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This article will exam ne the history of a nedieval
institution of considerable privilege in |light of not only
theories of institutionalized control of subjects but also
recently proposed nodels of disability. In 1256 Louis IX,
better known today as Saint Louis, founded a residential
hospice for the blind called the Hospice des Quinze-Vingts,
literally the Hospice of Fifteen Twenties signifying the 300
residents whomit was nmeant to house. Associated with the
Nati onal Center for Ophthalnology in Paris, this institution
still survives today.

For the residents the hospice offered basic care and sone
protection on the streets of Paris, but it was also neant to
show that they had undergone institutional discipline that
reconstructed the neaning of their disability in such a way as
to be valuable to the institution. For other Parisians the
hospi ce becane the subject of considerable social anxiety,
partly associated with the historical stereotypes of blind
peopl e but partly relating to the hospice's unique
institutional identity as largely separate fromthe Church
whi ch had previously laid claimto the institutionalized care
of the disabl ed.

For at |east 500 years a romantic foundational |egend
about the hospice has circul ated soneti mes abetted by
institutional adm nistrators and historians. It served as part
of the reconstruction of the social neaning of blindness,
especially in relation to the institution that was constantly
frustrated by the special nature of the hospice, the Church.

Before Louis's foundation of the Quinze-Vingts, the
Church |l argely controlled the discursive terrain of illness
and disability. Doctrinally the church's interest in the
di sabl ed was based on Jesus's role as mracul ous heal er and
spiritual "physician.” H's nost significant encounter with a
blind person is described in John 9.

1. And Jesus passing by, saw a man, who was blind from
his birth.



2. And his disciples asked him Rabbi, who hath sinned,
this man, or his parents, that he should be born blind.
3. Jesus answered: Neither hath this man sinned, nor his
parents; but that the works of God should be nade

mani fest in him?

Wth his saliva and dust fromthe ground Jesus makes cl ay
that he applies to the blind man's eyes, and he tells the nman
to wash it away at the pool of Siloe. After washing, the nman
can see. The Jews who learn of this mracle are skeptical that
the man had ever been blind (skepticismabout disability that
is typical of nmedieval Christians, as we will see later).
Utimately they turn against the cured man telling himto be
Jesus's disciple.

Thi s passage alludes to the conception of blindness as
puni shnent for sin but recasts it as a site for divine
intervention and mraculous cure. It also offers the
opportunity to test the faith of the community affected by the
m racle. Thus disabled Christians who put thenselves in the
care of Jesus's institutional representative, the Church,
could feel closer to him allowing themto hope nore
optimstically for recovery.

However, another passage from John probl emati zes the
connecti on between disability and true Christian belief; it
was quoted in the one of the widely reproduced canons of the
influential Fourth Lateran Council of 1215, which regularized
the practice of confession.

Since bodily infirmty is sometinmes caused by sin, the
Lord saying to the sick man whom he had heal ed: "Go and
sin no nore, |est some worse thing happen to thee" (John
5:14), we declare in the present decree and strictly
conmand t hat when physicians of the body are called to

t he bedside of the sick, before all else they adnonish
themto call for the physician of souls, so that after
spiritual health has been restored to them the
application of bodily medicine may be of greater benefit,
for the cause being renoved, the effect will pass away.?

Here spiritual health becanme the requisite for physical health
as the Fourth Lateran Council tried to circunscribe the
nascent practice of nmedicine within the conventions of
Christianity.

This canon and related Christian teaching allowed for
nore reactionary voices to energe anong the clergy. Anong
those was the thirteenth-century cleric Conrad of Zurich who
wote, "...the blind...are people too vile to be nentioned
bef ore people of propriety and honor; if nature has brought
t hem down and nmarked themw th a stigm, it is because they
have an offense for which to atone."” Conrad seens nervously
aware that his victim zation of the disabled contravenes the
teaching of John 9; it is not God, but rather God' s agent
"nature” that netes out disability as punishnment.
Nevert hel ess, blindness is constructed as a spiritually



pat hol ogi cal condition or a spiritual deficit, and cure is
equated with expiation of sin.

The control of the dom nant cultural discourse
surrounding illness and disability had inportant economc
consequences for the Church. The care of the ill and the
di sabl ed earned generous gifts and bequests for religious
institutions, particularly nmonasteries and convents. Hospitals
founded by kings, lords, nerchants, guilds, and nunicipalities
were generally owned and staffed by religious orders, sonme of
whi ch were founded specifically to care for the infirm?
Treatises witten by and for clerics practicing nedicine
abj ured paynment fromthe poor but encouraged acceptance of
payment from the wealt hy.

The foundation of the Hospice des Quinze-Vingts revised
t he di scourse surrounding blindness; although the institution
i ncluded a chapel under the control of at |east one chapl ain,
and residents had |icense to beg at the doors of Parisian
churches, the general raison d etre of the organi zati on was
not religious but rather social. It was not a hospital in
which clerics took care of residents, but rather a comunity
in which the blind and the sighted |ived and worked toget her
on every aspect of comrunal life fromagriculture to
governance. And the archives of the institution in its first
centuries never suggest that it held before its residents
either the inplication that their blindness was punishment or
the fal se hope of mracul ous cure.

