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Olympe de Gouges was a study in contradictions.  At once radically outspoken on the rights of women and the disenfranchised, and also a defender of the monarchy in Revolutionary France, her political stance was complex and interpreted by some incoherent.  This study will examine several of her many writings, and the social and political context in which they were created.  Most of her writings are politically charged, even those which are autobiographical, and demand attention to the unjust distribution of rights between men and women in society, or among the races in colonial society.  Feminism is an anachronistic term to use in this case, though I will demonstrate that de Gouges was clearly an instigator in what we now call “feminist theory”, and was doing so only to be silenced.  


She was born Marie Gouze on 31 December, 1745, in Montauban, in the southwest of France.  Her mother Anne-Olympe Moissot, was a washerwoman, and her father Pierre Gouze, a butcher.  The legal father was not listed on any official documents, and Marie (Olympe) perpetuated the rumour that she was actually the illegitimate daughter of nobleman Marquis Lefranc de Pompignan.   She was raised by Gouze, who died when she was two years of age.  Poorly educated, she married at age 18, to Louis Aubry, a friend of her father’s, Marie was widowed just a year later, after giving birth to her son, Pierre.  Shortly thereafter, the Widow Aubry and her son left for Paris, perhaps with the intention of reuniting with her “true father”, but definitely with the hope of making a name for herself.  


Once in Paris, she fashioned a new identity, by taking the name Olympe de Gouges.  This new name would fit the story she internalized, one of a utopian dream of equality of male and female, but it was hardly so simple.  Olympe, her mother’s second name, symbolizes her desire for equality with those most highly regarded in society, the “de” represented the nobility denied her by her biological father who did not recognize her, and the “Gouges” a variation of her mother’s surname, Gouze.
  The delegitimation of Olympe de Gouges brought about by her name change accomplished several goals.  The assumption of her mother’s name as a pseudonym, the rejection of her husband’s name, and her claim of illegitimacy: all contributed to her self-exclusion from a world she rejected and by one from which she felt rejected, and self-inclusion in a utopian world of the marginalized, which may be seen as a social or creative haven of sorts.
 



Another theory, admittedly my own, reflected a naïve hope on her part.  Once she obtained some notoriety in Paris, the Marquis, who was a man of letters, would be likely to recognize the name “Olympe” with a sense of nostalgia and would recognize her, even lauding her accomplishments, at last giving her the sense of legitimacy she so desperately wanted.  It is interesting to note that when she first moved to Paris, she was took a residence virtually across the street from him.  To this end, she submitted one of her plays, Zamor et Mirza, to the Comédie française, a company with which the Marquis was familiar if not already affiliated.


The drama that ensued with the Comédie française, regarding Zamor et Mirza, ou l’Hereux naufrage (Zamore and Mirza, or the Fortunate Shipwreck) was unprecedented in their history.  First of all, the play was submitted anonymously through Jean-Baptiste Antoine Suard, the royal theater censor.
  This gave the unknown author of a quite unconventional piece of work some legitimacy, and her work was accepted without question into the repertory.  The plot of the five-act melodrama can be summed up quickly:  Zamor and Mirza are slaves living on a French colonial island, who rescue the French Saint-Frémont family, which has been shipwrecked on the island and is in search of the colonial governor (the long lost father of Sophie Saint-Frémont).  Zamor has been accused of murder by the colonial governor in defending Mirza’s honor, and in reuniting Sophie with her father, is eventually exonerated through mediation of the daughter.  The play ends with an adoption and a marriage of Zamor and Mirza, and a heroic ballet in which the slave and soldiers dance together.
  The themes of illegitimacy, gender and class run throughout the story, as is seen in nearly all of her fictional writing.  



However, new properties were rarely performed for at least a year, and Gouges was impatient.  She began writing the Comédie française in July 1784, after only three months asking when Zamor et Mirza would be performed, and followed with several more letters over the next year, requesting a prompt performance of the piece.  The troupe leader, Florence, responded, noting that nineteen plays had been received ahead of hers, and that royal regulations require them to perform submissions in the order received.  Furthermore, requests by authors for special treatment were considered “malhonnête (ungenteel),” and “indecent”.  A meeting with the troupe in person led to a violent outburst from her, astonishing troupe members even more because it came from a woman.
  This ultimately led the Comédie française to remove Zamor and Mirza from their roster of plays, and her “name removed from the list of those with entrance priveleges to the theater.”



Over the next few years, the Comédie française accepted her play again, and she published a second version of the play, entitled L’Esclavage des Négres (The Slavery of Blacks).  This new edition was set in the west indies, rather than the east indies, Zamor and Mirza were black, rather than south asian.  At the end, the Saint-Frémonts are saved, Sophie reunited with her aristocratic father, and the slaves are married, but they are also emancipated.  It is a much leaner, more political and violent script, and she was placing herself at greater risk of rejection by the establishment, by criticizing the colonial practices of France so openly.  The play, first performed in late 1789, was not well-received, and closed after four performances.  


