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For generations, Benjamin Franklin has remained a popular American figure due to his
exploits as a scientist, inventor, and diplomat. However, Franklin’s exploits as a diplomat have
received infrequent attention over the years. Thankfully, this infrequency has not hindered
historians from recognizing Franklin’s diplomatic accomplishments, his difficulties in obtaining
foreign assistance, his difficulties with his American compatriots, and Franklin’s appreciation for
French women.1 Historians who study Franklin and early American diplomacy generally agree
that Franklin benefitted from socializing with French women because they gave him access to
French society, which in turn enabled him to use his reputation and popularity to gain support from
the French public, acquire additional secret aid from the French government, and complicate
British war objectives while integrating himself into French society. In recent years, Stacy Schiff
and Jonathan R. Dull have advanced the argument that Franklin’s French-like behavior was a key
component contributing to his success as a diplomat even though his behavior conflicted with the
other revolutionary leaders’ ideas of accepted moral behavior. However, historians have not fully
explored the diplomatic implications of Franklin’s friendships with French women or how
Franklin’s relationships with French women affected his role as an emissary. Instead, they
generalize about the scandalous nature of Franklin’s behavior in France and limit themselves by
focusing almost exclusively on Franklin’s romantic interests in French women. In short, despite
the excellent work of scholars who have written extensively on Benjamin Franklin’s nine-year
diplomatic mission to France, historians have neglected to explore the intersection of diplomacy,
gender, and friendship in the late eighteenth-century.2
To address this gap in the historiography of early American diplomacy, this paper explores
the nuances in Franklin’s friendship with Anne-Louise Brillon de Jouy, a famous composer and
one of Franklin’s most important social links in French society during his diplomatic mission. 3
This paper argues that Franklin’s intimate friendships with French women played a key political
role in early American diplomacy, that the Franklin-Brillon friendship helped Benjamin Franklin
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to achieve his diplomatic goals, and reaffirms Brillon as one of Franklin’s most important social
links in Paris during the American Revolution. This study challenges preconceived notions
regarding Franklin and Brillon’s relationship by expanding the historical understanding of
friendship between members of the opposite gender by revealing how Franklin and Brillon
mutually benefited politically from their relationship. Furthermore, this study draws on recent
scholarship regarding gender and friendship to demonstrate how men and women politically
benefited from this cultural climate in Paris during the late-eighteenth century.
Benjamin Franklin first met Brillon through their neighbor in Passy, Louis-Guillaume Le
Veillard, in the spring of 1777. After being enchanted by Franklin during their first meeting,
Brillon asked her friend to arrange a second encounter for her with the famous American. 4 After
bonding over Franklin’s love of Scottish songs, the two began regularly meeting at the Brillon
estate in Passy for tea and games of chess.5 Over the course of four years, Franklin spent nearly
every Wednesday and Saturday with Brillon at her home, where he dined with her husband and
children all the while Franklin tried to push the boundaries of their friendship to a more sexual
level. One of the letters most often quoted to highlight Franklin’s seemingly insatiable appetite for
the French woman is his letter to Brillon referencing the ten commandments in where he says how
“charm’d” he is “with the Goodness of [his] Spiritual Guide,” who promised to absolve Franklin
of “all Sins past, present and future.”6 In the same letter, Franklin admits that he is guilty of
“Coveting [his] Neighbour’s Wife,” and suggests that “the most effectual Way to get rid of a
certain Temptation, is, as often as it returns, to comply with and Satisfy it.” However, Brillon was
quick to remind her dear friend of her husband’s existence, Jacques Brillon de Jouy, and explained
that women and men could not address temptation in the same way.
