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ABSTRACT 

 

The Chevalier de Fréminville (1787-1848) was a highly respected naval commander, 

archeologist, naturist, artist, travel writer and expert in Breton traditions and history, and 

published numerous scholarly books and articles. He was also transgender and was the only 

person in France in the 19th century to have written about his love of cross-dressing, and to have 

defended it in his Essai sur l’influence physique et morale du costume féminin (Essay on the 

Physical and Moral Influence of Female Dress) published in 1831, a work described by Gustave 

Fréjaville as “un document psychologique du premier ordre” (a psychological document of the 

first order).  In spite of the importance of the Essay and Fréminville’s immense courage in living 

openly as a transgender person at a time of repressive laws and high social stigma, he is virtually 

unknown in the English speaking world, and none of his books or works and articles about him 

have been translated into English.  

 

His most well known work Mémoires du chevalier de Fréminville, first published in 1913 and 

reissued as a paper back on October 16, 2006, contains a detailed account of his travels with the 

French Navy to northern Europe, Africa and the Caribbean. It is also the source of an urban myth 

which ascribes his cross-dressing to a tragic love affair on the tiny Iles des Saintes, south of 

Guadeloupe. The episode is shrouded in mystery and Fréminville may have written two different 

accounts of his three month stay on the islands, one describing the love affair in great detail and 

reproduced in his Mémoires and the other very much shorter referred to by Prosper Levot in 

1868, in which no mention is made of any love affair, a fact that oddly has not attracted any 

attention. The manuscripts of either of the accounts have not been made available to researchers. 

In addition to an examination of the Essay and the episode on Les Saintes, the mixed reactions of 

his contemporaries and the Church to his cross dressing are described, and reference is made to 

the legal, medical, social and literary background of the times. 

INTRODUCTION 

As is the case with the history of all minorities, that of transgender people has been ignored, 

silenced, forgotten and distorted. It is well-known that the Chevalier de Fréminville dressed as a 

women in later life, yet while works concerning his naval career, and his archeological and 

natural history research are well known, his Essai sur l’influence physique et morale du costume 

féminini (Essay on the Physical and Moral Influence of  Female Dress)  about his experiences as 

a cross-dresser only came to light in 1958 when it was published in a major research work  La 

Vie double du chevalier de Fréminville by Gustave Fréjaville ii . This study is difficult to obtain 

and is in very poor condition due to acidification and is not mentioned in Jean Merrien’s 

extensive bibliography in his work Un certain Chevalier de Fréminville 1787-1848, published in 



1970.iii Merrien did however republish the Essai, describing it as “rarissime”. As far as is known, 

only one copy of the original remains, and is in the Bibliothèque nationale in Paris. 

There are no works about Fréminville in English, yet he deserves to be better known in the 

English speaking world, since he was one of the rare examples in 19th century France of a 

prominent member of society who dressed as a woman and the only one who wrote about it 

voluntarily and attempted to provide an explanation.  He described in detail how he dressed, the 

public reaction and provided deep psychological insight for his penchant.   

Christophe-Paulin de La Poix, chevalier de Fréminville (24 January 1787 – 12 January 1848), 

was born into a noble family with a family crest iv,  was a French navy commander, and a highly 

respected naturalist, and archeologist. He was a member of the Société royale des antiquaires de 

France and of several other learned societies.  Concerning his military career, he entered the 

navy in 1801, rose steadily through the ranks and became a captain in 1830. During his many 

years at sea Fréminville travelled to the Arctic in 1806 and between the years 1822 and 1823 he 

sailed to the coast of west Africa and to the Caribbean. He was wounded in action in 1803, was 

made Chevalier de la Légion d’Honneur on August 16, 1823v , was a Chevalier de l’ordre royal 

et militaire de Saint Louis, and Chevalier de l’ordre militaire et hospitalier de Saint Jean de 

Jérusalem. Finally, it should be mentioned that there are indications that he was a member of the 

secret society Knights Templar or at least was highly interested in the organizationvi.  

WORKS BY FREMINVILLE 

Concerning his work as a naturalist, Fréminville, began his career at sea, inspired by the accounts 

of the voyages of Captain James Cook, which he is reputed to have read for the first time at the 

age of eight. On all his voyages, he drew coastal profiles and views, and specimens of exotic 

creatures, some of which were named in his honour, including a number of marine species, but 

most notably the Eagle Ray (Myliobatis Fremonvillei),vii and a Central American snake 

Stenorrhina Freminvillei.viii  

He was a prolific author and wrote or co-authored about twenty works, including his well-known 

Mémoires du chevalier de Fréminvilleix, reissued as a paper back on October 16, 2006 and 

available on line. He was also a skilled artist and his sketches appear in many of his works. 

  

Some of his other books include: 

Voyage to the North Pole: In the Frigate the Syrene; Including a Physical and Geographical 

Notice Relative to the Island of Iceland, Sir R. Phillips and Company, 1819 

Antiquités de la Bretagne. Monuments du Morbihan.1827-29, Lefournier et Deperiers, Brest. 

Republished by the same publisher, 1834. 210 pages 

 

Antiquités de la Bretagne. Finistère I, Lefournier et Deperiers, 1832. 334 pages 

 

Antiquités de la Bretagne. Finistère. Seconde partie, II, Côme et Bonetbeau, Brest, 1835. 541 

pages 



A new edition of Voyage dans le Finistère by Cambry with historical, archeological, and 

physical notes, and information about the flora and fauna of the Department, Brest, 1836. 

Antiquités de la Bretagne, Côtes-du-Nord. Brest, J-B Lefournier, 1837. 416 pages 

Histoire de Bertrand du Guesclin, A Proux et Cie, Brest, 1841. 522 pages  

Considérations générales sur les moeurs et habitudes de serpents, Brest, 1842  

Le guide du voyageur dans le département du Finistère, Antiquités de la Bretagne, A Proux et 

Cie, Brest, 1845 (date on the cover) or 1844 (date inside) 

An unpublished course on French archeology in 3 volumes plus 2 volumes of explicatory 

drawings, and an unpublished course on Breton archeology, 1 volume, with 200 drawings. 

1,200 unpublished natural history drawings and 6 volumes of zoological descriptions. 

He also wrote many articles in the journals and bulletins of the learned societies that he was a 

member of. 

An extensive bibliography can be found in Jean Merrien’s workx referenced above. 

ESSAY ON THE PHYSICAL AND MORAL INFLUENCE OF FEMALE DRESS 

As already mentioned, Fréminville was the author of Essai sur l’influence physique et morale du 

costume féminin (Essay on the Physical and Moral Influence of Female Dress), written in 1830xi 

and published under the pseudo name Caroline de L., née de L. P., by Imprimerie de Stahl, Paris, 

in 1831. This is a work of great importance in the history of transgender people, since it is a rare 

personal account by a transgender person living openly dressed as a woman in the early 19th 

century and it was described by Gustave Fréjavillexii as “un document psychologique du premier 

ordre” (a psychological document of the first order). 

I came across le Chevalier de Fréminville by chance when researching Emile Souvestre, a 

novelist, playwriter and folklorist who was born and worked in the same north-western part of 

France as Fréminville. Souvestre wrote two works similar to Fréminville’s, an edition of 

Cambry’s Voyage dans le Finistère (Brest, 1835) and Le Finistère en 1836 (Brest, 1838), and the 

two authors became involved in a very public dispute each accusing the other of plagiarism. 

Fréminville, during this dispute, received an anonymous letter which may have been from 

Souvestre, but only an examination of the handwriting could throw light on the authorship if the 

manuscript still exists. The content is interesting because it refers to Fréminville as a transvestite 

and is an example of the prejudice that he probably encountered.  

“Monsieur le Chevalier, worthy imitator of all our incompetent writers. Your work on Le 

Finistère is a web of absurdities, insults against the clergy, and your good compatriots who have 

unfortunately shown you hospitality.  All in all, it’s a monument of stupidity which can only 

bring you shame and disgrace in this region as in the whole of France. 

Thus, allow me to tell you that you are only a poor imbecile, a man without faith and manners, et 

that your work does not merit to be read or even refuted. Moreover, I am no longer surprised to 



learn that you metamorphose into a woman; but metamorphose into an animal and you will write 

better. 

All honest people warn you to stop your trips in Finistère and to take your shame to countries 

where you are not known. We do not fear your incompetent pen, but you should fear public 

indignation. 

Thus Monsieur le Chevalier without breeches, resort to metamorphosis to escape the danger 

which threatens you.” xiii 

The term without breeches is a play on words in the original French sans-culottes. 

“ The sans-culottes (French: [sɑ̃kylɔt], literally "without breeches") were the common people of 

the lower classes in late 18th century France, a great many of whom became radical and militant 

partisans of the French Revolution in response to their poor quality of life under the Ancien 

Régime. The name sans-culottes refers to their clothing, and through that to their lower-class 

status: culottes were the fashionable silk knee-breeches of the 18th-century nobility and 

bourgeoisie, and the working class sans-culottes wore pantaloons, or trousers, instead.” xiv 

However, the anonymous writer is criticizing Fréminville not for being low class, but of wearing 

dresses rather than trousers.  

