Events around The Battle of Fontenoy (1745) and the tactics of Maurice of Saxe epitomised ‘Military Enlightenment’ thinking and advances. Discuss
The Battle of Fontenoy was a military confrontation that took place at Flanders in 1745. It occurred within the context of the War of Austrian Succession. It was fought between a French army commanded by Maurice de Saxe, with the observation of King Louis XV and a military coalition of the British, Hanoverians, Austrians and Dutch, led by Britain’s Prince William Augustus, Duke of Cumberland. The battle would prove to be a French victory. It could be argued that the battle was a reflection of the Military Enlightenment, reflecting the new emerging views on military matters of this time. This could be seen as being particularly the case as the victor of the battle, Maurice, was also a key figure within the Military Enlightenment on account of his substantial theorising on such matters. The tactics that he used in warfare could also be seen as strongly symbolic of an aspect of the Enlightenment.  
Maurice was a student of the work of another significant philosopher of the military Enlightenment, Jean-Charles Chevalier de Folard, as well a friend on a personal level. One of the ideas that Folard actively promoted was that of shock tactics[footnoteRef:1]. Before the battle of Fontenoy, Maurice assigned some of his soldiers to hide away in the nearby woods of de Barri, close to the path where he was expecting Cumberland’s army to travel by in their march to launch an attack on the main, visible French forces[footnoteRef:2]. This would seem to suggest that they were supposed to emerge and attack. The British commanders were expecting an attack such as this to take place and sent forces to the site in advance in an effort to try and clear the French away[footnoteRef:3]. This endeavour proved to be unsuccessful, in that they were unable to drive out the French. Maurice’s plan does seem like it was intended as a shock tactic, even though it was not in the event successful in practice. In this regard the battle reflects an attempted idea of the military Enlightenment, where a concept is tried but does not work in this particular case. [1:  A. Starkey, War in the age of the Enlightenment, London, Paega, 2003, pp 35-36]  [2:  Starkey, p 113]  [3:  R. Browning, The War of the Austrian Succession, First Martin’s Press, 175 Avenue New York, N.Y, 1995 p 210] 

Another of Folard’s preferred tactics played a major role in the battle, that being columns. Folard was heavily supportive of this tactic as well, maintaining that columns of men working together would be able to successfully attack gunfire through a combination of their mobility and flexibility. In the case of Fontenoy, this type of formation was used by the British army in their assault on the French forces. On this occasion the results were not what Folard himself seemed to have been expecting. Rather than securing victory, they were defeated by the onslaught of the artillery, mainly due to the fact that the surrounding environment included both natural aspects and manmade structures. This left their men trapped within a certain area and thereby, even more vulnerable to the French artillery. At some point after the battle an associate of Maurice, Franceso Algarotti, reflected in conservation with him about how the defeat there called into question the accuracy of Folard’s theory on military columns[footnoteRef:4]. Here another of the ideas of the Enlightenment involved can be seen with one of sides using it in their plans but it is not represented in the manner that the Enlightenment military theorist who endorsed and supported the battle tactic actually intended.  [4:  Starkey, pp 36-37] 

The battle also features another significant aspect of the Military Enlightenment and was directly linked to one of its key figures. A military fortification played a part and it this was built by Vauban himself. Sebastian le Prestre de Vauban was the principal engineer in the service of King Louis XIV. Vauban was heavily involved in the fortification system of Louis’s later reign, in which warfare would shift to the use of forts for the purposes of defending land from the attack. Vauban wrote a treatise defending the practice[footnoteRef:5]. Additionally, he was involved in the building of the fortifications. Fortress warfare played its part in the battle, the French setting up in a fortress built by Vauban. The Dutch section of the army was sent to take the fort from the French. By this stage the physical structure had been damaged by time and water and the weaponry had rusted. The Dutch failed in their task, because as soon as they got within firing range, the French attacked, either killing the troops or forcing them to make a retreat[footnoteRef:6]. As Vauban was a figure central to the ideals of the Military Enlightenment, his fortifications were a material example of this thinking. [5:  Starkey, pp 38-39]  [6:  Browning, pp 207-210] 