If we reasoned according to the natural law, we would be a little more comfortable:
let us leave simply the point where we are; you are a man, I a woman, we could
think of the same, and we must speak and act differently: there can be no great harm
that a man desires and succumbs -- the woman may desire, but must not succumb.7
While these flirtatious exchanges between the two friends appear to solidify Franklin’s reputation
as America’s “Founding Flirt,” their letters also reveal how Brillon dictated the nature of her
friendship with Franklin in response to the pressures of French society during the late-eighteenth
century. In a letter from 1779, Brillon wrote to Franklin:
No, my dear papa, your visits have never caused me any trouble; all those who
surround me respect you and love you, and feel honored by the friendship you grant
us. I told you that certain criticisms had been uttered by persons whom I meet in
society concerning the kind of familiarity that reigns between us. I despise the backbiters and am at peace with myself. But that is not enough: one must submit to what
is called propriety (the word varies in every century, in every land!). Though I may
not sit upon your knee so often, it certainly will not be because I love you less; our
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hearts will be neither more nor less pure, but we shall have shut the mouths of evil
speakers, and that is no small feat, even for a sage. 8
In a world where French women “could be moral and respectable only within a family gender
economy established by the husband,” Brillon promoted Franklin to a sort of father-figure to
maintain a balance between her social and private life. 9 In addition to gaining Franklin as her
“papa,” Brillon also transformed herself into a daughter-like figure for Franklin.10 Although, their
new kinship relationship did not halt the flirtatious nature of their friendship altogether.
While historians have acknowledged that Franklin’s friendship with Brillon helped to
provide him access to well-connected Parisians before the French government publicly recognized
the United States of America as a sovereign country, they have not adequately addressed the
political nuances surrounding their friendship. Specifically, they have not addressed how
Franklin’s friendship with Brillon helped Franklin to hinder the goals of the British Ambassador,
Lord Stormont.11 Franklin first arrived in France in December of 1776 and the news of his arrival
sparked widespread discussion among the French people. In early January, Marie-Louise-NicoleElisabeth de La Rochefoucauld, Duchesse d’ Enville, a prominent French noblewoman and
supporter of the Americans’ cause, invited Franklin to attend dinner and a private concert at her
home, but after realizing that Lord Stormont and his wife would likely attend she wrote Franklin
advising him to decline her invitation to avoid any unpleasantness.12 This exchange highlights an
underappreciated fact about Franklin’s mission: that Lord Stormont possessed a great deal of
respect among French elites. 13 This significantly limited Franklin’s ability to connect with
prominent Frenchmen and women who might be able to assist him in his diplomatic mission until
Brillon unintentionally intervened. 14
In September of 1777, when Brillon invited “her kindly father” to “have lunch with
Monsieur Vernet on Thursday” she also directed him to arrive “at six o'clock precisely to have tea
on Wednesday” with her and her friends, Wattellét and his mistress, Lecomte, for an art exhibition
being held at the Académie Royale in the Louvre.15 While this letter lacks the allure of their other
more scandalous letters, Brillon’s invitation to the art exhibit is significant. Her invitation provided
Franklin with the access he needed to an event where wealthy Parisians planned to gather, which
enabled Franklin to use his public image to promote the Americans’ cause while simultaneously
disrupting the British Ambassador charged with ensuring that the French government did not assist
the American rebels.
Franklin and Brillon’s lengthy correspondence suggests that the art exhibition at the
Académie Royale in September 1777 is significant for two reasons. First, this letter highlights the
early phase of their friendship as an important turning point in American diplomatic relations
whereby Benjamin Franklin’s used his public image in conjunction with sociability at larger salon
gatherings to gain public support for the American war effort among French elites through
Brillon.16 Secondly, this letter identifies when Brillon established herself as one of Franklin’s most
important social links in Paris and serves as an important example behind the political significance
of friendship and sociability between men and women in the public sphere during the late3
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eighteenth century.17 These nuances reveal that Franklin capitalized on his friendship with Brillon
to gain access to this complicated Parisian world because the well-connected British Ambassador,
Lord Stormont, closely watched Franklin’s actions, which made it difficult for Franklin to connect
with other Frenchmen and French women who might be sympathetic to the Americans. 18
In between their flirtatious exchanges between March of 1777 and February of 1778,
Brillon often arranged for Franklin to attend her salon where he could mingle with her friends and
neighbors in Passy. As time passed, she arranged for Franklin to attend other social events with
various members of French society where Franklin used his public image to benefit the American
war effort by socializing with Parisian elites as a way to subtly pressure the French government.