Fréminville was not intimidated by the letter, made a veiled threat against its author and wrote 

that he would not change his manner of dress in any way: 

“Moreover, I beg the people who do not know me, to believe that, in spite of what this this 

honest anonymous person says, I am not so bad in the minds of honest people and that they have 

not so lightly withdrawn their esteem ..... I also beg them to be very confident that despite his 

threats, I will absolutely not leave this country, that I will remain here in complete safety, and 

that I will continue as in the past, my travels in Finistère, as much for the purpose of being useful 

to learning, as for the simple one of taking a walk when I feel like it, without hiding or 

metamorphosing myself. As for the people who know me, they can attest to all, to what extent I 

am a man to be frightened by threats, from wherever they may come. I will very carefully keep in 

my papers the original of the letter that has just been read. It may be useful to me one day.xv 

 

Indeed, Fréminville dressed as a woman after he retired from the navy in 1831 and probably 

sometimes even before, since he tells us in the Essai that he appeared four times at parties in 

1828 and 1829 dressed as a woman.xvi However, it is not certain whether he so dressed just at 

home in Brest, or whether he went about his daily life in the city as a woman. The only 

descriptions by other people we have of him in female dress are at home. 

The original edition of Essai sur l’influence physique et morale du costume féminin was 

impossible to find as far back as 1907 when Léon Durocher attempted in vain to do so. However, 

he did provide evidence that Fréminville was indeed the author of the brochure.xvii   Gustave 

Fréjaville later rediscovered it in the Bibliothèque nationale where it had been miscatalogued and 

republished it in 1958 in his work La Vie double du chevalier de Fréminville as mentioned above. 

A scan of the original is now available on line.xviii  

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Help:IPA/French
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Culottes
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Early_modern_France#France_in_the_17th_and_18th_centuries
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/French_Revolution
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/French_Revolution#Causes
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ancien_R%C3%A9gime
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ancien_R%C3%A9gime
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Culottes
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Breeches
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/French_nobility
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Bourgeoisie#In_France_and_French-speaking_countries
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Working_class
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Trousers#Modern_Europe


The Essai, which is 16 pages long, is written in the third person, since it purports to be an 

account by Caroline de L., née de L. P. of Fréminville’s love of wearing female clothes. The 

pronoun used to refer to Fréminville is always he which indicates how he may have seen himself. 

The Essai is both a description of the pleasure he derives from dressing as a woman as well as 

his justifications for his passion.  He begins by describing how he constantly dresses and 

describes his appearance at a party: 

“The city of X…. provides a real example of what Louvet de Couvrai has so nicely imagined in 

his novel FAUBLAS.xix The Chevalier de Fréminville appears constantly dressed as a woman 

and seems to take so much pleasure in wearing this dress that he never gives it up. Everyone 

believes, to be truthful, that he would be well mistaken to do so, for he is so outstandingly fine as 

a woman that it is impossible to see a more complete and astonishing illusion. One really feels 

that his physique helps a lot, which is the case. He has gentle, regular features, is of perfect size 

and is very slim, with delicate limbs, little hands and especially such pretty cute feet that there is 

no woman who could not envy them. Finally, he has the comportment, gestures and posture of a 

woman. Always dressed with the greatest elegance and with infinite taste, he enjoys following all 

the latest fashions, in which respect he sets the tone and serves as an example for most of our 

ladies. In recent days, we saw him at a party, surrounded by pretty women, seeming to compete 

with them in grace and elegance. He wore a pink satin dress with a shawl of fine embroidered 

netting with a lace trim. On his head he wore a pretty, pink satin hat, decorated with a white 

‘willow’ plume. His little shoes in white satin outlined his pretty feet, covered with fashionable 

socks of the most delicate material. His appearance was ravishing and everyone was taken in.” xx 

 

One does have to wonder however how accurate this description was, since Fréminville was 

forty-four years old in 1831 and as Léon Durocher writes, “One is never flattered as much as by 

oneself.” xxi  

Fréminville then justifies his love of dressing as a woman by showing that cross-dressers have 

always existed and he mentions Sardanapalus (the King of Assyria), the Roman Emperors Nero 

and Heliogabalus, King Henry III of France, the brother of Louis XIV (Monsieur) and the 17th 

century Abbé de Choisy who was a courtier at Louis XIV’s court and wrote about his life as a 

woman in his Histoire de Madame la comtesse des Barres. A Madame la marquise de 

Lambert.xxii  He also mentions three lesser known figures, the Chevaliers de Pradines et de 

Lorraine and Abbé d’Entragues.  Five of the sixteen pages of the Essai are devoted to these 

earlier examples, with the most detailed description being that of Choisy: 

“Another remarkable example… is that of the Abbé de Choisy, member of the Académie 

française, born in 1664, and sent by Louis XIV as Ambassador to Siam. He loved to dress as a 

woman so passionately that in order to devote himself without restraint to this inclination, he left 

his residence in the capital, bought a castle and land in Berry, and lived there for many years 

dressed as a woman, believed to be a woman and living absolutely thus under the name of 

Madame la comtesse des Barres. His pleasing physique lent itself perfectly to the illusion and 

favored his inclination. In the history of his life, which he published, he warmly recounts to us 



the excess of happiness which he enjoyed when, free, in his castle near Bourges, nothing came to 

obstruct his inclination and with what delights he abandoned himself to it without reserve. He 

dressed as a woman nearly all his life; even at an advanced age he could not take it upon himself 

to stop dressing in this way; and if at that time he did not dare to dress as a woman any more in 

public, for fear of ridicule, he always did so in private at home.” xxiii 

Fréminville points out that female dress did not diminish in any way the qualities of the person. 

Hence, the brother of King Louis XIV distinguished himself in several battles and Fréminville 

quotes Voltaire, “Monsieur (Voltaire said) charged with a valour that one did not expect in an 

effeminate prince; never did one see a greater example that courage is not incompatible with 

softness. This prince who often dressed as a woman, and who had the inclinations of one, acted 

as a captain and a soldier.” xxiv 

His second justification for his love of women’s dress is more interesting and important since he 

provides psychological explanations for his behaviour. He believes that this desire in some men 

is innate and is an integral part of their character: “This inclination that some men have to 

assimilate to the female sex is not a new thing nor without numerous examples; it results from a 

great moral sensitivity, combined with a very delicate physical constitution.” xxv 

“The soft elegance of female clothes and the idea that by wearing them one gets closer to those 

charming beings, destined by nature to give happiness, have a delicious effect on the nervous 

system of a delicate being and make him feel delights unknown to those whose character is more 

course.” xxvi 

This passion is no different from those that other men have, and which pushed to the extreme can 

be also be considered odd, even eccentric: 

“There is, so to speak, no man who does not have a particular interest, a favorite mania which 

often becomes a passion and which carried to the extreme, makes him appear strange and 

eccentric, and may even be labelled as madness: however, wrongly so, since this passion can 

dominate a man without altering in any way his intellectual capabilities.” xxvii 

These innate passions and interests are intimately linked to a man’s physical characteristics: 

“The different types of these innate passions which dominate you almost in spite of yourself and 

often for one’s whole life, result less from one’s moral education than from one’s physical 

constitution and a certain disposition of the organs of the individual. These inclinations are born 

with us, strengthen with age, become irresistible and dominate us to the grave. Thus, a man with 

a strong, robust and vigorous constitution will naturally have bellicose tastes and will be 

passionate about violent pursuits such as hunting, riding and sword fighting. 

He who is born impulsive but with a weak constitution will be ambitious or miserly; he will be 

dominated by the fury of gambling, he will love speculating or games of chance, or attempting to 

makes his fortune with strange schemes.” xxviii 

In the second but last paragraph of the Essai, speaking through Caroline de L., he sums up his 

love of dressing as a woman: 



“A few days ago, I found myself with a circle of people when he appeared in a pink taffeta dress, 

a pink crepe beret, trimmed with marabou feathers and little pink shoes. It was then, having 

initiated a conversation with him that I asked him for permission to cite him in this booklet as the 

most remarkable example of the irresistible fondness that certain members of his sex have to 

adopt the dress and manners of ours. For some time I had thought about this singular inclination, 

had sought to analyze it, to recognize its causes, and having come across several examples, both 

in the past as well as at the present time, I believe that I have guessed the causes and I wanted to 

show here that this inclination, which at first sight seems strange, is a passion just as natural as 

any other and even more so in that is completely innocent and does not result in the ruin of one’s 

health or fortune, nor in shame or remorse.” xxix 

He concludes by saying that this booklet is his response to those who have criticized him, and 

says that he will continue to dress as a woman: 

“I hope that he will justify his inclination for any reasonable person, and hope also that he will 

avenge the silly talk of some pretentious people above whom, moreover, all his personal qualities 

will raise him so much that their attacks can hardly injure him. As for myself, I join with many 

other ladies in approving and applauding his inclination; we all wish that he may devote himself 

for a longtime yet to such peaceful and gentle tendencies by continuing to dress as a woman.”xxx 

The fact the Fréminville felt the need to justify his inclination shows that he must indeed have 

been the target of some criticism, mainly it appears from men, since in the Essai he claims that 

he received nothing but praise from women. Further evidence of public disapproval is found in 

Fréjaville’s work. It is not known whether his dismissal from the navy in 1831 was for political 

reasons or was connected in any way with his appearance in women’s dress at four events in 

1828 and 1829 mentioned in the Essai, though he had an excellent career record. Moreover, the 

very fact that he published his booklet under a pseudonym indicates at least that he was 

concerned about a possible negative reaction or ridicule. Furthermore, it appears that he only 

started to cross-dress just before or after his retirement from the navy, presumably with a good 

pension and in possession of his own home, so we do not know whether he would have had to 

face discrimination in the areas of employment or housing. On the other hand, he does not appear 

to have been the victim of a single physical assault and seems to have led a safe and peaceful life 

in Brest. 