One aspect of the battle that stood out as unique in this time period was the manner in which Maurice made use of artillery, in particular in the capacity of a reserve. When Maurice was arranging where the major guns would be placed he decided that twelve of them would be held behind the rest of the army. This was an extremely rare tactic in this time period, to the extent that it only came into prominence during the era of Napoleon Bonaparte[footnoteRef:7]. Even when leaving aside the use of reserves, Maurice’s tactics bear a strong resemblance to the usage of artillery in the context of the late military Enlightenment. Over the course of the second half of the eighteenth century, the artillery would take on a key role in warfare, wrecking the phalanx columns earlier theorists favoured while strengthening position warfare, along with a larger scale combining tactics and artillery. All of this can be seen at Fontenoy in some way. Maurice used his artillery in a highly tactical manner. His guns wrecked a fighting force operating in a phalanx style. His entire battle plan relied heavily on defensive warfare and having the right position, as he remained in place for the most part and assaulted the army making their way towards him. In this regard it can be seen as reflective of Enlightenment military ideas[footnoteRef:8].  [7:  Starkey, pp 113-114]  [8:  Starkey, pp 54-55] 

Maurice’s views on the value of firearms in war can appear to be outright contradictory when comparing some of the ideas he was promoting as a military philosopher, and then observing his implementation of the ideas when he was acting as the leading French commander at Fontenoy. Taken together, his thoughts and actions do not match. As a military theorist, Maurice expressed a critical view towards the use of firearms in warfare, instead claiming that weapons with two edges are preferable, positing that war would return to fighting by hand if allowed to go on long enough. He goes so far as to claim that in war, guns make more noise than actual destruction and damage[footnoteRef:9]. However, at the battle itself, the plan that he devised also heavily revolved around various forms of projectile weaponry. The plan was for the French army to remain in position while the opposing army came at them, at which point they would attack with combined rifle fire and artillery. This scheme would be put into practice in the battle and the weapons would contribute heavily to the French victory[footnoteRef:10]. In effect, while definitely an example of Maurice’s tactics, this a case where a thinker of the Military Enlightenment goes against his own ideas at the Battle of Fontenoy.  [9:  Starkey, pp 50-51]  [10:  Browning, pp 209-212] 

Maurice also favoured a legion system of warfare that focused on, the concept of three sections, whereby each have their own specific role. This, he felt would favour the implementation of defensive methods as much as it did offensive tactics. Under this model there would be three main sections, artillery, calvary and infantry[footnoteRef:11]. This broadly matches what occurred at the Battle of Fontenoy. Maurice’s plan relied on an effective attack by the defending side to win. The army he used there consisted specifically of the three roles that he had previously advocated in favour of and all three of these would go on to play a central role in the outcome of the battle. The artillery and infantry were used to entrap the pragmatic army with fire and it was a Calvary charge that forced them into retreat[footnoteRef:12]. The results also seem to validate his suggestion that such a system would bring in decisive results. In this regard this can be seen as an example where the Battle of Fontenoy fulfilled some of the ideals and ideas of the Military Enlightenment. It should be noted that his concept of divisions would later become a prominent practice during the late military Enlightenment[footnoteRef:13]. The later military thinker, Jacques, de Guibert would also back a similar infantry, Calvary and artillery image of warfare. [11:  Starkey, p 51]  [12:  Browning, pp 211-212]  [13:  Starkey, p 53] 

Maurice, in his philosophising about warfare also observes the topic of the soldiers themselves and the crucialness of focusing on them in particular. In his Mes Revaries treatise, he writes at length about the ideas that he would like to be implemented to secure improvements. This included a form of a universal service in which every Frenchman of a certain age was required to serve in the army for a period of five years. He also proposed a more humane treatment of the soldiers with more merciful and just punishments. Additionally, he emphasised the importance of making sure the soldiers were properly driven and motivated when going to war, rather than fighting as a result of intimidation. In short, he saw the soldiers as highly important to the conduct of war[footnoteRef:14]. At the battle of Fontenoy, it goes without saying that he relied on the soldiers and there are no indicators that he had abandoned any of these ideas. The French soldiers remained necessary to Maurice in his planning for the battle. He personally did not feel that his Infantrymen were as capable at their jobs as their counterparts in the British Army. When devising his plan for the battle, he sought to get around this problem by having the French troops attack from the flank instead of the front, a tactic which would then be followed by an artillery attack on the front, rather than having the infantrymen go and attack his opponent’s infantrymen[footnoteRef:15]. When the infantrymen of both sides clashed, the British had the advantage[footnoteRef:16]. On one hand there is a sense that he had not achieved the planned improvements to the individual French soldiers that he had so strongly desired, yet a consistent focus on the role of the soldiers in warfare, at the very least is demonstrated.  [14:  Starkey, p 52]  [15:  Browning, p 209]  [16:  Starkey, p 120] 