I n exam ning the unique cultural dynam cs of the Quinze-
Vingts and its effects on the meaning of blindness in the
M ddl e Ages, | would like to enploy and nmodify terns fromthe
contenporary field of disability studies. One of its nost
el oquent scholars, Sim Linton, bases nmuch of her book
Claimng Disability: Knowl edge and lIdentity on defining the
di stinctions between the nedical nodel of disability and the
soci al nodel. She argues that nuch of the meani ng of
di sability has been appropriated by the nedical profession
with unfortunate results for people with disabilities.

Briefly, the nmedicalization of disability casts hunman
variation as deviance fromthe norm as pathol ogical
condition, as deficit, and, significantly, as an individual
burden and personal tragedy. Society, in agreeing to assign
medi cal meaning to disability, colludes to keep the issue
within the purview of the nedical establishnent, to keep it a
personal matter and "treat"” the condition and the person with
the condition rather than "treating" the social processes and
policies that constrict disabled people's lives. The
disability studies and disability rights novenent's position
is critical of the dom nation of the nedical definition and
views it as a mpjor stunmbling block to the reinterpretation of
disability as a political category and to the social changes
that could follow such a shift.?®

| would argue that if institutionalized religion were
substituted for institutionalized nedicine in Linton's
analysis - - i.e., if we replaced each use of the adjective



"medical” with the adjective "religious”" - we would have quite
a precise picture of how the neaning of disability, including
bl i ndness, was controlled in nuch of Europe during the M ddle
Ages.’ The medi eval Church's institutionalized relationship to
disability was roughly anal ogous to institutionalized

medi cine's control of disability in the nineteenth and
twentieth centuries: both institutionally segregate and

di sempower the disabled. I will call the |ate pre-nodern era's
institutionalized construction of disability the religious
nodel .

The nmedical and religious nodels are constructed in
opposition to the social nodel which "refranfes] disability as
a designation having primarily social and political
significance."?® The social nodel of disability, which, |ike
t he nedi cal nodel, was originally theorized by M chael
Oiver,® deenphasi zes the medical or religious definition by
demandi ng redefinition of "able-bodi ed" and "disabled” in such
a way that society can acknow edge and include the full
spectrum of physical types.

Disability is no | onger individualized as a condition
"bel ongi ng" to a person but one of a nunmber of possible
physi cal states in society. Although the social status of the
residents of the Quinze-Vingts as |icensed beggars woul d have
been quite | ow, neverthel ess the ordi nances of the hospice
guaranteed them a visible, recognizable place in society, a
pl ace whose use-val ue was determ ned by the spiritual systens
of exchange and commerce that helped to buy eternal life. This
visibility differed greatly fromthe cloistering of the il
and disabled in religious institutions.

I n one sense the foundation of the Quinze-Vingts
di spl aced one type of institution with another, but
nevertheless it granted its blind residents greater autonony
and sel f-governance than they would have had in religious
institutions. The irony of the direction that the Hospice
ultimately followed lies in its econom c exploitation of the
very institution against which it defined itself - the |ocal
Church - and thus tensions arose between the institutions.
These tensions gave rise to the need to "revise" the
foundational history in the way di scussed bel ow.

The | ate nedi eval revision of Louis I X s notivation for
foundi ng the Hospice des Quinze-Vingts was facilitated by the
fact that the ordinances of its foundation were | ost. However,
epi sodes describing Louis's charitable inpulses toward the
poor and di sabled survive in chronicles; an epi sode show ng
Loui s's concern for the blind appears in the hagi ographi cal
bi ography by Guillaunme de St. Pathus, who was al so confessor
of Louis's wife, Marguerite de Provence. Guillaume wites of a
meal to which the king invited the poor.

Et se il y avoit entre ces povres aucuns ou mal voianz,
l'i benoiez rois Ii nmetoit |le norsel de pain en la nain a
ses propres mains, ou il nenoit la main du povre jusques
a | escuele. Et encore plus quant il y avoit un nmal

voi ant ou non puissant et il avoit poissons devant |ui,



l'i benoiez rois prenoit |le norsel du poisson et en treoit
| es arestes diligaument a ses propres nains, et le net0|t
en la saune, et lors |le netoit en | a bouche du nal ade.

[And if there was any visually inpaired person anpong

t hese poor people, with his own hands the bl essed king
woul d put a norsel of bread into [the poor nman's] hand,

or he would guide the hand of the poor man to the plate.
And furthernore, when there was a visually inpaired or
weak person there and he had fish before him the bl essed
ki ng woul d take the piece of fish, carefully renove the
bones fromit with his own hands, dip it in the salt, and
then put it in the nouth of the ill person.]

The quasi-eucharistic nature of this scene reinforces
Loui s's holiness while highlighting a group in which he was
particularly interested. In Guillaunme's sequel to Louis's
bi ography, The Mracles of Saint Louis, the witer describes
four episodes in which the saint's relics cure the blind
(t hough here blindness is only one of a nunber of disabilities
and illnesses cured by the king' s body).