As mentioned above, Gustave Fréjaville in 1958 published a major work about Fréminville’s 

cross-dressing. It is an outstanding piece of research, the analysis is based on the leading 

psychologists of the dayxxxi and is written with deep understanding and compassion, especially 

when one considers that it was published at a time where there was little sympathy for gender or 

sexual minorities of any kind. He draws attention to the psychological value of the Essai, and its 

ground-breaking analysis. Fréjaville’s own analysis seems very modern claiming that cross-

dressing is quite distinct from homosexuality and is more related to narcissism and fetishism. He 

shows great psychological insight when describing the problems faced by cross-dressers in a 

hostile environment. If they reject own their nature, it can cause psychological harm, but self-

acceptance risks rejection by society, isolation and loneliness. Moreover, young transgender 

people accept their nature, take it lightly and think it is a passing whim but as they grow older are 



unable to conform to more conservative roles that older people are expected to play.xxxii Hence 

Fréminville married, perhaps to conform to social pressure, but the marriage cannot be 

considered successful since his wife moved out after one year. Many of the difficulties faced by 

cross-dressers as described by Fréjaville were a product of the times, when there was general 

public ignorance concerning gender diversity, social discrimination and lack of psychological 

and medical support. The isolation mentioned by Fréjaville has now been considerably lessened 

by the internet and in some countries by laws protecting transgendered people from 

discrimination. In spite of this, Fréjaville’s work is still valuable and for the time was progressive 

and sympathetic.  

Fréjaville provides further evidence that Fréminville did indeed suffer discrimination saying he 

“complained of the incessant persecutions of powerful enemies and of political cheats.”xxxiii  He 

also gives information concerning the public reaction to Fréminville’s dressing as a woman, and 

their attempts to explain his behavior.  

POPULAR EXPLANATIONS FOR FREMINVILLE’S CROSS-DRESSING 

There have been two major explanations for Fréminville’s behavior, one accepted by his 

contemporaries, the second one proposed after his death. The first was that he once escaped with 

his life during the French revolution by disguising himself as a girl, a rumour widely believed by 

Brest residents and referred to in the anonymous letter quoted above: “Thus Monsieur le 

Chevalier without breeches, resort to metamorphosis to escape the danger which threatens you.” 

Fréjaville convincingly dismisses the rumour on the grounds that Fréminville would have been 

only seven years old at the time. However, according to Jean Merrienxxxiv, the episode happened 

in 1814 when Fréminville escaped with his life from Napoleon’s troops after he had sided with 

the Breton royalists (les Chouans) before Napoleon’s exile to Elba 

The second widely held belief in the 20th century was that Fréminville was suffering from 

madness brought on by an event which has occurred in the Caribbean during his naval service. 

He describes the event which took place on Les Saintes (a small archipelago, made up of nine 

islands, 15 km off the southern coast of Guadeloupe) in his Mémoires xxxvand is discussed in a 

recent article by Raymond Joyeux “Amour tragique aux Saintes en 1822, Caroline C. et Le 

Chevalier de Fréminville: une passion dévorante entre mythe et réalité.” xxxvi  Fréminville arrived 

at Les Saintes on July 20, 1822 and left three months later on October 18. In his account, he tells 

us that while he was there he almost drowned while attempting to look at coral, and was rescued 

by some servants of a certain Mme C. and her younger sister Caroline C. They took him back to 

the sisters’ house and Caroline looked after him for a short time after which they become close 

friends. Joyeux writes, “Our loving couple, always accompanied by Mme C ... take many walks, 

‘sometimes in the countryside, sometimes by the sea, rarely in the village.’ The happy lovebirds 

also visit Caroline's nanny, Marguerite, a freed slave who lives in a small house on the other side 

of the island at Crawen Cove. The two sisters are even invited one day to dinner aboard the 

Néréïde in the company of Fréminville, at the table of the commander, to the delight of Caroline 

who has never set foot on a frigate, and who will obtain the pardon of two sailors who are in 

irons and who are immediately released ... It was the custom, at the time, in the navy, when a 

lady boarded a warship for the first time." xxxvii  The liaison is suddenly brought to an end when 

https://raymondjoyeux.com/2014/04/10/amour-tragique-aux-saintes-en-1822/


Fréminville’s ship is ordered to leave, and when he returns on November 21 he is only able to 

sail past the island without time to land.  Caroline, believing that Fréminville was returning to 

Europe, committed suicide by throwing herself in the sea in the same place where Fréminville 

had been rescued several months earlier. These facts are repeated by Fréjaville, who discredits 

the opinion that the event caused Fréminville to become mad. He also points out that by 1822 he 

was already marriedxxxviii and had a son named Paul Guillaume Raoul who was born in 1816, one 

year after his marriage. Hence Fréminville could not have become engaged to Caroline, as he 

says twice in his Mémoires what he had. xxxix Annie Chassing-Burette tells us that he also had a 

daughter and that her name was Elisa.xl   

The whole episode is controversial and has given rise to various interpretations. The story itself 

did not become public until Eugène Herpin published the Mémoires in 1913, and it was not 

mentioned by anyone, including Fréminville’s contemporaries before this date. One of his 

friends, Prosper Levot, for example, wrote a 70 page article in 1868 based on the unpublished 

manuscript of the Mémoires (Mémoires inédites) in which he devoted three pages to 

Fréminville’s three and a half months stay on Les Saintes and did not mention Caroline or any 

other love affair.xli  One is left to ask whether there are two manuscripts concerning that period, 

one quite factual and the other including the love story.  

 Herpin was also the first to suggest that Caroline’s suicide was the cause of Fréminville’s love 

of cross-dressing, a romantic legend belief which has become commonly accepted: 

“Why this name of Caroline? Why this desire of the knight to get close, by taking her costume, 

to the charming being, destined by nature to give us happiness? The reader will find the key to 

the enigma; he will understand and excuse the state of mind of the poor knight, with his heart 

forever broken, when he has read about his melancholy love, with the delicious Creole girl who 

died for his beautiful eyes.”xlii 

One problem with the account is that it was copied by Herpin, who tells us himself that at least 

parts of the published Mémoires were merely a resume of Fréminville’s manuscriptxliii. 

Fréjaville asked Herpin many years later if he could see the manuscript and his request was 

turned down.xliv  

Annie Chassing-Burette xlv goes even further and makes a very convincing case that the story 

was pure fiction. She found no mention in official documents that any young women died on the 

Îles des Saintes in 1822, even though Fréminville tells us that Caroline died on November 30 of 

that year. There is no record of her birth either. Annie Chassing-Burette examined contemporary 

maps of the islands and could not find the house on Morne Morel, though there were remnants of 

a military defensive position where the house was supposed to have been. Examining lawyers’ 

records, she could find no mention of the sale of the house which Fréminville said occurred soon 

after Caroline’s suicide. Furthermore, a person who had committed suicide would not have been 

buried in the cemetery, as Fréminville claimed. As to Caroline’s clothes, her drawings and the 

locket of hair which Fréminville says he brought back to France, no one who visited him ever 

mentioned seeing them. Annie Chassing-Burette believes that the story was fabricated to provide 

a reason for his transvestism. His first justification, the Essai, which he published in 1831 had 



not been well received, and he felt that explaining his penchant as the madness of love, would be 

more easily accepted. She also points out, as have others, that the episode bears some comment 

features with Bernadin de Saint Pierre’s novel Paul et Virginie, published in 1788. 

Fréminville’s account only emerged in1913, so the question arises as to when he actually 

intended to publish it. According to Jean Merrien, the third volume of Fréminville’s Mémoires 

which contains the account was written 1834 xlvi, just three years after the publication of the 

Essai, which might give credence to the supposition that it was written to explain his 

transvestism after the Essai may been poorly received, though I did not find any direct evidence 

of this negative reaction. It would certainly have been risky to publish it while people who were 

with him during the stay on Les Saintes, were still alive and could have questioned the facts, if 

they were not true. However, why invent the story simply to justify his transvestism if it was not 

to be published rapidly? Moreover, nowhere in his account does Fréminville suggest that the 

love affair caused either madness or his love of cross-dressing. 

A further mystery is why the heroine of the story is called Caroline, the very same name of the 

pseudonym of the author of the Essai.  A very plausible explanation of the meaning of the story 

is that he imagined himself in his depiction of the girl, and that he wrote the story for himself, as 

much as for others. In that case, there would have been no rush to publish it.  This interpretation 

is proposed in on-line comments below Raymond Joyeux’s article mentioned above.  

Michel Duval wrote (February 1, 2015): As you mention, Annie (Annie Chassing-Burette, 

op.cit.), the only thing of which we can be sure is that Fréminville profoundly felt himself a 

woman. In short, he had a double personality: the Fréminville who was seemingly a man 

according to society’s criteria and the Fréminville who was really a woman inside. 

No one at the time understood that, even if he dressed as a woman to try to make it understood. 

That must have resulted in great suffering and a great solitude, which he was only able to express 

in a hidden fashion in his Mémoires, which should rather be called the Novel or the Tragedy of 

his life. 

