Valcourt (1767), Dona Gratia D’Ataïde (1770) [Some sources describe the former two works as novels. Please confirm your description is correct.], and Vie de Cardinal d’Ossat (1771)—as well as a work of translation, Histoire de Saint Kilda (1782).  Her works were collected during her lifetime in Mélanges de literature, de morale et de physique [Assorted Works of Literature, Morals and Physics] (1775-6). Her last published work was Histoire de François II, roi de France et de Navarre [History of François II, King of France and Navarre] (1783), though she was reported to be at age 80 preparing a synopsis of Goldsmith’s History of England.  She did not publish after the French Revolution, though she did survive it and eventually returned to Paris, where she died.
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