Guil l aune' s aut horized version of both the quick and the
dead Louis's interest in the blind elides a different concern:
control of the popul ation of marginalized people in Paris.? In
1254, only two years before the foundation of the Hospice des
Qui nze-Vingts, Louis | X expelled beggars fromthe city
ostensi bly because of their dishonesty and unruliness.® Wile
sone of these exiles may have been blind, there would
certainly have been beggars perceived as a far greater SOCIa|
threat: those feigning disabilities, including blindness.

Fear of such beggars, and particularly of those
pretending to be blind, gave rise to a literary character type
t hat appeared frequently in European literature of the Mddle
Ages. ' Anxi eties about abl e-bodi ed beggars tricking unwitting
al ns-gi vers woul d have contributed to Louis's notivation in
foundi ng the Hospi ce whose residents wore institutional
uniforns identifying themas fully |icensed, genuinely
di sabl ed menbers of a royally sanctioned institution. And the
sites of their mendi cancy woul d have gi ven them added
legitimacy: the privilege of begging at churches both within
and outside of Paris was granted to the residents of Quinze-
Vingts first by Pope Clenment IV in 1265 and then confirmed by
t hree subsequent popes and the Council of Trent. From 1312,
the privilege of |licensed begging in Parisian churches
bel onged exclusively to the residents of Louis's hospice,
causi ng on-going friction between the Hospice and Pari sian
churches. *®

But along with the privileges granted to the residents of
the Quinze-Vingts, the differentiation of officially |icensed
bl i nd beggars fromunlicensed ones necessitated new forns of
discipline for the blind. Early twentieth-century sociol ogi st
Pierre Villey, in what remains one of the few books to exam ne
the construction of blindness in the sighted world, describes



the goal of early European hospitals for the blind: "le but
est de roglenmenter |la nmendicito en ropartissant |es zones et
en inposant une discipline"? ("...the goal is to regulate
beggi ng by dividing up zones and inposing discipline").

Villey anticipates the work of M chel Foucault, whose
Di sci pl i ne and Puni sh descri bes the discipline inposed in
ei ghteent h-century France by such institutions as the penal
systemand the mlitary. Foucault describes the creation of
di sciplined, "docile" bodies as a nechanismresulting in the
formation of a relation that in the mechanismitself makes
[the body] nore obedient as it beconmes nore useful, and
conversely. What was then being forned was a policy of
coercions that act upon the body, a cal cul ated mani pul ati on of
its elenments, its gestures, its behaviour. The human body was
entering a machi nery of power that explores it, breaks it down
and rearranges it. A "political anatony," which was also a
"“mechani cs of power," was being born; it defined how one nay
have a hold over others' bodies, not only so that they may do
what one wi shes, but so that they may operate as one w shes,
with the techniques, the speed, and the efficiency that one
det erm nes. Thus discipline produces subjected and practised
bodi es, "docile" bodies. Discipline increases the forces of
the body (in economc terns of utility) and di m nishes these
sane forces (in political terns of obedience). In short, it
di ssoci ates power fromthe body; on the one hand, it turns it
into an "aptitude,” a "capacity," which it seeks to increase;
on the other hand, it reverses the course of energy, the power
that mght result fromit, and turns it into a relation of
strict subjection.?!®

Both the internal structure of the Quinze-Vingts and its
function in society prefigure the institutions that, according
to Foucault, have structured the nodern world. Residency at
the Quinze-Vingts and licensed begging in its uniform was
econom cal |y useful inasnmuch as donors knew that their al ns,
whi ch would ultimately help themto heaven, were going to
verifiably disabl ed people; in other words, their noney was
wel | -spent. Thus, in Foucault's terms, when blind people
submtted to the discipline of the Quinze-Vingts, their
econom c utility increased, guaranteeing that donors’
charitable contributions would be valid and the institution
woul d continue to function; however, the personal power of the
institutional subjects declined.

Of course many nedi eval institutions inposed simlar
ki nds of discipline on the people under their aegis, nost
notably the Church, not only in its convents and nopnasteries
but in its parishes as well. The nonastic arm of the Church
al so generally controlled nost of the hospitals in the Mddle
Ages. I n one sense the foundation of the Hospice des
Qui nze-Vingts represents only one nore disciplining
institution, but in another it creates a rupture in the
hi story of care-giving institutions for the disabled sinply
because it was not associated with the Church, but rather, it
was a |largely independent institution under royal patronage.



| nstitutional Organization and Discipline at the Hospice des
Qui nze-Vingts

Al t hough Louis I X' s original hospice functioned under
defined rules of operation, the first generations of
adm ni strators | eft them undocunented. The al noner of the
Qui nze-Vingts from 1351 to 1355, M chel de Brache, wote
during his adm nistration that numerous statutes and
ordi nances had been observed since the foundation of the
hospi ce, but they had never been witten down or commtted to
reliable nmenory; furthernore, some rules had been added during
the first century of the institution's existence. So de Brache
took it upon hinself to transcribe the rules,® codifying them
so strictly that the reading of the ordlnances becane central
to the swearing-in cerenony for new residents.? They were al so
carved into a | arge wooden plaque that hung in the pedi nent of
t he chapter house,? a perpetual rem nder to sighted residents
and visitors of the discipline in the hospice.