In that interpretation Caroline is the fictional transposition of Fréminville the woman. By killing 

her in his story, he expresses the tragic necessity of abandoning and killing the Fréminville, 

woman, not tolerated by society.xlvii 

Annie replied (February 2, 2015): I think that Fréminville was a man preferring to be of the other 

sex and who tried to live out his “penchant” at a time when it was totally forbidden. His invented 

story of Caroline C*** was the way. It was a judicious strategy to live in accordance with his 

personality. The problem is that his commentators (even sometimes certified historians) have 

rarely wanted to recognize it, and if they did, did not wish or were unable to provide the proof. It 

would be interesting to reflect on the question: why do certain legends persist in spite of the 

obvious falseness and how are certain myths officially maintained.xlviii 

Two other possible reasons for the fictitious story are considered further in this article. He may 

have written it for others to show that he was heterosexual, or it could have just been a dream of 



what could have been. In the latter case, he would not have been attempting to convince others of 

anything and there would just have been no need to rush to publish it. 

Further research may elucidate whether the story was a complete fabrication, or whether it was 

an embellished version of a liaison which really happened. For example, there may still be letters 

in the archives written by Fréminville or others at the time of the described events, or the ship’s 

logs may still be available somewhere. A detailed examination of the manuscript or manuscripts 

concerning his stay on the island might also throw some light on the story. Unfortunately, the 

only people who may have seen all the manuscripts are Fréminville’s descendants and they have 

not allowed access to them by others. Merrien deposited a complete typed copy of the 

manuscript in the Muséee de la Marine Naval, Palais de Chaillot in Paris but not the manuscript 

itself nor a facsimile xlix. It was would also be interesting to see the daily logs, if they still exist, 

which Fréminville used to write his Mémoires. Merrien tells us had the daily logs for at least the 

first volume and he published a facsimile of three pagesl in his work. Did he also have the daily 

logs for volume three which includes the story of Caroline? Jean Merrien died in 1972, so where 

are the manuscripts now?  

DESCRIPTIONS OF FREMINVILLE BY HIS CONTEMPORARIES 

The most detailed description of Fréminville dressed as a woman is by someone other than 

himself is that of Paul Tournal, a pharmacist and an eminent archeologist (1805-1872) who 

visited him in 1841, when Fréminville was 54. His account, which is unsympathetic and unkind 

appeared in 1844 in La Revue du Midi li and is quoted by Fréjaville.lii We learn that Fréminville 

from the age of 48 remained in this office every day from 2pm to 5pm and did not normally 

receive visitors at the time. However, he made an exception for Tournal, since he had come from 

afar. Even though Tournal had been warned of what he might find, he was taken aback 

nonetheless: “The door opened…. and a venerable lady with the most monumental appearance, 

dressed sumptuously but in a most grotesque way, offered herself to my eyes. This dreamlike 

apparition was wearing a Louis XV style flowery silk dress, with sleeves of Flanders silk, frills, 

beauty patches, bright red makeup, and a powdered bun à la maréchale etc. This venerable 

contemporary of the Marshall of Saxony, bowed most solemnly, took off her glasses, and 

enquired as to the purpose of my visit.” liii Tournal continues his description in the same negative 

vein, “I noticed that the great lady was really a man, that she had bony hands, a bearded chin, 

chapped skin, and a prominent hyoid bone. Real white whiskers, hidden by flowers and pink 

ribbons, finally dissipated my doubts. It was clear that I was dealing with a knight dressed as a 

woman and we were far from Shrove Tuesday or the Mi-Carême.” liv However, he does say that 

Fréminville treated him well and politely, pays tribute to his kindness and his courtesy, and 

remarks that the knight “wore women’s clothes with the greatest ease, a sign of a long habit.”lv  

A second less detailed description is provided by Armand Guéraud, a young bookseller-printer 

from Nantes, a traveler and travel writer.  He merely recounts that he only saw Freminville 

dressed as a man, but says that he dressed as a woman at home from 1 to 4 and appeared at his 

window so dressed. It reveals the probably widely held view of the time that transvestism in 

itself was a sign of madness. His knowledge of Freminville seems to be second-hand possibly 

including information from Tournal’s article in La Revue du Midi, published the previous year. 

He wrote to his friend Braud in June 1845, 



 

‘If I wrote you and told you that a former frigate captain, over sixty years old,  dresses as a 

woman every day from 1pm to 4pm, that he spends 1,500 Francs on his women’s outfits, that he 

has the most beautiful dresses made with black satin and silk, the most fashionable hats, day 

stocking, satin shoes, the most elegant gloves and the finest laces, that he asks to be called 

Pauline, and  shows himself at his window imitating all the grimaces of a little mistress, you 

would reply that one of us was mad, he for his cross-dressing and me for recounting such 

silliness. Now I am going further. I swear to you that such a man exists, that I have seen him 

dressed as a man and that I spoke to him briefly. He speaks very well, has good judgement, is an 

author and has just published a very good book.’lvi  

A third description was written by a young lady neighbor on November 21, 1832, one year after 

the publication of the Essai.  It again reveals that the probable prevalent view of the time that 

transvestism in itself was a sign of madness.  The lady in question, Mlle P. Petit, wrote a letter to 

her sister saying that Fréminville had only been retired for a month (actually he retired on March 

1, 1831lvii), that he was mad and had been so his entire life but was not dangerous. However, he 

was intelligent, and had written several books, including the Essai which she either had read or 

had heard about. She said that he appeared at his window dressed as a woman but didn’t go out 

as such, and she had only seen him dressed as a man. She also wrote that he was friendly to 

children who treated him as a woman, but was angry if they took him for a man dressed as a 

woman.  Mlle Petit had a superficial view of Fréminville, and does not seem to have spoken to 

him. Her knowledge of him seems to have been largely based on gossip and hearsay, just as 

Armand Guéraud’s appears to have been, and to suggest that he had been mad his whole life 

shows that she must have been unaware of his distinguished naval career. It is however an 

interesting account, from an ordinary member of the public rather than from other writers.lviii 

Two further accounts of unknown dates are provided by Hippolyte Violeau, an author of several 

works about Brittany who described a visit he made to Fréminville to discuss their mutual 

interest in the history of their area.lix He was apprehensive as he had heard about the 

Fréminville’s  cross-dressing both from Fréminville’s neighbours and especially from two of his 

close friends Monsieur and Madame  d’Orsay who had been invited to visit  him. Their 

description of him as “so horrible that their only thought was to flee” was unkind, and based 

solely on his physical appearance. Violeau’s own visit was much more pleasant, firstly because 

Fréminville was dressed as a man, and Violeau was primarily interested in Fréminville’s 

expertise in Breton history. He did, however, not go back fearing to meet  Mlle Pauline rather 

than the Chevalier and described his female clothes as “this ridiculous outfit” (cette ridicule 

toilette).  The two accounts are a further  illustration of the lack of understanding and tolerance 

for gender diversity, common at the time. Violeau’s account also provide further evidence that 

Fréminville did not always appear as a woman.  

A young historian and writer, Mary-Lafond visited him around 1836 and described, without 

passing judgement, the Louis XV style clothes Freminville was wearing.lx 

Finally, Prosper Levot,  who knew Freminville well,  described his dress and the reactions of 

otherslxi. He would alternatively wear medieval armour or women’s clothes.  Dressed as a 



woman he would both receive friends and also visit them in their homes, and he would have 

detailed discussions with ladies about the finer points of fashion. Even though prematurely aged 

due to his years in the navy, he persisted in cross-dressing in spite of knowing that he was 

ridiculed. Braving public opinion was part of his character. 

BACKGROUND AND CONTEXT 

Around the time of Fréminville’s Essai, several novels with homosexual or transsexual themes 

were published. It is not certain that Fréminville read them since there is little to indicate that he 

was interested in contemporary literature, and his historical and archeological studies would have 

taken up most of his time. However, the novels do show that there was an increasing interest in 

and awareness of non-conventional sexuality and gender identification. The main character in 

Balzac’s novel of 1834 Séraphita is the androgynous Séraphitüs-Séraphîta though he/she is a 

supernatural being unlike the realistic characters in his other works. Balzac was also the first 

French author to portray a homosexual, in the person of Vautrin, in Le Père Goriot (1835) and he 

refers to sexual diversity in the sign on the boarding house which is the setting of the novel: " 

Pension Bourgeoise des deux sexes et autres” (Bourgeois Boarding House for the two sexes and 

others). In the same year he published La Fille aux yeux d’or in which both same sex love 

between two women, and transvestism are themes. Also in 1835 Théodore Gauthier published 

Mademoiselle de Maupin, in which the main character is a cross-dressing woman who loves both 

men and women. “I am of a separate third sex which does not yet have a name: above or below, 

more defective or superior: I have the body and the soul of a woman, the spirit and the strength 

of a man, and I have too much or not enough of either to be able to identify with one or the 

other.” lxii  The female novelist Amantine Lucile Aurore Dupin (1 July 1804 – 8 June 1876), 

better known by her nom de plume George Sand, often dressed as a man, which was exceptional 

for a woman at the time, and she also caused scandal by smoking in public. Stigma against men 

cross-dressing was probably greater than women cross-dressers and there are no examples of 

male cross-dressers in 19th century French literature, and there were only a few other known 

male cross-dressers apart from Fréminville in the real world, including the cabaret performer 

Arthur W. and Mademoiselle Savalette de Lange.  