De Gouges was continually defending her work, her writing style, her sources, and even the notion that she as a woman had a place in the literary world that was reserved for men.  Playwright Pierre Beaumarchais, accused her of “appropriating” one of his characters in her play The Unexpected Marriage of Cherubino.  In the preface to The Philosopher Corrected, she defends herself against his attacks by writing:  

“I have said it before, and I say it again, I owe nothing to the knowledge of men: I am my own work, and when I compose there are only ink, paper and pens on my table…I know it would be easy for me to procure all kinds of works and make a resume of all those good books, not to compose with my imagination but with the ideas of other, to have every page eavesdrop and then arrange this fine mishmash to my advantage – if I possessed the art of dissimulation.”

In the preface to The Unexpected Marriage of Cherubino, she begs the reader’s indulgence for what she refers to as her deficiences in style, construction, versification, knowledge, etc.  



That L’Esclavage des Négres, and all of Olympe de Gouges’ work was really so personal, its poor reception had to be a blow.  In the preface to the published edition which followed its performance, she blames the Colonists for winning over the Comédie française, but is not interested in denouncing them.  Rather, she denounces herself publicly, declaring that her work may lack talent but not morals.
  She also asserts her authority as a woman to speak out against slavery.  Slavery and gender are intertwined considerations in the play.  Even while condemning the slaves’ violence, she places it in a context that includes the conditions that provoked it.


 
Olympe de Gouges was acknowledged to have estimable skill as an orator, and her writing style was similar to that of her speaking style.  Some sources say that she dictated her writings to a scribe in the beginning, as she was illiterate when first arriving in Paris.  This mode of writing would be particularly well-suited for theatrical pieces, but not for political treatises.  However, her response to the “Declaration of the Rights of Man,” “The Declaration of the Rights of Woman,” was extremely effective.  By assuming the same form, she essentially deconstructs it.  By simply replacing “man” with “woman” she makes a parodic statement of the original document, which serves to mimic its content.  The preface is dedicated to the Queen, and she presents a postscript proposing ways of improving the plight of abandoned women and children, albeit a lifelong concern of hers.  She equates the status of women and blacks as commodities, seeking an expression of universal human rights.


Like most of her other writings, “The Declaration of the Rights of Woman” was, for the most part, ignored.  Though many of the social changes she was seeking would be adopted in time, women were seen as a sector of the political sphere merely to be tolerated.  Her declaration did not transform gender politics.  Neither did her treatise Lettre au roi, letter à la Reine, which called upon women to unite and articulate their own interests -  
“Women, is it not time that a revolution also take place among us ?  Or should women remain forever isolated from each other and form a whole with society only in order to slander their own sex and arouse pity in others?”
  


The defensive and self-deprecating tone of her writings, correspondence, prefaces, and postscripts paint a picture of a woman who is misunderstood.  She takes positions which seem contradictory: her experience of misogyny, her proposals for reform, her demand for women’s rights, and her sentimental desire for a chivalrous male figure.   Her later writings, especially those in the last year of her life, are increasingly passionate and desperate,  as Robespierre was gaining power, and a careless word could lead to one’s execution.

The most remarkable example is the public letter, The Prognostication of Maximilian de Robespierre, by an Amphibious Animal, was a forthright attack on Robespierre.  In another open letter, again posted in a public place, she invites Robespierre to join her in a suicidal leap into the Seine.  This invitation was ignored, of course, and was followed by the publishing of a political pamphlet “The Three Urns”, signed by “the aerial voyager.”  In this tract, de Gouges proposes a referendum in which the people would be given an opportunity to choose from three forms of government, a monarchy, a republic or a federation.  This was all Robespierre needed to arrest her and order her execution.



The trial was a mockery, and in the verdict leading to execution, it was decided that de Gouges had mistaken the ‘delirium’ of the ‘exalted imagination’ for an ‘inspiration of nature’; she wanted to be a ‘man of state’ and, in her want of reason, divide France.  She was punished for ‘having forgotten the virtues that belong to her sex’.
  She was executed on 3 November 1945, at the age of 48, the first woman to be sent to the guillotine after the Queen Marie-Antoinette.



Her execution was held up as a warning to other women, who might think of following her example by entertaining public discourse.  Pierre Chaumette, a sympathizer with the Jacobins, warned:  “Recall that virago, that man-woman, the shameless Olympe de Gouges…who abandoned the care of her household, wished to play politics and committed crimes.  All those immoral beings have been annihilated under the avenging sword of the laws. You would like to imitate them?”



The blade that silenced Olympe de Gouges was symbolic of the silencing of women in the new bourgeois and imperial order.  She could no longer be ignored.
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