As descri bed by de Brache, nost of the duties of
adm ni stration were shared by the al noner, appointed by the
ki ng whose authority he represents, and the master of the
Qui nze-Vingts, also 0ff|C|aIIy appoi nted by the king but
nom nat ed by the al noner.“ The al noner served as genera
director, setting rules, determ ning the daily schedul e of the
residents, serving as judge i n di sagreenents anong them and
meting out penalties for rul e-breakers. The master attended to
sone matters external to the hospice such as comrerci al
transactions and court cases; he al so presided over the
nmeeting of the chapter, described bel ow.

Third in the chain of command was the minister, elected
for life by the residents of the hospice (although his term of
of fice was reduced to one year after 1493). The m nister was
responsi ble for receiving the alnms collected by the residents
and di spensing themfor use within the community. All three of
these nmen had to be sighted, and although the al noner could be
a cleric, the master and m nister needed to be married,
because their wives were al so assi gned specific duties.

Al so elected fromand by the community were so-called
jury nenmbers, who were to counsel residents; as was the case
with the election of the m ni ster, both mal e and femal e
residents voted for the jury. In 1321 there were six jury
menbers, though the nunber was reduced to four in 1362. In
1562 it was deemed that half should be blind and hal f sighted;
the archives do not suggest whether the rule was added in
order to redress an inbalance in either direction, but the
addition of the rule inplies that blind residents had served
as jury nenbers earlier. Jury nenbers earned a snall sti pend,
and their wives held a special status as well.

Once a week, all residents held ordinary chapter neetings
chaired by the master; the group heard financial reports,
fielded questions from brothers and sisters, heard requests
for adm ssion, and judged such issues as engagenent to marry
and distribution of inheritances. General chapter neetings



were held once a year to discuss |arger issues of governance
and finance.

The daily schedule for residents as delineated by de
Brache resenbled in its nost basic outlines the schedule of a
religious community. Residents were awakened by a ringing bel
and were to begin their day with five paternosters and five
"Ave Marias" for the king, the al noner, and donors to the
hospi ce; each day ended with the sanme series of prayers. It is
significant that although various popes granted speci al
privileges to the hospice, they are not nanmed specifically in
this list - a further indication of the basically secul ar
nature of the institution.

De Brache exhorted residents not to mss the regul ar
fasts of the church unless poor health prevented them They
were to attend nasses in the chapel belonging to the Quinze-
Vingts, services under the officiation of the hospice's
chapl ain. De Brache understood that nmass woul d not be said
more than once a day there.?®

De Brache's rules allowed residents of the hospice to
nove out of the conmmunity at any time, but if they had lived
there for nore than a year and a day, half of their goods were
to be turned over to the Quinze-Vingts. Residents whose stay
had been shorter were to give "une petite portion” to the
organi zation, with the exact anount to be determ ned by the
al moner, the master, and the mnister.?

One of the inportant differences between the Quinze-
Vingts and nonastic institutions was the fact that residents
of Louis's foundation were generally allowed to marry and have
their famlies with themwhile in residence. However, it was
easier for male residents to bring their wives than for fenale
residents to bring their husbands:

[ The blind man's] wife will be a non-sister, and can be
received quite soon after (his adm ssion) and if she is
wort hy, as nmuch for herself as in consideration of her
husband, and to help him But no sighted man can will be
gi ven residency except by election, as it is said, unless
it is by a very urgent command of the king or the

wel | -informed al noner.?’

The suspicion of sighted nen as residents grew out of the
fear that they mght victim ze the blind residents; sexual
viol ence toward blind wonen was particularly feared. The
strict adm ssion policy toward sighted men that is inplied in
the rul e above suggests that the al noner would seek to becone
"wel | -i nformed” before considering any sighted man; if so,
candi dates for residency had their first taste of
organi zational discipline before they even entered the
hospi ce.

De Brache forbids marri age between two blind residents or
bet ween two sighted residents. Young sighted w dows were be
encouraged to marry blind male residents, but they were not
expelled fromthe comunity if they refused. Al marital
engagenents had to be announced to the master and m nister or



to the community as a whole; fiances who failed to do so woul d
be expelled fromthe comunity. %

Aside fromgifts and bequests from non-residents, the
primary sources of revenue for the Quinze-Vingts were nonies
col l ected through begging and | evies upon the estates of
residents. The licensed beggars fromthe hospice were
generally blind, each acconpani ed by a sighted resident; the
pair woul d position thenselves at church doors next to noney-
boxes the contents of which were designated for the needs of
the parish. Al alnms had to be turned over to the mnister at
the end of each day though the archives show that residents
occasionally tried to keep a portion for thenselves, and one
mast er was di smissed in 1521 for stealing hospice funds.?