As to the legal context, homosexuality was decriminalized when it was not mentioned in the 

Penal Code of 1791. It appeared for the first time in The Civil Code or “Code Napoleon” of 1804 

which established a different age of consent according to sex, 15 for heterosexuals and 18 for 

homosexuals. In 1810 article 330 was added which made public sex illegal and came to be 

mainly used against homosexuals:                                                           

Anyone who commits an act of public indecency, will be punished with imprisonment from three 

months to a year, and with a fine of sixteen to two hundred Francs.lxiii 

Hence, while homosexuality was legal, it was treated differently from heterosexuality and 

became gradually ever more repressed by the authorities, especially after the mid nineteenth 

century when the medical profession through dubious science reinforced the Church’s 

condemnation of it. It should be added that it remained illegal in the armed forces.  

 



Cross-dressing for women was criminalized in Paris by a police order of November, 7 1800. 

Women wishing to dress as men had to obtain special permission, which was only granted on 

medical grounds and was only valid for six months. There were no similar restrictions for men 

until February 10, 1828 and February 19, 1830 when the police banned masks, disguises and 

cross-dressing on grounds of decency, morality and for disturbing public order: 

 

“Ordinance No. 1232 dated February 10, 1828 concerns masks. Article 2 stipulates that no one 

may wear disguises which are likely to disturb public order, nor which could in any way, violate 

decency and morality. A further police order again concerning masks and which dates from 

February 10, 1830 stipulates in article 3 that it is forbidden for any masked, disguised or 

transvestite person to harm passers-by by gestures and words contrary to modesty and likely to 

offend public morals and social mores. These orders concerning cross-dressing can be compared 

to certain solicitations of the police towards certain people who cross-dress: on July 15, 1845, a 

police report concerns a certain Jacques François Renaudin who disguises himself as a woman. 

In July 1846, a police report refers to a Claude Gilbert, dressed as a woman and who is brought 

before the Correctional Court of the Seine for indecency.”lxiv
 

 

Fréminville tells us in his Essai that he appeared four times in public dressed as a woman at 

parties in 1828 and 1829 so he could have risked arrest. 

Apart from the threat of police harassment, a major problem for him would have been that male 

transvestism in the 19th century was highly associated with homosexuality and some 

homosexuals who were arrested for “outrage public à la pudeur” had female nicknames.  

According to Pastorello, “The existence of female nicknames was already found in the 18th 

century as a mark of a particular sociability. In 19th century police records this fashion also 

appears in a similar way, and some men are only known by their female nicknames. 

"L’Alsacienne" or "Elie (la)" or "Georgina (la)". Some others are known by their real name but 

their nickname has been added "Martin, la badigeonneuse (the decorator),  "Droubay, la belle 

André" ……lxv 

Pastorello also writes, “In the early nineteenth century police archives, when these men are 

described, the emphasis is voluntarily put on the feminine aspect of some and the female gender 

is used to talk about a few of them. Some of these descriptions relating to virtues which 

correspond to virility turn out to be the antithesis of these same virtues: some sources describe 

men dressed in gaudy colors like women. These men are mannered. We therefore discern the 

construction of a character opposed to what a man should be. The homosexual becomes one who 

is not manly and who does not possess manly virtues. Likewise, in his description of certain 

homosexuals police officer Louis Canler emphasizes the feminine aspect, their lack of courage 

because they have fallen into this vice out of a taste for easy money and therefore out of 

laziness.”lxvi  The only well-known male who publicly dressed as a woman, Arthur W., was 

homosexual. His female name was Mme Pauline de Floranges, and he was also referred to as la 

Comtesse. Fréminville was also called Mlle Pauline in Brest by townsfolk. The only other famous 

cross-dresser Jenny Savalette de Lange, was only discovered to be male after her death and she 

seems to have been asexual.  

 



Doctors who worked with the police to provide expert medico-legal analysis in court cases also 

considered effeminacy to be a major indication of homosexuality. Dr. Ambroise Tardieu, for 

example described passive pederasts as effeminate men, wearing make-up, with curly hair and 

covered with jewels. lxvii  In addition, doctors demonized homosexuals as being less than human.  

According to Pastorello, “Another aspect of forensic investigations is to present these men under 

examination as half-monsters. There is a concern with mad people who from the beginning of the 

19th century became patients to be treated. In the literature there develops the figure of the 

criminal monster, notably in Maxime Du Camp (1822-1894.) Certain medical reports, such as 

that of Doctor Fournier Pescay, describe dubious, hybrid beings, where masculine and feminine 

characteristics make them pass as beings halfway between masculine and feminine. This gives a 

monstrous appearance to the people described.” lxviii 

 

To some extent, upper class homosexuals could avoid censure and legal problems if they 

maintained a strict separation between their private lives and their public roles. This did not 

mean that they needed to hide their orientation, but simply to ensure that it did not influence 

decisions made in their official positions. Pastorello mentions several such high officials and 

politicians who were well known homosexuals.  

 

In the two previous centuries, male transvestism was not necessarily associated with 

homosexuality: “In the seventeenth and eighteenth century the borders between the sexes turned 

out to be much less clear-cut: at the level of dress the courtiers were dressed in ribbons and 

powdered. It was accepted that a man could cry. At the same time, the image of the sodomite is 

not generally that of an effeminate individual.” lxix 

 

However, the aristocracy and their values were swept away by the Revolution and replaced by a 

rising middle class with a rigidly conservative morality.  Henceforth any sign of effeminacy in 

men was considered a weakness, a failing, and a lack of virility, and as Pastorello writes, “Even 

in literature where some understanding would seem to be fitting, gay characters often turn out to 

be lacking certain qualities identified with virility. They either show psychological fragility or 

special sensitivity like Louis Lambert (Balzac) who lets himself cry or Octave (Armance, 

Stendhal): in the 19th century a man, even if he is sensitive, should not give way to tears.” lxx  

 

SEXUAL ORIENTATION 

There are no indications that Fréminville was homosexual, but there may have been rumours to 

this effect, since he lived apart from this wife, had no female companions as far as we know, and 

especially since cross-dressing and effeminacy were highly associated with homosexuality. A 

century later, Canon Louis Saludin equated Fréminville’s cross-dressing with a lack of chastity: 

“Four years before his death, de Fréminville finally gave up dressing as a woman. Moreover, did 

not the quality of Templar which he gave himself include the vow of chastity of the monk-

soldiers? But he broke with this eccentricity especially because the Saint Louis clergy refused to 

hear his confession when he was dressed as a woman and especially to give him the Easter 

communion.”lxxi Jean Merrien strongly refutes any notion that Fréminville was gay, referring to 

contemporary accusations that he was. However, he provides no evidence as to who made these 

accusations and how he knew about them: “In the last two years of his life, Fréminville gave up 

dressing as a woman, and even showed disapproval of his “years of waywardness”; he had 



probably heard of the vile accusations relating to this habit, for him so innocent.” lxxii  Again, 

Merrien does not give a reference for Fréminville’s quoted words or what if any evidence there is 

that Fréminville was aware of the accusations. He also construed that Freminville denied being 

gay when he wrote in the Essai:  

For some time, I had attempted to analyze and recognize the causes (of cross-dressing), and 

having met many examples, both in the past as in the present, I thought that I had guessed the 

source and wanted to show that this inclination, which, at first sight seems strange, is a passion 

which is as natural as any other and more pleasant than the others in that it is completely 

innocent and does not bring in its wake either the ruin of health or wealth, or shame or 

remorse.lxxiii  

Referring to the passage above, Merrien writes: “Fréminville insists, he was not a homosexual 

(un inverti), and nobody, let us repeat, nobody ever accused him openly of being one. Sodomy 

was, before the Revolution, a severely punished crime, notably in the French navy; it found 

disapproval again under the Restoration.” lxxiv  However, this involves an interpretation of the 

word “honte” (shame), which Fréminville may not have intended. Another equally plausible 

reading is that he was merely not ashamed of cross-dressing. As to homosexuality in the French 

Navy, Pierre Loti in his novel Mon frère Ives (1883) showed that homosexuality and male 

prostitution did indeed exist in the Navy and Jean Bosc in Le Vice marin (1905) depicted it as 

being widespread.  

The matter of his sexual orientation is important in so far as it could throw some light on the 

reasons for the account of his love affair on the Iles des Saintes. There is no evidence that 

Freminville was homosexual, but if, as Merrien suggests, there were rumours and accusations 

that he was, it is likely that he would have been aware of them. Hence it is quite plausible that he 

could have invented the story of his adventure with Caroline not only to provide a reason for his 

cross-dressing but also to show that he was heterosexual. The latter explanation is as plausible as 

the first, especially given the fact that he himself made no direct link between his cross-dressing 

and the story except perhaps by the fact that he signed the Essai Caroline, and perhaps identified 

with her. It seems too much of a coincidence that the same name was used both for author of the 

Essai and for the heroine of the romance. One further explanation for the story might be a more 

personal one, in that he may have written it for himself, and imagined himself as a handsome 

young man who was so attractive to a woman that she committed suicide for him. It could have 

been a story which he would have liked to have lived, in just the same way as he imagined 

himself at times as a medieval knight and at other times as an 18th century lady. That might be 

why he seems to have been in no rush to publish the story since it was not meant to convince 

others of anything. Whatever the reasons he has left us left us with a mystery, which might only 

be solved if more documents or evidence are discovered. 

CONCLUSION 

Fréminville is important not only for his work as an expert in Celtic history and archeology, his 

work on natural history, and his vivid account of his travels as a naval officer, but also for his 

role as a transgender person in early 19th century France, which is worthy of far more attention in 



an era of increasing acceptance of gender and sexual diversity. During his life time, he did not 

become a role model for others and no one else followed his example.  