The role played by morale within the army was another of the ideas to which Maurice was favourably inclined, especially in comparison to the standard military thought of the time that preferred to take an approach built on fear[footnoteRef:17]. This concept of morale would play a role in the Battle of Fontenoy itself, specifically in regard to the King of France, Louis XV. Maurice sent out a call to the palace of Versaille, to come to the battlefield when it became clear that the battle was going to occur[footnoteRef:18]. It was clear that one of Maurice’s motives for requesting the presence of the King was for the purpose of boosting morale, ‘his presence is worth an additional 50,000 men to us such is the impression he makes upon our own troops’. During the battle itself, one of the leading figures made the recommendation to the French King, that he should leave the immediate area, with regard to his own personal safety. Maurice, seeing the morale value of the opposite situation to that suggestion, persuaded Louis to stay at the site of the battlefield instead. Overall, this can be seen as a prominent example of Maurice’s Enlightenment ideas, playing out in practice at Fontenoy. The Duke of Cumberland also used royalty for morale, in his case himself, as he sought to inspire morale in the soldiers both through being there and by voluntarily going through the same dangers as the soldiers when he took his place at the head of the army going into battle[footnoteRef:19]. [17:  Starkey, p 52]  [18:  Browning, p 205]  [19:  Starkjey, p 115] 

The Battle of Fontenoy and Maurice of Saxe’s tactics also seem strongly reflective of the ideas of another thinker of the Military Enlightenment, Pierre-Joseph de Bourcet. Bourcet believed that success in war depends upon studying the area where the battle would take place, emphasising the high importance of having a detailed understanding of the countryside. He also highlighted the importance of having the best position and being able to avoid obstacles[footnoteRef:20]. Saxe chose the location of the battle in order to give himself the maximum advantage and to use the features of his surroundings to inform a plan. He selected the hill where a large part of his forces would be settled because the pathway to it forced his enemies to travel through an area where he could attack them with the artillery. He also tore down a nearby building to construct fortifications for his army. He even placed armed stockades throughout the battlefield to block any other paths to his army besides the one upon which the guns were set, thereby forcing his opponents onto the path where they would be most vulnerable to an artillery attack. Overall, this does seem to be a good match between military Enlightenment philosophy and the planning of Saxe at this location.  [20:  Starkey, p 44] 

[bookmark: _GoBack]The battle of Fontenoy can also be seen in part as a battle built around position warfare. In this regard, Maurice can be seen in a similar context to his contemporary, the Prussian King, Frederick the Great. Frederick expressed a preference, in the conduct of battles, for remaining in place and allowing the artillery to handle attacks whilst he remained behind encampments[footnoteRef:21]. He suggested that this methodology is better than going out to actively seek engagement at the battle. The French used makeshift defences and stayed in place for the battle, until the end where a calvary charge was launched. However, Maurice was also actively seeking out a battle to determine matters, therefore it was more than position-based warfare he was intending to use for the purpose of gaining a major victory.   [21:  Starkey, p 47] 

In conclusion, the Battle of Fontenoy and the tactics of Maurice de Saxe do seem be reflective of Enlightenment ideas in place. When it comes to the ideas of Folard, Saxe does differ to a prominent degree, although the Duke of Cumberland did use the column heavily in the battle. Less surprisingly, Saxe used many of the tactics that he promoted in the capacity of a military Enlightenment thinker but he went against himself in the matter of firearms. Overall, some Enlightenment ideas were generally successfully used; the high focus on morale being one such case. Others incorporated include the use of the fortification and especially the matters of artillery, positioning and surveying. Folard’s ideas, such as shock tactics and collumns were tried even if they did not work out. The overall approaches taken on do reflect the military Enlightenment in that many of its ideas were attempted during the battle of Fontenoy, even if not all of them worked in practice in this particular case. The battle also reflects Enlightenment advances with the emphasis on divisions and artillery, both of which would be strongly associated with the late military Enlightenment.