M chel de Brache devotes a good deal of energy to
describing a conmplex system of division of inheritances
bet ween residents and the hospice. Residents with children who
are older than 14 or married nust |eave all of their goods to
t he hospice, unless the three chief adm nistrators deemt hat
the children are so poor that some of the inheritance shoul d
go to them In the case of a childless couple, when one spouse
dies the surviving spouse has full rights to all of the
i nheritance during the remai nder of her or his life if the
survivor remains in residence; if the survivor |eaves, she or
he nust forfeit half of the inheritance.* The gifts and
bequests that blind Christians m ght have willingly given to
church-related care-giving institutions in order to speed
their souls to heaven were evidently less willingly given to a
secular institution with direct ties to royalty.

In spite of the ability of the nmulti-I|ayered bureaucracy
to take care of m sconduct anong the residents, De Brache's
rul es define personal conportnent in a strongly disciplinary
tone: seventeen of them (nunmbers 55-71) begin with the words
“"Nul ne..." (No one [may]), and they forbid villainous speech,
tal ki ng back to adm nistrators, drinking in excess,
fornication, and |l eaving the enclosure w thout perm ssion. As
sunmarized by Brigitte Gauthier, "...in accepting the
regul ati on of the hospice, [the blind person] gave up part of
his liberty to the community. All the acts of his life, even
the nmost inportant, would be subordinated to the will of the
comunity."*" I'n Foucaul dian terms, we see how de Brache's
rul es nmake the disciplined bodies of the Quinze-Vingts's
residents nmore econom cally useful both within the institution
and to benefactors outside while also dinmnishing
possibilities for disobedience.

The cl earest evidence that the inpoverished blind people
of Paris may have resented the disciplinary strictures of the
Hospi ce des Quinze-Vingts lies in the fact that it seens not
to have lived up to its nane in its first centuries - that is,
it never housed 300 residents. While sone may have been
beggi ng for | engthy periods outside of Paris, it seens
significant that there were only 159 residents at the Quinze-
Vingts in 1302,% 99 boarders in 1502, only 84 two years |ater
and 116 in 1519.°%



The Quinze-Vingts versus Local and Regional Clergy

Whi |l e popes in far-away Rone could afford to be generous
to the Quinze-Vingts, first in cooperation with and then in
menory of the sainted crusader king Louis |IX, the papal
i ndul gences and privileges evidently rankled clerics in Paris.
When the Quinze-Vingts was founded, the Bishop of Paris agreed
that the curate of the parish of St. Germain |'Auxerrois woul d
officiate at mass in the institution. However, at the request
of Philippe V in 1320, Pope John XXII officially granted the
institution the right to have its own chaplain serve as curate
of a parish conprising the institution alone; the chaplain was
nore answerable to the alnmoner - the king' s representative,
and not always a cleric -than to the Bishop of Paris.

In 1387 Pope Clenent VII conpensated the Chapter of St.
Germain |' Auxerrois with three pounds for the renoval of the
Qui nze-Vingts fromtheir adm nistrative control. However, the
curate of St. Germain found the suminsufficient and after a
trial in 1399 Parlianent judged that the parish should be
conpensat ed 18 pounds per year.®* In a sense the clerica
i solation of the hospice fromits parish further secularized
the Quinze-Vingts by renmoving it (and its revenues) fromthe
hi erarchy of the Parisian church; in tandemw th the nascent
i dea of a social nodel of disability, the institution thus
threatened the Church in two inportant ways.

Two incidents docunmented in the archives of the Quinze-
Vingts will serve to show how tensions between Parisian church
officials and the institution flared in the first half of the
fifteenth century forcing the throne to intervene on behalf of
the institution. On Decenmber 13, 1414, the abbot of Saint
Germain des Pros called before himrepresentatives of the
Bi shop of Paris to explain why they had inprisoned one of the
chapl ai ns of the Quinze-Vingts who resided in the abbey.

(Aside fromthe head chapl ain, others Jer e enpl oyed to recite
masses for the souls of benefactors.)® This caused the Bishop
of Paris to send a summons for a representatlve of the Quinze-
Vingts to appear before the Pope. % 1n January 1415 the abbot
of St. Germain, perhaps cognizant of the special privileges
that the papacy generally granted the Quinze-Vingts, agreed to
turn the entire affair over to the papal court.?®

In the sane nonth, King Charles VI sent patent letters to
one of his top officials ordering himto protect the Quinze-
Vingts fromthe bishop and to prevent any further annoyances
fromhim?3 Later in the nonth a session of Parlianment ordered
t hat the |npr|soned chaplain be sent to |la Conciergerie, a
prison in Paris;* this docunment suggests that the chaplain may
have been QUI|ty of wrong-doi ng, but neverthel ess the decision
renmoved himfromthe power of the bishop. Only in June 1415
did three official representatives of the Quinze-Vingts visit
Rome in response to the bishop's sunmons; “"the tardiness of
their trip suggests that they did not f eel unduly pressed to
respond to the bishop, once the i nmedi ate cause of the
conflict had di sappeared.