 The main reason for his relative obscurity as a transgender person compared with others such as 

the Abbé de Choisy or the Chevalier d’Eon can be explained by the fact that his life as an 

academic in a province far from Paris or the court was not as dashing, glamourous or exciting as 

that of the other two. Moreover, his Essai although an outstanding psychological study was brief 

and academic unlike Choisy’s long, titillating and scurrilous autobiography. It was also not 

widely circulated or reprinted, and it seems that only one copy of the original still exists. 

However, his importance in transgender history cannot be understated.  Stigma against men 

cross-dressing was so great in 19th century France that only two other men dared to dress as 

women, the cabaret performer Arthur W. and Mademoiselle Savalette de Lange, and of these two 

Arthur W. only did so in his youth and Savalette de Lange went to extreme lengths to hide her 

real sex. Fréminville not only broke the social convention against cross-dressing but was the only 

man to have voluntarily written about and defend his preference with reasons that are still valid 

today. It is true that as a member of the upper class, he might have had more freedom than the 

working class Arthur, but it is also true that social codes were particularly rigid and important 

among the upper classes and Fréminville showed great strength of character in defying them. He 

had no support network, as would have been the case today, and no role models except from the 

past and the price he paid was social isolation. Towards the end of his life he seems to have 

become a lonely recluse, with few friends and having abandoned dressing as a woman. 

Fréminville himself wrote in a letter to his nephew Charles dated May 28, 1846, and quoted by 

Annie Chassing-Burettelxxv, “I am quite alone, without friends, without relatives whose presence 

could soften my troubles”, though he remained highly respected for his academic work. Above 

all, he was quite remarkable in that he was the only person to have dared publish a defense of 

cross-dressing, without fear or shame and he is still an inspiration not only for the transgender 

community but for all those who fight for the freedom of individuals to be themselves without 

arbitrary restrictions based on prejudice and ignorance. 
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Je conserve très précieusement dans mes papiers l’original de la lettre qu’on vient de lire. Il pourra m’être utile un 
jour. 

 
xvi p. 17 

xvii Fréjaville, op. cit. p. 75 

xviii http://www.feron.org/Eric/final.compressed.pdf 

xix Les amours du Chevalier de Faublas, by Jean-Baptiste Louvet de Couvrai, Paris, 1787. it was followed in 1788 by 

Six semaines de la vie du chevalier de Faublas and in 1790 by La Fin des amours du chevalier de Faublas. The hero 

of the novel who has a feminine beauty often dressed as a woman.  
xx Op. cit. pp. 3-4. “La ville de X... possède un example réel de ce que Louvet de Coupvray a si joliment supposé 

dans son roman de FAUBLAS.  Le Chevalier de Fréminville s’y montre constamment habillé en femme, et paraît 

avoir tant de plaisir à porter ce costume qu’il ne le quitte jamais. Chacun trouve, à la vérité, qu’il aurait grand tort 

de le faire, car it est si supérieurement bien en femme qu’il est impossible de voir une illusion plus complète et 

plus étonnante. On sent bien quil faut que le physique du Chevalier de Fréminville y prête beaucoup, et c’est ce qui 



                                                                                                                                                                                           
a lieu. Il a les traits doux, réguliers et expressifs, la taille partfaite et fort mince, les membres délicats, les mains 

petites et il a surtout un pied si joli et si mignon qu’il n’est pas de femme qui ne puisse l’envier; enfin, il a toute 

l’habitude du corps, les gestes et le maintien d’une femme. Toujours mis avec la plus grande élégance et avec 

infiniment de goût, il se plaît à suivre toutes les variations de la mode, et sous ce rapport, donne le ton et 

l’example à la plupart de nos dames. Ces jours derniers, nous l’avons vu dans une soirée, au milieu d’un cercle de 

jolies femme, sembler rivaliser avec elles de grâces et d’élégance. Il avait une robe de satin rose avec un riche 

canezou de tulle brodé et garni de dentelle, il était coiffé d’un joli chapeau de satin rose vif orné d’un panache 

blanc ’en saule’, de petits souliers de satin blanc dessinaient son pied mignon, couvert d’un bas à jour du tissu le 

plus délicat. Sa tournure était ravissante, et chacun y était trompé.”  

xxi “On n’est jamais si bien flatté que par soi-même.” Le Fureteur Breton, Oct-Nov 1907, part 3, p 13 

xxii Published posthumously by François Foppens, Bruxelles, [Paris], 1736 

xxiii Op. cit. pp. 11-12. “Un autre exemple remarquable ...... est celui de l’abbé de Choisy, membre de l’Académie 

française, né en 1664, et envoyé par Louis XIV comme ambassadeur à Siam. Il aimait si passionnément à s’habiller 

en femme, que pour se livrer sans contrainte à ce penchant, il quitta le séjour de la capitale, acheta un château et 

une terre dans le Berry et y vécut nombre d’années vêtu en femme, cru femme et vivant absolument comme telle 

sous le nom de Madame la comtesse des Barres. Son physique agréable se prêtait tout à fait a l’illusion et favorisait 

son inclination. Dans l’histoire de sa vie, qu’il a publiée, il nous reconte lui-même avec chaleur l’excès du bonheur 

qu’il goûta lorsque, libre, dans son château près de Bourges, rien ne vint plus mettre obstacle à son penchant et 

avec quels délices il s’y abandonna sans réserve. Il fut en femme presque toute sa vie; même dans un âge avancé il 

ne put prendre sur lui de cesser de se mettre ainsi; et si alors il n’osait plus en porter le costume dans le monde, 

par crainte du riducule, il le portait toujours chez lui dans le particulier.” 

xxiv Ibid. pp. 10-11. “Monsieur (dit Voltaire) chargea avec une valeur qu’on n’attendait pas d’un prince efféminé; 

jamais on ne vit un plus grand example que le courage n’est point incompatible avec la mollesse: ce prince qui 

s’habillait souvent en femme, qui en avait les inclinations, agit en capitaine et en soldat. (Voltaire, Siècle de Louis 

XIV, tom. I, page 176)”. 

xxv Ibid. p. 5. “Ce penchant, qu’ont quelques hommes, à s’assimiler ainsi au sexe féminin, n’est point une chose 

nouvelle ni sans de nombreux examples; il tient à une grande sensibilité morale, jointe à une organisation physique 

très délicat.” 

xxvi Ibid. p. 7 “ L’élégance mouëlleuse des vêtements de femmes, l’idée qu’en les portant on se rapproche de ces 

êtres charmants, destinés par la nature à donner le bonheur, agissent  délicieusement sur le système nerveux d’un 

être délicat, et lui font éprouver intérieurement des jouissances inconnues à ceux dont l’organisation est plus 

grossière.” 

xxvii Ibid. 5-6. “ Il n’est pour ainsi dire aucun homme qui n’ait un penchant particulier, une manie favorite qui 

souvent devient passion, et qui, portée à l’excès, donne à celui qui s’y livre, une apparence de bizarrerie, de 

singularité, souvent même taxée de folie; à tort pourtant, puisque cette passion peut dominer l’homme sans 

altérer en rien ses facultés intellectuelles.” 

xxviii Ibid. p. 6. “Les différentes espèces de ces penchants innés qui vous dominent presque malgré vous, et souvent 

pendant toute la vie, tiennent moins à l’éducation morale qu’à la constitution physique, à une certaine disposition 

d’organes de l’individu. Ces penchants naissent avec nous, se fortifient avec l’àge, deviennent irrésistibles et nous 

maîtrisent jusqu’au tombeau. Ainsi, l’homme d’une complexion forte, robuste et vigoureuse, aura naturellement 

des goûts belliqueux, il sera passionné pour les exercices violents, tels que la chasse, l’équitation, l’escrime. 

Celui, qui nâit avec une tête forte, mais des organes  peu sensibles, sera ambitieux ou avare; la fureur du jeu le 

dominera, il aimera les spéculations, les chances hasardeuses et se plaira à tenter les coups bizarres de la fortune.” 