In exchange, Brillon increased her social influence exponentially due to her connection to
Franklin.19 As a woman of influence under the Old Regime, Brillon possessed all the qualities and
privileges necessary to access elite social circles and engage in patronage, a practice where women
freely exerted their subversive power to influence choices for political offices and other highly
sought after positions of wealth and power. 20 French women often used their friendships and
family ties within their social networks to exert their influence. By establishing herself as
Franklin’s “daughter,” Brillon served as Franklin’s confidant, translator, and coordinator for his
“deputations and friendships.”21
In 1779, a year after France formally recognized the United States, Brillon took on a more
active role in bestowing her patronage through her papa. Sometime before November 30, 1778,
Brillon reached out to Franklin on behalf of their mutual friend Veillard, regarding an election
within the Academy of Science. After Veillard announced his plans to run for the position of
deputy chemist, Madame Brillon enthusiastically exclaimed that Franklin’s “recommendation to
the academics” will have a “great effect for Veillard,” and asks her “dear father” to help secure the
votes Veillard needed for his desired position by taking the “trouble to write today to the academics
you know,” since “the election” was set for the following day.22
I know the number of your occupations, and respect your time; but I believe that
you have always had that of rendering service, your soul being made for this
pleasure; Mr. Veillard is worthy in all respects of being presented by you; my
friendship for him, and my confidence in you have emboldened me to ask you this
grace; if I obtain it, I believe that you have loved me very much, and that will make
me happy.23
Beyond requesting favors for their mutual friends, Brillon also acted as an intermediary
between her “dear Papa” and an officer desiring to meet Franklin to discuss a captured “English
vessel.”24 “I have promised,” she writes, “to persuade you to come early” for tea and “I have said
that I hope you will not refuse me this mark of friendship.”25 Brillon often worried about “the
attachment that I am known for you, my kind papa, [because] I am tormented without a cease to
ask you for any recommendations for America” and that “the fear of annoying” her good father
“makes me refuse to accept these kinds of commissions.”26 However, that did not stop her from
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asking her American papa to bestow a letter of recommendation on behalf of her parents for “M.
Billion des Gayeres,” who went to America on business “relative to the Provision for the
Subsistence of the French Troops.”27
Despite his fame, general popularity in France, and overall success in France, it must be
remembered that Franklin still encountered some opposition from the French. 28 Before France
formally recognized the United States in February of 1778, many salonnières had to be sure not to
prioritize the company of the rebellious American over the British Ambassador, Lord Stormont,
or else they risked offending the British Ambassador.29 Furthermore, they had to be careful not to
deliberately appear as though they disregarded the French government’s official sanction against
the Americans so as not to be harassed by local law enforcement. 30 Although, the French
government did little to enforce these regulations unless Lord Stormont complained. Therefore, an
unintentional but welcomed consequence of Franklin’s friendship with Brillon was the extended
social platform she provided him, which then enabled Franklin to lay the foundation for his
diplomatic successes in France during the American Revolution.
These sources illuminate the complex nature of friendship, gender, and sociability in the
late eighteenth century between Benjamin Franklin and Brillon and suggest further examination
into the intersection of diplomacy, gender, and friendship is desperately needed to expand the
historiography of the origins and process of American diplomacy. Understanding that friendship
is inherently political due to the social, economic, and geographical connections that link people
to one another, in addition to understanding the emotional discourse developed through intimate
friendships, are important factors for understanding the influence of engendered social networks
and power relations.
Benjamin Franklin once said that “the purest and most useful friend a man could possibly
procure, was a Frenchwoman of a certain age who had no designs on his person. They are so ready
to do you service, and from their knowledge of the world know well how to serve you wisely.” 31
This brief reexamination into the origins of Franklin and Brillon’s friendship confirms the wisdom
behind his words and highlights the need to reevaluate the role of French women’s connection to
Franklin during the American Revolution and the origins of American diplomacy. The problem
that historians run into when examining Franklin and his behavior in France is that common types
of associations, specifically romantic, patriarchal, and platonic spheres between men and women,
constantly overlap and shift throughout his time in Paris. By bridging the gap between American
and European ideas of friendship and incorporating the ideas from both regions into a study of the
Franklin-Brillon friendship, historians can grasp the international implications of Franklin’s
French-like behavior and the political impact of French women during the American Revolution.
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