In early 1445 letters patent from Charles VII to the



Bi shop of Paris state that church officers had arrested a
chapl ain of the Quinze-Vingts; the king appointed arbitrators
who woul d report to an officer of Parlianent.* The Quinze-
Vingts' archives include nothing nore about that event, but in
July 1445 the Bishop's nmen again inprisoned a nenber of the
hospice, this tinme one of the brothers. Charles sent patent
letters reiterating the privileges of the residents of the
hospi ce.*® An officer of the king reported on the incident on
July 2, 1445,% and on August 23, the king ordered the brother
rel eased fromthe bishop's control. Significantly, this letter
exists in the archives in two contenporaneous copies.*

The docunents preserved in the archives describe only the
nost litigious altercations between the Parisian church and
the Quinze-Vingts, nearly all of which were initiated by the
bi shop; Guillaumat and Bailliart describe the on-going
tensions as follows: "Episcopal petitions were difficult to
deliver for bishops desiring to have thenselves paid. O the
seventy trials between bishops and the Quinze-Vingts, the
| atter al ways ended up winning."* The last trial that the
hi storians nmention, dating from 1553, resulted in the bishop
of Sai ntes payi ng back the 300 pounds that he had denmanded for
delivering petitions for alms within his diocese, again an
exanpl e of parish funding skimed off by the hospice.*

The altercations between French bishops and the Hospice
des Quinze-Vingts nust have been famliar to priests in the
pari shes of Paris and beyond. Therefore, nore tensions are
likely to have played thensel ves out in individual churches
where the blind begged, especially since the position of the
beggars next to the parish alns box necessarily created
conpetition between the Church as dispenser of charity and the
apparently self-interested blind people.

A Legend and Its Longevity: The Quinze-Vingts and the
Crusaders

In the late M ddle Ages, a | egend arose to give
definition not only to Louis's notivation for founding the
hospi ce but also to the nunmber in its name (which represents
not hing nmore than a system of counting by twenties, wdely
used in O d French and exenplified in the nodern | anguage by
the termfor 80, "quatre vingts."). A version of the | egend
first appears in witten formin a letter from Pope Sixtus |V,
dat ed October 7, 1483. The letter describes Jean d' Aigle
(Johannis de Aquila), master of the Quinze-Vingts, presenting
a petition on behalf of the hospice and provides this rather
sketchy synopsis of the | egendary incident.

sanctus Ludovi cus etiam Francorum rex, postquam cum
magna militum et arm gerorum nul tudi ne ad partes
infidelium ut ab eorum mani bus, adjuvante Alti ssi np,
Terram Sanctam eri pere posset, se transtulerat, et
inimci crucis Christo nultos ex eisdemmlitibus
captivos detinuerant, et eos diversorumtormentorum
generi bus afflixerant, ac a tricentis ex mlitibus



huj usnodi ocul os eruerant, et totaliter excecaverant...*

[...after Louis, saint and king of France, conveyed
himself with a great nmultitude of soldiers and
arnms-bearers to lands of the infidels in order to rescue
the Holy Land fromtheir hands, with the help of the Mst
Hi gh, [and] the enem es of the Cross of Christ detained
many captives fromthose soldiers and afflicted themw th
types of diverse tortures, and they tore out the eyes of
three hundred of those soldiers and totally blinded
them . .|

According to the letter Louis returned to France and
erected the Hospice (which Sixtus wongly says is naned for
him in order to receive three hundred blind people of both
sexes. This abbreviated form of the | egend was reproduced in a
papal bull granting indul gences to donors to the hospice,
written by Al exander VI in 1500 and sent to all the bishops
and prelates of France in order to obtain authorization for
begging in all dioceses. Thus it was read in all the parishes
of the country, and le Grand notes that if the indul gences
were renewed annually, the | egend woul d have received further
repetition.*®

Le Grand raised but then dism sses the possibility that
d" Aigle, the first knight to serve as mnister of the Quinze-
Vingts, may have invented the |l egend in order to "ennobl e" the
foundati on of the hospice; however, |e G and believed that
d" Aigle's other charitable work, which was unacconpani ed by
stories of martial sacrifice, argues against this hypothesis.
The | egend received its first literary treatnment in 1499 in
Pierre Desrey's Geneal ogie de Godefroy de Bouillon (ca. 1499),
a self-styled chronicle that al so partakes of notifs from
chansons de geste and ronmance; because it has not appeared in
any nmodern edition, | will reproduce the story at |ength here.
Loui s, who has been captured by the Sultan of Babylon, has
sent to France for his ransom Although the sultan has not
al l owed the em ssaries | ong enough to reach such a distant
country, he is neverthel ess angered by a delay in the arrival
of the noney.