                                                                                                                                                                                           
 xxix Ibid. pp. 17-18.”Ces  jours passés encore je me suis trouvée avec lui dans un cercle où il parut en robe de 

taffetas rose, canezou de tulle brodé, béret de crêpe rose, orné de marabouts, et jolies petits souliers roses. Ce fut 

alorsqu’ayant pu lier conversation avec lui, je lui demandai la permission de le citer dans cet opuscule comme 

l’exemple le plus remarquable du penchant irrésistible que quelques individus de son sexe ont pour prendre le 

costume et les manières du nôtre. Depuis quelues temps j’avais médité sur ce penchant singulier; j’avais cherché à 

l’analyser, à en reconnaître les causes, et ayant rencontré beacoup d’exemples, tant dans le passé que dans le 

présent, j’ai cru en deviner la source et j’ai voulu démontrer que ce penchant qui, de prime abord, paraît bizarre, 

est une passion tout aussi naturelle qu’une autre et d’autant plus aimable que les autres, qu’elle  est tout à fait 

innocente et ne traîne à sa suite ni la ruine de la santé, ni celle de la fortune, ni la honte ni le remords.” 

xxx Ibid. p. 19. “ Aux yeux de toute personne raisonnable j’espère qu’il justifiera ses goùts, j’espère aussi  qu’il le (sic) 

vengera des sots discours de quelques fats au dessus desquels toutes ses qualités personnelles l’élèvent tellement 

d’ailleurs, que leurs atteintes ne peuvent guère le blesser.  Quant à moi, je me joins à beaucoup d’autres dames 

pour approuver et applaudir son penchant; nous formons toutes  des voeux pour lui, pour qu’il puisse longtemps 

encore se livrer à ses inclinations si paisibles et si douces, en continuant sans cesse de s’habiller en femme.” 

xxxi Fréjaville, op. cit. pp. 79-80 

xxxii Ibid. p. 104 

xxxiii Ibid., p. 38. 

xxxiv Op. cit. pp. 139-140 

xxxv Op. cit. According to Fréjaville, op. cit, p 25, the Mémoires are only small part of the unpublished manuscript of 

Fréminville’s Souvenirs: “ Le Chevalier de Fréminville a laissé, nous dit-on, un important manuscrit, quatre tomes 

in-folio de Souvenirs dont une petite partie seulement a paru en 1913, dans la “Bibliothèque de la Révolution et de 

l’Empire”, tome VII, de la librairie ancienne H. Champion: Mémoires du chevalier de Fréminville“ (1787-1848), avec 

introduction et notes par M. E. Herpin.” Fréjaville  asked Herpin whether he could see the manuscript but his 

request was turned down. Fréjaville, op. cit., p. 60, note. 

xxxvi Raymond Joyeux, April 10, 2014. https://raymondjoyeux.com/2014/04/10/amour-tragique-aux-saintes-en-

1822 

xxxvii  “ Notre couple d’amoureux, accompagné en permanence de Mme C… fait de nombreuses promenades à pied, 

‘ tantôt dans la campagne, tantôt au bord de la mer, rarement dans le bourg.‘ Les heureux tourtereaux rendent 

aussi visite à la nourrice de Caroline, Marguerite, une esclave affranchie qui habite une petite maison à l’autre bout 

de l’île, à l’anse Crawen. Les deux sœurs sont même invitées un jour à dîner à bord de la Néréïde en compagnie de 

Fréminville, à la table du commandant, pour la plus grande joie de Caroline qui n’a jamais mis les pied sur une 

frégate, et qui obtiendra la grâce de deux matelots qui sont aux fers et qui sont tout de suite remis en liberté… 

C’était paraît-il la coutume, à l’époque, dans la marine, quand une dame montait pour la première fois sur un 

navire de guerre.”  

xxxviii Op. cit. p. 68. He married Adélaïde de la Nouë on October 3, 1815 and a son was born in 1816  

xxxix Herpin E., op. cit. pp. 234 and 238 .  “la maison de ma fiancée” and “les derniers vêtements qu’avait portés ma 

fiancée”. “my fiancée’s house” and “the last clothes that my fiancée had worn” 

xl P. 216. “La vérité travestie du chevalier de Fréminville”, Bulletin de la Société archéologique du Finistère, tome 

CXLII, 2014, pp. 199-224 

https://raymondjoyeux.com/2014/04/10/amour-tragique-aux-saintes-en-1822/
https://raymondjoyeux.com/2014/04/10/amour-tragique-aux-saintes-en-1822/


                                                                                                                                                                                           
xli P.Levot, “Notice sur la Vie, les Services et les Travaux de M. le Chevalier de Fréminville”, Bulletin de la Société de 

Brest, tome V, 1868, pp. 1-70. 

xlii Herpin E., op. cit., Avant Propos, p. xxvi. Pourquoi ce nom de Caroline ? Pourquoi ce désir du chevalier de se 

rapprocher, en prenant son costume, de l’être charmant, destiné par la nature à nous donner le bonheur? Le 

lecteur trouvera la clé de l'énigme ; il comprendra et excusera l'état d'âme du pauvre chevalier, au cœur à jamais 

brisé, quand il aura lu ses mélancoliques amours, avec la délicieuse créole qui mourut pour ses beaux yeux. 

xliii Op. cit. p. xix. Cette compagne forme la seconde partie de notre étude, qui n’est qu’un résumé des mémoires du 

joli chevalier 

xliv Op. cit. p. 60, note 

xlv Loc. cit. 

xlvi Op.cit. p. 275 

xlvii Comme vous le mentionnez Annie, la seule chose dont on soit sûr est que Fréminville se sentait profondément 

femme. Il avait en somme une double personnalité : le Frémonville apparemment homme selon les critères de la 
société, et le Frémonville réellement femme à l’intérieur de lui 

Personne à son époque ne l’a compris, même s’il s’habillait en femme pour tenter de le faire comprendre. Cela a 
dû se traduire pour lui par une grande souffrance et une grande solitude, qu’il n’a pu exprimer que de façon 
cachée dans ses « Mémoires », qu’on devrait plutôt appeler le « Roman » ou la « Tragédie » de sa vie. 

« Caroline » y serait la transposition romanesque de Frémonville femme. En faisant mourir Caroline dans son 
roman, il exprimerait la nécessité tragique d’abandonner et de tuer la Frémonville femme non tolérée par la 
société. 

xlviii Comme vous, Michel; je pense que Fréminville était un homme préférant être de l’autre sexe et qui a cherché à 

vivre son penchant à une époque où c’était totalement prohibé. Son histoire inventée avec Caroline C*** en fut le 

moyen. 

C’était un judicieux stratagème pour vivre en accord avec sa personnalité. Le problème, c’est que ses 

commentateurs (parfois même des historiens patentés) ont rarement voulu le reconnaître et, si oui, n’ont pas 

voulu ou pu en fournir les preuves. 

L’intéressant serait de réfléchir à la question: pourquoi certaines légendes se perpétuent malgré leur fausseté 

évidente et comment certains mythes sont-ils officiellement entretenus ?! 

xlix Ibid. 

l Op.cit. p. 55-58. Le texte du fac-similé  reproduit ci-après est tire, non pas du manuscript définitif des Mémoires 

du Chevalier, mais du brouillon du premier tome, qui est entre nos mains, c’est-à-dire du texte initial, écrit au jour 

le jour, ou du moins très peu de temps après les événements.  

The facimile of the text reproduced here is not of the final manuscript of the Mémoires but of the draft of the first 

tome, which is in our hands, that is to say the original text written day by day, or at least very soon after the events. 

li Pp. 223-226, 25 April, 1844. http://gallica.bnf.fr/ark:/12148/bpt6k6562747h/f235.item.r=222 

lii Op. cit. pp. 51-53 



                                                                                                                                                                                           
liii Fréjaville, op. cit. p. 52. La porte s’ouvrit.....et une vénérable dame de l’aspect le plus monumental, mise avec 

somptuosité, mais d’une façon tout-à-fait grotesque, s’offrit a mes yeux. Cette apparition fantastique portait le 

costume du temps de Louis XV, robe de soie à grands ramages, engageantes en dentelles de Flandre, paniers, 

falbalas, mouches, fard d’un rouge éclatant, chignon poudré à la maréchale, etc…  Cette vénérable contemporaine 

du Maréchal de Saxe, exécuta une révérence des plus solonnelles, ôta ses lunettes et demanda quel était le but de 

ma visite. 

liv Ibid. Je m’aperçus que la grande dame était un véritable Monsieur, qu’elle avait les mains osseuses, le menton 

barbu, la peau rugueuse et chagrinée, l’os hyoïde fortement accusé. De véritables favoris blancs, cachés par des 

fleurs et des rubans roses, achevèrent de dissiper mes doutes. Il était évident que j’avais affaire à un cavalier 

habillé en dame, et cependant nous étions loin du mardi-gras ou de la mi-carême. 

lvIbid. p. 53. Tournal rend hommage à son obligeance, à sa courtoisie. Il remarque, en passant, que le chevalier 

“portait le vêtement de femme avec la plus grande aisance”, signe d’une longue habitude. 

lvi Esnault G., “La Toilette de Fréminville”, Le Fureteur Breton, vol 40, April-May 1912, pp. 146-148.  Quotation from 

a letter written by Armand Guéraud:  Si je te disais et t’affirmais qu’un ancien capitaine de frégate âgé de plus de 

soixante ans s’habillait en femme tous les jours depuis 1 heure après-midi jusqu’à 4; qu’il dépense 1.500 fr. pour sa 

toilette de femme; qu’il se fait les robes les plus belles de satin noir, de moire, des chapeaux les plus à la mode, des 

bas de jour, des souliers de satin, des gants les plus élégants, et les dentelles les plus fines, bien plus qu’il se farde, 

se met des appats et des corsets, porte une perruque à la Ninon et une couronne de roses; enfin pour en finir qu’il 

se fait appeler Mlle Pauline et qu’il se montre ainsi à sa fenêtre avec son évantail en imitant toutes les grimaces 

d’une petite maîtresse, tu me répondrais assurément que l’un de nous est fou, lui pour se travestir ainsi, ou moi 

pour te reconter de telles sottises. Maintenant je vais plus loin, je te jure qu’un tel homme existe à Brest, je l’ai vu 

mais en homme, que je lui ai parlé un moment, qu’il cause très bien, qu’il a tout son bon sens, qu’il est auteur et 

qu’il vient de faire encore ces jours-ci un fort bon petit ouvrage. -- Ce n’est pas possible. – Ma parole d’honneur, 

tout cela est si vrai, et il n’y a dans ce que je vais de te dire aucune exaggeration. 