...par faute de payer au ternme qui luy estoit assigne:
di st | e soudan au roy saint |loys: que pour chascun iour
quil seroit deffaillant de la en avant: quil feroit
crever |l es deux yeul x a vingt de ses chevaliers estant en
prison auecques luy. Et tellenent fist e dict soul dan
par la crudelite que | espace de quinze iours durant fist
chascun iour crever les yeulx a XX chevaliers: quilz
furent durant les dictz quinze jours: quinze vingts
chevaliers: mais au chef de quinze jours |uy survint
aultre chose come il sera dict. Porquoy il cessa de sa
crudelite. Et quant |le bon roy sainct loys veit la pitie
de ses poures chevaliers ainsi privez de lumere
corpor[e]lle: il fut rmoult dolent: combien que toujours
| ouoit dieu en son adversite. Mais il luy estoit advis
quil z estoient cheuz en cest occident par sa faute et



coul pe: par quoy il voua et prom st a dieu denfaire

sati sfacion se son plaisir estoit de |luy donner espace de
vie. Et pour ceste cause fist il fonder |ostel et

hospital des quinze vingts aveuglez de Paris quant il fut
retourne en france.®

[...for lack of paynment in the termthat had been given
to him the sultan said to the king Saint Louis that for
every day that he defaulted fromthen on, he would put
out the two eyes of twenty of his knights in prison with
him And thus did the said sultan in his cruelty, so that
over the space of fifteen days, he had the eyes of twenty
kni ghts put out every day, and there were during the said
fifteen days three hundred [fifteen twenties] knights.

But at the end of fifteen days sonething el se happened to
himas it is said, because of which he ceased his
cruelty. And when the good king Saint Louis saw the woe
of his poor knights thus deprived of corporal |ight, he
was very sad - so nuch so that he constantly praised God
in his adversity. But he was advised that this accident
had befallen them because of his fault and bl ane, for

whi ch he vowed and prom sed to God to do satisfaction for
this if it were His pleasure to give himtinme in his
life. And for this reason he caused the hostel and
hospi ce of the Quinze-Vingts to be founded when he had
returned to France.]

Desrey goes on to describe the pardons and i ndul gences granted
to the institution by popes, and he concludes by stating that
the institution is a daily rem nder of the three hundred

kni ghts blinded "to sustain the honor of God and the holy
Catholic faith.”

In his Fleurs des Antiquites de Paris (1532), Glles
Corrozet does not include the elenments of the ransom and the
t wo- week del ay, but his account states that the Quinze-Vingts
was founded "to feed and house three hundred knights that
[ Loui s] brought back from overseas, whose eyes had been put
out by the Saracens” [...pour nourir et |loger trois cens
chevaliers qu'il ranena d oultre-mer, ausquelz |es Sarrazins
avoi ent creve |les yeux.]® Wether indebted to Desrey's account
or another source, Corrozet's version eschews the | ower-class
"mlites" of the papal bull in favor of higher-class
"chevaliers."

Paintings relating to Louis in the chapel of the hospice
attest to the conplicity of the adm nistration of the Quinze-
Vingts in perpetuating the | egend of the crusaders. When the
hospi ce was noved fromthe rue Saint-Honore to its current
| ocation in the rue Charenton, the paintings were cl eaned and
restored by a certain Le Brun, who |eft a description of the
works in a docunent dated August 4, 1780 and housed in the
archi ves of the hospice.>

Quatre tabl eaux de Person, representant saint Louis qui
rachote des prisonniers; |le sacre de saint Louis; saint
Loui s recevant | a couronne d' opine de |'Enpereur Baudoi n;



representant Soliman qui fait crever |les yeux aux
Captifs.

[ Four paintings by Person, representing Saint Louis who
buys back the prisoners; the coronation of Saint Louis;
Saint Louis receiving the crown of thorns from Enperor
Baudoi n; (a painting) representing Sul ei man who had the
eyes of the captives put out.]

Also in the archives, an undated description of the
paintings |lists the same subjects;> this docunent was witten
by one Poincel ot, who was probably Le Brun's workman in charge
of the project, according to one historian.® For visitors to
the Quinze-Vingts, the paintings would have reinforced the
validity of the | egend, and the blind residents attendi ng nmass
in the chapel would have | earned of themfromtheir sighted
counterparts or fromthe sernmons of the clerics assigned to
t he hospi ce. Le Grand cites historians who repeated the
| egend of the blinded crusaders fromthe sixteenth century to
the nineteenth; the story becane a part of institutional
history.® Its longevity is attested by Abbot J.H R
Pronmpsaul t, chaplain of the Quinze-Vingts from 1829 to 1855
and aut hor of Les Quinze-Vingts: notes et docunents recuellis
par feu |'abbe J.H R Pronmpsault. As late as the 1860s he
asserted that in spite of the protests of some historians, the
Qui nze-Vingts was founded in honor of three hundred blinded
crusaders, though not as a residence for them

There are nunmerous reasons why the | egend of the blinded
crusaders cannot be true. In relation to the historiography of
the sixth crusade, an incident of these proportions would not
have escaped the attention of the French chronicler and eye-
wi tness John of Joinville, whose description of Louis's
captivity is quite detail ed.® None of the early documents
housed in the archives of the Hospice des Quinze-Vingts
nmentions crusaders, but several use the phrase "pauvres
aveugl es" [poor blind peoEIe], al luding to an econom c status
i nappropriate to knights.>® And nost convincingly, papal bulls
allowing the residents of the Quinze-Vingts to beg are anpng
the earliest extant docunments in the archives; however,
kni ghts woul d not have engaged in this activity.