lvii Fréjaville, op. cit. p.39 

lviii Le Chevalier de Fréminville, Nouvelle Revue de Bretagne, 1949, pp. 313-314 

Au dessus de nous il y a un Capitaine de Frégate qui est en retraite seulement depuis ce mois quoiqu’il ait été fou 
toute sa vie. Sa folie n’est pas dangereuse, elle consiste à s’habiller en dame. Il a une femme de chambre qui est 
obligé de le lacer, de l’habiller. Il a des robes de velours, de satin, de mousseline, etc... beaucoup de chapeaux. Il va 
de temps en temps à Paris pour renouveler sa toilette. Quand il est habillé il se met à sa fenêtre. Si les enfants qui 
passent dans la rue disent: voilà un Monsieur habillé en femme, il se fâche et on ne le voit plus; mais s’ils ont l’air 
de le prendre pour une dame, il fait le beau, l’aimable, et leur jette de l’argent. Il ne sort jamais ainsi déguisé. 
C’est un homme qui de beacoup d’esprit; il a fait plusieurs très bons ouvrages. Il en fait un sur la beauté qu’il croit 
avoir quand il est en femme. Je ne l’ai vu qu’en homme, mais Monsieur Dept (Inspecteur) nous a dit qu’il l’a vu 
l’autre jour à sa fenêtre.... Je regrette bien de ne l’avoir pas vu. 
(Above us there is a captain of a frigate who retired just a month ago even though he was mad his entire life. His 

madness is not dangerous. It just consists of him dressing as a woman. He had a chamber maid who is obliged to 

lace him up and dress him. He has dresses made with velvet, satin, and muslin etc. He goes from time to time to 

Paris to buy new outfits. When he is dressed as a woman, he shows himself at his window. If children passing by in 

the street say: “There’s a man dressed as a woman” he gets angry and disappears, but if they appear to take him 

for a woman he is courteous and friendly and throws them money. He never goes out so disguised. He is intelligent 

and has written several good works. He has written one on beauty which he believes he has when dressed as a 

woman. I have only seen him dressed as a man, but M. Dep (an inspector) told us that he saw him the other day at 

his window…. I am very sorry not to have seen him.) 

lix Nouvelle Revue de Bretagne, 1949, pp. 155/156 



                                                                                                                                                                                           
lx Ibid. 

lxi P. Levot. loc. cit. p. 62. 

lxii Mademoiselle de Maupin, p.360. http://www.gutenberg.org/ebooks/14288. (Je suis d’un troisième sexe à part 

qui n’a pas encore de nom: au-dessus ou au-dessous, plus défectueux ou supérieur: j’ai le corps et l’âme d’une 

femme, l’esprit et la force d’un homme, et j’ai trop ou pas assez de l’un et de l’autre pour me pouvoir accoupler 

avec l’un d’eux.) 

lxiii Toute personne qui aura commis un outrage public à la pudeur, sera punie d'un emprisonnement de trois mois 

à un an, et d'une amende de seize francs à deux cents francs. 

lxivThierry Pastorello. Sodome à Paris : protohistoire de l’homosexualité masculine fin XVIIIe – milieu XIXe siècle. 

Histoire. Université Paris-Diderot - Paris VII, 2009. pp. 334-335 
 L’ordonnance n° 1232 en date du 10 février 1828 concerne les masques. L’article 2 stipule que nul ne pourra 
prendre de déguisements qui seraient de nature à troubler l’ordre public, ni qui pourraient de quelque manière, 
blesser la décence et les moeurs. Une ordonnance de police concernant encore les masques et qui date du 10 
février 1830 stipule en son article 3 qu’il est défendu à toute personne masquée, déguisée ou travestie de 
provoquer les passants par des gestes et paroles contraires à la pudeur et de nature à blesser la morale publique et 
les bonnes moeurs. Ces ordonnances sur le travestissment sont à rapprocher de certaines solicitations de la police 
envers certaines persones qui se travestissent: le 15 juillet1845 un rapport de police concerne un certain Jacques 
François Renaudin qui se travestit en femme. En juillet 1846, un rapport de police fait référence à Claude Gilbert, 
porteur de vêtements de femme et qui est traduit pour outrage à la pudeur devant le tribunal correctionnel de la 
Seine.  

 
lxv Op. cit. p. 404. L’existence de surnoms féminins se retrouvait déjà au XVIIIe siècle comme marque de sociabilité 

particulière. Dans les fichiers de police du XIXe siècle cette mode apparaît similairement et certains hommes ne 

sont d’ailleurs connus que sous leur surnom féminin. « L’Alsacienne » ou « Elie (la) » ou « Georgina (la) » Certains  

autres sont connus sous leur vrai nom mais leur surnom est rajouté  « Martin dit la badigeonneuse » « Droubay dit 

la belle André »……. 

lxvi Op. cit. pp. 227-228. Dans les archives de Police  (early 19th century), lors de la description qui est faite de 

certains de ces hommes, l’accent est volontairement mis sur l’aspect féminin de certains. Le genre féminin est 

employé pour parler de quelques uns d’entre eux. Certaines de ces descriptions mises en parallèle avec les vertus 

qui doivent correspondre à la virilité se révèlent être l’antithèse de ces mêmes vertus : certaines sources décrivent 

des hommes vêtus avec des couleurs voyantes comme des femmes. Ces hommes sont maniérés. On discerne donc 

la construction d’un personnage opposé à ce qu’un homme doit être. L’homosexuel devient celui qui n’est pas viril 

et qui ne possède pas les vertus de l’homme. De même dans la description que fait le policier Louis Canler de 

certains homosexuels il met l’accent sur l’aspect féminin, le manque de courage car certains sont tombés dans ce 

vice par goût de l’argent facile et donc par fainéantise et manque de courage.  

lxvii Pastorello, op. cit. p. 261.  Ambroise Tardieu décrira les pédérastes passifs sous les traits d’hommes efféminés, 

fardés, frisés, couverts de bijoux. 

lxviii Op. cit. p. 266. Un autre aspect des enquêtes médico-légales est de présenter ces hommes expertisés comme 

des demi-monstres. Il y a une préoccupation à propos des fous qui dès le début du XIXe siècle deviennent des 

malades à soigner. Dans la littérature se développe la figure du criminel monstre notamment chez Maxime Du 

Camp (1822-1894.) Certains rapports médicaux, tel celui du docteur Fournier Pescay, décrivent des êtres douteux, 

hybrides, où les aspects masculins et féminins les font passer pour des êtres à mi-chemin entre le masculin et 

féminin. Ceci donne un aspect monstrueux des personnes décrites. 



                                                                                                                                                                                           
lxix Pastorello, op. cit. p. 229. Au XVIIe et XVIIIe siècle les frontières entre les sexes se révélaient bien moins 

tranchées : au niveau vestimentaire les hommes de cour étaient vêtus de rubans et pommadés. Il était admis 

qu’un homme puisse pleurer. Parallèlement l’image du sodomite n’est pas globalement celle d’un individu 

efféminé.  

lxx Ibid, p. 228.  Même dans la littérature où une certaine compréhension semble de mise, les personnages 

d’homosexuels se révèlent être souvent des personnages manquant de certaines qualités identifiées à la virilité. Ce 

sont soit des personnages présentant une fragilité psychologique ou une sensibilité particulière comme le 

personnage de Louis Lambert (Balzac) qui se laisse aller aux larmes ou le personnage d’Octave (Armance Stendhal) : 

or au XIXe siècle un homme, même s’il est sensible, ne doit pas se laisser aller aux larmes. 

lxxi L. Saludin, “Fréminville, marin, savant et excentrique”, Chronique Brestoise, vol. 48, February 4, 1933, p. 2. 

Quatre ans avant sa mort, de Fréminville cesse enfin de s’habiller en femme. D’ailleurs, la qualité de Templier qu’il 

se donnait ne comportait-elle pas le voeux de chasteté de moines-soldats.  Mais il rompit avec cette excentricité 

surtout parce que le clergé de Saint-Louis refusait de l’entendre en confession quand le chevalier était accoutré en 

femme et surtout de lui donner la communion pascale. 

lxxii Op.cit. p. 254, note1.  Dans les deux dernières anneés de sa vie, Fréminville y renoncera, et marquera même 

une réprobation pour  “années d'égarements”; sans doute avait-il eu vent d'accusations ignobles relatives à cette 

habitude, pour lui si innocente. 

lxxiii Op. cit. p.18. Depuis quelque temps j’avais cherché à analyser et à reconnaître les causes, et en ayant 

rencontré beacoup d’examples, tant dans le passé que dans le présent, j’ai cru en deviner la source et j’ai voulu 

démontrer que ce penchant, qui, de prime abord paraît bizarre, est une passion tout aussi naturelle qu’une autre 

et d’autant plus aimable que les autres, qu’elle est tout à fait innocente ne traîne à sa suite ni la ruine de la santé ni 

celle de la fortune, ni la honte ni le remords. 

lxxiv Op. cit. p. 259, note 1. Fréminville y insiste, il n’est pas un inverti, et personne, répétons-le, ne l’en accusa 

jamais ouvertement. La sodomie était, avant la Révolution , un crime férocement puni, dans la Marine notamment; 

elle retrouva cette réprobation, moins violente mais ferme, sous la Restauration. 

lxxv Loc. cit. p. 219. “Je suis bien seul, sans amis, sans parents dont la présence puisse adoucir mes maux.” 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 