The | ongevity of the | egend shows that it was ideally
suited to nearly every party interested in the Quinze-Vingts.
Its dissenmi nation can largely be credited to the popes, whose
willingness to repeat the | egend nust have grown fromits
i nclusion of the crusades in the foundational history of the
Qui nze-Vingts. Although Louis was the mlitary | eader of the
crusaders, they were soldiers of the Cross, serving the Pope
and the Church Mlitant; in the papal bulls the infidels are
descri bed not as Louis's enem es but as enem es of the Cross.
Thus if the generosity of successive popes to the institution
needed justification (perhaps before the bishops and parish
priests), the legend offered it.

But while the | egend undergirds the foundation with
religion, it remains relatively true to Louis's negation of



the religious nodel of disability. The crusaders' blindness
was clearly not due to their sinfulness - indeed, they were
doing God's work - but rather due to the sinful sultan, an
agent of anti-Christianity. And the tale obviates not only the
need for but the possibility of mracul ous cure: the
crusaders' blindness would have been a badge of Christian
martyrdom that prom sed a greater reward in the afterlife than
mere sight during their earthly life. The social attitudes
toward subsequent generations of residents of the Quinze-
Vingts, the metonym c replacenents of the crusaders, would
have been at |east partially structured by the narrative: they
wer e good, deserving blind people, inheritors of |argesse
initially earned by crusading martyrs.

For the residents and adm nistrators of the Quinze-
Vingts, the | egend displaced an aspect of the social nopdel of
disability - that inpairnent is sinply a fact of life that
requires no elaboration or justification - with a narrative
that recasts disability as personal tragedy for each crusader.
However, the story of group sacrifice in time of holy war
demands a soci al response: the crusaders' blindness (and that
of the later residents of the Quinze-Vingts) becomes a soci al
responsi bility, and inasmuch as any alns given to individual
blind residents went to the collective of the hospice, only
soci al responses were possible.

Guillaumat and Bailliart see the | egend as val uable
primarily for the residents of the hospice: the story is "an
i nstrunent of propaganda - today we would say a publicity coup
- to increase the yield of begging.">® However, they do not
descri be why the story should have this effect. While the
| egend "ennobl es” the first generation of Quinze-Vingts
residents, it concomtantly erases the history of discipline
of impoverished di sabl ed people fromthe foundation of the
Qui nze-Vingts by transform ng the residents froma potentially
unruly mnority to privileged but mainmed nobility. Instead of
prefiguring Foucaul di an discipline, then, the institution
comrenorates martial sacrifice, and in Corrozet's version,
rewards it directly. People famliar with the hospice's unique
sel f-government woul d presumably have understood it to have
resulted fromthe high status of the original residents.

| nasnmuch as the Crusades represented col onizing forays
into Pal estine, the narrative of the crusaders woul d have
justified the project in light of the savagery of the Sultan
of Babylon. It is noteworthy that the first secul ar
publication of the | egend took place at the beginning of the
age of French expansion. During that period and the centuries
that the | egend was repeated by Pronpsault and others, it gave
the implicit message that the king would care for those who
undert ook the work of col onization.

The | egend's |ink between nobility and France's nmarti al
prowess was exploited in the eighteenth century by aristocrats
|l ed by a Monsi eur Duvernay who wanted to establish a mlitary
school for five hundred young nobles. Marquis Rene-Louis
d' Argenson, M nister of Foreign Affairs under Louis XV, wote
in his journal entry for January 12, 1751 of how the tale was



depl oyed in order to justify mlitary educati on based on
cl ass.

On parle aussi d'y appliquer |a fondation des Quinze-
Vingts, disant que Saint Louis ne |'avoit faite que pour
des gentil shommes aveugl es par |es Sarrasins pendant |a
croisade, et qu'on | 'a tros-mal appliquee e des pauvres
aveugl es roturiers.®

[ They al so tal k about applying there the foundation of
the Quinze-Vingts, saying that Saint Louis had done it
only for the gentlenen blinded by the Saracens during the
crusade, and that it was very poorly applied to poor
bl i nd commoners. ]

For d' Argenson's contenporaries the supposed notivation for
foundi ng the Quinze-Vingts nmust be rescued fromits current
debased incarnation in order to serve as a nodel for future
aristocratic institutions. D Argenson's passing nention of the
| egend suggests that it was known to Parisians with no

ost ensi bl e connection to the hospi ce.

The brief history outlined above shows sonme of the ways
that Louis I X s innovative foundation, |'Hospice des Quinze-
Vingts, made itself appear |ess innovative, both internally
and externally, during the first centuries of its existence.
The codification of de Brache's rules within a century of the
foundati on i nmposed a discipline within the institution that
was carried by the residents into Paris and farther afield in
France; if the rules of the institution were in sone ways
surprisingly liberal, the residents neverthel ess showed
t hensel ves to be fully disciplined subjects, a fact doubtl ess
appreci ated by donors.

And Louis's reasons for founding the institution also
acquired the veneer of religiosity through a | egend with
remar kabl e staying power. The tale not only aligns the
institution nore closely with the Church, making a gesture
toward giving the Church discursive control over the neaning
of blindness yet again, but during centuries of col onial
expansion it al so suggested that the king owed a special debt
to those who served him Thus an institution serving a
particul ar set of social needs gains power by acquiring both
soci al and historical significance well beyond its original
hi story.
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